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Accidentally Still Married

Carmen Falcone



Till sex do us part
Chef Grace King needs to save her catering business by all means necessary. Even if it means striking a deal with the hot estranged husband she walked out on, but can’t forget despite her best efforts. 
Sebastian Zwane is baffled to discover he’s still legally bound to the woman who broke his heart. With a booming career and new offices to open, the last thing he needs is a scandal and for her to demand half of the empire he built after their separation.
The bargain that will get them both what they want is put to the test by their sizzling attraction – stronger than ever, in spite of their rocky past. When the deal is over, will they be able to walk away from each other? 



To second chances!



Chapter One

“Married? Is this a joke?” Sebastian Zwane laughed, even though every time his botched commitment to Grace came to mind, a cold shudder ran down his spine. 
His lawyer, Robert Holden, wasn’t as amused. The fifty-year-old man sitting across from him in his Los Angeles office barely shifted inside the oversize leather chair. “See for yourself. You are still married to Grace King.” He placed a couple of papers primly on the heavy Brazilian cherry wood desk. 
Sebastian’s stomach knotted as he lifted the documents to his eye level, and he leaned forward. “I signed the damn divorce papers.”
Robert coughed. “She never filed them. Didn’t you ever check?” 
Sebastian got to his feet, restless. Little currents tingled each one of his nerve endings, and the more he mused over the discovery, the bigger the tingles got. And the longer they lasted. “I’m South African. I had no idea what divorce proceedings in the US entailed. Besides, I was traveling a lot for work back then, and assumed it was taken care of.” Fok, he cursed in Afrikaans. He hadn’t wanted to get divorced in the first place. If Grace hadn’t done such a great job convincing him her accidental pregnancy had been the only reason for their marriage. If she hadn’t lost the baby, and with it, her—
“She hasn’t gotten in touch in the last two years?” Robert’s voice sliced through his reminiscing. 
Sebastian could swear the crisp collar and the tie of his own Ermenegildo Zegna suit were one size too small. How else could he explain the throbbing pulse? “No,” he said, with more effort to say that one word than to sing the American national anthem backwards.
“Well.” Robert scratched his well-groomed goatee. “Do you think she had an agenda?”
“Agenda?” 
“She left you and asked for the divorce, but had a change of heart. In the two years you were away, and you started to make millions, she never said a word.” Robert narrowed his dark green eyes. 
Sebastian loosened his tie, even though it was only midday. He peered out the floor-to- ceiling glass wall separating him from the L.A. skyscraper. The view of tall buildings and a cloudless blue sky started to lose focus, and he didn’t even blink. What did Grace look like these days? Did she still have her waist-length golden locks? His libido stirred, and using the tightening of his body as a warning, he cleared his throat and focused on his bald, expensive lawyer. “Cut to the chase, Holden.”
“Your investment firm is doing extremely well. You’re about to open a few more here in the West coast. The last thing you need is a dirty divorce battle.”
“It’s not a battle if both spouses want it,” Sebastian said, with a bitter voice. 
Robert choked back a mocking laugh. “It is if she thinks she’s entitled to half of what you earned ever since your marriage.”
“That’s ridiculous. She hasn’t been around.”
“Grace never signed a pre-nup. There is a presumption of a fifty-fifty split. I did some digging, and she has a catering business that’s on its last legs. She can’t have any money to inject in the business with the outrageous interest rates she has been paying the bank for loans.” Robert opened his sleek briefcase, retrieved an iPad, and showed Sebastian her website.
Sebastian nearly lost his balance, as if instead of a thin tablet he held sacks of cement. A warm tingle snuck up on him and shot up his arms. Grace King Catering, the outdated cursive writing logo read. A big knot formed in his throat, and he clicked on the ABOUT section. Against his common sense. 
Her BIO and picture, along with a couple of testimonials, popped up on the screen. His gaze focused on her headshot. The knot in his throat pulsed, and he tensed up. Her hair was put up in a ponytail, neat, professional. Her face… he closed his eyes, as if seeing a glimpse of her plump lips and Pacific Ocean colored eyes was just too painful. Too damn stupid, he corrected himself. 
“Can you trust her?” Robert asked. 
Sebastian handed him the iPad quickly, as if he had gotten it without his consent. 
“No.” His gaze dropped to his left hand, lacking a wedding ring. For the past year, he had vowed to move on emotionally and had taken a few women on dates—under the assumption he was divorced. And free.
He clenched his fists and remembered the engagement ring. When he had asked her to marry him, he had offered the engagement ring that had belonged to his belated mother. Even though it was worth a few thousand dollars only—unlike the type he would be able to afford today—that piece of jewelry was one of the few palpable links he had to his mother. Grace had taken to it Florida with her, and as he discovered later on, had sold it for cold hard cash. His mother had left him, and so had Grace. 
“I can recommend a good family lawyer, but beforehand you should try to solve this privately. Remember that bachelor date auction last month?”
How could he forget? He’d only agreed because the organizer had talked him into it—using his penchant for helping suicide prevention institutions as bait. Enduring a whole evening with a woman with whom he had nothing in common had been painful. 
“We don’t really want the media to know you were actually married back then. Last thing we want is for you to be portrayed as a liar when you’re supposed to gain people’s trust.” 
Sebastian pursed his lips. Oh, how his business opponents would rejoice to learn of the failed marriage that they would certainly accuse him of hiding. He wouldn’t let everything he'd worked so hard for slip between his fingers because of Grace. He had lost too much already. “Don’t sweat it, Holden. I’ll take care of it in a very private manner.”
***
“Girl, relax,” Luna whispered, as they rolled the cart into the kitchen of one of the most prestigious addresses in South Beach. “You’re sweating like you’re watching a Scandal episode.”
Grace drew a sharp breath. “Worse. This could be my finale if I don’t impress Bianca Reynolds. And guess what? No hot President for me. Nada.” Grace motioned to park the cart by the white marble island. She helped her best friend load the serving trays and dishes on the endless countertop that occupied a good part of the airy, large kitchen. 
“You’ll do fine.” Luna smiled. 
Grace hoped she could believe her. A lot was at stake tonight. The day before, she had been preparing to pull the plug on her catering business and file for bankruptcy, when a phone call had saved the day—and hopefully, her career. Self-made woman and top of the party-throwing chain, Bianca Reynolds, had phoned her after coming across Grace’s website. Bianca had met her briefly to go over the menu—an understated but sexy dinner for two, at her place—and even hinted about needing to expand her portfolio and invest in up-and-coming food businesses.
“I have to,” Grace said, hardening her shoulders. She refused to go down without one last fight. Every day she was losing a little bit more of her Nana to Alzheimer’s and with her flower-power parents touring Australia in an RV, her job was her only harbor. She couldn’t afford to lose her catering business. King’s Catering not only offered Southern Comfort food with a modern twist, it was her one connection to her roots, before her parents decided traveling cross-country was the smartest way to raise their six year old. “Thanks for helping me out, Luna. I swear, when I can afford an assistant, you will stop waitressing.”
Luna glided her fingers over the built-in stainless steel oven and faced her friend. “May I have that in writing?” 
Grace winked at her. “I’d sign it with my blood if I had any left.” 
Over the next half hour, she made sure the four-course meal was stored, and at the right temperature. Bianca had told Grace that she would be running late; therefore, Grace should get the key at the entrance and get things started. 
Grace eyed the folder inside her tote bag. With Bianca’s hint about investing the day before, she had crammed together a proposal. Hope flooded her; she knew she needed a business partner—someone with logical thinking, entrepreneurial experience and a willingness to teach. Not just money. Sure, money would save her business, but it wouldn’t help it flourish and grow. Cooking and serving was her calling—marketing and selling herself was not. Bianca might be more than a great meal ticket if she could make this evening perfect.
“I’m going to set the table outside,” she told Luna, and walked out to the Greek inspired terrace with tall columns and extravagant sculptures that channeled the renaissance era. It was all too much for her taste, but the décor was the least of her concerns.
Bianca had asked for an intimate dinner for two, and Grace hoped her idea to forgo the sterile formal dining area and focus on the patio table was a win. A smile tipped her lips. She caressed the rich, patterned linen cloth on the square table, and lit a few jasmine scented candles in the middle. Reaching for the small, colorful vase of perennials she had brought, she nodded. This dinner was her chance to wow the great Bianca and she wouldn’t let it slip through her fingers. 
A wave of empowerment went through her. 
She glanced through the French doors, and saw Luna dashing though the living room. Someone must have rung the doorbell. 
Her friend waved at her. “I got this,” she mouthed. 
Grace contemplated calling Bianca to let her know her guest was early. Realizing her cell was lost in the bottom of her bag, she sighed and finished placing the silverware where it was supposed to be. She smoothened her clammy palms on the black apron, which was the same length as her little black dress. 
Everything looked perfect, and success would taste better than Nana’s famous peach cobbler. 
“This way, please.” She heard Luna’s perky voice, and turned on her cobalt heels to meet the man who was about to dine with Florida’s most notorious businesswoman. “Is there anything I can get you while you wait?” 
“All I need is right in front of me.” A deep, commanding voice spoke before she faced him, and she already knew whose face that alluring South African twang belonged to. Sebastian Zwane. 
She swallowed. He stood in front of her, all six foot four of pure male extraordinaire. His designer suit had the precise tailoring that only money and the best stylists offered. Her blood froze. After two years, the man she had once given her heart to looked even better than before. His chocolate skin was accentuated by a white shirt and crisp casual suit jacket, and his dark green eyes… oh, his eyes. He assessed her, perhaps in a more discreet way than she did him. 
“Sebastian.” His name flew out of her mouth like a secret that she kept for too long. 
“Gracelynn,” he said. Gracelynn! It was so like Sebastian to use the name he knew she hated. That was probably the only thing he remembered about her. During their short months together, he hadn’t bothered to get to know her. Instead, his domineering ways had spiraled out of control after they had lost their baby boy James, and they had drifted apart. Coping with the loss had been brutal enough. She hadn’t needed Sebastian’s controlling ways to remind her of Aidan, the family member who had tormented her, and thank goodness would never get a chance of doing it again. 
“What a small world. You two know each other?” Luna said, although it took a couple of seconds for Grace to register her friend’s voice and presence next to them. 
Oh, crap. Luna upped her brow, and although she slapped on a smile, Grace knew her friend would drill her at the first opportunity. After all, how could anyone have known the legendary Sebastian Zwane and never share that little nugget of information with her BFF of the past year? 
“Intimately.” He answered as if only the two of them were there, his voice borderline erotic.
The tiny hairs on the back of Grace’s neck stood on end, and she cleared her throat. “Luna, could you please check on the crab cakes?” 
“Of course.” Luna sauntered into the house. 
“Please, have a seat.” Grace gestured to the table. “I’m sure Bianca is running late. Would you like me to call her and tell her you’ve arrived?” She stepped into full caterer mode. 
“No.” He didn’t move an inch. 
No. The bastard watched her, his gaze swinging from her eyes down her mouth, to her breasts. The man didn’t have a shameful bone in his body. 
Although, what a body it was—again, her attention drifted to how well he filled that suit, his shoulders broad, his chest wide, legs long. When they had been together, he’d bought his suits from sales racks of department stores. Based on the few articles she’d allowed herself to read on him, Italian leather shoes and designer labels crowded his closet now. A closet so big someone could probably set up a tent and camp inside. 
There was a lusty spark in his jaded eyes… telling her no matter what she had on, he had seen her naked. Her nipples hardened against the confines of her satin bra. Bad nipples, bad nipples! She crossed her arms over her chest, and then uncrossed them. How would that look? Lord. One minute in his company and her confidence dissolved like crumbs of apple pie in the Mississippi river. 
He pulled the chair across from his. “Sit.”
She frowned. “Sebastian, c’mon, I’m working. That wouldn’t be appropriate.”
He pursed his full lips. “Since when do we worry about being appropriate?” His eyes still held the same defiance, and there wasn’t a bone in his body that didn’t ooze assurance and strength. 
Luna showed up carrying a tray with crab cakes. “Something for you to take the edge off your appetite while you wait for Bianca?”
He accepted one of the crab cakes and brought it to his luscious, indecent mouth. Grace had to yank her gaze from those delicious parted lips, as a wave of heat swirled around her. You know where those lips have been. “Bianca isn’t coming,” he said, with nonchalance. 
“Oh.” Luna darted a confused look at Grace, who remained standing, stiff as a statue. 
Bianca not coming… Grace twisted her hands together, and was about to wonder why, when it hit her. Bianca had asked her to come prepare an intimate dinner at her house. Bianca had bumped into her website by chance. Or was it? 
Grace shifted her focus to Sebastian, who sent her a wink. A wink! It dawned at her at last…. “This was your idea? Bianca isn’t coming?” The words left her mouth as she rationalized. 
“What’s going on?” Luna asked. 
Sebastian flashed Luna a toe-curling smile. “Grace and I have some catching up to do. Turns out she is my guest for tonight. I was trying to surprise her. Would you mind bringing us some wine?” 
Some wine wouldn’t even begin to cover it. She needed an intravenous tequila I.V. to cope with spending time alone with Sebastian. “Luna… I… I’ll explain later. I need a word with Sebastian.” She darted a glance to her friend, which she hoped translated her urgency. 
Luna gave her a slow nod, and said, “Wine it is, then.” 
Grace’s shoulders sagged, and she plopped down on the chair across from him. Why had he come up with this charade? It only meant one thing—her hope to save her business was futile. There was no possibility of Bianca saving her business—and if Grace had to depend on her ex, she was out of luck. She had been on her own ever since she had left him, even though she had finished culinary school at the time and didn’t have a penny to her name. She tasted bile in the back of her throat. Her marriage to him had been all about control. A control she was no longer a hostage of. Amen.
“Perk up, Grace. I hate to see my wife so sad.” 
“You know?” Her throat went dry. She’d always expected him to find her and question her about their marital status. How ironic that she had been the one who’d left him, who’d opted out, who’d had the courage to realize they’d made a huge mistake… and then couldn’t bring herself to file the divorce papers. That’s just bureaucracy.

He leaned forward. 
“I signed the papers and gave them to you. Why didn’t you ever turn them in?” Sebastian pulled his chair next to hers, and reached to touch her jaw. The feel of his fingers on her flesh made her stomach flutter. His gaze locked on hers, and she shifted in the chair, wishing there was a way she could flee. 
She moved her head to the side and sighed, the relief of straying from his touch wrestling against the longing for it. Which was worse? “It was around the same time Nana was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and I was overwhelmed. Plus… I didn’t have the heart to tell her I was divorcing so soon.” She had been scared to prove her parents right. They had shoved their flower-power lifestyle down her throat, and never bothered to hear her opinion. Hell, they had been wrong about so much, they couldn’t have been right about her marriage too. There’s no guarantee the marriage will work just because you’re pregnant. That man is just trying to do what society says is the right thing. You don’t even know him. Their plea rang in her ears. 
He shook his head. “Unless you’ve been using a life size mannequin of me, she knows that by now.”
“I told her we were separating, but with her disease… she has good days and bad days. Most of the time, she doesn’t remember much.” Grace pushed out the words trapped in her throat. “I’m her only grandkid. No one has ever divorced in our family. I didn’t want to add to her stress after being diagnosed.”
He gave her a once over, and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Interesting.”
Interesting? Couldn’t he just say sorry for her grandmother? Her heart twisted. “It’s sad really, but what does that have to do with you being here?” she asked, and braced herself for the answer. 



Chapter Two

Sebastian gripped the stem of the wine glass tighter than was strictly necessary. Hot strands of libido stirred inside of him. They’d been at it ever since he’d seen her photo. Grace King. Now he was taking care of the problem. Privately, like he’d promised his lawyer. Calling his business partner Bianca to arrange the private dinner at her residence had been the easy bit. Turning up and having Grace sit in front of him…that was less easy. “I’m here because I want you to sign the divorce papers. I know your business is going belly up, so I’m willing to give you some money.” 
She snapped her fingers. “Just like that?” 
“I want to be a free man.” Free from her. The pull he felt toward her was like a weighty stone tied to his feet as he drowned. Without that last tie to her, he would be able to reach out and float on the surface. And never, ever sink again. 
How easy it would be to sink though… Her black dress under her apron outlined her figure, still slim by any means, but a bit fuller than he remembered. Her breasts pointed out, high and perky. He shifted in his seat, willing away the sting narrowing his stomach. Her hair, several shades of blond, was all the way up in a bun, and he wondered if it was still long, down her back to her shoulder blades, like it used to be. He’d always enjoyed running his fingers through it to bring her closer. Or pulling it, while he had her in the middle of the bed, on all fours. The image stole the air from his lungs. When he lifted a glass of water to his lips, he found her looking his way. “What will it take for you to sign the papers you so desperately wanted me to sign two years ago?” he said, holding the glass close to his lips. 
She worried her bottom lip. “I-I need your expertise as a financial person.”
He waved it off. The idea was laughable. He, help Grace? After all she had put him through? “Catering is not my field.”
“Making money is. And I need to know what I’ve been doing wrong.”
He bit back a smile. “The opportunity to point out what you’ve done wrong is tempting.” 
She upped an eyebrow. “Business-wise,” she retorted, with a steady voice. 
The glossy despair in her eyes, though, told him a different story. If she’d had a knack for business, she wouldn’t be in the position she was in. And money would be temporary relief, but what about later on? Since when do I care?
He didn’t. “Of course,” he said. “That said, I live in Los Angeles now. Clearing my schedule to go through all your mistakes would take a few days. I’m ready to give you cash. If you’ll sign the papers, I’ll call my lawyer and speed up the process and we can move on straight away. That’s what I want. I won’t try and be coy.” He lifted a piece of bread to his mouth and chewed on it hard, then swallowed; the rich dough pulling through the suppressed emotions bundled in his throat.
“You’re the opposite of coy.” She shifted in her seat, crossing and uncrossing her legs. 
He followed the soft bob of her throat, and realized her attention was focused on his lips. Did she remember? How the two of them tangled the sheets, their glistening bodies draped over each other? Light and dark. 
He curled his fingers into a hard fist, fighting the desire to reach out and fondle her. Why was he fighting it? Why couldn’t they, one last time—
“Unless, of course, you care to make me an offer I can’t refuse.” The words left his mouth before he had enough time to think them through. 
“I doubt you want any of my skills bad enough to change your mind.” She surged to her feet. 
He pushed his chair back and stood up. Erasing the distance between them, he tipped up her chin. The intensity in her baby blues drilled into him, and a powerful libido stirred his groin. His pants tightened, and he ran a finger over her heart-shaped face. “You’d be wrong, Gracelynn. There’s a skill of yours I most definitely want,” he struggled to say, his voice dropping an octave. Shit. If he knew what was better for him, he wouldn’t kiss her. His gaze dropped to her lips, and she licked the corner of her mouth, the tip of her pink tongue slipping out. His heart skipped a beat, and before he could change his mind, he snatched her in his arms and covered her lips with his. 
She moaned, and he grazed his teeth over her upper lip. His entire body throbbed with need. He delved his tongue inside her wet, sweet mouth. His erection grew harder, and he clenched his hands around her waist, pulling her to him. She lifted her palms to his shoulders, and a shiver ran through him. He raised her shapely leg, which she hooked around his hips. That perfect mold slammed open a gate to what could happen. Hell, what was about to happen… There was no way he wouldn’t delve into her again. There was no way he wouldn’t taste her, and have her squirm under his touch. The impulsive resolve set a trail of electric currents shooting up his arm, and short-circuiting his entire system. 
He intensified the kiss, and she responded passionately, stroking her tongue over his. Aroused and careless, he caressed her neck and fondled her delicious breasts. He traced the shape of her breast over her apron, imprinted in his memory just as much as on the flimsy fabric. 
He scooped her off the floor in one fluid move, and besides a gasp of surprise, she went along. Positioning her on the table, he spread her legs apart and caressed the delectable sweep of her thighs. The sound of dishes and glasses falling to the floor didn’t faze him. They turned into white noise compared to the wild, unrestricted drumming of his heart. He’d missed Grace, more than he would ever care to admit. He cupped her sex, already warm and moist even through the fabric.
More. He wanted more. Maybe swimming again in that well of desire was the only way he’d learn how to protect himself and learn to survive it. Walking away from the chance of making her his one last time… was no longer an option. 
Determined, he outlined the cotton of her underwear, using his index finger to trace along the hem. Hhhmm… She squirmed against him, arching her body toward him. 
All his nerve endings were about to burst. He reached for his belt, knowing if he wasn’t inside her soon enough, he, too, would—
A harsh thump, and the piercing sound of a bottle slamming against the stone floor echoed in his ears. Her hands froze on him like two pieces of granite. It took him a second longer to inhale and withdraw himself from her. He let his arms fall off her and when he disentangled from her, a cold draft swirled around him. 
Clearing her throat, she got off the table and recomposed, smoothing her hands over her apron and dress. 
Luna, the lady who had opened the door for him, stood a few feet from them, with dark eyes widened and jaw dropped. Red wine splashed on the stone ground. “I’m sorry. I was bringing that wine and you caught me off guard.”
“I’m sorry, Luna. I’ll explain it later.” Grace twisted her hands together, her voice wavering. 
Luna chuckled. “Oh honey, no explanations needed. I’ll leave you two… alone.”
A lovely shade of pink spread across Grace’s cheeks. “I’ll clean up everything.” 
“I’ll get my stuff from inside and find my way out.” 
Grace tucked a few strands of loose hair behind her ear. “Thanks, Luna. Talk to you later.”
“Yes, there will be talking alright.” Luna winked at her, and sauntered into the kitchen again. 
Grace turned to him and rubbed her temples. “Oh my lord.” 
He stepped toward her. “Relax.”
She took a step back, hands perched at her waist. “Relax? Okay, if you want to be in charge, you got it. You’re right. I need cash if I’m going to stay afloat. Pay my overdue bills and I’ll be happy to sign the papers.”
Assessing her was a sure way to steal the air from his lungs. With her lips swollen and rosy, her bedroom eyes gleaming, she could have stepped right out of bed. His bed. His fingers tingled with the need to touch her, and he curled them into a ball. They were not done yet. “I will. And you’ve convinced me to help you with your business too.”
She blinked. “Come again?” 
“I have to be back in L.A. for an important meeting on Monday. I’ll clear out my schedule the next few days, though, and go over your issues and help you. I’ll set you up with a meeting with Ross Stevens, for starters,” he said. Name-dropping wasn’t his thing, but he just knew the marketing guru would tip the scale in his favor.
Her eyes widened. “The Ross Stevens?” 
He smile inside. Score. “Is there another one?”
She shuffled her weight from one foot to another. “Wait… why would you do that?” 
 Here it goes. “Because during the next few days, my luscious ex-wife to be, you will allow us a proper farewell from the only part that worked in our marriage.” He erased the distance between them, and outlined her jaw. She trembled under his touch, which cemented his resolve. They had parted too soon. Too early for the fire burning high between them to extinguish. 
She crossed her arms over her chest. “You wanna screw me?” 
Non-stop. “I almost did, over the table. That’s obvious, I’d say.” 
She shook her head. “You were blowing off some steam. It wasn’t planned or anything. We can’t, I can’t… ” She covered her mouth. “It’s crazy. Indecent.” 
The light blush claiming her cheeks almost made him kiss her. Again. “No need to react like a Southern belle, Grace. Some people throw parties when they get divorced. I say we should enjoy a very private one, before we part ways,” he said, struggling to finish, “forever.” 
“You aren’t going to help me if I don’t sleep with you?” 
He smiled. “I didn’t exactly say that. Let’s just say I need some… incentive.” 
She chewed on her bottom lip. “That’s not right.” 
What wasn’t right, he thought, had been the way she’d cut through his heart. The way she’d blamed him after her miscarriage, when he hadn’t done anything wrong. How she’d packed up and left as if his feelings didn’t matter. He hadn’t mattered. The words stuck in his throat. “I won’t make you do anything you aren’t comfortable with. I’m just being honest. The way you kissed me… you can honestly say you don’t want to finalize the dissolution of our physical connection before we dissolve our marriage once and for all?”
“I…” She licked her lips. Her baby blues darkened to an intense cobalt. “Let me think about it.”
“Call me in the morning.” He reached for his wallet and retrieved a business card. Was it wrong, to ask for sex in demand for professional guidance? No. He had given her everything once… he couldn’t do it again. 
***
“Did you call him?” Luna tossed her pink bag on one chair and plopped down on the other one next to it. 
Grace stared at her friend. Sucking in her breath, she glanced at the phone sitting on her desk. “Not yet.” Ever since she had stepped into her home office two hours ago, after tossing and turning all night, she had been playing with the idea. Why? Why would she call him? 
“I can’t just have sex with him after so long. And for the wrong reasons,” Grace thought out loud. She toyed with the heavy glass spoon that lay on the top of some folders. 
Luna’s chuckle cut through the tension. “Seriously? If Chocolate Channing Tatum asked me, I wouldn’t think twice. And judging by the way he was all over you before I walked in on you two last night, you wouldn’t either.” 
“Whatever, Luna. You never date.”
“I have my reasons.” Luna shrugged. Reasons she never shared with her, but Grace gave her time and hoped one day she would. After all, wasn’t this strange? Luna was gorgeous… smooth olive skin, long wavy hair, awesome body. But, her infectious laugh and sense of humor could really get a guy’s attention. Could. If she let them come near her. “Trust me though, a man that sexy certainly would make me rethink them.”
“Fine. So he’s hot.” Grace shrugged. “But he’s controlling and I would never want us to think it’s more than sex.”
“Apparently, neither does he. Otherwise he wouldn’t have created this Mickey Mouse bargain.”
Grace glanced through her tiny office, her gaze darting from the pale pink walls to the shelves filled with cooking books. A few dusty family pictures and the one award she won for a cooking contest as a teenager packed the tiny area over the small white armoire, piled with bills. 
“I’m scared of… getting attached again. I can’t do that.” I wouldn’t survive. She had mistrusted Aidan, and ended up tied to a radiator, crying, in a dark room. Somehow Sebastian had seemed different, and perhaps he had been. Not for long. Didn’t matter if his tactics were a lot smoother than Aidan’s. 
“Until last night, I had no idea you had been married. Time to spill. Stop dodging the issue like I’m a low-life reporter from a tabloid magazine and not your friend.”
“We randomly met in a coffee shop. He was working his butt off back then. We had a lot of sex, and decided to get married on a whim. After all was said and done, I realized sex wasn’t enough.” She managed to sound casual. Left out a bit, didn’t you? Pregnancy, miscarriage? Tears prickled the corner of her eyes, but she blinked them back. If she told Luna about her miscarriage, she would have to open a messy can of worms. She’d done therapy for too long. She would never go back there. Ever. 
“So sex alone isn’t going to change your mind and make you want to get back with him?”
“No. It can’t.” 
“Then just go with it for the next couple days. Take the cash, take the pleasure, move on. It’s not like you’ve been getting any,” Luna chortled. 
“I don’t know if I can separate the attraction from… the other stuff.” 
“If you could, would you?” 
Yes. Warmth filled her cheeks. Wouldn’t it be nice to get him out of her system? To abandon herself in his arms, recklessly, and give in to the suffocating pull? She brought her hands to her neck, and realized her pulse was going bonkers. Not even the distance had dampened the effect he had on her. Not even time. 
What if… She lifted the business card, caressing the thick paper between her fingers. Maybe straightforward sex would help demystify her past. She would move on, knowing for a fact she had risen to the challenge instead of hiding like a coward. Besides, sex hadn’t been enough to hold them together then, why would it be now? “Okay. I’ll make the call.” 
How bad could it be? She wouldn’t get things twisted this time. The man lived in LA., for God’s sake! She grabbed the cordless phone and dialed the number. “Privacy, please.” She winked at Luna, her hand covering the speaker. 
Luna gave her an eye roll and reluctantly left, closing the door behind her. 
Sebastian picked up after the third ring. Luna clenched the phone and panic poured over her. A cold sweat slicked her forehead. Crap.
I totally should have rehearsed this.

“Hello.” His voice was like melted caramel. Delicious and addictive. Something she could ever have enough of—even if it was bad for her. Which is why you kept away.
“Sebastian, I’ve been thinking about your… hhhmmm… proposal.” 
She could swear she heard an intake of breath from the other side of the line. 
“Go on,” he said, his voice commanding. 
“I’m in.”
“Good.” He paused and she heard papers turning. “I’ve secured a meeting with Ross Stevens this afternoon. Four o’ clock.” 
“If I had said no, would you have canceled that meeting?”
“I’m not that much of a jerk, Grace.” There was a light tone in his voice, which had the opposite effect on her. She shuffled in her chair so much that it swiveled against her consent. Her whole acceptance to having sex with him for a few days was based on the fact that, yes, he was a jerk. A jerk that was great in bed and would ensure she kept her business. The business was the only thing she had left. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing.” She crossed and uncrossed her legs. “I mean…” She cleared her throat. “Listen, Sebastian. I haven’t been with anyone since we separated and last night was spontaneous and all…” What if it was super sterile or awkward? She touched her stomach, afraid she was going to part with her lunch. “I just don’t want it to be weird.” 
His chuckle reverberated through her. “I promise you, it won’t be weird.”
“Okay,” she said. Although… since when did she believe his promises? 



Chapter Three

Sebastian arrived at the meeting, walking into conference room at the same trendy hotel he was staying in. The Breitling on his wrist confirmed he was five minutes early. Anxiety roared inside him like the engine of a Lamborghini. 
In four days’ time, he would jet to L.A. and return to the life he enjoyed. He had new offices opening soon, and believed babysitting a new venture was the only way to make it grow. Even in his marriage, he had wanted to make sure every ‘t’ was dotted, every ‘i’ crossed, just to ensure they were making the most of the amazing opportunity life had offered them. But Grace had pegged his wanting to be present as controlling and overbearing. 
That didn’t matter now. He would enjoy the days with her, get her out of his system once and for all, have her sign the divorce papers, and celebrate. With memories of Grace’s naked body no longer tormenting him, he would succeed and rejoice. In a matter of days, Grace would be a distant memory. 
Although… the vulnerability in her voice when she called him earlier tightened his chest. Was it sick to be filled with male pride after knowing she hadn’t slept with anyone after him? A smile curved his lips, but he clamped them hard. Remember who the real Grace is. When he’d asked Grace about his mother’s ring, called her after she decided to leave his rented condo, she had told him she’d taken it to a pawnshop, as she was desperate for money to start a life without him. 
He’d thought that after her gypsy life with her irresponsible parents, she would crave the security of marriage and the possibility of a family. Their marriage wasn’t exactly planned out years in advance, but once he’d made the decision to go through with it, there had been no turning back for him. He’d loved her. Wanted her. Trusted her. She was having his baby. What more was there to discuss? She’d wanted different things. Things he didn’t understand, things perhaps even she didn’t understand. She certainly never communicated them in a way he could understand. Heated arguments ensued, and the last one had taken place right before she’d started bleeding and lost their baby. How could he have asked her to stay afterward? He’d tried. He’d damn tried. 
“Sebastian.” Ross smiled as he entered the room and stretched out his hand.
“Thanks for making it on such a short notice, Ross.” He shook the hand of the catering world’s biggest rock star and indicated the seat beside him.
“No problem. I had to shuffle some things around, but couldn’t say no to you. You said it’s an up-and-coming catering company?”
“Yeah. Great potential. I took the owner under my wing, and wanted you to assist her.” 
They entered the conference room he had rented for the afternoon. Looking through the glass doors, Sebastian recognized her hair approaching, and his heart stopped—only to resume amplified, pounding its way out of his skin a microsecond later. Grace walked past their room, holding her cell phone to her ear. Maybe she was lost? 
“She’s here,” he said to Ross, and stood up. “I’ll go get her.”
In the wide hallway, she pushed a small cart. He was about to make a wiseass remark about her tardiness, when she spoke into the phone.
“Yeah. I’m good. He’s not here yet.” She stopped pushing and placed her free hand on her waist. “Yes, Luna, thanks for the stash of condoms,” she continued, a trace of sarcasm in her voice. 
He bit back a satisfactory smile, but didn’t move an inch. 
“I know I’m a nervous wreck. I just never thought the idea of sex would feel so business-y.” She leaned against the textured wall and whispered something he couldn’t quite hear. Business-y? He could have laughed. Then it dawned on him. She hadn’t had sex in two years… He blinked, and quietly stepped backward and signaled to the attendant on the other side to show her the conference room. The short man nodded, and Sebastian sneaked back into the room. 
“Hello, gentlemen,” Grace said, as she walked into the room with a professional smile. The pristine white shirt and white pants gave her an elegant look. A long, black pearl necklace hung from her delicate neck, and her hair was down, swept to one side. He curled and uncurled his fist, flexed his fingers to rid them of the sudden tingle. He wanted to run his fingers through her long, luscious hair—which tumbled past her breasts. “Please excuse my tardiness. It took me longer than I expected to find this place.”
“No problem. Ross, meet Grace King.” 
“Such a pleasure to meet you.” 
Grace stretched her hand to the potbellied man, and he shook it. They all sat around the dark mahogany oval table, and for the next two hours, Ross tasted a few samples she’d brought on the cart, and then showed her a quick market study he’d made about the food and beverage field, and who her competition was. 
A concern Sebastian didn’t have the right to experience filled him. Was there a guarantee that her business would take off after this? 
“I say we revamp your brand,” Ross said. “Your food is good and both you and your dishes have a sassy style that’s not shining through. You need to target a younger, more upscale clientele. We’ll go over your menu and perhaps change some of the dishes’ names, add some others, and keep that modern flare on Southern cooking vibe. Can you cater to a larger capacity?” 
“I’m based out of my house,” Grace replied. “I’ve been mainly doing small events, but would love to dip into the more upscale market. Cost has been an issue, as far as finding a location.” Her voice lost energy at the end. 
“You should find a location. If we’re rebranding, we want to set the tone from the beginning,” Ross said. 
“I’ll take care of that,” Sebastian cut in. 
Grace turned to him, her expression unreadable. 
“I can call a realtor I trust and get you set up.” He smoothed his voice by a notch. 
“Thank you,” she murmured, a pang of surprise in her tone. 
After the meeting was over, they headed to the hotel’s bar for drinks. Sebastian excused himself for a moment, called the concierge, and arranged for his belongings to be moved to another type of bedroom. He also asked for champagne and a couple of other things to help with her nerves, if the way she relentlessly clicked her pen during the meeting was anything to go by. After having eavesdropped on her conversation, somehow it seemed selfish not wanting to make things smoother for her. He snuck out on his own and stopped by the sundry shop, and afterward only had to share Grace with Ross for thirty minutes before the old man excused himself and left. 
“Did you like him?” Sebastian scooted closer to her. The booth they shared was intimate. 
She took a sip of her Mojito, and he had to clench his fist to keep from touching her. “What’s not to love? The man is amazing.” 
Whenever they spent time like this, not talking about their dead marriage, there was a painful squeeze in his heart. Like some invisible giant hand was trying to crush him. 
Sebastian took a swig of his Grey Goose, and the liquid skated down his throat. She was gorgeous. Her eyes gleamed, and she kept twisting her hands together. Was she that nervous? To share a bed with him? He coughed; his body was still painfully aware of her nearness. His thighs were hard, his length straining against his pants. “You are making me jealous.” 
“Yeah, because I would totally do him,” she said, and they stared at each other for a moment and then chuckled in unison. 
She offered him a sweet smile, like the ones he’d gotten from her when they’d dated. His heart tightened, and he shifted in the booth, willing the suffocating sensation away. “We could finish this conversation upstairs,” he said. 
“I’m afraid conversation is not what interests you.” She shrugged, playing with the edge of her glass with her fingers. 
“You’d be surprised,” he whispered, worried about those words himself. 
***
They rushed across the lobby as a gorgeous bride took pictures with a set of giggly bridesmaids. Grace’s throat thickened, and this time it wasn’t because of the man alongside her. While they waited for the elevator, she soaked up the girl’s dress, cloaked by a long, thin veil, sheer enough to show her widening smile. 
Grace’s heart turned in her chest. She’d been happy during her wedding, although they had eloped to Vegas instead of anything more elaborate. Back then, her man was a workaholic and she’d been happy letting him make the decisions—then it had suffocated her, and she’d found herself way in too deep and couldn’t back down. Until he’d reminded her too much of Aidan for her to be able to know the difference. Was there a difference?
The Sebastian she’d dated was not the same one she’d married. Or had she changed after making the vows? Her whole life she’d craved roots, especially since being homeschooled by her mother. In an RV, of all places. Maybe the idea had seemed good on paper, but in reality she hadn’t enjoyed touring the country in a vehicle and never being able to keep her friends and establish a routine. Perhaps that need had thrown her in Sebastian’s arms in the first place. And the realization she was more like her parents than she had imagined had yanked her from him. 
“You okay?” Sebastian squeezed her hand, and before she could answer, the elevator doors opened in front of them. They joined the guests already inside.
Sebastian pulled her gently to the back of the spacious elevator, and she fixed her stare on the heads in front of her. He intertwined his fingers in hers, and she sucked in a breath. What did he care? 
With his thumb, Sebastian made a circular motion on her palm, and she bit her lip. When the doors opened and they reached his sumptuous suite, she took in the beauty of the furnishings: curvy round chairs, a large sofa in the living area, and white, heavy drapes hanging from the ceiling. The pastel colors contrasted against the rugged man who flicked on the dim lighting. It was like Tarzan trapped in a dollhouse. A ginormous dollhouse, of course. 
“The room is surprisingly sweet,” she said, in a strangled voice.
Sebastian chuckled. “In this hotel, every room is different. I’ve been staying at a different one, but tonight I requested something more—” He cleared his throat. “Romantic. Thought you would appreciate it.” 
Why would he go through the trouble? As far as sex went, she was a sure thing. And whenever he splayed his hands on her, it really didn’t matter what surrounded them. Damn it, Grace. In a few days, he would go back to L.A., the city where he had moved to after their split. The other side of the country. Which meant she just had to come to terms with the sexual responses her body threw at her. Then, it would be back to celibacy again. At least until she met a man that fit her better. 
Taking a breath larger than the suite, she followed him into the main bedroom. She glanced at the chocolate covered strawberries and the Veuve Clicquot chilling in a sparkling champagne cooler. The scent of fresh, clean linens swirled in the air, and blooming tulips sat bunched in a couple of yellow vases on either nightstand. 
Two oversize robes draped over the silky immaculate bedspread. “You have master plans.” She bit back a smile. “I can’t spend the night, you know. I have to wake up early tomorrow,” she said, and expected him to protest her decision. In the past, his overbearing ways had never let her be out of his reach for too long. It was as if he had feared he would lose her forever. And, didn’t that ended up happening anyway? Oh, the irony. 
“Fine with me.” Sebastian sent her a devastating smile that almost changed her resolve. 
She picked up a strawberry and licked off the chocolate, her tongue twirling over the tip. “This is amazing.” 
Sebastian’s stare remained on her while he served them both glasses of champagne. A flicker of undeniable desire sparked in his jade colored eyes, and she realized his gaze targeted her lips. She shivered and took a bite of the strawberry, the taste tantalizing her palate. He handed her a flute, and she accepted, then lifted it in the air, silently congratulating him. 
Sebastian placed his iPhone on a dock. A blues version of Alicia Keys, her go-to singer, filled the room, the volume low and intimate. She touched her stomach, eager to contain the uproar of butterflies in it. Everything had been carefully orchestrated… for her? Really, he was going through this kind of trouble to bed her? What was his angle?
Whatever it was, she couldn’t buy into it. She’d let his deep accent and hunkiness fool her once, but she couldn’t allow it to happen again. Not when she was finally getting back on her feet. Not when she was so close to learning all she could, and taking her business where it should be going. 
Not when—
Sebastian removed his jacket and placed it on the chair. 
She straightened her shoulders, and sipped the champagne, the dry liquid rolling down her throat. When he undid his tie and his fingers reached his top button, she finished the alcohol. It had been easy to fall into his arms the night before, without much thought. But this kind of Hollywood production made her fully aware of what was going to happen.
She twisted her hands together.
He inched toward her. “Are you ready?” 
She rubbed her clammy palms together. Was she? “I…I…” The confident woman had gone on a coffee break and in her place stood a pitiful virgin. Seriously, that had to be the explanation. She hadn’t been this nervous the first time she had seen him naked in all his glory, after an intensive two date courtship. I’m pathetic.

Sebastian reached for his pocket. Was he taking the condom out? The no-frills approach to sex was fine, but it was a tad… 
“What are you thankful for?” he asked, and she blinked.
He waved a card in his hand. “I bought these at the souvenir shop downstairs. I thought it would be a fun game to get us reacquainted.”
Her pulse fluttered. She should tell him that what she thought didn’t matter to him, or to them. She stared at the stack of cards he folded and unfolded in front of him as he lounged on the sofa. To hell with it. Honesty was the best policy. “My grandmother. Even though most times she doesn’t know who I am, and I’m selfish for wanting her here… When I see her, I still know who she is. And being with her helps me know who I am, too.” Her voice thick at the end. She crossed and uncrossed her legs. Although Sebastian sat at the opposite side of the sofa, he stretched his long legs in her direction, and she had to scramble her feet out of his way so their limbs wouldn’t cross. 
He gave her a close-lipped smile with a sympathetic nod. His eyes were warm, his face relaxed like they were in an intimate after-party recap. Craziness. 
“Your turn.” Sebastian handed her the stack, and she picked one from the middle. She almost added she was also thankful for his smooth change of topic. Though he probably had a hidden agenda. 
“What’s your best childhood memory?” she read out loud. 
“My mom at the kitchen, baking koeksister, my favorite pastry. It’s sort of a doughnut baked in syrup.” He fixed his stare on the flute in his hand for a moment, as if being transported to a different world. She knew his father had been killed in a robbery back in South Africa when he was sixteen, which had prompted his American mother to move back with him to the US. But he had never shared much else with her. “I loved that pastry and she cooked it for me, every other weekend.” 
“How did she die?” she asked. Conversations about his mother had always stood between them during their relationship. Besides that she had been dead, he had never said much—which had made her believe he and his mother had had a horrible relationship while his mother had been alive. 
He clenched his jaw, and then he frowned. She was about to change the subject—maybe he wasn’t ready to talk about it—when he stared at her, and an angry expression crossed his face. “She killed herself. She couldn’t make it without my father.”
Blood froze in her veins. Was that why he had never shared much about his mother? “Oh lord… I didn’t know. I am sorry.” She scooted a bit closer to him, choosing not to touch him to avoid ruining the moment. 
“We came to the US so she could get over her pain and start over… but a year into his death, she never managed to overcome her loss. I took her to doctors to treat her depression, then I started to do the grocery shopping and helped her brush her hair.” A ghost of a smile formed on his lips. 
Emotion welled in her throat. Why hadn’t he ever told her this during the few months they’d been together? She flexed her fingers to get rid of the itch to reach out and hug him. Right now, it wasn’t about making demands concerning a time that no longer belonged to them. A doomed marriage. 
“What I didn’t know was that my mother was gone the second my father died,” he continued, his voice low. “That woman who stayed with me was just a shadow of the lively, bright mom she used to be.” 
She stretched her hand to touch his, but he leaned back on the sofa. “Your turn.” 
So he didn’t want her condolences. Probably thought it was just simple pity. Hhhmm… Crossing her legs, one over the other, she sucked in a breath. 
He picked a card and read. “Who would you hate to see naked?” 
“My neighbor, good ol’ Mr. Spitzer. I endured enough when he reached for his tools as I was heading to my car and got a glimpse of his hairy coin slot,” she said. 
“That’s not right.” He laughed, and the atmosphere around them lightened a notch. She joined him, her limbs loosening, and for a moment everything seemed easy and comfortable. 
“You tell me. I try to avoid him, especially in the spring when he works outside a lot.” She snickered and removed a card from the stack. “Who is the sexiest woman in the world, dead or alive?” she read, and repositioned herself, stretching out her legs. 
Sebastian scooted closer to her on the sofa, and their legs brushed. A surge of adrenaline shot up her thighs. “She’s right in front of me.”
“Oh, please.” She waved her hand in the air, dismissing his compliment. Ignoring the racing of her heart, however, was a different deal. “You’re going to tell me all the glamorous, gorgeous ladies you dated don’t hold a tiny candle to me?” She playfully batted her eyelashes. “C’mon…” 
A guy like Sebastian didn’t need but to up his brow to set the female population on fire. What woman in her sane mind would resist his orgasm-inducing accent? Not to mention his hunky face… beautiful, in a rugged kind of way. The kindness in his green eyes contrasted against the imposing square jaw and strong facial structure. 
Sebastian outlined her jaw with the tip of his finger, and heat dropped her stomach to the floor only to lift it up again, the rush sending her on a dizzy spell. “When you smile, the most adorable dimples dent your cheeks.” His voice dropped an octave, his accent more pronounced. “Your eyes are the color of the ocean.” He ran his finger up her cheek and she struggled not to melt into his caress. “And your breasts… they deserve their own commemorative stamp. Or to have a street named after them.” With his gaze locked on hers, he lowered his hand to her chest, making an invisible pattern on her pointing nipples with his fingers. 
“A street?” she breathed.
Sebastian snaked an arm behind her and pulled her closer. “A whole city. A country, even,” he said with a growl. His hot breath electrified her scalp, and he kissed her earlobe. She thought she was going to explode, her blood flowing fast and furious through her veins. Instead of aiming at her mouth, he rose to his feet, looped his hands under her knees, and lifted her off the couch and into his arms.
He laid her down the mattress, and she barely registered the softness of the bedspread or the pillows he tossed to the side. He was all that there was, all there could be, as he eased on top of her. He dipped his head and took her mouth in his, his tongue delving into her dark corners. She cupped his face and intensified the kiss, giving in to a hunger she didn’t know she had. Well, she knew. But she’d avoided it. Ignored it. Suppressed it.
Tonight, there was no holding back. She wrapped her legs around him, and the brush of her thighs against his thick legs, his hardness teasing her sex, was mind blowing. She squirmed against him, and he reached for the zipper on the back of her dress. With the mastery of a pro, well —she didn’t want to muse over his experience—he unzipped her dress and removed it over her head. He hesitated before touching her again, and beamed at the sight of her sparkly purple bra and G-string. 
“You came prepared.”
He reached under her buttocks with circular movements, his hands warm and heavy over her skin. 
For a moment, she felt like stretching her hand out and pulling the bedspread over her. The exposure sank in. Of course, the lighting was dimmed, still… she lay in bed, vulnerable. He removed her bra and slid her panties off her legs, and he assessed every inch of her naked body. 
She worried her bottom lip, still tender from his kiss. The look of male appreciation in his green eyes encouraged her to sit up and start to undress him. Stripping him distracted her from her own nerves and soon enough she would get over herself and ditch her insecurities. With every part of him she exposed, her heart beat each time faster than the last. Sebastian was… gorgeous, his muscles shifting on his smooth chest, as he breathed heavily. When she reached for his pants, he inhaled. 
Flashing him a smile, she undid his fly and pulled down his pants and black briefs. Oh, yeah… his cock sprang out, and she didn’t resist fisting her old friend. Old and large. “I’ve missed you,” she told Sebastian, running his length with her fingers. 
He frowned, and asked, “Is that all you missed?” 
She hesitated and drew back. Sex before the marriage, and arguing after, were the only two things that stuck in her head every time she thought of being Mrs. Sebastian Zwane. 
“Come here. I’ll refresh your memory,” he said, and he pulled her down to the mattress. 
Okay. Good. So the awkwardness was gone. She must have imagined the tense flicker in his eyes, the thinning of his lips as he asked her that question. Silly Grace. He’d meant sexually, of course, and there she was, letting her mind delve into non-existent paranoia. Bad Grace! He started a trail of kisses on her breasts, and she threw her head back, burying it into the goose-feathered pillow. He flicked his tongue over her nipple, while he cupped the other one with his palm. She moaned, arching her body to him as a silent message for him to go ahead and take her already. 
Sebastian had other plans. Of course. He licked her belly, and then nipped her skin with his teeth. The temperature upped another twenty degrees and sweat threatened to break out and glisten over her body. When he bent further and his breath coated her thighs, she was already trembling. Using his tongue, he entered her swollen walls and twirled it around her flesh, each time deeper. Each time, getting close to her G-spot. Did he remember, after all this time? He flicked her clit. Her moan turned into a pleading scream when he plunged deeper and… Oh yeah. He remembered.
Her body clenched all at once, and spasms started at her sex and swept over her trembling legs all the way to her curling toes. He continued to suck her and she quivered. 
A misleading sensation of peace washed over her. Peace? He bent on his knees, and with a wicked smile, demanded, “Get on all fours for me, baby.” 



Chapter Four

Sebastian’s mouth watered. She leaned down and lifted her gorgeous ass in the air. He traced the heart shaped tattoo above her buttocks, and groaned. He rolled the condom he had strategically placed on the nightstand on his length, and she smiled over her shoulder. 
His cock grew bigger. Easy, he told himself. He wanted to make it good for her. Not good, memorable. After eavesdropping on her phone call to her friend, and the way her eyes lit up when he showed her the stack of cards filled with ice breakers… All he wanted was to give her pleasure – and to distract himself from a powerful, lingering emotion that had driven him to arrange the flowers, and prepare the place for her. Nostalgia? 
He bent and nipped her buttock, the skin firm and smooth under his teeth. Delicious.
She moaned and stayed put, and he moved on to the other cheek, savoring the firm flesh. Exquisite. He cupped her sex, and snaked his fingers into her dripping-wet essence. She had tasted so wonderful, he could do that everyday. Nonsense. He could do it for as long as they had each other. 
He flicked her clit again, using his finger to stroke the warm bud. 
“Sebastian, come inside me,” she demanded. “Now.”
“Your wish is my command.” Aroused, he spread her cheeks with his length, easing slowly into her hot, wet sex to give her time to adjust. He felt rather than heard her intake of breath, the planes of her back stiffening, and he almost withdrew all the way. The last thing he wanted was to hurt her. 
She cast him another glance over her shoulder, and smiled. “What the heck are you waiting for?” 
He reached for her hair, and pulled it, fisting his fingers in her silk. Driving inside her was like diving into a parallel universe. She was so tight… Her walls clung to him, her inner muscles clenching around him. She thrust her hips toward him, and he threw his head back, the blood rushing through his body. Oh yes… he impaled her, sending his length into her, the ripples of pleasure building in him. She whimpered and he tugged at her hair again. How amazing it was to be in charge of her, even if only sexually… He smacked her perfectly round and fleshy butt, and a couple small growls filled the air. Yeah. She was enjoying it as much as he was. 
“Sebastian. I’m coming. I can’t even…” she said in a strangled voice, and he let go of restraint and slammed her all the way to her hilt. Breathless, he gave her one more slap on her ass. Then, he watched her shiver, until she thumped her upper body on the mattress, and he withdrew himself all the way just to return one more time. Deeper. Stronger. He reached her most secret spot, plunging into her, and soon he came. The release of raw energy, from his body to hers, had him closing his eyes. It was better than before. Nonsense. 
He fell on top of her, rolled off and snatched her to him. Her body, slicked with sweat, draped over his. He threaded his fingers through her hair, and paced his breath. Suggesting they got intimate again had been a bold move, but as his body still pulsated around her, his blood pressure slowly coming down… it was all worth it. Sex with her was the one way he could have her. And fantasize about what otherwise couldn’t be. 
He’d been made a fool by her once, because he believed there could be something more. Now, he sank into this twisted divorce deal with both eyes open – despite his traitorous cock. 
“Why didn’t you ever tell me about your mother? When we were together?” she asked, her voice soft.
The muscles in his neck tensed up. He had told her his parents weren’t alive anymore, although he had spun the story so she believed he’d lost both of them on the same day. Because, hadn’t it been that way? He loosened the hold, and brought his hands behind his head. “Men don’t usually advertise their flaws.” 
With a sigh, she propped herself on her elbows and turned to face him, her expression growing serious. “In what way is losing a parent a flaw?”
Trying to avoid her scrutiny, he fixated on the textured ceiling. “I should have taken care of her. She was all I had after my father left us, and I should have seen it coming. I kept telling myself it would be okay,” he said in a low, coarse voice. “It was my idea to move to the States.”
“You were sixteen. You don’t see how that was her decision?” 
Her decision? His mother hadn’t been able to make choices, her will to live slipping away each day. If he hadn’t insisted on moving to Florida, would she still be alive? “Maybe, but—”
“No maybe. There was no way you could have avoided what happened. You couldn’t watch her around the clock, and like you said, she was long gone before she physically went.”
He swallowed the lump lodged in his throat, gathered his strength and glanced at her. “When we met… it was nice not having to think about that part of my life,” he said, and shook his head. Time for a change of subject. “Don’t you see yourself somewhere else? Other than Florida?” 
“No.” She shifted in bed and sighed. “I spent my first eighteen years of life moving from campground to campground with my parents. I was homeschooled, and never got to make friends. By the time I learned people’s names, we were on the road again. I know they wanted to show me the country, but it wasn’t fair to me.”
No, it wasn’t. How could anyone raise a child like that? If he hadn’t lost his parents, perhaps he would have that sense of belonging – one he no longer shared. “Did you ever tell them that?” 
She snickered. “I might have slammed the door a couple times when I was a teenager, but I knew that was just their nature. I couldn’t go against it. ” 
“You’re an adult now. You can make your own decisions and come and go as you please.” 
She bit back a smile and played with the hem of the sheet. “Yeah but I could never abandon my grandmother. I’m all she has left.”
His stomach curled. That kind of love he understood well, and respected. Why hadn’t she been able to commit the same way to him? He clenched his jaw, and damn it, he knew he shouldn’t bring this up, but before he stopped himself, he said, “You say it like it’s hard for you to leave people behind.”
“Sebastian… If I hadn’t fallen pregnant, we wouldn’t have gotten married so soon. And when James was gone… I couldn’t deal with things. You suffocated me.” 
Could that be true? He cracked his knuckles and sat up on the bed. “You lost our baby after we fought. Of course I wanted to take care of you, and I still don’t know why that was a big deal.” An invisible knot looped around him, allowing him to breathe in gasps. The air around him was in short supply. What else was left to say? There was no way they’d ever agree on this. 
“No point in talking about it now.” She cocked her head to the side and scooted away from him. She checked the alarm clock and brushed her temples with fidgety fingers. “Shoot. I have to get going and get some sleep.” 
He cleared his throat. “Don’t go.” 
She shrugged, as if that was out of discussion, and jumped out of bed. While he watched her scramble into her clothes, adorable and naked, he thought of ways to convince her to stay. Then, it hit him. It was pointless. And why did he want to complicate things? A no strings affair was what he wanted, what he needed. He’d had enough complication to last him a lifetime. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning so we can go over the numbers.”
***
He thought an extra cup of espresso would help. Foolish idea. As he sat across from Grace in her office, she was a natural energy booster. He cursed himself for not being able to go back to sleep after she had left. He wanted to drive her home, but refrained from insisting after she refused the ride. 
Bits and pieces of their conversation flashed through his mind. You suffocated me. Why on Earth did she have that perception? He only wanted to be there for her like he hadn’t for his mother. When they got married, he was so in love, the idea of something happening to her brought a hitch to his breath. 
If anything, he had been very involved during their time together. Was she after the opposite? A husband who gave her all the space she needed, so much of it in fact that they occupied different wavelengths? Or had they been on different wavelengths all along?
None of it mattered. 
None. 
Soon, his wife would be the four new offices on the West coast. That’s what deserved his dedication and time – that’s what would give back instead of over complicating things. 
He focused on the numbers in front of him, on the spreadsheet on her laptop she’d turned in his direction. “Have you done a market study? Are your prices competitive?” 
She clicked the top of her ballpoint pen and handed him a few sheets of paper neatly stapled together. “Yes, I even lowered them a bit to give me a head start.”
He glanced through some of her profit margins and sighed. “Maybe that’s where it all went sour. There’s a reason why the other caterers charge more. I understand you wanted to build clientele, but you can’t be profitable with such low margins. What are you doing to upsell your services?” 
She opened her mouth to speak, and her cell phone rang. She peered at the screen and frowned at the number, answering right away. “Hello.” She gestured to him she would be just a moment. 
He let out a sigh and rubbed the back of his neck. One thing was for sure, Grace King sure acted like they hadn’t had sex the night before. 
She nodded a couple times, then said, “I’m heading over.” She hung up and slid her phone in her pocket. 
“What is it?” 
Surging to her feet, she grabbed her bag on the windowsill. “I’m so sorry, Sebastian. Can we continue this after lunch? I got a call from the nursing home.” She bit back a smile. “Nana has been asking for me. That doesn’t happen often and I really need to see her.” 
He still remembered her grandmother, the vivacious Southern matriarch he’d met a handful of times. “Why don’t we go together? You can spend all the time you want, and afterward we’ll finish.”
She chuckled. “You? In a nursing home? Unless you want to give the old ladies an instant heart attack, I don’t see the point.”
“I’d like to pay Nana a visit. I’m old school. We’re going to get officially divorced, and she is the last of the King family I have the opportunity to say good-bye to.”
She shrugged. “My parents aren’t dead, you know.”
“You know what I mean,” he said. Her parents were never in the picture, but he hoped he didn’t have to spell that out.
She brought her eyebrows together, and a small gasp of air flew past her lips. “Fine. Don’t be heartbroken if she doesn’t remember you, and please don’t mention anything about our divorce if she does.”
“You got it.” 
During the drive to the nursing home, she sat with the trace of a smile on her lips, eyes remote and deep in thought. He opted to keep quiet and not ruin her moment of bliss. Why the hell did he offer to come with her? The question buzzed in his ears, as they made their way into the quaint complex of brick buildings. A courtyard filled with well-manicured shrubs and colorful plants, made him realize it didn’t matter. Maybe seeing her spend time with Nana would nip in the bud any hope she would visit him in L.A. once in a while. Nonsense. He shook his head. The whole purpose of spending time with her was to enjoy the sex between them. Hadn’t one time of fooling himself been enough? 
She showed him the visitor parking lot, and after parking, he turned off his Ferrari rental. Then he got out of the car, going around it to help her get out. 
She continued staring at the horizon, transfixed. He nudged her shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
She shook her shoulders and blinked. Accepting the hand he still offered, she slid out of the car. “Sorry. This is bittersweet. This may be the last time she remembers me.” 
He gave the back of her hand a light kiss. “Grace, don’t waste your time anticipating. Enjoy her presence.” Easier said than done. The irony of his advice sent a tingle through him. 
She withdrew her hand and nodded. “Thanks.” 
He put his right arm around her shoulders while they talked, and realized how tense she was. Squeezing her neck lightly, he whispered into her hair, “It will be okay.”
By the time they reached the reception area, he noticed several nurses in beige uniforms shepherding some residents. A few of them seemed more independent elderly, as they walked, played chess or shared a laugh. Even though he had only seen Nana a few times, he recognized her. She sat on an old-fashioned leather chair facing the gardens. Her gray hair was put up, giving her a dignified air and showing her wrinkled face. Sitting, she seemed a lot slimmer than when he’d last seen her. 
“Nana,” Grace called, emotion carrying her voice. 
The woman turned to her granddaughter, putting aside the knitting gear that lay on her lap. “Grace. I was knitting a vest for you.” 
A wave of warmth rushed through his bloodstream, and his stomach clenched. He knew how much her grandmother meant to her, and somehow being there seemed like for one moment, he understood Grace better. 
“Nana, this is Sebastian.” Grace introduced them. 
Sebastian leaned and shook her hand, and the old lady assessed him like the first time. She didn’t recognize him as Grace’s husband, which meant she thought they were in an age of the past where Grace was still single. 
Grace wrapped her Nana in a hug so tight, Sebastian hoped her bones would endure it. “Calm down, child, it’s not like I haven’t seen you in forever,” Nana said, her Southern accent pronounced. 
“Excuse me,” the nurse said softly. “Doctor Suarez would like to speak to a family member.” 
Grace cast another loving glance to Nana, and whispered, “I’ll be right back. Don’t you dare move.” And followed the nurse to an office down the hallway. 
“I’m glad we’re alone.” Nana glanced around them to make sure they were not heard. “How is she doing, doctor?” 
Sebastian frowned. Doctor? “Excuse me?”
“You are Grace’s new doctor, aren’t you? I decided to pay her a visit and knit her a sweater. I also baked her favorite peach cobbler but the damn nurses can’t seem to find it.” Nana spoke with propriety, her voice steady and expression somber.
Sebastian swallowed. He could feel the color draining from his face, his blood thickening and freezing in his veins. “What kind of doctor do you think I am?” 
“Whatever you call yourselves these days. In my time, we didn’t have fancy shrinks telling us everything would be okay. But, bless her heart, she should never have trusted Aidan.”
Sebastian curled his fingers into a fist. Fok. Who the hell was Aidan?



Chapter Five

It was after five by the time they returned to her house. Grace tossed her bag on the couch, and removed her high heels. They had spent a good amount of time at the nursing home. Those rare days her Nana remembered some part of her life were emotionally draining. Grace would put on a strong front and then would fall apart afterward. 
After she had returned from getting an update from the doctor, she found Nana talking to Sebastian. Sebastian had been nice enough to give her time alone with her grandma while he went to the cafeteria to get something to eat. She imagined bringing him there would have been boring for him, and a part of her questioned his reasons. Why would he offer? 
“I ordered Chinese.” He said, pulling her out of her musings. 
“I could have made something.” 
“No.” He walked to the kitchen, retrieved a glass from the cupboard and filled it with water. “You had a long day.” 
When she heard him returning, she straightened her shoulders, accepted the glass, took a swig, and licked her lips. The protector in him was up to speed, in full force. Now that she knew he blamed himself for his mother’s death, she understood why he kept being so commanding in their marriage. Which, of course, didn’t mean she would choose to experience all of it again. Aidan had controlled her like a puppet, and she cut the strings for good. As good as the sex between she and Sebastian was, she had to remind herself that was all they had in common. Right?
Flashes of their easy conversation the night before stabbed at her mind. A cold shiver went through her, and she braced herself even though the room temperature was comfortable. You enjoyed talking to him. And if she was being honest, didn’t she like how he’d insisted with her earlier? She had forgotten the amazing partner he could be, when he wasn’t trying to call all the shots. An inside voice whispered she wasn’t allowed to harbor those thoughts. The man wanted a divorce, and that’s what he would get. 
Determined to shake off her second guessing, she sat the glass on the side table and whispered, “Come here.”
He followed suit, and she proceeded to undo his belt. With a frown, he seized her wrists. “You don’t have to do this now, Grace.”
“Wasn’t that the deal? To get our fill? Let’s not pretend this isn’t anything other than a farewell fuckfest.” She shot him a glance, and found his eyes darkening. A tiny part of her wished he would protest her definition of their affair. Nonsense. Why would she want that?
He loosened the hold of his fingers on her wrist then let go completely. Smiling, she unzipped his pants and pulled them down along with his boxer briefs, and his cock jutted out, greeting her.
Well, well… whatever reservations he showed, his most honest body part was on her side. Without foreplay, she took the hard, thick length in her mouth, and Sebastian’s groan filled the void. She ran her tongue up and down his growing flesh, the tip of her tongue stroking the blood-pumping veins. Cupping his balls, she intensified the rhythm, grazing his skin, and he growled. 
“You’re killing me.” He jerked away, and with a swift movement, flung to the sofa and then rolled her on top of him. Their mouths met in a toe curling, belly-fluttering kiss. She teased him with her tongue, and he bunched her dress at her waist. 
He began to nip her jaw, his breathing as hard as hers. She let her hair fall back a bit, enjoying his strong body so close to hers, his spicy male scent pushing into her senses. When he reached her panties, she expected him to delve his fingers into her, or use his palm to cup her sex. Nope.
Sebastian grabbed both sides with his hands, and ripped off her panties. “Grace, are you still on the pill?” 
“Yes,” she breathed. The pressure of cotton being pulled against her skin ached for a bit, but not long. She positioned herself on top of his cock, and the moment he thrust his hips forward as she straddled him, she moaned. 
He placed his hands on her buttocks, but she was the one dictating the rhythm. She undulated herself on him, moving faster and then slower, each time capturing his mouth with hers. The sensation was so fantastic, she didn’t want it to end. He thrust deeper, brought one hand to her clit, then began to flick it. “Let’s come together, gorgeous,” he whispered. “You tell me when.” 
She would tell him when… Sebastian, giving up control in the bedroom? Riding him harder, she linked her arms around him and intensified the rhythm, which he followed. 
“Sebastian… I can’t hold it any longer.” Within seconds, she contracted around him, and then her body shook against his. They held each other tight, panting and moaning in unison at the end. She rolled off him, and she closed her eyes. Wow. 
“Who’s Aidan?” he asked. 
Immediately, the glorious sex afterglow vanished. She sat up as if she’d been electrified. “Who told you about Aidan?” was her immediate question, but as she pulled down the dress and ran her fingers to smooth her hair, she answered herself. “Nana.” 
She’d noticed Nana had been treating her like she was eighteen again, but during the rest of the day she had no clue she had shared anything with Sebastian. 
“She thought I was your doctor.” Sebastian pulled up his boxers and looked at her. 
She anchored her feet on the edge of the couch and drooped her arms over her legs. Taking a deep breath, she stared at the coffee table. Was she ready to share that part of her life with him? She hadn’t before… when forever was involved. Sebastian was a smart man. Wouldn’t he find out anyway? Besides, she didn’t want him to learn from someone else. Ideally, he wouldn’t learn at all. 
“Aidan was my half brother.”
He nudged her elbow, and propped her to look at him. “I thought you were an only child. You always told me your parents took you on their trips.” 
She clamped her lips shut. He cocked his head to the side, interested in her reply. Yeah. Lying to him just wouldn’t work. “My dad had him with another woman, a few years before he met my mom. Throughout my childhood I didn’t see Aidan very often.” Ironically, the image of the skinny, tall gangly boy with beady blue eyes zipped through her mind. “He lived with his mom in Ohio. Then, he moved out and started to join us for summer vacations every other year.” 
Sebastian upped a brow. “Go on.” 
“I was very unhappy with all the shuffling around. He suggested I move in with him. He was twenty-one and was working full time. I was seventeen could go to school and work in a fast food joint in the evenings. That was like a dream come true for me.” She laughed at herself, the sound bitter and sour. “I agreed, and my parents allowed me.”
Tears prickled the corner of her eyes, her voice close to breaking. She wiped them with the back of her index finger, and let out a sigh of determination. “We moved to this remote town in Ohio, and I couldn’t afford a cell phone. Back then, internet was still a luxury at least to me. Aidan said he would help me and teach how to live on my own. I was excited to be in one place for a long time, to be able to meet people and become my own person, not just someone who followed whatever my parents decided.”
He drew his brows together. “That’s not what happened.” 
“No. A week in, Aidan started to get very possessive, and he wanted to control my life. He would drive me to job interviews, not let me call my parents saying I needed time to adjust. I started to make friends with this girl in the apartment complex. Later I discovered he’d approached her and told her to leave me alone. He would scream at me, and I was frightened. I decided to leave his place one day. When he was asleep. But then he woke up before I could manage to flee and chained me to the living room radiator.” Sebastian went to give her a hug, but she gestured with her hand for him to stay put. If he held her right now, she would fall apart. Hot tears fell from her eyes, and her head pounded. Her shoulders heaved, as if she just moved a huge piece of furniture. A long tremor went through her, as if by telling him that story she was parting with the dark, turbulent part of hers. If only it were true. “Eventually the girl I befriended started to think it was weird she hadn’t see me for days, and even though I was duct taped and tied up when he was around, I pushed my feet against the wall to make a sound.” 
“Grace, tell me where the bastard is. I’ll kill him myself,” Sebastian said, his fingers curled into fists. 
She placed her hand on his chest, and felt his heart racing under her palm. “No need. He was sent to a psychiatric institution. He won’t be bothering me again.” 
He picked up her hand and kissed it with so much gentleness, her heart sang. Only thing was… her heart couldn’t sing. And the clearer she was about it, the better. “Thanks for listening.” She never shared that story with anyone besides her parents and grandmother, who had taken her in after she was found. Her Nana insisted she go to therapy, and many times drove her to the doctor’s office. “I’m a hot mess.” She glanced at the back of her hand, her black mascara had smeared all over. “You should go.” 
“I’m not leaving,” he said, his voice soothing like a security blanket. 
“I’m sorry we wasted the day as far as moving along with the business part of things, but I can’t think anymore. And we’ve had sex already. I’m hoping it met your quota.” She massaged her temples, her vein pulsating under her index fingers. 
“I’m not expecting to have sex with you. I couldn’t be there for you then, let me be here for you now. We don’t even have to share the same bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.”
“No,” she rushed to say. 
He shrugged, then placed both hands on his hips. “I’m not arguing about it. You need me. I’m here.”
“Fine,” she muttered. She wished she could stop the wild race unsettling her heart. When he had wanted to be in charge in the past, she had experienced little relapses of PTSD. The cold sweats, the dizziness. 
A sensation as light as a cloud swirled inside her. She cleared her throat, unable to understand the emotions stirring her mind. Could this be a new beginning for her? Certainly, not for them. Sebastian was pushing for the divorce and ensured she would sign it. He had his multi-million dollar business in mind – and a sexual appetite that he was addressing with her. But, was that all? 
“Don’t read too much into it. Grace,” he said, and she wondered if the man had a crystal ball app on his iPhone. “In a couple of days, our deal will expire and I’ll be flying to L.A. We’ll both get what we want. Right now I’m trying to be a gentleman. Indulge me.”
She clamped her lips together, and tried to curve them into a smile. What did she want? At this point in her life, it’s not like it made a difference to Nana if she was married or not. What about her? She ran her hands over her hair, and pulled it to the side. Keeping a nonexistent marriage just so she wouldn’t face a new life as a divorcee was unfair to Sebastian. “Of course.” She licked her lips and dashed to her room. “I’ll get you some sheets.” 
“Take your time,” he said behind her, and she almost laughed at the irony. 
***
 “Grace, where have you been?” Sebastian’s somber tone of voice cut through the eerie night silence. Grace flipped on the light and walked through the hallway, her high heels clinking on the polished flooring. 
 “I was out,” she said, and threw her hands in the air as surrender. Her entire life she had cursed the freedom her parents gave her, the early independence she was granted but never earned. Well, it didn’t seem bad now, did it? 
 He sat on the oversize chair holding a glass of red wine. Besides a pair of black pajama bottoms, he was bare. She curled her fingers, willing away the need to run them over his smooth, washboard abs. The stern expression on his face was all the warning she needed. 
 “Grace, it’s midnight,” he said, barely moving his lips. Then, he rubbed his temples and let out an endless sigh. 
 “Sorry.” She took off her shoes and placed them by the glass coffee table. “Nana wasn’t feeling well and I went over to check her blood pressure. She’s okay I think.” She removed her jacket and bit back a smile. “Funny, she didn’t remember where the darn monitor was and we had to look forever.”
 He took a sip of red wine. “Why didn’t you call me? I could have helped.” 
 Calling anyone to give updates on her location was something that just never occurred to her. Her parents appreciated her calls and twice-yearly visits, but they never fussed on knowing her whereabouts. Even as a little girl, when she went playing with other kids at the campgrounds, checking in every so often had never been a thing. “Sebastian, I’m getting tired of this.” 
 He rose to his feet. “You had the miscarriage less than a week ago. I’m just trying to look out for you.”
 “Why? To protect me? From what? A speeding ticket? The only thing I need protection from is you,” she said before she marched to their bedroom. Alone. 
The coffee machine chimed and startled Grace. She shook her head, willed those memories away and suppressed a yawn. He was still sprawled over her couch. Even sleeping, his features were strong, his face, manly handsome. Long lashes swept over his eyes. 
One more day. Today they would visit some places large enough for an industrial kitchen, and that was the last step before she signed the divorce papers and let him out of her life for good. 
Why not enjoy it? She took her apron off, stalked toward him and nudged his elbow. “Sebastian,” she said, her voice sweeter than maple syrup. Before she carried on, she cleared her throat and tried a firmer tone. “Sebastian, time to wake up.” 
The lazy, carefree way he yawned made her want to snuggle up to him. Except she couldn’t— not during the day, when they had things to do. “What time is it?” He rubbed his eyes and sat up. 
“Ten past eight.” She smiled, and wrestled the desire to run her fingers along his chest. 
“I never… sleep that long.”
“I know.” During their short marriage, he was usually up and showered by six a.m., checking the news channels and Internet for updates on stocks and foreign currency. Yeah. She supposed even when he wasn’t the uber-millionaire he had become; he watched over his assets. Too bad she had been just one of them. “I made breakfast, come eat.” 
She surged to her feet and led him into the kitchen, and gestured for him to sit at the table. When she brought him the syrup dipped doughnut, his gorgeous eyes sparked. A ripple of satisfaction ran through her, and she enjoyed knowing she, too, could surprise him. 
“Koeksister. How come…”
“No big deal. I searched online and decided I could give it a try.” She doubted it would be half as good as the one his mother used to make. He lifted it to his mouth and a low groan left his lips after he swallowed a bite. 
She twisted her clammy hands together. “Approved?” 
“It’s delicious.” He put another piece in his mouth. “Thank you.” The reverence in his voice, along with his boyish expression quickened her pulse. 
“My pleasure. It wasn’t that hard. I’m a chef, you know,” she rambled. “I like to try new things.” With a shrug, she cut a piece for herself and sat across from him. For some time she avoided to look at him, trying to manage the heat spreading across her neck and cheeks. Despite all the sex they had experienced, this moment was undeniably domestic. 
She had to admit the pastry rolled down smooth, the syrup taking her on a semi-orgasmic trip. She drank her coffee and finished the food in silence, staring down until she put on her invisible big girl panties and glanced his way. Oh lord… 
He had propped his elbow on the table, and although he played with his fork and his plate was half-empty already, she couldn’t help the sensation that he had been watching her the entire time. Little currents surged through her, short-circuiting her nerve endings. They didn’t race to her sex like usual. No. They concentrated in her chest, gathering into a couple of staccato beats to symbolize what she wasn’t willing to admit out loud. What the heck am I going to do now? How am I going to survive this? Again.
She swallowed hard, managed to stand up and quickly took the plate to the countertop. “We should get going soon. You said the realtor is waiting for us at ten.”



Chapter Six

 “Think prime real estate.” The realtor grinned and gestured with his hand. “The location itself will put you on the map.” 
Sebastian barely noticed the open floor plan of the space set in a coveted strip mall with shops and businesses. All his focus was on her. Ever since the previous night, he tried to understand what was going on between them. Her revelation of her atrocious half brother made him want to punch the guy to no end. 
Could he blame that Aidan bastard for the way she hurt him? Did he want to? Finding a reason why she bolted out of their marriage was dangerous. It meant maybe there would be a way to patch things up. Was he ready to open up for her again? He cracked his knuckles. 
“How much is rent? And deposit?” she asked, and Sebastian hated himself for letting his mind wander when hers was nicely grounded. She inspected the place with a trace of a smile on her lips. Although she didn’t giggle or sound super enthusiastic, Sebastian could tell this space – the third they visited – was a winner. And she was aware of it.
Bill, the realtor, crunched the numbers and she whistled. 
“Wow. I don’t think I can afford that,” she said in a low voice.
“We’ll take it,” he told the realtor. “Email me the contract.” 
Bill nodded. “Excellent choice.” 
“Wait—“ Grace stepped toward him, with a frown on her face. “Shouldn’t I have a say?” 
“Of course. I apologize, Grace,” he said. He stretched to his full height and wished he could fight her stubbornness. No wonder their relationship had failed. He couldn’t suggest anything without arguing. “Are you in?” 
“Can we have a word in private?” she said to Bill. 
“Sure thing.” Bill smiled and retrieved his cell phone from his pocket. “I’ll be checking my emails and waiting outside. Take your time.” 
As soon as the realtor stepped from view, Sebastian took a deep breath. There were just the two of them, in the middle of an empty room, surrounded by lots of square footage and textured walls. 
“Sebastian, I know you mentioned you’d help me find a place, but we never talked about the specifics.”
He shuffled his weight from one foot to the other, and jammed his hands in his pockets. “I will be buying this place and putting it in your name.”
Her eyes widened, and a tingle shot up his fingers. He wanted to stroke her cheeks, outline her jaw and kiss her senseless until she wasn’t afraid anymore. Until he wasn’t afraid anymore. “You don’t even know if it’s for sale. It might be just for rent.”
“You let me take care of that.”
She worried her bottom lip and lifted her chin. “That’s incredibly generous of you. Why didn’t you ask me first?”
Ask? Hadn’t they made any progress whatsoever? He shrugged, and glanced around him. “I could tell you were in love with the place. I wanted to speed things up. Grace, taking charge isn’t a bad thing – when you mean well.”
A half smile tipped her lip, and she tucked her hair behind her ear. “I get you.”
“Do you? I am sick and tired of having to explain every little thing I do to you. You complained when I pushed you into telling me everything, two years ago. And, now, you are taking that role.” His voice came out firmer than he intended. 
She paced in a small circle, then her gaze found his. “You are… right.” 
Right? She was agreeing with him? “That’s better than dirty talk to my ears.”
She pointed at Bill. He sat inside his BMW, talking on his cell and gesticulating with his hands. Whatever business he handled would keep him occupied for the next few minutes. “I say we check the stockroom again.”
His body responded before he did. The stiffness in his pants matched the hardness in his stomach. Every step toward the stockroom was like the last mile after running a lengthy marathon. She stretched out her hand. He took her fingers in his and pulled her against him.
When they reached the room filled with empty pantries and shelves, they flung themselves at each other in such synchronized movement; it was impossible to discern which one started it. On the tip of her toes, she nipped his chin, and he pulled up her dress to find out she wasn’t wearing any underwear.
“That is very naughty of you,” he whispered into her hair, and caught a whiff of her seductive cologne. 
“Are you complaining?” She ran her tongue along his lips, and his body roared in anticipation.
“I’m commending.” 
A coarse chuckle escaped her mouth, and he took advantage of her parted lips to slide his tongue inside her, and the contact once more sent little ripples down his spine. He slammed her against the wall, and she wrapped her legs around him, fondling his chest with her hands. His cock grew bigger, and a rush of blood pounded through his veins. Nibbling his neck, she slid her hand down his shirt, her warm fingers scratching his pebbled skin. He groaned, grabbed her wrists and pinned them over her head. 
The primeval act made him blink, and he wondered if she was ready for this. He didn’t want her to lecture him with one of those awkward conversations. He raised his gaze to hers, and her gorgeous blue eyes glimmered. “Yes,” she murmured.
He held her wrists above her head with one hand, and with the other he delved into her sex. The second he touched her familiar, moist warmth, a current so strong went through him, his knees buckled a little. Wanting to make it good for her, he closed his eyes and clung to whatever control he had. He continued stroking her folds and cupping her sex. She squirmed against him, her wrists fighting his hold. He held her in place, and intensified the thrust of his fingers. 
She moaned. “I need you, Sebastian. Please. Please.” She choked out the words, and he assessed her. Her eyes glowed, deep gulps of breath left her fleshy parted lips. Sweat slicked her face and arms. 
He loosened the hold on her wrists until they fell to her sides, and she helped him fumble out of his zipper. Her words still rang in his ears. I need you. Please. Please.

Determined, he drove inside her, deeper than he had anticipated but fuck, at this point dictating a rhythm to a force they were both weak against wasn’t an option. She didn’t seem to mind, as she linked her arms around his neck and let little grows fill the air. She brought her hand to his cock, and invited him deeper, wrapping her fingers around him. “Grace. I don’t think I can hold out much longer.”
“That’s the idea,” she breathed, and cupped his balls. 
He withdrew and impaled her once. Twice. Three times. Then, on the fourth, a tremor swept over him, and when he slammed into her, all the way to the hilt, his seed poured into her. She didn’t take long, her body convulsing against him as she whimpered his name. 
“It could always be like this. You and I,” he blurted before stringing the words in his brain. “You could visit me in L.A.”
He drew back, to examine her reaction. She stiffened against him, and brought her feet to the floor before he had the opportunity to do so. Sucking in a deep breath, she disengaged from him without sparing a single glance his way, and pulled her dress down. With a sigh, she smoothed her hands over it, and he noticed they trembled a bit. 
“We should get going, Sebastian. The realtor is waiting for us.” 
He tightened his jaw, and composed himself – on the outside, at least, then zipped up his pants. They walked in silence to the front. Bill still had his phone glued to his ear, although this time, he gesticulated a lot less. When he spotted them, he scrambled out of the car and opened the door to his Beemer. 
“Have we reached a conclusion?” He flashed them a smile.
Sebastian cleared his throat. “Grace?”
“We’ll take it,” she said, and ducked inside the sedan. 
During the drive back to her house, the realtor talked about the real estate market, the neighborhood, and contracts. His high-pitched voice slipped into the background, and Sebastian wished they had taken his car to see all the properties and not followed Bill’s suggestion to all go in one car. Maybe then, he would have been able to drill her and figure out what was really going on with her. Why did she react that way? And why did she pull away from him after sex?
When Bill waved good-bye and she opened the door to her house, Sebastian followed her inside. 
***
She disappeared into her office, and he circled around her coffee table. When she came back, she offered him a manila envelope. He noticed it tremble, her hands were shaking. “I signed the divorce papers. There you go.”
The divorce papers were like a brick in his hands, and his stomach curled. He clenched his fist and glanced down, having to make an effort not to rip it apart. 
Why would he shred them? Divorce was what he wanted. His gaze rose to hers, and tears shimmered in the corners of her blue eyes. His throat thickened, and his heart beat in staccato. Fok. He wasn’t ready for the end. Sure, he knew it was coming – but somehow, the idea he would call the shots made it more bearable. Wouldn’t it hurt less? To end it? Today. Or maybe… at the end of a different day. Or month. “Do you really think this is it, Grace?”
She blinked back the tears and wiped a stubborn one that rolled down her cheek with the back of her hand. “That’s exactly what those papers mean,” she said in a low but steady voice. 
“Are you upset because I suggested you visit me in L.A.?” The question after they had hot sex in a stockroom had surprised even himself. The more he thought about it, the more it all came together. Why couldn’t she visit him, and he visit her? Wasn’t that why he had a jet available? For the convenience? 
“No.” She winced. “There’s something else.” She reached in her pocket, and produced the engagement ring he had given her. His mother’s ring. “I meant to give this back.”
He lifted the ring to eye level, somehow fascinated it was the one. The diamond princess cut, with the shining metal. How could that be? “You told me you sold it.” 
“I did, I didn’t want to be mean or anything. I just needed the money to leave you. Listen, I was in a bad place after we lost our baby. Fleeing was my survival strategy.”
“This was my mother’s ring, you know?”
She lifted her hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry. Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I was mad at my mother for a long time. Didn’t want to think about her,” he said, and the words came out strained. He shoved the jewel in his pocket and ran his fingers through his hair. Was it fair to still be mad at his mother? “Listen, I didn’t know you had this planned.” He waved the divorce papers, and tossed them on the sofa. “We weren’t supposed to finish this way,” he said before thinking. 
She threw back her shoulders. “How else could we finish, Sebastian?” 
“I proposed the deal,” he hissed. “I chose when it ends.” He realized his statement was a contradiction to his original proposal, but shit, what else could he do? Once he filed those papers and left her house, there would be nothing linking them together. Not even the insane attraction. 
He sucked in his breath, his body stiff like a violin string. She glared at him, her eyes glossy and determined. A strangled sound escaped her lips. “Of course this is about you calling the shots. Well, tell me, how and when will it end?” Sarcasm dripped from her voice. 
“Not today. I changed my mind.” He shrugged, and stepped toward her. “Grace, I’m not being deployed to Iraq or moving to a remote town in Africa. I’m a flight away.” 
She reared back, and narrowed her eyes at him. “I should just visit you whenever you’re horny? Was that why you gave me that office space? So I can go from ex-wife to mistress?”
“Listen,” he urged her, although he himself was not sure what to say. “That’s not why. Grace, have you ever considered moving to the west coast? There are great nursing homes in California. And your business can take off there too.”
“You’re mapping out my life, my grandma’s well-being, to suit your needs? You think the sex is that good I will just pack up and leave?” She raised her voice. “I’m not leaving, Sebastian.”
“Grace, do you have any idea what it’s like to open new firms while maintaining my standard? I will be swamped with work. I won’t be able to just come see you.”
“You don’t have to. We’re done.” She flashed him a glance of disdain. “I’m sorry, but you don’t get the last word this time.” 
He rubbed his brows and took a good look at her. With puffed chest and lifted chin, the vulnerability of a couple minutes earlier was gone from her expression. Grace King acted as if she was ready to conquer the world on her own, and his assistance was no longer needed.
He was no longer needed. Leaning over the sofa, he picked up the divorce papers and held them. Their sexual relationship was an asset he could no longer invest in. An icy liquid spread through him, congesting his veins and stealing the air from his lungs. “Fine. Good-bye, Gracelynn.” 



Chapter Seven

 “Sounds great. Ten o’clock. See you then.” Grace injected some misleading energy in her voice, placed her phone on the receiver and leaned back in her chair. She hadn’t slept a wink after Sebastian stormed out of her house a week ago. A chilly sensation had spilled over her when he mentioned she could move to L.A right after sex. 
He expected her to just adjust to his life and dreams? He was the one already established, with a multi-million dollar checking account, well respected by his peers and clients. 
Bullshit. When they had made love in the stockroom and she begged him to fill her, she had almost slipped an I love You. Thank goodness she ended up saying she needed him and saved herself the embarrassment. Her disappointment in his offer made her realize she would never completely get over him. Then reality slapped her right in the face -- he enjoyed her sexually, and wanted to continue their relationship even if it meant she would see him in L.A.
Handing him the divorce papers had been harder than walking away from him two years ago. The moment she gave him the envelope, frustration and sadness mixed inside her like a state-of–the-art blender. Quietly, but oh so powerfully. 
Grace reached for the desk phone, and slid her fingers over the keypad. A lump knotted her throat. Why would she call him? What did she have to say? Until now, she had never taken that Lionel Richie song seriously. She never enjoyed the notes or the rhythm. I just called to say I love you seemed all kinds of cheesy. And anyway, calling to say she loved him wouldn’t change a thing. Would it? She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Images of his gorgeous face smiling at her, his dark-skinned body glistening with sweat, his strong arms holding her tight, flooded her mind. She had saved her business and all, but she had lost him. This time, forever. She shuddered as hot tears brimmed her lids. 
“Grace?” Luna called her. 
Grace opened her eyes with a start, and wiped the tears with the back of her hands. “What’s up?”
“The phone keeps ringing. I guess your, er, husband made some calls because everyone wants to book us.” Luna squealed and started a happy dance. “This is so cool. I’ve put in my notice at my evil day job, so don’t you dare screw this up.”
“Ex husband.” The word punched her. She shifted in her chair. “You mean he referred my business?” 
“Yep. Four requests this morning alone. It’s who you know, right?” Luna winked at her.
Why would he recommend her when there wasn’t anything in it for him? What could he get out of it? She swiveled in the chair, and her belly fluttered. 
The same reason why he slept over without having sex, you idiot. He cares for you. 
Luna leaned forward, her brows furrowing with concern. “Do you miss him?”
“Yeah. Sex was wonderful, you know, but what I missed most was talking to him about things I don’t usually talk about,” Grace said, and her shoulders sagged with relief. 
“Why don’t you just call him up and tell him that?” 
“It’s not that simple. I’m scared if I do, I’ll be compelled to move to L.A. And I fought so hard to make a home here. Florida was the first state I lived in for any amount of time. It’s where Nana lived most of her life.”
“Do you love him?”
She cleared her throat. “With all my heart. But I pushed him away and I doubt he’s still interested.” The understatement of the year. She served him the divorce papers and discouraged any hope of them sleeping together ever again. She had seen the expression on his face before he left her. A spark of pain mixed with his defiant expression had crossed his handsome face. Sebastian Zwane wasn’t a man you could say no to… twice. “What if that ship has sailed?” 
Luna picked up Grace’s handbag from under the desk and gave it to her. “Then shit, girl, you swim until you can find it.”
Grace clenched her fingers on the handle of her bag. She had thought freedom meant leaving him. She had foolishly compared him to Aidan. That was one of her grossest mistakes. Fear had controlled her, during her marriage. Was she going to let it win? 
***
“The flight is full? You don’t have anything else?” Grace asked the airline agent, tapping her fingers on the countertop. Luna had been right. This was the kind of conversation one should have in person, even though she still wrestled with what to say. Well, she had four hours on the flight to rehearse. 
The gray haired lady shook her head. “I’m sorry. It’s summer.” She ducked her head and checked the computer screen again. “There is another flight that will leave for L.A. in three hours, but it’s not direct.”
“I’ll take it.” Grace reached inside her bag, searching for her nearly maxed out credit card in her wallet. She refused to use any of the money he transferred to invest in her business. In fact, her now prosperous company was worthless without the man who turned it into a reality. If she had to sacrifice some of it, so be it. 
She figured out a way for them to be together. If he still wanted her. If she hadn’t blown her chances after breaking up with him a second time. The thought brought bile to her throat, and she swallowed hard.
“Gracelynn.” His whisper stopped her in her tracks, and her hand froze inside her bag as if it had been trapped. Sebastian? Was his memory so vivid in her mind, she could hear his voice that close? She shuddered inside, and turned around. 
Moisture evaporated from her throat. There he was, within a couple feet of her, wearing a forest green shirt and jeans. 
“Sebastian.” She managed to pronounce his name, and every other intention flew out the window. A five o’clock shadow only enhanced his sex appeal.
A wave of heat surged through her, and she motioned to put her hair in a ponytail, her thighs suddenly sticky. But even moving was hard. Her gaze settled on his face, and her heart hammered in her mouth. She loved this man, and couldn’t wait two more years to tell him.
“Ma’am?” the agent called behind her. “May I have your ID and form of payment?”
She shot a nervous smile to the woman, and said, “Thanks, but I don’t need a ticket anymore.” For now, anyway. The woman gave her an impatient sigh and motioned for the line to move behind her. Grace stepped out of the line so the next passenger could check in. She was within inches of him now. “What are you doing here? I thought you traveled on a private jet.”
He quirked up his lips. “I do.” 
She sucked in her breath. “Did you come for work meetings?”
He stepped toward her, and she stalled. The egg and sausage sandwich from that morning was about to part with her stomach. The nauseating sensation traveled all the way to her throat. Shit. She should have rehearsed in the car. With Luna. 
“No.” He shook his head. 
She licked her dry lips. “Leisure?”
He dipped his head, and she locked her gaze with his. “No.” 
“Did you leave anything behind?”
He snatched her into his arms and, within a breath, his lips covered and claimed hers. She linked her arms around his neck, and pulled him closer, matching his demanding tongue, stroke for stroke. Her pulse raced, and warm strands fluttered in her. She caught a whiff of his scent, and nothing ever felt so right to her. Not even before, when they were married. 
A couple passengers whistled and chuckled behind them, and she let go of him. The last thing they needed was for security to come over and kick them out of the airport. “How did you know I was here?” she asked, catching her breath.
“Luna called me last night to thank me for the referrals. When I asked about you, she said I had to talk to you myself. It dawned on me that I couldn’t be one more day without knowing how you are. Without seeing you.” His voice was smooth and rich, like homemade whipped cream on Apple pie. “I returned to Miami and went straight to your office, but she told me you were here.” 
A devastating smile spread across his face, and her knees wobbled. 
He stroked her cheeks, and she leaned into his caress with a sigh. 
Straightening her shoulders, she looked him straight in the eye. “Sebastian, I was supposed to have hours of lurking in the airport then flight time before discussing this with you. The idea of moving to L.A. is fresh for me, but damn it, I can’t be without you anymore. When I left you the first time, I didn’t know you like I do now… I didn’t love you as much as I do now. And that’s a lot.” She snickered, and her cheeks reddened. 
A teenager girl bumped into her and mumbled an apology. He pulled her away from the hustle and bustle, and intertwined his hands in hers. “I love you too.”
“I know we’ll be two coasts apart, but I’d rather have a little bit of you than nothing at all.”
He pulled her hands to his lips and kissed them. “Grace, I came here because I don’t want to be away from you. I’ll move back to Miami, and my wingman will jump at the promotion. He’s wanted to run the L.A. office since we talked about opening it. It’s already set up, I don’t really need to watch it’s every move now that I have a team in place. I was being over cautious. And I can be there in a couple hours for big meetings. I’m needed here.”
“Really? You would do that for me?”
“I’m doing that for us. I always said you have to watch an investment like a hawk. I was thinking over and over the past few days. I moved to L.A. to babysit my new baby but it’s already started walking on its own.
“When we were married, I thought I was watching out for you when in fact I was watching out for myself. I didn’t want anything to happen to you so I wouldn’t hurt the way I did when my mother died.” 
She nodded. 
His eyes flickered with excitement. “Today I want us to work, and you have to have your own life, your career, in the place you love. It’s not my right to take any of it away from you. We are still married. I never filed the papers.”
Her heart jolted, and she ran her finger over his square jaw. “Sebastian. I love you so much.” She was about to ask him if he was sure, but one look at him and she had her answer. The man loved her. 
He caught her finger and winked at her. “Then take me home and show me.” 
Home. During her youth, that word had been a dream. As strands of happiness swirled around her, around them, she embraced her new reality. “That won’t be a problem.” 
The End
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