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    Chapter 1


    Nathan


    “I, Ella, take you, Liam, to be my lawfully wedded husband…”


    If I heard one more word of the happy couple’s vows, I’d fucking hurl.


    I stood on the fringe of their big event with my hands shoved in the pockets of the khakis I’d picked up at Goodwill. Why wouldn’t I want to look my best for the love of my life getting hitched to a billionaire who’s actually perfect for her, and can give her the kind of life of which I’ve never even dreamed?


    Everything about the beachfront nuptials was perfection.


    Gently lapping surf—check.


    Violet-streaked sunset kissing the ocean—check.


    Pillar candles lining the aisle and practically an entire freaking orchestra playing powdery-soft Vivaldi—check, check. Toss in thousands of white orchids and roses, wandering flamingos, a champagne fountain, a tent with tables heaped with food and a vodka-ice-luge carved into an enormous E & L, and the scene was straight out of a circus freak show of flashy wealth. Only the thing about Liam was that I truly believed not a bit of this was for show, or to prove he’d win a wedding-of-the-century dick-measuring contest, but because he loves Ella so much that in ways, he’d reverted to a little kid, eager to prove his love by buying her every single toy on her Christmas list—only it was July, and knowing Ella, the only thing she’d ever really wanted Santa to bring was love.


    In Liam, I knew she’d found that and more, and the fact was killing me.


    Seating for the hundred or so guests was an assortment of gold-toned sofas, love seats and chairs that had no business being on a beach, but somehow seemed as perfect as the rest of everything Carol—Liam’s longtime assistant—and a pricey wedding planner had thrown together.


    I saw her now—Carol—standing on the opposite side of the aisle from me.


    Her pale blue eyes shone with unshed tears. The barely-there breeze stole strands from her elegant blond updo, streaming them like golden seaweed across her mouth, but she stood stone-still, as though if she froze, maybe time would, too, and this wedding wouldn’t happen.


    She used to have a thing for Liam the way I did for Ella.


    Judging by her solemn expression, the way her full lips turned slightly down at the corners, I guessed she pretty much felt the same as I did—that this whole event sucked balls.


    The happy couple now delivered personally written, wholly heartfelt vows. Joy. I loved Ella. I should be thrilled for her, so why did I find myself gravitating toward Carol, then asking, “Want to get out of here?”


    For the longest time she remained motionless—a pale-skinned goddess whose gold-satin gown reflected the sun’s last gasp.


    “Carol?” The music swelled as if cued by Ella’s happy tears. How had Liam done it? Built riches so vast as to have his own wedding soundtrack?


    Carol finally looked at me. Her pain contradicted her beauty. Silent tears fell, polluting her cheeks with wavy black mascara trails. “Fuck me.”


    “No kidding, right? I’m happy for them, but for us, this whole thing seriously blows.”


    “Agreed—but I mean it, Nathan. Fuck me. Pound me so hard I forget tonight ever happened.”


    “Wait, what?” Gaze narrowed, I cocked my head. She didn’t flinch. “Oh shit, you’re serious.”


    She grabbed my hand, then dragged me down the shore, away from the wedding and toward the deserted house. After pressing the call button for the glass-fronted elevator that had been built into the Big Sur cliff, she shoved me against the nearest rock wall, slashing her lips across mine for a kiss far more brutal than erotic.


    But then I got into it, the whole anti-wedding, pissed-off spirit of the thing, and I returned her ugly kiss with bold strokes of my tongue. My dick roared, and I cupped my hand to her ass, tugging her against me. She was taller than Ella—a good five-foot-eleven with heels—and satisfactorily ground against my six-foot-two frame.


    The elevator signaled its arrival with a discreet ding.


    The doors opened and we plunged this shit show inside.


    Now, I took the lead, banging her against the car’s mirrored rear wall. I gave her neck a rough nuzzle before pounding the up button, then helping myself to the deep vee of her gown. She wore no bra and when I grazed her nipple, it hardened beneath my palm.


    I dragged my lips up her throat and along the tender underside of her chin.


    She groaned, grabbing for my fly, but the car lurched to a stop.


    When the doors swished open, we tumbled out onto the hardwood floor of what typically was a combo movie/game room temporarily being used for wedding gift storage.


    An ornate pool table with a red-felt top had been piled high with wrapped gifts.


    I released Carol long enough to shove them aside. A few plummeted to the floor. Judging by the muted jingle of broken glass or clanging metal, they didn’t fare well. Fucking oops.


    Right now, all that mattered was blocking pain with pleasure.


    I barely even knew this woman, but for my purposes, she’d more than do. By way of returning her favor, I’d give her a fuck she wouldn’t soon forget.


    My hands on her hips, I hefted her onto the space I’d just cleared, then leaned her back, all the while shoving her silky dress up her smooth calves and thighs. She has dancer legs, long and lean and rising for miles. She arched backward in an elegant tumble. Eyes closed, she was crying, and so I worked harder to stop her tears.


    Her glossy dress made it easy to glide her closer. She’d bent her legs, wedging the toes of crystal-covered stilettos against the pool table’s wall. But that was too easy for her, so I dragged her toward me until she gasped when her bare ass cheeks met the table’s cool wood frame.


    I knelt between her legs, resting the backs of her thighs on my shoulders while nipping her inner thighs.


    She raked her fingers deep into my hair and pulled.


    I punished her with a tongue-fuck that now made her cry for a whole ’nother reason.


    “Yes, yes…”


    Resting my hand on her waxed-smooth mound, I thumbed her clit.


    She came in about three seconds, so I did her again—this time, with my fingers so she was good and ready for the rest of the show. With her arching and bucking in answer to my every thrust, I shoved her dress high enough to give me access to her navel. I kissed and sucked her belly until she tensed and was yet again pulling my hair.


    Then it was my turn.


    I stood, fumbled through my wallet for a condom, rolled it on, then had my hands back on her hips to drive this thing home. She held her arms over her head and gripped the pool table’s far wall. As she’d requested, I pounded her until neither of us could recall our own names, let alone those of the people who’d rejected us and found us wanting. I pounded her until for these few all-too-brief moments, the two of us were king and queen and no one else existed outside our fragile, angry world.


    Needing her closer, needing this to be about more than just sex, I eased my hands under her back, urging her upright to wrap her legs around my waist and arms around my neck. I buried my fingers in the silken fall of her hair, angling my lips atop hers for what I hoped she took as a more tender moment of thanks.


    She tasted delicious. Sweet—of champagne and maybe a stolen taste of frosting. I loved that possibility, that streak of rebellious defiance. Even though I had no definitive proof, from what little I knew about this woman who had faithfully served and concurrently, I suspected, loved Liam for nearly a decade, she might have performed one last act of protest by secretly defiling the happy couple’s cake.


    Our kisses took a curious turn toward desperation—as if the sheer act of dragging out our inevitable parting would somehow make the night yet to come okay. Of course, we both knew it wouldn’t. If healing broken hearts were that easy, there would be no more sad love songs or fleeting moments like the one Carol and I had just shared.


    The act we’d committed had been selfish and raw and all about one very specific thing—revenge. Only the joke was on us, because on the shoreline beneath this wondrous house, my Ella and Carol’s Liam had by now completed their vows. If they somehow learned of our mutual betrayals, the news would be nothing but an amusing side note to their otherwise flawless night.


    Plain and simple, Carol and I were on the most pathetic of all possible rebounds. Her past with Liam was ancient history, and mine with Ella was nonexistent save for a lone kiss I’d stolen and for which I’d subsequently been slapped.


    I hugged Carol, breathing her in. She smelled like orange blossoms—I knew, because when my mom was dying, I’d bought her a little orange tree. She’d loved it, but it died not long after her. Because of that, I usually shied from the scent, but on Carol, the lush sweetness laced with a crisp edge somehow seemed right.


    “What now?” I set her back on the table’s edge and pondered how to save face while performing the awkward business of disposing of a used condom with no tissue.


    She leaned backward,tearing a chunk of pearlescent white paper from the nearest gift. “Here.” She nodded toward my shrinking cock. “This might help.”


    “Thanks.”


    “No problem.” She arched her head back and sighed. “Think they’re done?”


    “With the vows?” I nodded.


    “It really was awful, wasn’t it?” She fluffed the ribbon atop the nearest gift. “I thought I was prepared, but there’s no manual for seeing the man you love marry another woman—don’t get me wrong. I like Ella—a lot. I just…” She glanced down at her dress, the way the fabric bunched around her waist and one of her breasts had sprung free. Laughing, she hopped down to cover herself. “Christ, would you look at me. I’m a hot mess. No wonder he wanted her over me.”


    “Knock it off. Liam being with Ella has way more to do with him than you.” I cupped my hand to her cheek, brushing the mascara trail with my thumb. “You’re smart and beautiful, and any guy would be lucky to have you.”


    “Things guys say when they want a Get Out of Jail Free card after an awkward fuck?”


    I kissed her. “Things I say when I’m sorry for taking advantage of a woman I never meant to screw, but am damn glad I did.”


    “Idiot. I took advantage of you.” Her laugh caught me as off guard as her original proposition. “Look, what’s done is done. No harm, no foul. We’re good. Let’s get cleaned up, get this god-awful night behind us, then be on our mutual merry ways, so we can spend the next fifty years pondering how to complete our lives without them.”


    I winced. “Think it’ll take that long?”


    She shrugged before turning for the bathroom at the end of a short hall.


    I stood with my dick out, staring at the view—or rather, the lack of one. The sun had long since set, and now, where the ocean had once been there was only my faint reflection superimposed on darkness. I worked myself back into my boxers, then closed up shop.


    I still tasted Carol—and craved more, only she was as far out of my league as Ella.


    Even if she hadn’t been, she deserved more than to be some guy’s rebound.


    She emerged from the bathroom, backlit by soft incandescent light. Her hair was once again upswept and her gown appropriately clinging to her curves.


    “You’re beautiful.” I gazed upon her reflection rather than directly at her.


    “Thank you.” Head bowed, she smoothed the front of her dress. “Lately, I’ve felt anything but pretty—especially inside. You know Ella’s pregnant, right? That’s why they had to fast-track the wedding.”


    Pregnant? I clamped my hand over my mouth.


    No. I hadn’t known. Now that I did, I wished myself back to when I hadn’t. Over the coming months, watching Ella’s belly swell with Liam’s child would be brutal. Up until this moment, I hadn’t realized how much I’d secretly wished her marriage to fail.


    “She didn’t tell you.” Carol’s radiant heat warmed my back as if she were a cold night’s bonfire. “I’m sorry—for both of us. But hey, at least now that we know any hope we might have had with them is well and truly gone, we can get on with our own lives, right?”


    “What life?” I clasped my hands over my forehead. “I stock grocery store shelves and take a few hours online at a community college. Yay, me.”


    “If you’d ask, Liam would give you a scholarship to any—”


    “Screw that. There’s no way in hell I’d ask him for a goddamned thing.”


    “Suit yourself.”


    “I’ve gotta get out of here,” I said more to myself than her, already heading up the winding redwood staircase leading to the upper floor. The news about the baby wasn’t sitting well. I felt cold, hot, clammy-sick. I loved Ella, but now—once and for all—it was time to let her go. Only the real pisser was the fact that only in my imagination had she ever been mine.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 2


    Carol


    After the first dance and toasts, petite filets and lobster and cake-cutting, Liam crushed me in a hug. “I can’t thank you enough for helping Annie pull all of this together.”


    “You’re welcome.” I ignored the pang of guilt stemming from when I’d earlier dredged my middle finger through the backside of his cake. Annabelle Hargrove was the wedding planner. She’d crap pearls to hear Liam call her Annie. But then for what this wedding cost, she might not object too terribly much.


    “She looks beautiful, doesn’t she?” He nodded to Ella, who laughed while dancing with Liam’s best friend’s youngest, five-year-old Darcy. Ella and the little girl shared a special bond since weathering the ordeal that had finally severed Ella’s ties to her psycho ex.


    “Radiant.” Ella did look especially beautiful in the candlelight. The crystals on her custom Vera Wang shimmered with her every turn.


    Liam’s wedding surprise—as if he hadn’t already given her enough—was a post-dinner acoustic set by the Dave Matthews Band. I wanted to hate Liam’s new bride—I really did—but when she dashed straight from the dance floor to give me a hug, I returned the gesture and meant it. She’d been through so much, and deserved her happiness.


    “I can’t imagine how you pulled this off,” Ella said. “Liam, you’d better give Carol a raise or you’ll lose her when she opens her own wedding planning shop.”


    “That’s not a half-bad idea,” I teased, wishing I were brave enough to leave Liam, yet knowing I never would.


    “Done.” Liam grinned at me before slipping his arm around his wife, pulling her close for a kiss I felt in my gut. “Before meeting you, I didn’t know it was possible to love this much.”


    “I feel the same about you,” Ella said softly, as if the two of them were the only ones in the tent. In the whole world. When they melted into another heated kiss, I discreetly backed away, helping myself to more cake and Dom.


    Darcy had plopped onto the sand with her seven-year-old twin sisters, who built a castle from champagne-dampened sand. I suppose I should have stopped them, but why? At least their antics were entertaining.


    Yvonne—Ella’s former boss at the Sausalito Christmas store—danced with her husband, Peter. They looked every bit as in love as the newlyweds.


    Owen and Natalie looked just as cozy.


    Damn Nathan for leaving.


    If he were here, I’d do him all over again. Only I guess technically, he mostly did me—not that I was complaining. The guy was shockingly well hung. I closed my eyes and for an instant, still felt him inside. He’s a good guy—far too good to be wasting himself pining for Ella. I didn’t know much about him, other than that as far as friends go, he was loyal to a fault.


    Maybe I should give him a call sometime?


    We didn’t have much in common, but who needed anything but great sex?


    My gold lamé cocktail clutch buzzed, meaning my cell was ringing. For a second, I got excited. Nathan? But then I remembered he’d left before we could even exchange numbers—assuming he would even have wanted to.


    I glanced at the Caller ID. Mom.


    I gulped the remainder of my bubbly, then declined the call. My heart had already suffered enough for one night. I couldn’t take any more.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 3


    Nathan


    “What’d you do this weekend?” Lena asked Monday afternoon near the end of my shift. At twenty-five, the candy-apple-redheaded checker was a divorced single mom who’d left her husband for another woman. Since her wife had then cheated, Lena never missed a chance to proclaim she only screwed dick.


    “Sleep.” Once I’d finished stocking, Mel, my manager, had put me on sack duty.


    FML.


    At least I hadn’t pulled cart duty. It was pouring outside, and for July, too damned cold.


    Lena was okay, but she was a talker, and I’d just as soon keep to myself.


    “Look at that…” She nodded to the newest edition of People. Liam and Ella graced the cover. Even though I knew Ella had sold the wedding’s photo rights to the magazine with the intent of all profits going toward her battered women’s charity, that didn’t mean I had to enjoy staring at the damn thing for the rest of my eight-hour shift. “Can you even imagine what her life must be like? I read the story on my break, and Dave Matthews sang at the reception. He’s cool and all, but if I had that kind of money, I’d want Kanye or Rihanna.”


    “Yeah.” Thank God, a customer wheeled her cart to our line’s conveyor.


    She was a regular—a serious looker. I guessed her to be in her mid-thirties. In subtle ways, she reminded me of Carol—always wearing swanky lady suits and mile-high heels with red soles. Carol wore her hair up. Our customer wore her long blond hair down and razor straight. The store catered to a mostly affluent crowd, but aside from buying premium liquor, they ate just as shitty as the rest of us. Uma Rosemont—I knew her name from multiple times eyeballing her Black Amex—had a thing for Häagen-Dazs Rum Raisin and Cool Ranch Doritos. Oh—and Fancy Feast cat food for an apparent feline friend. She bought lots of other stuff, too, but those three were on heavy rotation.


    “How are you?” Lena scanned the usual Doritos, followed by grapes and bananas.


    “I’m well, thank you. And you?” Carol had smelled like orange blossoms, but Uma smelled of roses. The scent was overpowering—like a walking flower-scented air freshener.


    “Okay, I guess. My little girl’s running a fever, so I had to keep her home from daycare. The manager wouldn’t give me the day off, so I had to ask my mom to watch Alissa.” She scanned a half-dozen more items. “Mom usually doesn’t mind, but she had some church meeting today and got pissy about missing it.”


    “I’m sorry.” Uma took her fancy wallet from its matching fancy purse. “That’s got to be rough.”


    I liked that about Uma—the way she seemed genuinely nice every time she came in.


    She glanced my way and smiled.


    I returned the favor.


    Uma asked me, “Do you have kids?”


    I laughed. “Nah. Most days, I can barely take care of myself.”


    Uma laughed. “I know the feeling.”


    Lena shot me a dirty look. “I wouldn’t trade my little Alissa for anything. She’s awesome, but my ex is a dick.”


    Uma glanced my way and raised her eyebrows.


    When our gazes met, I couldn’t be sure, but thought we’d shared a moment.


    She winked, confirming my suspicion.


    While she swiped her Food Mart VIP Shopper card, and then paid in cash, I tucked the exchange in my mental back pocket.


    When she left, and I started my inevitable turn at dragging dripping carts in from the lot, I couldn’t get Uma from my mind. I wasn’t into her, but I was curious. What kind of guy would a woman like her want?


    Driving rain smacked sense into me.


    The guy she’d want was Liam—just like every other woman on the fucking planet.


    I raised my black hoodie against the assault, hunkering while steering the carts inside.


    The fact that Uma was so similar in her look to Carol returned me to Saturday night. I shouldn’t have run away like a little punk. I’m a grown-ass man, and I should have stuck around to congratulate my friend. I should have done right by Carol, and held her hand through what had to have been an endless night of toasting and syrupy romance.


    “Hey!”


    I turned to find Uma pulling alongside me in a gold-toned Mercedes.


    “Want to meet later for coffee?”


    “Sure,” I said. “I mean, I guess.”


    “Way to make a woman feel special.” She feigned a pout. “We’ll have to work on that. Until then…” She winked. “The Beanery on Elm. Six?”


    “Yeah. Okay.” I nodded. “That’ll work.”


    She smiled and shook her head. “You’re rough around the edges, but I like you, Nathan.” She nodded to my white plastic Food Mart name tag. “See you later, alligator.”


    Okay, that was strange, but not all that out of the ordinary. I occasionally got hit on by desperate housewives. Not to be cocky, but more than a few women have told me I’m decent in the looks department. Sadly, the vast majority of those women were on the prowl for nothing more than light flirtation—a taboo encounter to get their juices flowing. But every so often, a chick came along who lived life more dangerously than the rest. I suspected Uma fell into that category, but honestly, after being with Carol, I wouldn’t mind exploring her a bit more.


    Which made no sense, considering I didn’t even have her number.


    The rain fell harder, so I hustled to finish my job—not that it mattered. I was already soaked.


    “You look like a drowned meth head,” Lena noted when I rejoined her at her checkout lane. “Got any to share?”


    “What?” I didn’t think it was possible to hate this job more, but at that moment, I did. If rent hadn’t been due in a few days, I’d have walked out. ’Cause yeah, Lena, I’d totally been riding the meth train out in the fucking freezing-cold rain.


    
      —
    


    That night, I reached the coffee shop early.


    Something about Uma had me on edge, and I wanted the power position facing the door. Women like her didn’t exactly flock to guys like me. I still had trouble believing what went down with Carol, but that—at least on a base level—I understood. We not only shared history, but mutual pain. Uma and I, however, had nothing in common save for our shared appreciation for Cool Ranch Doritos.


    She entered, and all eyes in the crowded space turned to her. Her height and long, pale hair commanded attention. She seemed to revel in it, tossing her hair over her shoulders while making her way across the brick floor in white leather boots, pants and jacket. I was awed, but not turned on—not the way I’d been with Carol. Carol had a softness I suspected she’d prefer no one see. I’d learned purely by accident, having witnessed her tears. If Uma cried, tiny thumbtacks would pop from her tear ducts.


    “Thank you for meeting with me.” Uma drew out the chair opposite mine and sat with a regal elegance that made her look as if she were mounting a side-saddled horse.


    “Sure.” I nodded to the waiter, waving him over.


    She ordered a Tanzanian Peaberry coffee—black. Once the waiter left, she said, “You’re probably wondering why you’re here.”


    I stretched my legs out and didn’t try hiding my smirk. “At the moment, I might only have a high school education, but it didn’t take a doctorate for me to guess you’re on the prowl.”


    She laughed. “Is that what you think? That I’m wet for you?”


    “If you aren’t, then why are we wasting our time?”


    “Patience, pet. Whatever happened to the fine art of getting to know someone before taking off our clothes?”


    “Look.” I drew my legs in and leaned forward, pressing my forearms against the small round table. “I’ve had some things come up lately, and I’m really not in the market for a one-night stand.”


    “Good.” I’d hoped my crudeness would send her packing, but to the contrary, she faintly smiled. “Neither am I.” She reached into her purse, withdrawing a thick ivory-toned business card she handed to me. “Before this gets any more awkward, let me be straight.”


    The card read in gold, shimmering script: Guilty Pleasures. Beneath that was a phone number. I flipped it over, but the back was blank.


    Uma stood. “I might have misread the situation, but earlier, I got the impression you’re not exactly thrilled with your job.”


    “No shit.”


    “I could be looking to fill a position, but won’t tolerate crudeness.”


    “If I’d known this was a job interview, maybe I wouldn’t have felt a need to be crude.”


    “Touché.”


    The waiter returned with Uma’s coffee, which she took. “Thank you.” To me, she said, “If you ever feel like having a civilized discussion about what could be a lucrative future, give me a call.”


    Gaze narrowed, I asked, “What do you even do? Run some seedy strip club?”


    She yanked the card from my hand, then left, taking her damned pricey coffee with her and leaving me with the bill.


    Well, hell…


    I finished off my own brew.


    Screw her, and whatever whacked game she was playing. I already had a perfectly good job. I loved stocking groceries.


    Right. And eight long years from now, when I finally finished Internet college and started looking for a new position, I’d be lucky to end up in grocery store management. What I needed was a fast-track gig. Just how much money was Uma talking when she’d mentioned her deal could be lucrative?


    Fuck. What had I just passed up?


    I dropped a twenty on the table, then chased after her.


    Too bad for my wallet, she was gone.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 4


    Carol


    “So? How was it?” Nearly three weeks had passed since the wedding, and on a sunny August Tuesday, I’d finally managed to catch Ella in Liam’s corner office without Liam. I should have been with him at the board meeting, but feigned a headache—not too tough, considering last night’s marathon debate with my mom. Marriage had already made Liam soft, and he’d ordered me to take a nap. “We haven’t had a chance to talk.”


    Ella’s expression turned dreamy. “It was Bora Bora. I mean, come on? How could it be anything other than perfection?”


    “I’m glad,” I said. And I guess, even though I hadn’t exactly been on my best behavior at their wedding, in retrospect, I was happy for her and Liam. Why the sudden turnaround? Nathan. I hadn’t been able to forget our encounter—for lack of a better word. I’d never been with anyone so rough, yet in tune with my needs. When I closed my eyes, I swear I still felt him inside. I’d wanted to call him a half-dozen times, but short of assigning one of Liam’s PIs to the hunt, the guy was a ghost. I knew he works at the Sausalito Food Mart, and I got really drunk and horny last weekend and had a driver take me there to find him, only to discover he was off. My next stop had been the apartment he and Ella once shared, but when he didn’t answer the door, I’d sobered enough to remember I didn’t do needy.


    “We stayed in one of those over-water bungalows that, in spots, had a see-through floor. It was surreal. I pinched myself a few times daily just to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. Liam¸ the baby, the wedding—I can’t remember ever having felt so blessed.”


    “I’m glad.” We shared a hug. “After what you went through, you and Liam deserve a few decades of tranquility.”


    “Tell me about it.” She cupped her hands over her still flat belly. “I’m stuck here waiting for Liam to get out of his meeting—he insists on taking me to my doctor appointment. How come you’re not with him?”


    “Actually…” I forced a deep breath. “I’ve wanted to talk to you, but thought this should be one of those in-person conversations.”


    “Uh-oh. Should I be worried?” A cloud marred Ella’s formerly serene features.


    Maybe? “No, no. I’m sure everything’s fine. But have you, by chance, heard from Nathan?”


    “Nathan?” Ella furrowed her brows. “I talked to him a few days ago, and he was good. I didn’t know you two were friends?”


    “We’re not—well, I mean, we are, but only casually. We talked at the wedding, and I thought it would be nice to—”


    Ella’s smile returned. “You’re totally crushing on my sweet Nathan.”


    “No, I’m not.” Was I that obvious? Damn.


    “Why didn’t I think of this? You two would be perfect together—well, you’re more polished than he is, but his sense of humor is awesome, and I know he needs a haircut, but underneath all that hair, he’s awfully cute. Why don’t the two of you come for Darcy’s birthday? The house is a wreck, but we’re setting up a mini carnival in the backyard. You and Nathan could—”


    “Time out, Billionaire Matchmaker.” I made a T with my hands. “If you’d just give me his cell number, I can take it from there.”


    “Are you sure? I’d love to—”


    “Thanks. Really. I’m not sure if you’ve met me, but I’m not the shrinking violet type.” At least not on the outside. But under that confident façade was a layer of insecurity.


    “Okay…” Retrieving her cell from her purse, Ella looked disappointed that I’d passed on her matchmaking offer. “Promise to at least keep me in the loop? You both mean the world to me, and raging pregnancy hormones make me want everyone to be blissfully in love.”


    “Hate to burst your bliss bubble, but…” I winked after adding Nathan’s number to my contacts. His screen name? HUNG Nathan. “What we shared wouldn’t so much be love, but your garden-variety lust.”


    Was it wrong that I got a little thrill out of Ella’s gaping mouth and raised eyebrows?


    
      —
    


    I spent the rest of the day suspended in that awkward, terrifying place I hadn’t been in since high school—debating if I should call the boy who made me all flushed and nervous and incapable of accomplishing anything other than reliving our first kiss. I remembered the way it had taken Nathan a beat to catch on, but when he had, there’d been no questioning who sat behind the wheel. I’d enjoyed the hell out of that—the sensation that with him, I didn’t have to be strong.


    It irked me that he hadn’t made the first move to call, but that was okay.


    As long as he made the next move in the bedroom, I’d have no worries.


    Only, I did have worries.


    Not only about the mess unfolding back in my hometown, but fearing Nathan hadn’t tracked me down because he had no interest in a repeat performance. For such a long time I’d adopted the hardened bitch persona that I’d forgotten what a pain in the ass it was to acknowledge my feelings.


    What if Nathan thought the ice queen was truly me?


    But then wasn’t she?


    Hadn’t I fought and scraped to finally rise above my past only to never look back? To never again acknowledge the disaster I used to be? Why now? Why him? Why hadn’t I accomplished anything on my lengthy to-do list all day other than finally getting Nathan’s phone number, then doodling hearts and flowers and curlicues in the margins of my trusty yellow legal pad?


    Disgusted with my newly emerged girly side, I grabbed my stupid phone from where it had taunted me beneath my desktop bonsai and hit the speed dial for Nathan’s number.


    My pulse hammered.


    My palms sweat.


    A recording answered. Hey, you know what to do.


    My hopeful spirit fell like the former fat kid in me had during the three-legged race at Girl Scout camp. I swear, I even tasted dirt and grass. And then I had the weirdest craving for a Twinkie—or maybe fifteen.


    Why had I called?


    Stupid, stupid, stupid.


    I usually loved my position in the soaring glass atrium that housed Zoogle’s executive level. I adored the waterfall’s rush and the koi and palms and gardens that I’d talked Liam into changing with the seasons. My desk had been custom made from a South African skiff that had an actual great white shark bite in the hull. I liked to think of myself as being a lovely lady shark, protecting Liam from all who dared enter his private harbor. But now, out in the open, I felt as if all the industrious souls passing by knew my dirty little secret—that I’d put the first moves on a boy and been rejected.


    Only that wasn’t entirely true, considering that technically, the first time I’d approached Nathan, I’d scored in a major way.


    It was only four, and I never left the office till at least six, but all of a sudden I needed fresh air—and except for beaches, I hate nature! At least, real nature. The indoor, manicured form was fine.


    I took my new Birkin alligator tote from my bottom desk drawer, closed my laptop and shoved it inside. I’d just wrapped my cold, clammy, trembling hand around my phone when it rang.


    I dropped it.


    Then covered my mouth in horror to see the contact info I’d entered as a joke pop up in bold letters on my screen—HUNG Nathan.


    My cheeks superheated.


    I did a quick scan of my area to make sure no one was watching this pathetic scene. I was a straight-up mess. Should I answer? Maybe it was the issue with my mom that had me feeling vulnerable and insecure. Maybe the fact that I hadn’t been truly satisfied with a man since Liam. But mostly, it was because Nathan had been my rescuer from the event I’d dreaded ever since Liam had officially ended our contract. Oh—I’d pretended he would one day want me, but deep down, I’d known that would never happen. And so I’d steeled myself to mask rejection’s sting. Only with Nathan had I opened myself to the possibility of sharing a normal relationship—not the one-sided variety I usually indulged in. The kind where I tried to be interested, only to inevitably politely extricate myself due to boredom.


    The phone rang again.


    And my haphazard pulse was anything but bored. “Hello? Nathan?”


    “Hey. Who is this? You called?”


    I smiled. Then frowned. Then smiled again. “Hey, yourself. It’s Carol. A girl could get a complex waiting for you to call.”


    He laughed, and I exhaled. “Believe me, I thought about it, but then I remembered who I was dealing with. You’re not exactly an ordinary girl.”


    “Is that a diss or compliment?” Before being with him, it never would have occurred to me to ask.


    “Compliment.” He was laughing again, and I pressed my free hand to my runaway heart. “I’m glad you called. Have dinner with me tonight.”


    “Yes. What time?”


    “I’d offer to pick you up, but I don’t have a car. Want to stop by my apartment and we’ll figure it out from there?”


    “Perfect. Around eight?” Since when had my voice grown raspy? Especially for a guy who didn’t even have his own ride.


    “That works.”


    Yes, it did.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 5


    Nathan


    I ordered a pizza for Carol, but not knowing her preferred toppings, I opted for half-pepperoni/half-sausage. But then it occurred to me that she was probably one of those women who never eat, and so I felt stupid for not grabbing her something healthy—like a lettuce wrap from the Thai place at the end of my block.


    With ten minutes to go until her arrival, I surveyed my apartment and found it lacking.


    The furniture I’d been grateful for when Ella and I moved in now looked shabby compared to the places where I knew Carol spent her time. Would she take one look at this dump with its scratched wood floors, lumpy mismatched sofa and armchair and bolt before I even had a chance to learn how much she hates pizza?


    Cheap wine cooled in the fridge, and since it had been a nice day, I opened the windows, hoping the bay’s brine proved more seductive than the neighbor’s fried onions. I wish I’d bought one of those scented candles I’d stocked that morning at the store.


    Even more, I wished I’d kept my big mouth shut long enough to at least listen to Uma’s job description. Judging by her card, she didn’t need me for odd jobs or lawn care. Of course, her business had something to do with sex, but maybe in a classy way? Who knows, maybe if I’d taken her up on the offer, I could have earned enough to buy a nice recliner, or at least matching wineglasses.


    By the time eight fifteen came and went, and Carol still wasn’t there, I got antsy.


    Was she standing me up?


    Could I blame her if she did? Hell, she was the female version of Liam, only a helluva lot better looking. She didn’t have his money, but she sure wasn’t hurting. Since moving out here, my life had never felt more dissatisfying. All around me, it seemed like the world moved at a frenetic, always rising pace, yet I stood still. Yeah, I would eventually have my business degree, but these days, who didn’t? I needed more—an edge. For a woman like Carol to take notice, I needed to climb the success ladder two or three rungs at a time.


    A knock sounded on the door, and my stomach clenched.


    I hadn’t called Carol for a very specific reason—I had nothing to offer. That night on the beach, on neutral ground, none of what we’d shared had been about anything other than following the basic human instinct to escape pain by seeking pleasure. Now? Without Ella and Liam’s wedding driving us to do the ordinarily unthinkable, what more was there to even say?


    I opened the door planning to turn her away, but then she looked so beautiful in her blue skirt and a silky blouse, which seemed to glow from within just like the half-dozen pearl strands around her neck, that I froze. She wore her long, blond hair up, and my eyes laser-focused on the sexy hollow at the base of her throat.


    “Hey,” was all I could manage.


    “Hey, yourself.” She kissed my cheek, then glided past on a magic carpet woven from her signature orange blossoms. “Got wine? It’s been one of those days…”


    “Yeah. Sure.” I lurched into action, crossing the short distance from the living room to the kitchen. “What happened?”


    “Nothing in particular. After hanging up with you, I got in a phone fight with my mom. Then got caught trying to sneak out of the office, and ended up staying even later than usual to track down a carpenter Liam wants to hire for the house remodel.”


    “Does it bother you?” I turned my back on her to unscrew the cap from the wine. The house she’d referred to was more like a mini-palace Liam had given Ella.


    From the corner by the Thai place, a street-musician jazz trio started their nightly gig. The music drifted through the screens, dancing with the curtains.


    “Does what bother me?” She’d tossed her purse on the ratty armchair and settled herself on the sofa.


    “Working for Liam—seeing him every day.” I poured two glasses of cheap merlot. “I couldn’t do it—be around Ella that much.” I downed half my glass before delivering Carol’s. “She reminds me of everything in my life that I can’t have.”


    “Thanks.” Carol took a few sips, setting her glass on the side table before slipping off her heels, then curling onto her hip with her legs tucked neatly alongside me. I took another drink to keep from kneeling in front of her to suck one of those black-tipped toes or run my hands up the hint of bare thigh teasing me from beneath her skirt. “What do you want—besides Ella?”


    You. I forced a smile. “How about this weather?”


    “Don’t want to talk about her?”


    “No.” The whole one-sided relationship made me feel pathetic. I finished off my glass, wishing for something stronger.


    “You were the one who asked me about working for Liam.”


    “Sorry.” I fetched the wine, topping off both of our glasses, then rejoining her on the sofa. “Rewind.”


    “Done.” She blew me a kiss.


    “Favorite color?”


    “Platinum.”


    “Favorite movie?”


    “Used to be Pretty Woman. Now…” She swirled the contents of her glass. “Wanna skip the small talk and get right to the good part we both know is coming?”


    Yes. No.


    Fuck. I said, “This isn’t going at all how I’d imagined.”


    “How’s that? I mean, considering we’re both on the rebound, what else is there to discuss? Sex between us wasn’t just good, but phenomenal. My life is too messy for a real relationship, and—”


    “Your mom—why the fight?”


    “Long story.” She groaned, arching her neck, unwittingly showcasing her elegant throat. It would be so easy to close the distance between us and unbutton her blouse, but then what? I didn’t want to be that guy. “Let’s just say I have more than a few regrets about the girl I used to be.”


    “Let me guess—you fell off your pretty pink pony? Daddy bought you a Beemer instead of a Jag for your birthday?”


    Her gaze narrowed. “Ella never told you my back story?”


    “Why would she?”


    “Great question. Assuming she had casts quite the spotlight on my own sense of self-importance.”


    “Or, more accurately, reflects the degree to which Ella obsessed over your boss.”


    “I’ll accept that.” She held out her glass. “Refill?”


    I topped her off, then poured the remainder into my glass. I set the bottle on the floor.


    “We’re a couple of lushes,” she said.


    “True. Want me to run out for more?”


    “We can go together, then grab something to eat.”


    “I’ve got pizza coming, and a fridge full of beer.”


    “Even better.” Her smile was contagious. “Can’t remember the last time I had pizza.”


    Score.


    The delivery guy came and went.


    We demolished dinner and a twelve-pack as fast as we had the wine. What was it about her that had me feeling off my game? Maybe because the more we talked, the more I genuinely cared, which I’d never seen coming.


    Working my faint buzz, I blurted, “You don’t belong here. You look like a Fabergé egg plopped in my cardboard tray.”


    “Where do I belong?”


    “Somewhere fancy—Paris. Back on the yacht Liam chartered.” That was the first time I’d met Carol. Ella was fresh from escaping her bastard ex, and Lord Liam had celebrated the occasion in style. Was I jealous? Hell, yes. I wanted yacht rental and a private jet in my man arsenal. It wasn’t that I begrudged Liam his success—he’s a great guy. But I had to have something more for myself than stocking and sacking groceries.


    “You seem to have the wrong idea about me.” She finished the last beer. “When I was three, Dad took off for greener pastures. Mom cleaned rich people’s houses for a living, and barely made enough to pay rent on a nasty old trailer. She tried making it homey, but there’s only so much you can do with Dumpster treasure.”


    Mind blown.


    “Something not everyone knows about pre-Ella Liam—and I’d appreciate you keeping this on the D-L—but like mine, his early years weren’t so great, either. When he first got money, he used to save people. You know, like find down-on-their-luck types and play Fairy Godfather. Most times, it worked out great. Others, not quite what he’d expected. I was a project for him. He found me when I worked the drive-thru at an Arby’s. At first, we shared a whirlwind romance.” She crushed her beer can. “Then, he got bored, and I was cast aside like last year’s cellphone—but with a better severance package. He sent me to college, then hired me—I think at first out of pity, but I worked my ass off to prove myself indispensable. And here I am, still standing—only the dream of us one day reuniting is dead. And I’m okay with that. I have to be. Ella’s my friend, and so is Liam, and now, there’s going to be a baby…” Sometime during her speech, her barely blue eyes had gone shiny with unshed tears, and she pitched the beer can across the room, where it landed with a clatter. “I want that, too, you know? My Happily Ever After. So many times, I thought I’d had it, only for my happiness to vanish like smoke. Do you have any idea what that’s like? To want something so many others take for granted?”


    I laughed. “You think I’ve never wanted my own storybook ending? I had a full ride to engineering school and then my mom got cancer. Everything I’d worked so hard for went to shit.”


    “Is she okay? Your mom?”


    “No. And when she died, so did my dreams. I took a shit job and pretty much gave up on life ever getting better. I met Ella and for a hot second, thought she might be the key to starting over, but we both know how that turned out. Now, I’m angry and bitter and hate everyone who smiles.”


    “We’re a match made in heaven.”


    “I’d drink to that, but we already downed all my liquor.”


    Her laugh made me feel something I hadn’t in a while—hope.


    She held out her hand, and I took it. “Wanna walk off all those carbs? Maybe replace them with even more? There’s a great little place two blocks south that’s right on the water. Their martinis are to-die-for and the surf-and-turf is perfection.”


    “Sounds good, but I can’t.” Just when I thought life might be looking up, as usual, it took a dive.


    “Why?” She dropped my hand. “Previous plans?”


    Yeah, like paying rent.


    But I couldn’t tell her that. Seriously, a night out at the place she was talking about could easily run a couple hundred bucks. That might be pocket change to her, but me? Fuck. “I’m sorry—really. But I have to study. Another time?”


    She rose, grabbed her purse, slipped on her shoes, then turned for the door. “I thought this was maybe the start of something nice, but—”


    “It was. Is.” I stood, too. “I’ll give you a call, okay?”


    “Don’t bother.”


    “Are you good to drive?”


    “Suddenly way too sober.” Her tight laugh reminded me of Ice Queen Carol, but the more we were together, the more I wondered if that was just a front. “It’s been real.”


    “Carol…” Barefoot, I followed her into the stairwell. “Don’t leave like this.”


    She kept right on walking. Clipped echoes from her high heels punctuated each step.


    I chased her down the stairs and through the entry hall, but in front of the building’s shared bulletin board stepped on a thumbtack. Fuck. “Carol!”


    In the time it took to yank the tack from my heel, she’d reached her car.


    I could have kept chasing, but why? What good would it do to make her stay when I barely had enough cash in my wallet to grab another six-pack, let alone a night’s worth of martinis and fancy food? I hated this.


    Lying to Carol.


    Feeling like shit about who I’d become.


    The next time Uma stopped by Food Mart for ice cream and chips, I’d apologize for being an ass, then tell her I’d take the job—whatever it entailed.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 6


    Carol


    I wasn’t in any shape to drive, so as soon as I’d moved my car beyond Nathan’s line of sight, I walked to the restaurant where I’d wanted to go with him. I sat alone at a table for two on the water, drowning my sorrows in three watermelontinis and a still mooing steak.


    I told myself I hadn’t expected anything from my date with Nathan, but that was a lie.


    At the very least, I should have gotten a replay of what happened at the beach.


    Instead, our time had been an odd mash of awkward small talk blended with snippets of depth promising enough to have made me want more than just great sex. The real Nathan wasn’t what I’d expected. But then, what about him had I really known?


    A little past midnight, I called an Uber to take me to my bay-view San Francisco condo.


    My car would be safe enough in Sausalito overnight. I, on the other hand, would not.


    One more drink, and I feared my inhibitions would be lowered enough for me to go charging down the street to demand why Nathan hadn’t wanted to take me to dinner. What was it about me that hadn’t been good enough? Now that he knew my past, had that turned him off? Why had I even told him? I never talked about my dad leaving, and I sure as hell never brought up the way Liam and I met.


    At this time of night, Morris Tower’s lobby was thankfully dead, so I slipped off my heels after paying my driver—a sweet college-type who looked intent on earning enough to cover next semester’s textbooks. I tipped him a hundred for asking if I needed help inside.


    The elevator ride to the thirty-fifth floor was uneventful. Inside the one-bedroom I usually considered my sanctuary, I gazed out at the expansive city and bay view and instead of being dazzled by its beauty, I was depressed by how many people those lights represented and how alone and isolated I felt.


    I dropped my heels and purse to the marble foyer floor, then wandered into the kitchen for wine. I grabbed an open bottle of Shiraz, then headed for the oversized soaking tub that had sold me on this unit. It filled the master bath’s entire window wall. I suppose some freak out there with a telescope could get his jollies from the view, but what did I care? I’d worked hard for this body, and while I wouldn’t be signing up for Playboy anytime soon, I sure wasn’t embarrassed for anyone to see me naked.


    I stood at the foot of my bed and had stripped to my bra and G-string when I barely heard my cell ring above the running water. The tone was the silly singsong one I’d assigned to HUNG Nathan, so I didn’t bother to answer. But then voicemail chimed and I couldn’t resist hearing whatever stupid BS spilled from his stupid-handsome mouth.


    After getting the rest of the way naked, I grabbed my wine and phone, setting them on the imported glass-tile tub surround. After turning off the waterfall tap, then easing beneath orange blossom–perfumed bubbles, I took a fortifying swig of wine, then listened to Nathan’s message.


    “Hey. Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been a pussy and just told you straight up that the only reason I didn’t want to continue our night was that I couldn’t afford to take you to dinner. The pizza and wine already blew my budget, and how fucking embarrassing is—”


    The rest got cut off.


    Which made my too-tipsy self sad. But then I couldn’t stop smiling, because the boy I was crushing on liked me—really liked me. I mean, I guess. He hadn’t said it in so many words, but drunk me was adept at reading between the lines.


    Drunk me also had no inhibitions about calling boys first.


    I hit the speed dial on his number.


    He answered on the first ring. “I’m an idiot.”


    “You’re adorable. Why didn’t you just ask me to pay?”


    “And destroy what little’s left of my already pathetic ego?”


    “Wanna come over? I’m in the tub, and wouldn’t mind company.”


    “I wouldn’t mind being your company, but I’m drunk off the cheap vodka I found behind my Cap’n Crunch, and even if I weren’t, I can’t afford a cab, and assuming you live in Palo Alto, it’d take all night to find you by bus.”


    “What if I don’t live in Palo Alto? What if right now, from my tub, I can see you?”


    “I’d say you either live on my couch or have X-ray vision—in which case, that could come in handy if we ever need to pull a bank heist or check for alien implants or broken limbs.” His throaty laugh warmed me faster than the wine. I was a little girl again, giggling and twirling on a dandelion-strewn backyard. Running, running toward the city pool for summer’s first cannonball. Licking the base of my ice-cream cone before it all melted. Longing, warm and golden and filled with childlike anticipation, bathed me in morning sun—only my high-on-life buzz wasn’t so much about sex, but more. That elusive sense of belonging it sometimes felt as if I’d searched forever to find.


    “Sorry,” I said, curiously out of breath. “No superpowers, but I do have a super bay view.”


    “Then you live in the city?”


    “Uh-huh…” Please, come over. Please.


    “Damn…”


    “See? It’s not all that far. I could send a cab for you—and pay.”


    He sighed. “And there we are—right back where we started. Look, I might have a lead on something. Might pan out to be nothing, but it could be good.”


    I sighed. “God, Nathan. I have plenty of money. If our roles were reversed, this wouldn’t even be an issue.”


    “Look, I don’t wanna fight.”


    “Neither do I. Come over. Let’s pick up where we left off at the wedding.” It would be so easy—not just falling into bed with him, but adopting the same rescue role with Nathan that Liam had played with me. But after I saved him from not-all-that-horrible Sausalito, what then? Clear a space for him in my closet, then move him into my condo? Shower him in cash and credit cards so he could pretend to be the titan he claimed he wanted to be? And when he realized money wasn’t the answer to his problems, and grew to resent me—what then? Did I gift him with the same severance package Liam had given me?


    Where was the joy in that? I’d rather be alone.


    He groaned. “My mental image of you in the tub is gonna send me to the shower.”


    “I get it,” I said. After my fast-forward montage of realizing that he’d never be happy—fulfilled—until making his own way, I really did understand why he didn’t want to come over. But that didn’t make it easier to swallow.


    “I’m just drunk enough to admit I like you. If we’d met under different circumstances…” He prefaced a long pause with a sigh. “I’m not proud of this, but I can’t deal with you wearing the pants. I need to take care of a woman—not the other way around.”


    “Sure. I understand.” But I didn’t. The back of my throat ached. Why was I all of a sudden so sad? I hardly knew the guy, yet it felt as if we were breaking up. “We’ll be friends. Would I then at least be able to take you for a nice lunch?”


    “If you make it a simple food-truck lunch, then I’ll take you.”


    “Deal.”


    And that was that. The end of my sparkling new relationship. My overenthusiastic dancing crushed the dandelions, the swimming-pool water was far too cold to enjoy and the ice cream melted from my cone, drizzling between my fingers like sticky waterfalls.


    I said good night, when what I really meant was goodbye.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 7


    Nathan


    Monday morning, as usual, I head to Food Mart.


    I front the merchandise, positioning all the Del Monte and Kellogg’s at the edge of their shelf cliffs. I liked them practically fucking falling, but not quite—like me.


    When it was finally time for my break, instead of shooting to the break room to down one of the three bologna sandwiches I’d brought, I headed to the front of the store to ask a favor of the last person I’d have expected.


    I waited until Lena had a lull in customers in her line, then went for it. “What do you know about the VIP program?”


    “If you sign up, you get double coupons. Oh—and when you spend a hundred bucks, you get ten bucks back in store credit—but you can’t use it on cigarettes or booze.”


    Bummer. “Yeah, what I really need to know is can you find a customer through the VIP list?”


    “I personally can’t, but ask Liz in the office. She’s in charge of that stuff.”


    “Great. Thanks.” I took off toward the gray steel door beyond which we mere mortals didn’t typically chill.


    “Wait.” Lena left her register. “Who are you looking for? It’s that stripper who buys all those frozen burritos, right?”


    “Leave it alone.”


    “The redhead who lives on celery and Lean Cuisines?”


    “Give it a rest.” I’d reached the office door. “You’ve got a customer.”


    In the office, I found Liz at her desk.


    “Nathan. Hi. I don’t get much company back here.” The sweet middle-aged woman with more salt than pepper in her short hair had helped me fill out my W-2 and health and dental forms. “What’s up?”


    I sat in the metal folding chair alongside her desk. “I have an odd question for you.”


    “Shoot.” She leaned back in her ergonomic seat. “I could use a break.”


    Where did I start? I hated lying. She seemed like a nice lady. “You know the rewards program?”


    “Sure.”


    “Customers have to give their names and contact info, right?”


    She groaned. “I think I know where you’re going with this. You met a girl and want her number?”


    “Sort of.” I winced. “Only with a little different spin.”


    “I’m sorry, but I can’t give you any customer’s personal information.”


    “That’s okay. I understand.” I’d known this route was a long shot in finding Uma, but it had been worth trying.


    “Find your girl?” Lena asked when I emerged from the office.


    “Nope.”


    “Liz is a pretty straight arrow, but you know Monte? The night manager?”


    “Yeah?”


    “For twenty bucks, he’ll probably help.”


    “Good to know. Thanks.”


    I sulked until lunch, then grabbed a fried chicken and mac & cheese dinner from the deli department that I took to the break room. Fuck bologna. Someone had left that day’s newspaper on the table. Of course, there was a pic of Ella and Liam all smiley together at some charity gig, so I turned the offensive image over to ward off indigestion. On the flip side were a bunch of those get-rich-quick ads I usually ignored, but since I was bored, I scanned them for entertainment value.


    MAKE YOUR FORTUNE FLIPPING!


    PENNY STOCKS PAY!


    ATTEND OUR HYPNOSIS SEMINAR TO MEDITATE YOUR WAY TO WEALTH!


    Bullshit. Bullshit. Bullshit. I flipped the page to check out the legit help-wanted ads. Using the pen I kept in my back pocket, I circled a couple of interesting positions—one was for an entry-level gig as a Realtor’s assistant. The other, serving as a deckhand on a fishing boat. I didn’t have experience for either, but what the hell? I had to start somewhere, and if this thing with Uma didn’t pan out, at least either of those gigs got me out of stocking Cheerios.


    One last ad caught my eye. It wasn’t flashy. Just a few lines: GREAT IDEAS WANTED! NEED THE NEXT GREAT PHONE/TABLET APP IDEA. WILLING TO PAY TOP DOLLAR. SERIOUS SUBMISSIONS ONLY. Instead of a phone number, there was an email address: greatideas@zmail.com. It was probably a scam, but I tore it out anyway, along with the other two ads.


    On my afternoon break, I called about the real estate and deckhand positions, but both had already been filled. Swell. I used the rest of my fifteen minutes firing off app ideas to that email address. None of them were probably even that great, but at least I felt proactive.


    After my usual shift, I went to my apartment, but I walked back to the store a little past ten. It took forty bucks, but Lena had been right, and Monte forked over Uma’s digits.


    Outside the store, a light drizzle turned the streetlights hazy. I wanted to call Uma right away, but this late, figured I should wait until morning.


    I was at work by six a.m., which was too early to call, but by break time, I wandered to a secluded corner of the stockroom to get this done. My nerves were shot from waiting—wondering what Uma’s reaction would be to my asking for a second chance at the job she hadn’t even offered. I no longer cared what the position involved.


    My date with Carol had been like sticking my man card in a shredder.


    Before what happened at Ella and Liam’s wedding, I’d been able to pretend I was fine, that my shitty apartment and job didn’t bother me and I was okay with my lackluster future.


    But being with Carol had been a game-changer.


    I’d known Ella first as Julie Smith. We’d been equals—at least, I thought we’d been. Back then, I’d had big dreams of the two of us forging better lives together. Sure, it could take a decade or more, but that would be all right, because we’d make a great team. Because we’d both come from not-so-easy lives that needed rebooting.


    The only reason I’d stayed in California was the hope of Ella and me somehow reuniting.


    Now that she’d married, I was only here because I was too broke to leave.


    My old man offered to foot the bill for my return trip to Arkansas, just like he’d offered to take out a loan to send me back to school, but due to an on-the-job back injury he was on a fixed income and just as broke as me. When Mom died, she hadn’t had life insurance, and our health insurance had been so shitty that Dad would be paying her medical bills till the end of time. I had this fantasy of paying them all in one lump sum.


    Being with Carol reminded me how little I had to give. Sure, I had above-average skills in the sack, but what good was that when it came to raising a family? Paying the bills? For the first time since losing Ella, Carol made me wonder if maybe, just maybe, there might be more for me in this life.


    Something about her did it for me. I liked her cutting edge. After hearing the way she’d carved her current situation out of nothing, I admired the hell out of her business savvy. But because of that admiration, I wouldn’t use her. That wouldn’t be cool.


    What I would do was raise myself to her level, then give it another go. This thing with Uma wouldn’t be forever, just a bridge to get me where I needed to go. I’d finish school, get a great job, get my dad’s financial house in order, and best of all—get the girl.


    I took a deep breath before punching in Uma’s number.


    
      —
    


    “This is a pleasant step up from the coffeehouse.”


    “Glad you approve.” I stood when Uma approached the waterfront table at La Vache et le Poisson—the fancy place where Carol had wanted me to take her but I’d been too busted to afford. I had no business being there now, but decided this was the crisis I’d been saving my rainy-day fund for.


    “I do, but can’t stay long.” With her usual grace, she sat, arranging her full-skirted black dress just so. Her multiple pearl strands reminded me of Carol, and why it was important for this meeting to go well.


    “That’s okay.” My mouth developed a sudden drought.


    Her cell rang. “So sorry. I deplore people who answer their phones during meals, but this can’t be avoided.” She rose, taking the call near the servers’ station.


    I caught only snippets of her conversation. “She has to…The price is nonnegotiable…Five thousand for the entire night—fifty for the weekend…Yes, that’s right. One hundred for the week. Such a bargain, no?”


    Fifty large for a weekend?


    There were very few ways anyone earned that kind of money that fast. Either you were Liam, who happened to have his own empire, or a fat-cat Hollywood type or dealing drugs. I couldn’t see Uma in the role of drug trafficker, which meant she was one of the other two. I’d accused her of running a strip club, but if that were the case, why would she have weekend rates for her performers? Unless they didn’t do all their work onstage…


    Holy shit. Was Uma a madam?


    She ended her call and returned. “So sorry. Most people read the fine print before signing.”


    I wanted to blurt, Are you high-class pimp? Instead, I nodded.


    “Anyway, I have time for one mojito and the pan-seared scallops. Can you make that happen?”


    I waved for the waiter.


    “Smaller.”


    “Excuse me?” The guy didn’t see me, so I waved both arms.


    “Make your gesture smaller. In doing so, you actually make yourself—your stature—larger. Without a single word, you tell the waiter you are secure enough in your ability to command his attention that you know he’s studying you. Now, sit straighter—taller. Try this…” She held her hand chest-level, then barely raised her index finger. I must have seen Liam do this a hundred times with the yacht crew.


    I mimicked Uma’s gesture but got nowhere. “I feel like an ass. And the guy’s still ignoring me.”


    “Look around,” she said. “Tell me what you see.”


    I gave the room a quick scan. “Hell, I don’t know. The bay. People eating. The guy three tables down has a great-looking steak—his date has an even better rack.”


    She laughed. “All valid observations, but this time, go deeper. Our waiter isn’t noticing you because he’s having a tiff with his girlfriend. See how the waitress with the ponytail leans into him? How he possessively has hold of her forearm, but she seems to be pulling away? Look at what most of the other patrons are wearing. May not be true, but just from appearances, who would you think would be the bigger tipper? That guy in the obviously custom-tailored suit? Or you, in your frayed-hem khakis, Converse and grunge-rock plaid? I don’t have time to cover everything that’s wrong with your hair.”


    To save a buck, I’d cut it myself using Food Mart’s break room scissors. In that moment, I saw myself as not only Uma must see me, but Ella—and more importantly, Carol.


    “Oh—trust me, from the ladies you’re getting plenty of favorable reviews. The buxom brunette in the corner booth can’t keep her eyes off you. Even with the hack-job hair, you’re quite striking. What are you? Six two?”


    “Somewhere around there.”


    “I thought so. Your build is an asset, too—nice and broad—hard from all that physical labor.” She licked her lips, leaning in close enough to offer a great view of her tits. “How about giving her a signal that you’re interested in me—only me.”


    “I, ah, don’t know what you mean.” Goddamn, I wanted a better job, but so far, this meeting was growing stranger by the minute. The whole point of landing this gig was to make more money so I could afford to take Carol on a decent date. Uma was hot and all, but on some level, she scared me.


    “What I mean is show me how you’d make me feel special.”


    “Look…” I released the breath I’d been holding. “You’re hot, but I’ve kind of been seeing someone—well, not really consistently or anything, but we had this one hot night, and I—”


    “Nathan, do you want this job or not?”


    “What job? Because I’m flattered if you want to pay to sleep with me, but—”


    “Why am I wasting my time?” She started to stand.


    “Stop.” I shot my arm across the table to grab her forearm. “You keep tossing this mystery job to me like it’s a fucking bone. News flash, lady—I’m not a dog, but I do need cash. Tell me, in plain terms that even a simple-minded country boy can understand—what do you want?”


    “Whew…” After flashing a dazzling smile, her next move was a dainty shiver. “What I want from you on a much more consistent basis is that—your intensity. The way you intrinsically let a woman know you’re in charge. Now, in those plain terms you requested, I run a male escort service, and—”


    “I was right. You’re a she-pimp.”


    “Wrong. What I was about to add—if you’d been paying attention—was that I don’t run an ordinary service, but the best in the world. My men are delicacies. Spoiled, rich women will crave you, because unlike everything else in their lives, they can’t have you.”


    “Hold up—you want me to fuck women for money?”


    She didn’t flinch. “Even better—I want you to mind-fuck women for money. Your job will be to make them want you. Desperately. You need to make them imagine those big hands of yours all over their bodies. You need to make them dream of you—only you—morning, noon and night.”


    “Hold up…” Hand to my forehead, I asked, “I don’t understand. You want me to be like the fucking James Bond of man-whores, but there’s no fucking? That doesn’t make sense.”


    “It makes perfect sense—from a business point of view. What’s the cardinal rule of marketing? Always make them want more. Now, you will have certain clients who have an itch demanding to be scratched, but most of my patrons want nothing more than to feel special—adored. Many are even married, but their husbands no longer see them as desirable. You’re going to change that by learning to appreciate the smallest details. You’ll not only notice what a woman wears, but how she feels, how she sees the world, how her hair smells. And for all of that, you will be rewarded. We’ll share everything—fifty/fifty. The house—meaning, myself—carries all the risk.”


    “What risks are we talking?”


    “Any legalities that may crop up from transforming your life. I’ll provide you with a new backstory and degree. A suitable living arrangement. The right clothes and car. I’ll teach you about grooming and how to think, walk and talk. By the time I’m finished with your education, you’ll feel equally at home with royalty or Hollywood A-listers. When I get done with you, you’ll be a king yourself.”


    Promise? I didn’t care that a brigade of fire trucks pealed warning bells through my head. All that mattered was that if this woman was right, hell, by next weekend, I’d be the kind of man Carol deserved.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 8


    Carol


    “This is a nice surprise.” Saturday morning, I hugged Nathan outside Marcoli’s—the Union Square men’s clothing store where he’d wanted to meet. The place was high dollar—the kind of place where Liam might have shopped before he’d started having his suits custom tailored. “After we talked…Well, I got the impression we were just friends.”


    “Can’t friends shop together?”


    “Sure, but…” His faint smile left me feeling more horny than friendly. This place no doubt had great, big dressing rooms that would be perfect for…I licked my lips. No, no, no. I stepped back, searching his face. Something had changed. If possible, he looked more handsome than I remembered. “Did you get a haircut?”


    “You noticed. How do you like it?” His goofball pirouette and fluff routine reminded me of a shampoo commercial—and of how much I liked him when he wasn’t all serious, but relaxed and having fun.


    I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re nuts. What are we even doing here? Thought you preferred Goodwill.”


    “Please…” He took a new leather wallet from the back pocket of crisp new True Religion jeans and flashed a Black Amex. “This is how I roll.”


    “Nathan…” Frowning, I shook my head. “Knock it off. I thought we’d been over this—how there’s no need to impress me.”


    “Who said I was trying? I landed a new job, and my boss wants me to dress for success. So see? This has nothing to do with you—although I’m flattered you think it does.”


    “Cut the BS. I’m in the corporate world and no one’s going to hand a high school graduate a Black Amex. I’m sorry. It’s just not happening.”


    “Why did I even invite you?” He gazed off toward the shopping center’s splashing, three-tiered fountain and sighed. “I thought you’d be proud of me, and that this outing could be fun, but…”


    I snatched the card from his hand. It had Nathan Black embossed in silver letters across the bottom. How did this happen? “What did you do?”


    “What are you talking about? Why can’t you be happy for me and leave it at that?” He entered the store.


    “I can’t be happy,” I practically growled, chasing him like a momma grizzly after her naive cub, “because you’re being stupid.” Before a salesclerk got his claws into him, I wrapped my hand around his distractingly impressive biceps, yanking him back. “This is the real world and no one just hands over that kind of money unless what you’re doing is illegal. In fact—” I released him to cover my gaping mouth. “Oh. My. God. That’s it—you’re selling drugs.”


    “Could you be any louder?” He looked around to ensure no one had heard. “For your information, Sherlock, I’m going to be a gentleman escort.”


    “A gigolo? Are you nuts? I realize American Gigolo was a little before either of our times, but trust me, it ends bad. No good can come of this.”


    “Relax. There’s no sex involved. This is strictly no dickly—meaning, no one’s getting a piece of me but you.” He eased his arm around my waist and tried reeling me in, but I pushed him away.


    “You have to know this is crazy. There’s no shortcut for true success, and Nathan,” I lowered my voice, “I’ll be your friend whether you work in a grocery store or a gas station or digging ditches. All of those are honorable professions. But this…” I shook my head.


    “Would you trust me?” He stepped entirely too close for me to think straight, then eased his hand beneath the fall of my hair, bewitching me with a light neck massage that rendered me incapable of logic. “I’ve got this. My job title consists of nothing more than escorting nice old ladies to charity functions.”


    I wanted to believe him, but it felt like when the cable company promises to slash your bill if you sign up for multiple movie channels, but somehow, some way, the customer always ends up getting screwed. This escort job had to be the same.


    “Nathan,” I said while a salesman approached, “you’re a smart guy. Can’t you see you’re being played? Nobody on the up-and-up is going to give you something for nothing. Please, let’s get out of here before you end up owing your pimp more than you already do.”


    “May I help you?” A salesman approached. His clipped British accent made the moment all the more absurd.


    I said, “We’re going to need a sec.”


    “Certainly, ma’am.” He bowed before retreating to a fancy oak desk.


    “Why’d you have to do that?” Nathan’s gaze narrowed, and for the first time since our friendship’s formal declaration, he seemed angered. “You might not approve, but I’m here for my job. You could at least try being happy for me.”


    “No, I can’t.” I raised my chin. “Because what you’re doing is wrong. You don’t have to impress me.”


    He snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself. Did it ever occur to you that the person I’m most trying to impress is myself?”


    On that note, I backed away, willing myself not to cry. How had he reached this point? The place where he felt prostitution was his only shot at a better life?


    “Trust me,” he said, surprising me by taking my hands for a firm, reassuring squeeze. “I know this may seem extreme, but I know what I’m doing. This is going to be great. Fast, easy money. At the first sign of trouble, I’m out.”


    I wished I believed his words to be true.


    
      —
    


    From that lovely encounter, I drove forty miles south to finally visit my mother.


    She’d been hounding me for days, begging me to make the right decision, but I thought I’d already done that by walking away.


    When I’d started making money, I moved her from the trailer where she’d raised me into a sweet three-bedroom bungalow that gave her plenty of room for her crafts and her herd of Yorkshire terriers. At last count, I think there were five—maybe six. She’d named them all after Disney characters. They were stubborn little beasts, and even though I’d paid a carpenter to install a doggy door, most of the time they did their business wherever it was handy.


    “Hi, Mom!” I called over excited yips when I walked into her home. The air smelled faintly of dog piss and cinnamon candles that had been lit to mask the piss.


    “In the sewing room!”


    I shuffled through the ever-wriggling pack of tiny dogs toward the rear of the house.


    “Took you long enough.” Despite her once hard life, Mom was still pretty. A few years earlier, she’d clipped her blond hair into a neat bob and sported a vast collection of vintage rock concert tees. Today, she sported Yes over faded Levi’s. “I wondered how much longer you’d keep avoiding this issue. I found the name of a good PI who specializes in these things. Her name’s on the fridge.”


    “If I go through with this…” I moved a stack of calico quilting fabric to sit on the love seat facing her sewing machine. Two dogs leapt to join me. Out of respect for Mom, I patted their tiny, fuzzy heads. They promptly jumped down. “…I’ll use Garrett. He’s a lawyer from work.”


    “What’s a corporate shark going to know about finding a lost child? I want my grandbaby. You know her tenth birthday just passed, and since you’ve shown no signs of giving me a grandchild the old-fashioned way, I’m fine with a more unorthodox method.”


    “Oh—I’m glad you’re okay, but did you ever stop to think how I feel? Maybe I’m not cut out to be a mother. Even your dogs don’t like me.”


    “They don’t like you because they sense you don’t like them. Dogs are highly attuned to these kinds of things. I learned all about it on Dog Whisperer.”


    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.


    Had it really only been a couple of weeks since I’d been schoolgirl-excited about the prospect of a date with Nathan? And now, he’d turned into a gigolo and I was finally facing an issue I’d run from for years—not because I wouldn’t dearly love to find my child, but because I knew what a long shot locating her was. And even if I did find her, the odds of becoming a meaningful part of her life were so slim that my chest ached with an odd sort of future loss. The thought of finding my little girl and not being able to hold her and love her and tell her how much I regretted not having witnessed her first words and steps and school recitals crushed me beyond words.


    “Honey…” Mom left her sewing machine to perch alongside me. “You were a kid yourself when you had your daughter, but look at you now. Any little girl would be thrilled to have you in her life.”


    “Please, stop.” I put the heels of my hands over my eyes, but that didn’t stop the flow of memories. The secret, forbidden thrill of meeting Mr. Kushing after class. The ignorant excitement I’d first felt after learning I was pregnant—expecting him to leave his wife for me. The crushing loneliness I’d next felt after soulful Daniel explained how it would be best for the baby and us if I gave it away. It—as if our child were an inconvenience. I’d been so stupid—letting him get away with what he’d called our dirty secret by telling the school guidance counselor that I’d gotten pregnant by a guy from a neighboring school. Mr. Kushing had promised to stay by me, and at first, before my baby bump had turned him off from having sex, he’d been sweet—slipping me gift certificates with my graded history papers and buying me oatmeal-raisin cookies from the cafeteria ladies. Once the sex stopped, so had his attention. Even worse was watching him move on to a new girl. When I caught him making out with Paige Harris behind his garage, I finally woke up to the fact that I was being used. I recanted my story to not just the counselor, but the principal and my mom, but by then, no one believed me. Mr. Kushing had sat right there and lied, shaking his head and talking about how sorry he was about my trying situation. I’d dropped out until after having my baby, then got my GED.


    I’d struggled for years to erase the mental images of being laughed at and whispered about in the halls of Jefferson Monroe High. Even worse had been signing the adoption papers. My right hand shook so bad I could hardly hold the pen. I’d opted not to meet my daughter’s new parents, and I told myself that she’d be far better off with them than she ever would with me. I didn’t know their names—just that they were good people who hadn’t been able to conceive a child of their own. As devastated as I’d been handing over my baby girl, they’d been that happy to receive her.


    And then, they’d walked away.


    Armed with my high school diploma and my old body, I should have been good as new, but inside, I was broken.


    When I met Liam, I thought he’d been my savior. My chance to finally get life right.


    Turns out I couldn’t have been more wrong. Liam treated me like his queen. He showered me in cash and gifts and then consolation prizes. If I were honest, he’d been up front about our arrangement from the start. Because I’d wanted love so desperately, to right the wrongs I’d previously made by getting a wedding ring’s stamp of approval, I’d spun a delicious, gossamer web of the fairy-tale life Liam and I would lead. We’d have beautiful babies and a real home, and our children would be raised secure and happy in the knowledge that their father was never leaving.


    “I’m never going to stop, Caroline. Ever since the wedding, you haven’t been yourself. I know what you’ve been hoping for with Liam all these years, and now that it hasn’t happened, you seem as if the wind has gone out of your sails. You need purpose—a goal. Finding your child might be the spark that gets you back into the swing of things. When you first told me you were pregnant, I agreed adoption would be best for everyone, but now, I’m not so sure.”


    “My girl already has a mother—and a father.”


    “True, but what child couldn’t use an extra dose of loving?”


    “You’re talking crazy. She probably doesn’t even know I exist.”


    “But you do. Think of all you could teach her.”


    “I’ve got to go.” I pushed myself up from the too-low love seat.


    “But you just got here.”


    “Love you.” I gave her a hug. “I’m sorry. I promised I’d think about it, and I did, but my gut feel is that looking for my daughter is a bad idea.” Because more than anything, I do want to find my child, but even more, I need to find myself. To know what makes me so unlovable that I’m still alone. How can I be a good mom if I’m not a good person?


    
      —
    


    During the long ride back to my condo, I couldn’t stop thinking about the little girl I’d lost—not just my baby, but somewhere along the way, myself. Along with her had gone the first of my illusions of how relationships worked. Silly me, I’d secretly thought Dad left Mom—not me. I’d thought my life would turn out different, because I wouldn’t end up alone. But look at me now. My only bright dating prospect in a decade turned out to crave the almighty dollar more than me.


    Me, me, me.


    I sensed a pattern.


    Maybe Mom had a point, but in reverse. My daughter didn’t need me so much as I needed her. Ever since Liam passed on extending our relationship, I’d focused on myself. Getting a degree, getting ahead, getting every designer purse and shoe that fit in my closet and then some. But what had I given back?


    Argh. I sliced my fingers through my hair and pulled.


    I’d worn it down today—for Nathan. Stupid.


    Kind of like this mess he’d gotten himself into. Who knew what kind of trouble this pimp person would land him in? And now that I knew what Nathan was doing, I felt honor-bound to stop him. In a way, hadn’t I been down the same path with Liam? Certainly not intentionally. From the start, I’d envisioned myself in the role of his Cinderella, but when he’d made it clear what we shared was over, I’d fallen right back into survival mode by taking whatever bones Liam offered to use to my advantage.


    In the end, I suppose things had worked out for me, but not without selling off a portion of my soul. Maybe I’d been upset at Liam and Ella’s wedding not because I still wanted Liam, but because I wanted the marriage. The security and comfort of always knowing my husband had my back. I’d wanted to be part of something larger than myself. I craved being that special someone my mythical husband couldn’t live without.


    Home, to get my mind off Nathan and my teen pregnancy and how suddenly awful being a grown-up was, I fixed a nice, healthy meal of a broiled chicken breast, sautéed spinach and a baked sweet potato. And then I left it all on the plate in favor of downing a pint of Cherry Garcia in front of Judge Judy.


    Every so often, I looked to my bedside table. My cell stared as accusingly as the judge’s gavel. I should call—see how Nathan’s shopping went. And then I could talk sense into him. Or maybe I could go the route of ignoring his new job and playing the friend card. Only we weren’t really friends any more than we were lovers, or boyfriend/girlfriend, or anything more than an uncomfortable, indefinable amalgam of relationship key words—none of which truly fit our situation.


    I didn’t care. Selfishly, I needed to talk to someone besides Mom about my daughter.


    Before Liam’s wedding, I would have talked to him. He’d been my best friend. Now, talking to him about anything other than business felt disrespectful to Ella. I suppose I could have taken her up on her offer to chat, but that also didn’t feel right.


    The phone looked at me again.


    To call or not to call.


    I was tired of asking the question. Why couldn’t I have someone in my life who I knew would be happy to see my name pop onto his screen? Better yet, why didn’t anyone but Liam call me?


    I hovered my index finger above the speed dial, but then pulled back. I was done chasing.


    Nathan could call me.


    I nearly dropped the phone when a text came in. Nathan?


    Ella.


    
      Hey, didn’t get an RSVP from you, so I’m checking in. Darcy’s b-day party is tonight. R u coming? Nathan is. Hint, hint…[image: ][image: ]

    


    I groaned.


    The last thing I wanted to do when depressed about the little girl I gave up was spend my night at a child’s fantasy circus party. On the other hand, I did crave seeing Nathan.


    How bad could a kid’s party be?

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 9


    Nathan


    What had I gotten myself into?


    Like wild dog packs, kids roamed Ella and Liam’s normally serene grounds, charging from the Ferris wheel to the cotton-candy booth to the merry-go-round in endless squealing loops. Toss in the hot-dog cart, ice-cream truck, crafting station and exotic animal petting zoo—this party was like crack for kids.


    Then there was Carol, pretending to be engrossed by Ella’s latest decorator rant, but she kept glancing my way. Meanwhile, I hung on the fringe of a college football convo between Liam, his work partner, Owen, and a couple of their friends, trying not to get caught looking at Carol.


    I wanted to go to her¸ but what would I say? Our last meeting didn’t exactly go as planned. I’d figured after she helped me shop, we’d have a great lunch, then maybe head back to my new place in the city. I’d been excited about showing her how far I’d come in such a short time. It was a miracle, really—what Uma had done. I already stood taller, and for the first time since entering Ella and Liam’s circle, felt as if I had a shot at belonging. Obviously, my current career choice wasn’t a long-term gig, but when I’d made enough to afford options and make business contacts of my own, everything would change.


    In the meantime, I squared my shoulders and practiced the confident stride Uma had taught me. It took under ten seconds to reach Carol, to breathe in the orange blossoms that clung to her like a seductive fog. “You look beautiful,” I said, cutting off Ella mid-sentence. Leaning in close enough that only Carol could hear, I whispered, “I can’t stop staring at your thighs.”


    When I stepped back to gauge her reaction, I didn’t find welcoming approval or a flirty smile, as I had when practicing on Uma. Instead, Carol’s barely blue gaze narrowed.


    “Nathan—there you are,” Ella said. “Tell me about your job. I’m loving your new taking care of business vibe. Your new hair and clothes are hot. Tell me exactly what you’ll be doing.”


    Carol coughed.


    I shot her a dirty look. Two could play this game. To Ella, I spilled the line Uma had taught me. “I’m in high-end real estate.”


    “Don’t you need a permit?” She wrinkled her nose. “You know—what’s it called? A broker’s license?”


    “First, I have to pass my real estate exam. But my firm is setting that up, so it’s all good. For now, I’m helping with clients.”


    Ella’s expression turned weepy. For the longest time, she stood staring, then she pulled me into a hug. “I’m sorry. The baby has me constantly crying, but have I mentioned how happy I am for you? I can’t believe how awesome you’re doing. I’m so proud.”


    Liam’s Ella-radar must have rung. As soon as he eyed me and his wife with our arms around each other, he charged our way. “Everything okay?”


    She left me to step into his sideways embrace. “Everything’s perfect. And look how great Nathan cleaned up. Doesn’t he look amazing?”


    Liam gave me a cold, hard appraisal. “Where’d you get the sudden cash flow?”


    “Be nice!” Ella gave him a swat. “He’s in real estate.”


    “Right.” Liam eyed me before kissing the crown of her head, without saying a word, conveying the fact that Ella belonged to him—which was fine. Because I had a secret. While he’d been tying the knot, I’d opted for another sort of plunge that I couldn’t wait to try again. Only, it was kind of tough practicing my new game moves with an audience.


    “Carol,” I said, “would you care to join me in getting a hot dog?”


    “Depends on who’s asking,” she snapped. “Real Nathan? Or this shiny new Mr. Smooth persona you’ve—”


    “Carol?” Ella asked, “Aren’t you excited about Nathan’s new job?”


    “No, not really. Why don’t you ask him for details?”


    “Great idea,” Liam said. “I’d love hearing more.”


    That’s it. I grabbed Carol by her upper arm, steering her toward the rose-garden gazebo that had been decked out in pink fairy lights.


    “Later, guys,” I said with a backhanded wave to the happy couple.


    Carol wrenched her arm free. “What the hell?”


    “Funny, I’m asking myself the same about you. I thought we were friends.”


    “We are—which is why I can’t stand seeing you like this.” We’d reached the gazebo and she sat hard on a flowery pink-and-white-striped cushion to appraise me. “You’re a caricature—a cross between Rico Suave and Richard Gere. What happened to Nathan? The guy who helped me demolish a bottle of twist-cap wine?”


    “Seriously?” I paced to control the anger balled in my chest. “That guy? Remember how he couldn’t afford to take you out for a decent dinner, so he sent you packing? You may not approve of my new venture, but I don’t recall asking your opinion. Why can’t you be happy for me?”


    “Because I’ve got a bad feeling about what you’re doing. Some woman you’ve only known, what?—a couple of weeks?—is throwing big money at you, and you think that’s all right?”


    I hardened my jaw. “Okay, let’s turn this around. What happened to the girl in you, Carol? Remember her? The one you told me worked at Arby’s? How is my situation any different from when Liam plucked you from fast food, showering you in, fuck—I don’t know—jewels and furs and shit? Weren’t you essentially a high-priced call girl?”


    “Bastard!” She stood to slap me, but I caught her wrist, kissing the sensitive hollow where her pulse raced just beneath her skin.


    “Maybe it’s not so much my new job you don’t like, but the fact that you’ll have to share me?”


    “Share you?” She laughed. “I don’t even want you.”


    “Liar…” I dragged her closer, nudging open the neckline of her wispy yellow blouse to nuzzle the base of her throat.


    “You don’t know anything about me.” She groaned when I moved my attentions lower.


    “But I want to…” I eased her down from the gazebo and into thick foliage’s deep shadow.


    “Do you always get everything you want?”


    “Not even close, but I’m working on it.” Her orange blossoms drove me wild. I couldn’t get enough. Between the lush swells of her breasts, I found the epicenter of the sweet scent. My mind’s eye imagined her dressing for tonight, emerging from the shower, gliding a soft towel over her legs and arms, abdomen and breasts, only to then mist herself with this exotic perfume.


    “W-we can’t do this here…”


    “Who said we were doing anything?” I tugged her blouse from her white miniskirt, granting my roving hand access to her already puckered nipples.


    “We’re not.” Hands to my chest, she launched a half-assed attempt to push me away, but ended up fisting my shirt and pulling me closer for an angry kiss. I liked it.


    It was a dark night with barely a sliver of moon, but I hefted her over my shoulder, ignoring her pummels and clawing at my shirt to land a light smack on her now bared ass. “Behave.”


    “You’re a bastard!”


    “Language,” I said with a laugh. “There are children present.”


    “Screw you!”


    “You’re about to.” I’d been in Ella’s backyard only once, but I distinctly remembered the object I’d almost reached—a wide-seated wooden swing, suspended from a towering redwood. The tree had been there before the house, town or even state. Who knew the things it had seen—or what it was about to…


    The last few yards, I thumbed her clit—loving the convenience of yet again finding her having gone commando.


    “Oh…” She said on the heels of a groan, no longer hitting me, but back to fisting my shirt.


    “Exactly…”


    Before letting her glimpse the ride we were about to share, I paused to single-handedly take my wallet from my back pocket, then tuck it under my chin to find a condom. From there, I tossed my wallet to the grass before tearing at my fly and rolling on protection.


    I backed onto the swing, glad it hung low enough for me to plant my feet solidly on the ground before lowering Carol and helping her into position.


    “Nathan, no. This isn’t going to work.”


    “Trust me.”


    “You’re crazy…”


    “You love it…”


    “No…”


    I eased her down, down until she’d twined her arms around my neck for support and then planted herself square atop my aching package. Eyes closed, now, it was my turn to groan. “Fuck, you feel good…”


    “Likewise…”


    “Wanna go for a ride?”


    Killing me with a sexy half-smile, she drew her bottom lip into her mouth and nodded.


    “Hold on.” After checking her grip, I clamped my palms around the swing’s rope, then worked my feet backward until we were high enough to glide. The back-and-forth momentum drove me deeper, and she bit my shoulder—I suspected to keep from crying out.


    “Like—Ohmygod…Oh…Why aren’t we doing this every night?”


    “I’m down…” I took us higher, and had to suck in air just to maintain composure. I was no saint, but never had I experienced anything quite like this—and it wasn’t just the act itself, but the girl. Who else would have agreed to go along for this ride?


    Higher.


    Faster.


    Deeper.


    Harder.


    Far across the estate’s vast grounds, the carnival roared on—only from a distance, the music and laughter took on a different meaning and tone, transporting me to my rowdy teen years. The party’s sounds were no longer annoying, but uplifting, telling me anything is possible—even flying with a pretty girl.


    The sheer act of holding on was akin to being cuffed. I wanted to touch her, cup the back of her head and press her lips closer, but to keep up momentum, I couldn’t. Building frustration and pressure boiled and churned inside me until release finally struck us both swift and hard, and I wasn’t quite sure what had happened. I mean—duh. Of course, physically, I got it, but…


    “Holy shit.” I allowed the swing to slow. Once my feet found purchase, I dropped suddenly aching arms to tuck her into the embrace I’d earlier craved.


    “Yeah…” In the darkness, I felt her smile against my lips.


    I rested my forehead against hers. “I meant what I said earlier—you are beautiful.”


    “Wish I believed you. How do I know Real Nathan thinks that, and not the trained lothario your boss expects you to become? How do I know any of what just happened was real?”


    “Stop.” I framed her face with my hands, brushing her full lower lip with the pads of my thumbs. “If I say it, I mean it. And not for a second do I believe you need a man telling you to know you’re beautiful.”


    “…True.”


    “Damn straight.” I added, “Sorry about the call girl comment.”


    She shrugged. “Wouldn’t have stung if it wasn’t a little true.”


    “Still…”


    “I like you, Nathan. I want you to succeed. But since I’m living proof that taking the fast track to success leaves scars, I…”


    “I get it.” With my hand beneath her chin, I urged her gaze to meet mine. “I’m walking into this with eyes wide open, okay? Thank you for your concern, but I’ve got this.”


    Her pressed lips said she still wasn’t sure, but considering what we’d just shared, the whole issue was starting to be a bore. For the first time in my adult life, I had more than fifty bucks in my pocket, I wasn’t working double shifts at a grocery store just to make ends meet, and I had a gorgeous girl willing to sneak off with me and do dirty things in dark corners. I wanted to celebrate my newfound success—not feel mired in it.


    “Where do we go from here?” Her voice sounded small against the night.


    I kissed her again. “Anywhere we want.”


    “What about Ella and Liam? You do realize our attraction is based purely on the psychology behind rebound/revenge sex? Which is especially stupid, considering the whole reason either of us were even invited to this party was Ella’s attempt at matchmaking.”


    “Does it matter? Can’t we just have fun?”


    She kissed me. “I like fun.”


    “Okay, well, so do I. Let’s duck into the potter’s shed—which is really more like a spa—to make sure we don’t scare any small children by showing up looking like we just had crazy-ass swing sex, then grab a couple of hot dogs and cotton candy. I’m starving.”


    
      —
    


    “Focus.” Uma snapped to get my attention. “Use utensils from the outside in.”


    “Sure. Sorry.” I should have been paying attention to my etiquette lesson, but I couldn’t get my mind off Carol. It had been two days since our crazy-ass swing sex and I craved more. Only I couldn’t quite figure out how to get past Ella and Liam’s security team to once again make use of their swing.


    One of the half-dozen suit-wearing thugs serving as Uma’s security stood at the dining room’s entry. I gave him a bro-nod, but all I got in return was a hard glare, so I returned my attention to my studies.


    “What’s this?” Uma held up a midget wine goblet.


    “Sherry glass.”


    “Right. This?” She took the spoon that had been positioned over my plate.


    “For dessert.” I pushed back my seat at her dining room’s table. It sat twenty—thirty with the leaves in. “I don’t mean to be rude, but can I take five?”


    “Take fifteen. I need to make a few calls. Oh—and when you finish a course, be sure to place your knife and fork with the handles parallel with the bases in the four-o-clock position, and the tines, blade or bowl in the eleven-o-clock position, well within the plate’s well. This signals the server that you’ve finished your course. When I get back, we’ll go over Continental versus American-style utensil grips. Depending on the client, you’ll want to be able to switch.”


    Joy. This shit bored the hell out of me, but I got the fact that it was a necessary evil.


    A million years ago, right before my senior prom, Mom taught me a lot of this stuff. She’d thought it was important for me to make a good impression when taking my date, Violet Halsey, to the Rose Springs Sizzler. I told Mom the Sizzler had only one size fork and spoon. She’d reminded me that they did have separate butter and steak knives, and that if I wanted Violet to know I wasn’t raised in a barn, I’d better use the right knife at the right time. That was always important to Mom—that people knew I wasn’t raised in a barn. She’d get a kick out of me finally learning legit classy manners.


    What would Carol think?


    I couldn’t explain why, but her opinion mattered. Her jabs at my job hurt. I’d known she was opinionated, but her disapproval of my new position caught me off guard.


    With Uma’s voice a distant echo, and her watchdog out of sight, I set off in search of a bathroom. She’d told me the hundred-year-old Nob Hill mansion had once been owned by a publishing tycoon who’d built the massive Victorian for his wife. She’d died giving birth to twin girls who’d grown to be Hollywood royals. Mary and Mercy Montrose launched their careers acting, but finished behind the scenes—both single, directing and producing until they died at age fifty, one week apart. Mary died from pneumonia and Mercy reportedly from a broken heart.


    When Uma told me their story, it reminded me that I could go through this personal transformation to better myself, but what was the point if I ended up alone? I hardly knew Carol, but something about her felt right—as if I’d known her far longer than I actually had, which only fed into the whole rebound thing. We shared a common bond, and that connection heightened the intensity of our every interaction. Since she was close to Liam and Liam had won Ella, I guess a part of me still felt connected to Ella every time I was with Carol—only that was twisted. How did I separate the two from the emotional battle raging in my chest?


    The clip of Uma’s heels announced her return. “Ready to move on?”


    I raked my fingers through my hair. “When do I get to put all of this info to good use?”


    “Patience, my pet. One must learn to crawl before one can walk—let alone run a marathon.”


    Speaking of pets, the security guy reappeared as mysteriously as he’d vanished.


    “Come. We’ll spend the afternoon discussing wine.”


    “What’s to discuss? Red or white. Cork or screw-top.”


    She’d passed me on the way to the dining room, but now snapped around to face me. “I’m going to pretend those ridiculous words didn’t just fall from your handsome lips. There are people who spend a lifetime studying the intricacies of wine, and have palates so refined they’re able to distinguish the regions the grapes were harvested from. For you to make light of this topic is—” She got all huffy and a little red-faced. “Well, it’s unacceptable. And in case you thought I hadn’t noticed, your glazed expression during your table etiquette lesson was also intolerable. I’ve given you a small fortune between your new residence, car and clothes. I would think the least you could do for me in return is show respect for the gifts I’m trying to drill into your apparently thick head.”


    Fuck. I seriously didn’t need Uma going off on me. But to be fair, she made a valid point about how much I’d been paid for my services. I’d suck up her lame wine lessons, then get the hell out of here, hopefully to see Carol.


    At a quarter past five, Uma was still rambling. “Always serve champagne in a flute—it confines the bubbles and concentrates the aroma. One way to tell if a host or hostess is getting cheap on you is to look at the bubbles. The smaller they are, the higher the quality.” She finally stopped for air. “I’ve got to run a quick errand. Study this.” She handed me a black leather-bound folder that was a good half-inch thick. “When I get back, there will be a test.”


    I flipped through, only to find page after page discussing grapes—varieties, regions in which they’re grown and sugar content. FML.


    I tossed the folder to the table, then pushed back my chair to rise and stretch.


    Should I call Carol or text? Because we’d gotten our friendship backward by having crazy-hot sex before otherwise getting to know each other, I wasn’t sure how to proceed. Some girls loved talking on the phone—others, not so much. I didn’t want to offend her. On the flip side, I wanted to see her and didn’t care what method was used to accomplish the goal.


    Fuck it. I called.


    She didn’t answer.


    Convinced Uma’s goon squad had this whole freakin’ place bugged, I half-whispered to Carol’s voicemail, “Hey. I wanna—want, sorry—to see you.” Uma had been dogging my ass all day about enunciation. “Call me back.”


    When Carol didn’t call or text by the time Uma returned, I was pissed. I know—not cool, but that whole swing thing had inspired passion. I mean, holy shit. Couldn’t she feel it, too? Wasn’t she feeling a do-over was in order? Hell, at the very least, we could try out our moves in a bed.


    Uma droned on.


    I pretended really hard to be interested, but when she took another call, I fished that Great Ideas Wanted ad from my wallet then fired off an email about an app that detected spy bugs. And then I texted Carol again.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 10


    Carol


    “Need to get that?” Liam asked.


    “No.” Yes. Instead, I opted to hit DECLINE. What had Nathan wanted? Just to chat? Make plans to see me again? Once we’d exited the cocoon of the party’s shadowy fringe, we’d both slipped into our polite public personas. There hadn’t been a chance to talk alone, and the valet service had our cars parked in different lots, so the timing was off for us to even leave together—not that he’d intimated he wanted to.


    Liam and I sat in a pool of late afternoon sunshine at his office conference table while pouring over the hundreds of “Great Ideas” he insisted upon checking out personally each week. For years, I’d told him to first have them vetted, but he refused on the off-chance he might miss something. The company had grown into such a behemoth that this was one hands-on task that made him feel connected to the once small seed of an idea he and Owen had grown. For years, he’d had me place small ads in not just the local papers, but around the world. A surprising amount of talent had been found from them, but I still say a man as busy as Liam had no business personally checking all responses.


    From down the hall came a vacuum’s drone. I clamped my hand to my forehead to ward off a headache.


    “Who was it? On the phone?”


    I narrowed my gaze. “Since when are my personal calls your business?”


    “Since Ella told me you and her little friend have been canoodling. I don’t like that kid. He’s not good enough for you.”


    “FYI—that ‘little’ friend is taller and more ripped than you, and I happen to like him very much.” Once I worked past the rush of learning Liam cared who I saw, I was outraged all over again.


    “Point of fact.” Liam set his tablet aside to lean toward me. “You’re like a sister to me.” Ouch. “Out of respect for my wife, I’m friendly to Nathan, but I want someone more like Owen for you.”


    “Owen?” If I’d been drinking a Diet Coke, I would have spewed it. Owen was Liam’s best friend and old college roomie. They’d founded Zoogle together and he was now married with five kids—maybe even six! I couldn’t keep track. In the years I’d known him, he’d grown a little paunch, lost a little hair and fallen more in love with his wife than ever. He was also boring. I couldn’t imagine him ever having sex in a swing—let alone getting me off on the way to said swing! “He’s a teddy bear. I’m more in the market for a grizzly.”


    Liam shook his head. “I suppose that was him who called—Nathan?”


    “So what if it was?”


    He sighed. “He’s going to hurt you.”


    “Correct me if I’m wrong, but how many times did everyone in your circle say the same about Ella? Yet look at you now.”


    “Yeah, and do you remember what a nightmare our courtship was? The last thing I want is for you to get caught up in some seedy nightmare like that.”


    Now, I sighed. “First, Nathan doesn’t have any crazy exes roaming his Arkansas hometown. Second, maybe to find the kind of love you and Ella have, just like you, I’d be willing to overcome whatever obstacles it might take.” Even sharing my boyfriend with literally dozens of other women? Maybe a new one each night?


    My stomach churned at the thought, but as far as I knew, Nathan wasn’t walking the streets just yet. I had time to save him. All I needed to do was find him a position with Zoogle that proved there were far nobler ways to make a living.


    Eyebrows raised, Liam asked, “You already love him?”


    “That’s not what I said. God, you never listen.” I pushed my chair back and stood. “If you don’t need me, I’m heading home.”


    “To see him?”


    “Would it matter if I were?”


    “Yes.” Liam drummed his fingers on the table. “What if I launch a company-wide search to find you someone better?”


    “I’ve got an idea…” I put my index finger to my puckered lips. “What if you saved yourself the trouble by hiring Nathan?”


    “Now I get it. He put you up to this, didn’t he?”


    “Sometimes I really can’t stand you.”


    “Likewise, sis.” When he winked, I flipped him the bird.


    
      —
    


    Back at my desk, I noticed Nathan had left me a voicemail, but after my exchange with Liam, I didn’t want to listen until reaching the privacy of my car. When I did press play, I closed my eyes, relishing the sound of his voice.


    When it came to Nathan, I found myself in an unfamiliar, unexpected, unwanted free fall.


    What happened on the swing—it had been outrageous!


    And I’d loved every second.


    If that night was an indicator of how exhilarating a life without Liam could be—sign me up! With Nathan, I didn’t worry about being his flavor-of-the-week or latest charity case. He made me feel cherished. Desired. Two things I’d been without for a very long time.


    With Liam, I’d never quite known where I fit into his world.


    Nathan had been clear from the start—both in his attraction and the fact that he didn’t feel worthy of me. When was the last time a guy admitted he liked me enough to not feel worthy? Try never!


    Granted, Nathan had this whole male escort thing nagging me like a hangnail, but surely, even he could see his new career choice wasn’t a good idea. Even though we’d technically only had the one date at his apartment, I felt connected to the guy—as if we’d both weathered relationship storms and in discovering each other had finally found a safe place to take shelter.


    Absolutely, I could be walking into a disaster. Without a doubt, he could be just one more man who’d emotionally shred me.


    But what if he wasn’t?


    What if this time, even though he was a diamond-in-the-rough, I finally got it right?


    Not thinking, just doing, I texted Nathan to meet me at a mom-and-pop Chinese restaurant not far from my place, then plugged my phone into the car’s USB so I wouldn’t miss his return text.


    Traffic at five thirty was a bitch. A wreck on 101 just past the airport funneled traffic to a single lane, and construction slowed me on Essex. The whole way, I’d sung along to classic Sting, determined not to let minor inconveniences ruin my hopes for what would surely be an epic night.


    When, over an hour later, I pulled into my assigned parking space in the belly of my building and still hadn’t heard from Nathan, warning bells rang. Was I fooling myself in thinking he would be any different from every other guy I’d known? And I wasn’t just talking casual dates, but starting from the beginning. My dad hadn’t wanted me. Mr. Kushing hadn’t wanted me. Liam couldn’t wait to dump me, and now, here was Nathan, no doubt so busy screwing some other woman that he couldn’t even be bothered to return a simple text.


    In the solitude of my home, I tossed my purse and briefcase on the sofa, kicked off my heels, grabbed Ben & Jerry for a threesome, then settled under my downy covers before flipping through TV channels, stopping on Seinfeld.


    Why did I do this to myself? Get my hopes up that this time things would be different when deep down, I knew they wouldn’t.


    I ate the whole pint of ice cream, then fell asleep.


    A little past ten, I woke with hair in my eyes and drool on the corner of my mouth—sexy.


    I got up to pee, then took the ice-cream carton to the trash and dumped the spoon in the sink. On the off chance a crisis had cropped up at work—not to see if that loser, Nathan, had ever bothered to return my text—I checked my phone. Other than a courtesy message from AT&T that I’d gone over my monthly data allowance, the smartphone’s screen was blank.


    Perfect.


    I took a nice soak in the tub, then had just settled back into bed when someone knocked at my door. A glance at my nightstand clock told me it was midnight. Too late for guests. Too early for the cleaning service. Probably it was a drunk neighbor who’d wandered onto the wrong floor.


    I rolled over, assuming the poor soul would go away.


    He or she didn’t.


    Phone in hand to call security, I flipped on my bedside lamp, then trudged to the door to squint through the peephole. One look and I jerked open the door, ready to kill. Nathan. “Are you kidding me? How did you even find where I live, let alone get past security? I can’t believe—”


    “Shhh…” He brushed past me, nudging me against the now closed door, taking my wrists and pinning them above my head, where they bit into the cool wood. He angled his lips atop mine, not asking, but taking, and even though I hated myself for it, I was all too willing to give.


    I arched into him, meeting his tongue thrust for thrust.


    My breasts ached. And lower? Pulsing need consumed me.


    I couldn’t think or breathe. I could only want.


    His attention turned to my neck, where he nipped and sucked and stole what precious little remained of my sanity. He hadn’t texted. He hadn’t called. And I didn’t care about anything other than the fact that he was dragging my panties down and I was letting him, welcoming him, stepping free of them to spread my legs, welcoming cool air against my fevered core.


    He released my wrists to take my hands, settling them on his shoulders while he made a slow descent, kneeling before me, nudging my legs even farther apart until I felt exposed and raw and desperate for his next touch. He licked and bit and sucked at my inner thighs, but didn’t so much as breathe on the part of me most needy for his attention.


    “Nathan, please…”


    “Shhh…”


    “Don’t shh me. I need more than this—now.”


    He glanced up, killing me with a sexy half-grin. “Anyone ever told you you’re bossy?”


    “Sorry I’m not sorry. Finish the job already!”


    His expression was unreadable. What could be going on behind those soulful brown eyes?


    “Nathan!” I couldn’t help but squirm—apparently a bad decision as for the second time that week, he tossed me over his shoulder. Knowing the outcome of this particular game, instead of struggling, I wriggled my ass for him, but all that netted me was a bite to my right cheek. “Ouch!”


    He tossed me to the bed, swept my T-shirt up and over my head, then somehow managed to twist it into a figure-eight knot that he used to restrain me to one of the slats in my mirrored headboard. And then he walked away.


    “Nathan? What the hell?”


    He shrugged. “You wouldn’t play by the rules, so I had to change the game.”


    “What rules?” I was naked and tied up and not sure if I was more angry or turned on.


    Angry. Yes, I was very, very angry. “Nathan!”


    He not only didn’t answer, but left me, aiming for the kitchen. Next came the sounds of the fridge door opening and closing, drawers and cabinets being rummaged through, and then he was back, helping himself to a seat in the roomy armchair I used for reading. He’d made a sandwich and took his time tearing off the crusts before eating the center.


    “Good?” I asked.


    He nodded.


    I wrestled against my T-shirt restraint, but found it surprisingly strong. “You do know that once I get free of this, you’re toast.”


    A shrug was all my fury netted.


    I struggled harder. My arms were starting to hurt from the position, and now, I wasn’t just pissed off, but a little scared. What if Liam had been right and Nathan did have some crazy-dark skeletons in his closet? What had I gotten myself into? I should have never even opened the door!


    He pressed a napkin to his mouth, set his empty plate on the floor, then stood, arms folded, just staring at me lying helpless in the bed. One by one, he unfastened the buttons on his starched white oxford. Next, he swept his white T-shirt over his head. His shoulders and abs were a freak of nature—so hard. Make no mistake, I was still furious with him, but I craved exploring his every nook and cranny. “Are you ready to try letting me wear the pants in this relationship?”


    When he unfastened the waistband of his gray slacks, my breath hitched.


    Oh boy. Here we go. Instantly wet, my fury with him morphed into something I didn’t even recognize. I wanted him with a dirty, freak-show intensity I didn’t even kind of understand, but went with. There was nothing about Nathan that was conventional. Only just now did I realize that was a good—no, great—thing. What would he do next? Part of my attraction for him was in never knowing.


    “Was that a yes or no on the whole bossy thing?”


    My mouth had gone too dry to speak, so I nodded.


    “Good girl.”


    The closer he came, the more my pulse raced. Would he pleasure me with his fingers? Tongue? If I spoke at all, would he stop altogether? He’d never seemed to care before if I took charge—even though technically, I suppose both times we’d been together, he’d ultimately taken the lead. Why now the sudden change?


    When he joined me on the bed, every inch of me tingled—hyperaware.


    He sat beside me, brushing his hand along my thigh.


    I wanted him closer.


    I got my wish when he leaned over, resting his head for a moment against my breasts. Then he was reaching up to untie my restraint.


    My arms ached when I lowered them, but that hurt was nothing compared to the confusion of wondering what had happened to cool the erotic mood. I wanted to ask about his day, about why he had invited me out only to then ignore my text, but I sensed that for whatever reason, he craved peace. I relaxed into him, cradling him, kissing the top of his head. He held me for the longest time as if he were in pain, and then he rose to press his lips to mine in a kiss that struck me as not just hungry, but starving for companionship and understanding.


    He rolled on top of me, sweeping my hair back from my face. “You’re so beautiful. I don’t deserve you.”


    True, I almost teased, but his compliment felt too heartfelt to take a chance on coming off as snark. “Thank you,” I whispered before returning his kiss. “So are you.”


    I’d expected twisted kink, but for our third union, instead received a slow, sweet tenderness that when he’d finally rolled on a condom and eased inside of me left me spellbound. It might have been night, but his warmth captured me in a lazy ray of sun. I was floating, happy, afraid to open my eyes for fear the spell might break.


    A gentle stroke to my hip, a lingering touch to my shoulder, transcendent kisses that numbed me to anything but him. This wasn’t about a quick fix, but so much more, and I reveled in all of it. When release finally came, for a moment, I couldn’t breathe. The intensity frightened me, and I found myself clinging to him, this man I hardly knew but curiously felt as if I’d always known. What we’d just shared wasn’t normal, but more in the realm of fairy dust, which made it all the more desirable and at the same time, a little scary.


    What have you done to me? I wanted to ask.


    If this should end badly, what would I do?


    Because it had been my experience that when it came to men, things always ended badly. No one ever found me lovable enough to stay.


    This realization crushed me, and I scrambled from Nathan’s embrace for the shower’s anonymity. I didn’t want to cry in front of him. I sure didn’t want him to know how much I cared. The key to my self-preservation had always been carefully hiding the fact that I very much did care—about everything. My father abandoning me and Mom. Me, in turn, abandoning my daughter. Yes, I’d given her up for adoption, and yes, she was probably far better off with her adoptive parents than she ever would have been with me, but that didn’t make the sting of her being out there—away from me—hurt less.


    I sank to the floor, not caring about the tile’s cold bite against my ass. What just happened? Why, all of a sudden, was I consumed by such a crushing sense of loss?


    When the shower door opened and Nathan joined me, I shook my head. “No. I can’t be with you right now.”


    “Carol, babe, is this about me tying you up?” He joined me on the floor, cradling me against him. “I’m sorry. I thought we were having fun.”


    We were. “It’s not that.” For extra emphasis, I shook my head against the reassuringly solid wall of his chest. I couldn’t admit the real reason for my tears. It was too soon. He’d think me an idiot if I blurted that what we’d just shared had touched me so deeply that I was now afraid to be with him, because I couldn’t bear inevitably seeing him go. Since full disclosure was off the table, I did at least share a partial truth. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long day, and it’s late, and…”


    “What’s wrong?” Seated alongside me, he wrapped his arm around my shoulders, drawing me into a sideways hug.


    “Nothing.” I kissed him. Even if I wanted to tell him everything my wounded heart had been through, where would I start? As far as Nathan knew, Liam was my only hang-up. How fast would he run if I admitted to so much more?


    “Last I checked,” he tucked his hand beneath my chin, running the pad of his thumb along my lower lip, “nothing doesn’t reduce women to tears. If this is about me showing up in the middle of the night—”


    I shook my head. “I’m sure not happy with you inviting me to dinner, then standing me up, but I’m hoping you had a good reason?”


    He sighed, arching his head back against the tile wall. “My new boss yaks more than a fucking talk show host. I didn’t think she’d ever let me go.”


    “Where were you?” I was almost afraid to ask. A sex cave? The whips-and-chains factory?


    “Her musty old mansion on Snob Hill. She spent hours lecturing about wine. How to drink it, swirl it, smell it, piss it.”


    “Really?” I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows and smile. “You’re now an expert at pissing a nice merlot?”


    “Is that more sass, Miss Bossypants?” His half-grin made me forget everything but him. How had I never noticed his sheer, male beauty? His chiseled face and dark eyes and sexy stubble. The way when his gaze met mine and held it, showing me that at that moment, I was the only woman on his mind. “Because you know what happens to bad girls…”


    “Gosh, Nathan,” I teased in what I hoped was my best sexy schoolgirl voice. “I’m not sure I remember. Maybe I need a refresher course?”


    With warm water streaming between us, he taught me everything I needed to know.


    And for a little while, I forgot the reasons I shouldn’t be with him—at least until we’d mutually dried each other and then he’d spooned me in the bed. And I was alone with the sick thought that I’d seriously just indulged in a Hot Teacher game without using a condom when I’d already played out the real thing back in high school and wound up with a child.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 11


    Nathan


    I woke before Carol. Hell, before the sun.


    In the fragile light of dawn, without her makeup or false eyelashes or imposing power suits and hair, she looked younger—soft and pretty and not at all like the hard-ass I suspected she only pretended to be.


    Naked, I slid out of bed and figured out her fancy coffeemaker, then rummaged in her fridge for anything to make for breakfast. With eggs, mozzarella and fresh spinach, I could do an omelet. She apparently didn’t believe in fat or carbs—the diet bread I’d used for my late-night sandwich tasted like cardboard—so the heaping plate of biscuits and gravy I craved was out. She didn’t even have butter, but I did find butter-flavored Pam. Yuck.


    While cracking the eggs in a glass bowl, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would take to finally crack Carol’s tough-girl exterior. She’d shown teasing glimpses of herself, but I suspected there was a lot more she wasn’t sharing. Why? Was she just not that into me? Or had Liam and some other guys hurt her that bad?


    I knew the feeling.


    After Mom died, though I knew it was stupid, part of me felt abandoned—like she hadn’t tried hard enough to live. As a result, for a long time after her death, I resented her leaving. I’d taken out my pain by basically saying a big “screw you” to my future. After all, what was the point? We’re all just gonna die, right? Dad tried his best to tame me, but I wasn’t having it. It was far easier to feel better at the bottom of a bottle than sit around listening to his attempts to save me when he was still broken from his own loss.


    Until meeting Ella, I hadn’t even had an interest in women. I didn’t want a steady girl, and I sure as hell didn’t want a wife. But Ella gradually brought back my smile. And by the time I decided to move out here, she’d made me believe love was worth the price of inevitable loss. In Ella, I’d learned to once again want more—not just for myself, but for both of us.


    I whisked the eggs, sprayed the Pam in a nonstick frying pan, then dumped in the yellow goo before searching for a spatula.


    It killed me that now here I was with a great job and an even better girl, only she’d spent part of the night crying and I didn’t know why, and that bugged me. Hell, I didn’t know where the two of us were headed, or if she even wanted more from me than just freaking phenomenal sex. But the funny thing was, from out of nowhere, just like Ella once had, Carol made me want more.


    After dumping the spinach on the eggs, then drowning both in a mountain of cheese, I realized I probably should have cooked the spinach first, but since it was already too late, I folded the egg over the top and called the omelet done. Note to self—it had probably already been invented, but it would be cool to have a recipe generator. The user could type in available ingredients, then the app would generate what dishes could be created.


    Damn, that was a good idea. Before I forgot, I sent it to the Great Ideas address.


    Finished, I cut the omelet in half and put each part on white plates that were china, but resembled old-school paper. They looked expensive, so I was extra careful when setting them on the counter. Before my new job, Carol’s place with its expansive view would have intimidated me, but now, my place was every bit as awesome.


    Since her fake bread was nasty, I skipped toast, but added grapes, raspberries and blueberries. Satisfied with the meal, I took forks, napkins and our plates to the bedroom, and set her share on her nightstand before carrying mine into bed.


    “Wake up, Miss Bossypants.” I grabbed a chunk of her long hair, tickling it over the tip of her perfect pert nose.


    She groaned. “What time is it?”


    “Almost seven, and I have to shower and be at work by eight.”


    Creaking open one eye, she said, “Male escorts keep real hours?”


    “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that.” I forked a bite of omelet and chewed. The spinach was still a little crunchy and the whole thing needed butter.


    “You can pretend all you want, but I’m entitled to my opinion. Thanks for breakfast. I’m starving.” She pushed herself up in the bed to take her first bite and smiled. “Delicious.”


    “Thanks.” I wanted to hold on to the instant anger she’d raised with her rise-and-shine nagging, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had breakfast with a naked woman, and with the morning sun glowing on her breasts, instant wood had me struggling to care that I’d ever been pissed. Part of me wanted to just tell her I’d quit the whole escort thing under the rationalization of what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her, but would it be wise to start whatever it was we shared with a lie? Probably not.


    She leaned in for a kiss, and I had to grab my aching cock. “I smell coffee. Did you make it or is it the neighbors?”


    “Look what you did,” I complained, pointing to the tent she’d raised beneath the sheets. “For the record, I made the coffee, but how can you want caffeine during a crisis like this?”


    She popped a raspberry between her plump lips. “You’ve raised a valid point.”


    She set her plate back on her nightstand, then opened the top drawer. Out came my favorite kind of little foil package. Yahtzee.


    With me still eating my meal, she drew down the sheet, put the condom on my flagpole, then went for a ride. “Sweet, holy mother of all things good in this world.” I closed my eyes and set my plate on her empty pillow. Marry me? Have my babies? Promise me eggs, bacon and a breakfast screw every day for the rest of our lives?


    
      —
    


    “You’re late.”


    “Sorry,” I said to Uma. I shut her front door. The damn thing was heavy, with lots of stained glass and wrought-iron gargoyles. It gave me the creeps.


    Kinda like the suit-wearing security goon watching from the gallery above.


    “You’ve just had sex. I smell it on you.”


    I sniffed my underarms. “The hell you can. I had a shower.”


    She shook her head. “I didn’t mean literally. You’re wearing yesterday’s suit and your hair’s a mess. I’ve spent a small fortune preparing you for your entry into society and would appreciate you being impeccably groomed at all times. Do you understand?”


    I understand I’m getting sick of your attitude. “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Go home, change, and get some sleep. Your eyes are as red as a couple of maraschino cherries and I find nothing more unattractive or tacky. Be back here by two. If this happens again you’re done, and I’ll send you my bill.”


    
      —
    


    By eleven that night, the happy bubble I’d floated in after my hot morning with Carol had burst, and for the first time since taking the job that I’d believed would solve my every problem, I doubted my decision.


    The more I was with Uma, the more my stomach churned. The more she reminded me of a Bond villainess.


    Finally done for the night, I slapped the bill she’d presented me with on my way out of her mansion on my penthouse’s kitchen island. She’d itemized every dime she’d spent, right down to the last time I’d put gas in my Bentley. She’d organized everything into neat columns, the totals of which I rounded to get a quick picture of just how bad I was indebted.


    
      Clothes—10k


      Hair and personal hygiene—2k


      Housing—10k/month


      Auto lease—3k/month


      Cash and incidentals—2k


      Food service—1k/month


      Utilities—1k/month


      Housekeeping—2k/month


      Security—3k/month

    


    Uma had told me profits would be split fifty/fifty, so did all the monthly charges come out of my percentage or hers? If it was mine, I’d be collecting social security before paying her off.


    Uma had told me to start taking my education more seriously, and we wouldn’t have a problem. She’d said that as soon as I started seeing clients, my income would more than balance out against expenses. She’d told me not to worry, that I was her new favorite toy, that once she finished polishing my rough edges, I’d be her best new boy. Only I wasn’t a fucking boy—more like a man-sized idiot. As much as it pained me to admit, Carol had been right.


    I was in over my head, but at this point, I had to at least see a few clients in order to recoup the thirty thousand I already owed. After that, I’d get out.


    I’d hopefully have pocket change to hold me over until I regrouped. Problem solved.


    All day, I couldn’t wait to see Carol, to hold her again, just breathing in her orange blossom scent. But now I felt tired and defeated and like the giant sack of shit she no doubt thought I was. And that hurt. I can’t believe I’d risen so high only to so quickly fall.


    I looked at the last text Carol had sent:


    Come over. I don’t care how late. Left key card for you at security desk.


    How did I feel about that? The fact that Carol now trusted me to this degree, yet we hardly knew each other? The two of us were moving as fast as my new career with Uma. As much as I’d thought I was ready to plunge headfirst into something special with Carol this morning, I now knew I wasn’t.


    This mess with Uma scared me. Was she dangerous? She’d never said what would happen if she didn’t get her money. The last thing I wanted was to get Carol mixed up in a mob-style shakedown. Fuck…


    I rubbed the knot in my neck, then dove into the ridiculously well-stocked fridge for what was no doubt a ten-dollar beer. The kitchen was all shiny granite and stainless steel juxtaposed with historic-feeling cherry cabinets that fit the penthouse’s museum vibe. There were lots of pricey rugs stretched across wood floors glossy enough to see my reflection. Thick-padded chairs and sofas had been arranged in tight conversational areas that took advantage of the fortieth-floor view. A month ago, I never would have believed this could happen to me.


    Now that I had it, I no longer wanted it.


    This showy place wasn’t me. But for that matter, neither was Carol’s sleek modern condo.


    The irony of this whole thing was that I’d once refused to let Carol pay for a fucking dinner, but now, Uma kept me in the kind of luxury I doubted even Carol could afford. The real kicker was that all of this fancy shit didn’t come at the mere price of my pride, but a helluva lot more. I was a fool. I should have walked away that first day Carol told me to go. Now, I was in so deep I’d still be paying Uma at sixty-five.


    I felt most at home in a shitty apartment or trailer. Maybe if I just packed what was left of my real clothes, I could ditch Uma and head home? Surely she wasn’t powerful enough to nab me all the way back in Arkansas. Even if she did, I had friends who would be more than willing to help me lay low. But to what end? If I chose that route, then what was the point of any of this? I’d never pictured myself as the kind of guy willing to run home with his tail tucked between his legs.


    Moreover, what would I do about Carol? Sure, we weren’t anything even close to official, but that didn’t mean I don’t care. Holding her in the shower while she cried made me feel vested. I couldn’t just leave her—I didn’t want to leave her.


    But hell, I didn’t know what I wanted.


    I finished my beer, then dumped the bottle in my fancy new pull-out recycling bin that a housekeeper I’d never even met would at some point the next day empty. I grabbed three more beers, then wandered through the cavernous space, looking for something to do. I was too keyed up to sleep, so I found a mammoth TV in a game room and put on college football highlights that held my interest for about 2.5 seconds.


    On my feet and pacing, wishing the beer had given me at least a little buzz, I wandered up to a telescope and squinted through the eyehole. It was trained on the high-rise office building across from me. I scanned it for signs of life, but only found a janitor busting his Dirty Dancing moves with a vacuum.


    The next building over, I saw a woman in her bra and PJ bottoms working a jigsaw puzzle at her kitchen table. A few windows down, a couple shared a pizza in front of a Transformers movie—couldn’t tell which one. I moved from tower to tower, refocusing with each changed distance. When I realized I could see Carol’s building, I searched for her unit and found her asleep.


    The TV was on, casting her face in a warm glow.


    For the longest time, I drank her in. And then I got creeped out, thinking that any perv with a telescope could do the same. Why wasn’t I with her? After closing her curtains, I honestly wanted nothing more than to hold her till my morning alarm went off and killed the snoozy mood.


    Fuck it. I grabbed the clothes I’d need for the next day, then set off in today’s rumpled suit to have the doorman call a cab. I might be too buzzed to drive, but I was sober enough to realize Carol was way more satisfying than even the best imported beer.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 12


    Carol


    I don’t know what time Nathan slipped into my bed, but waking to find myself serving as his little spoon made me smile. Too bad the second my thoughts strayed to wondering why he’d been so late, my stomach churned. Had he been with another woman?


    I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.


    Last night, I’d told myself I could handle his job—be adult about it. I told myself to embrace the fact that I had a man so desirable that other women paid huge sums of cash just to ogle him across ballroom gala tables.


    From his nightstand came the annoying jolt of his phone’s alarm. He groaned. In lunging for it, he knocked it onto the floor and had to leave me to turn it off. “Sorry.”


    “It’s okay.”


    He yawned. “I was always up early to work at Food Mart, but seems like I went to bed early, too.”


    I didn’t want to ask, but had to. “Were you out late with…a client?”


    “No, baby.” He drew me back in, kissing the top of my head. “I was getting a crash course in world politics and current events. Ask me anything.”


    “Okay…” I scrambled upright in bed, anxious about quizzing him. If he was telling the truth, he’d wow me. If he had been with another woman, he wouldn’t know politics from potato salad. “Who’s Saudi Arabia’s king?”


    “Salman bin Abdulaziz. Come on, that was too easy.”


    Relief shimmered through me. The only reason I’d known the king was because Liam and Ella and Owen and Natalie had just been invited to his palace. I’d been working with his people on available dates. “Try this—if aliens attacked the White House, and not only the president, but the vice president, speaker of the House and president pro tempore of the Senate were vaporized, who would lead the army in ridding the world of little green men?”


    He thought about it for a few seconds, then counted on his fingers until blurting, “Secretary of State. Am I right?”


    I laughed. “Beats me. I was going to guess attorney general. Let’s look it up.”


    “I’ve got a better idea.” He leaned in for a kiss. “Let’s bet on it—whoever’s right cooks breakfast.”


    “Deal.” My lips still tingled. I’d have agreed to anything.


    While I crossed my fingers to win, he launched an official search on his phone. “Yes.” He brandished the Wikipedia page showing the correct line of succession as if it were Olympic gold. “What are you cooking?”


    “My usual.” I grinned. “Fat-free vanilla yogurt with raspberries and a sprinkling of granola.”


    “You’re kidding, right?”


    “No…” I was already out of bed and halfway to the kitchen.


    “Let’s get dressed and go out. I need bacon, and unless you went to the store since yesterday morning, you’re out.”


    “News flash—aside from Christmas morning, this ass hasn’t seen bacon since it was twelve.”


    He leapt from the bed to smack my behind on his way to the bathroom. “Then it’s about damn time we put meat on those scrawny bones. Come on, woman—hustle.”


    
      —
    


    Twenty minutes later, we shared a booth at the diner down the street.


    Once the waitress had taken our orders and delivered coffee, I couldn’t stop grinning when Nathan reached across the table, easing his fingers between mine. “I’m glad I came last night.”


    “Point of fact—” I cleared my throat. “—you didn’t come last night.”


    He reddened. “Do you kiss your momma with that potty mouth?”


    I groaned. “Don’t ruin the mood.”


    “Sorry. You and your mom aren’t on the best of terms?”


    “It’s not that…” I released his hand to color-coordinate the sugar packets. Pink with pink, yellow with yellow.


    “What, then? Tell me. Whatever we’ve got going is upside down. We know everything about each other in the bedroom, but I want to know about the other parts of you, too. So, come on—fess up.”


    Could I trust him enough to confide about my daughter? Or was it too early for such a shocker?


    He stroked my palm with the tip of his finger. “Out with it. Whatever you don’t want to tell me can’t be that bad.”


    “Yes, actually, it can.” I forced a deep breath. Why shouldn’t I tell him? Actually, it would make a good test. If he didn’t run, I’d take it as a positive sign.


    Eyebrows raised, he asked, “Worse than me being a male escort?”


    I laughed, which was exactly what I needed. Only his job was a sore subject, so I’m not sure why it made me smile. Maybe because it was so outrageous that it was actually on par with my teenage indiscretions. “All right, I’ll tell you, but wait till we get our food. Not even Liam knows what I’m about to tell you.”


    “Damn…” His slow, sexy grin worked its usual magic. Hand to his chest, he said, “I’m honored.”


    The waitress brought him bacon, eggs and blueberry pancakes. I ordered one scrambled egg and a fresh fruit cup, but his looked and smelled incredible, so I ended up eating my first carb since the frosting at Ella and Liam’s wedding—well, except for my Ben & Jerry’s. But if food was consumed as an emergency, it didn’t count, right?


    “Hey.” Nathan played at stabbing my greedy fork with his. “Back off the pancakes or I’ll force you to eat a piece of bacon.”


    “Mmm…” I said around my latest syrupy bite. “Talk dirty to me.”


    When he held the taboo meat to my mouth, I didn’t just take my planned nibble, but snagged the entire piece.


    Chewing, I closed my eyes and groaned in pleasure at the salty, crispy goodness. “Ohmygod…”


    Now, he was laughing. “Well, hell, if I’d known it was that easy to get you off, I’d have taken you to I-Hop instead of that swing.”


    I politely daubed the corners of my mouth, then wadded my napkin and pitched it at him.


    He sipped his black coffee. “I don’t mean to rush you, but I have a history lesson at eight. If I’m late, my boss will shit bricks.”


    I winced. “That’s a lovely visual.”


    “Sorry. Guess I’m still rough around the edges. But I want to hear whatever it was you were about to tell me.”


    I’d hoped you’d forgotten. Although I was touched that he hadn’t, so I blurted, “I have a daughter.”


    “What?” He leaned forward, planting his hands flat on the table. “Where is she? How old is she? Why isn’t she living with you?” He leaned back, expression dark. “I guess the biggest question is—who’s the daddy? Liam? If so, does Ella at least know? Because you said earlier, he doesn’t have any kids, but—”


    “Stop.” I gave the room a quick glance to ensure no one was listening. “She’s not Liam’s.” My voice cracked. “She’s not even mine. I had her in high school. Then, at the advice of all the so-called responsible adults in my life—especially the teacher who got me pregnant—I gave her up for adoption.” Tears stung my eyes. “I only got to hold her for a few minutes before the lady handling the adoption whisked her away. Sometimes I still have nightmares about losing my baby. I hear her crying. The location may change, but the main theme is always the same. I might be in an empty parking garage or forest or adrift at sea, but I hear her crying, screaming, and I want to get her—I try so hard to find her, but no matter how hard I look, she’s never there. That’s why I haven’t been getting along with my mom lately, because she wants me to find her—my little girl—but I’m not so sure I should. Even if I did, why would she want anything to do with the woman who gave her away? And that’s assuming her adoptive parents would even allow her to see me.”


    Nathan left his side of the booth to ease in next to me. Much like he had in the shower, he wrapped his arm around my shoulders and held me. “I’m sorry—so sorry.”


    “No, I’m sorry. All of this is way too much to handle during a quick, pre-work breakfast.” When I sniffed back tears, he took one of the extra napkins the waitress had left at the brown laminate table’s edge and daubed the corners of my eyes. His tender ministrations caught me off guard and truthfully, sent me spiraling ever deeper under his spell—which I didn’t want. Over and over in my mind, I’d told myself all the reasons why Nathan and I shouldn’t be together. Yet here I sat, pouring out my heart to him, and not only didn’t he push me away, but he touched me deeply with his gentle kindness. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”


    “Yes, you should.” He took my hand, flipped it palm side up, then kissed the pad of each finger until finally landing his lips in my palm’s center. His warm breath both tickled and teased, serving as a reminder that he was all man and I was all woman and no matter what either of us had overcome in our pasts or were still working through, there was much good left between us to explore. “I’m honored you shared this with me. And for the record…” He leaned close enough to hover his lips next to mine. His breath smelled of syrup and that little something special my body recognized as him. “When—if—you feel the time is right, nothing would make me happier than to help you find your little girl.”


    
      —
    


    Nathan’s words stayed with me all morning.


    After my big confession, I would have liked nothing more than to ditch work and spend the day strolling Fisherman’s Wharf with him, getting to know each other better while snapping silly sea lion pics.


    Instead, I sat at my desk, juggling Liam’s appointments so he could be home to meet with their latest contractor and still have time to take Ella to an ultrasound.


    In that moment, I hated the happy couple.


    No—hate was too strong a word. I guess what I felt was more in the realm of jealousy. I wanted Nathan to drop everything on a whim to be with me. This job of his—if it could even be called a job—had me walking a tightrope. The closer Nathan and I grew, the more I dreaded the night he turned his first “trick,” for lack of a better word.


    Resting my elbows on my desk, I cradled my forehead in my hands.


    “Hung over?” Garrett asked.


    “No—not that it’d be any of your business if I was.” I jumped when he dropped a thick stack of contracts about an inch from my head. Dick. Garrett had been buddies with Owen and Liam back in college, and he was now Zoogle’s chief legal advisor. As far as I could tell, he had no redeeming qualities other than having been born with razor blades in place of his mind and tongue. He was hot—if you went for tall, dark and self-centered—but since I didn’t, whenever possible, I avoided him. “When do you need these signed?”


    “Yesterday.”


    I shot him my usual go-to-hell glare and he went on his way.


    I liked thinking of myself as a lady business shark, but if that landed me in the same ocean as Garrett, maybe I needed to rethink my strategy. Maybe if like this morning at breakfast, I let Nathan see more of my softer side, he’d take an even greater interest—enough that he’d want to walk away from this whole vile escort thing before he got started.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 13


    Nathan


    A week passed, during which I’d learned more about wine, table manners, art, literature, world affairs and the female psyche than I’d ever cared to know. Uma kept me locked up in her mansion every day from eight a.m. till ten p.m.—later if I didn’t catch on to any given subject as quickly as she’d like.


    Tonight, a Wednesday, as had started to be my usual routine, I sat at the dining room table surrounded by the black leather binders she’d filled with her own special curriculum. She needed to take a call, and left me on my own to compare and contrast Hemingway and Fitzgerald.


    A suit-wearing thug made sure I didn’t budge.


    Uma hadn’t again mentioned firing me or presented me with any additional bills, though I had been hyper-cautious about not giving her a reason to let me go. As much as I wished I could walk away from this whole gig, I wasn’t stupid, and I realized Uma essentially owned me.


    Judging by her security brigade, she owned lots of guys.


    The only thing helping my sanity was the fact that most every night I landed in Carol’s bed. Sometimes things heated up, but more often than not, we talked—about everything. Cartoons we’d watched as kids, or whether we liked mustard or mayo. In the dark of night, facing each other in her bed with our hands clasped and foreheads touching, I imagined what might have been if I’d met her back in high school—before she’d been seduced by her teacher, before my mother’s cruel death convinced me life was over before it had even begun.


    Sometimes I wondered if neither of us had ever heard of Liam or Ella, if we hadn’t been separated by miles and time, would Carol and I have naturally gravitated together?


    I liked to think we would.


    I found myself thinking of her a lot—the clean sweep of her jaw, the way she cocked her head sideways when she laughed. And her orange blossom essence…I couldn’t get enough, and spritzed one of my new business cards with her scent. I stashed it in my wallet—right alongside the tattered Great Ideas Wanted ad that had faded with use.


    I now fired off a few emails a day.


    The anonymous address had become my confessional.


    The place where Dream Nathan resided. There, I had a cool job, and was a respected and valued team member—not just a male escort or grocery stocker, but the kind of guy who mattered.


    I reached for Carol’s card, holding it beneath my nose, reminding myself that in a few short hours, we’d be back together in her bed. It bothered me that aside from our now routine breakfasts at the diner, we never went anywhere else. I wanted to take her everywhere—explore the city together—but we never had time.


    Uma asked from behind me, “Ready for a quiz?”


    Shit. I hadn’t even cracked the folder. “Sure.”


    “Good, although I’m afraid showing me your mastery of literature must wait. That call was Derek. He had happy news and bad news. The happy is that his client has insisted he accompany her to her yacht—which is moored off Crete. The bad news is that he was supposed to have gone out tonight with Mrs. Bartholomew-James—one of our most important clients. Since everyone else is busy, that leaves you to escort her to the Arts Council Gala. Your housekeeper brought over your tux, so all you have to do is shower and change and then wow her with all you’ve learned—not all at once, though. Capiche?”


    “Yes, ma’am.” I should have been thrilled to finally get the hell out of the mausoleum to start making money, but really, all I could think about was how long the date would take so I could get back to Carol.


    “Excellent. Run upstairs and get ready. I’ll need to inspect every inch of you before you go.”


    I passed Uma’s scrutiny, and after she thrust a floral bouquet at me, ordering me to give it to “Mitsy” upon my arrival, I climbed in my convertible Bentley, then, as soon as I’d left Uma’s line of sight, placed a quick call.


    “Where are you?” Carol asked. “I was hoping you’d come early enough that we could share a late dinner.”


    “Baby…” I groaned. “Believe me, I’d love nothing more, but I just got my first assignment. I’m on my way to meet her now.”


    “Oh?” Her lone word spoke volumes. Voice cracked, she sounded on the verge of tears.


    “I’m sorry. I’ve given this a lot of thought, and as soon as I’ve earned enough to reimburse Uma on her investment, I’m done. I’m just taking this woman to some artsy-fartsy thing, and—”


    “The Arts Council Gala? Liam gave me his tickets. I wanted us to go, but considering your schedule, I guessed your answer and didn’t even ask.”


    “Babe, you know I would have loved to have gone with you.”


    “Whatever.” Her pout reached through the phone to crush my spirit.


    “Aw, don’t be like that.” I wanted to pull her into my arms, reassuring her with a hundred kisses how much I cared. She meant the world to me, but unfortunately, so did my job—it had to. Uma hadn’t given me much choice. “I’m sorry, but this can’t be helped. I’m betting I’ll be cuddled up with you by ten.”


    She snorted. “If I don’t wise up in time to change the lock.”


    “You wouldn’t do that. No one else goes down on you like me…”


    “Stop…” I felt her blush—and liked it. I liked everything about her. Sure, we’d started as each other’s rebounds, but if I played my cards right, this could turn into something special.


    “Forgive me?”


    She sighed. “I’ll think about it.”


    “You bet your sweet ass you will…” I disconnected, then focused on finding the right house. It didn’t take long—sixteen columns fronted by a replica of Rome’s Tivoli fountain didn’t exactly blend with the neighbors.


    Out of the car, I straightened my bow tie and cuff links before ducking low enough to check out my hair and teeth in the rearview mirror. Good as I’d ever be.


    I grabbed Mitsy’s bouquet from the passenger seat, then jogged five shallow steps to the front porch.


    The early September night air held a nip. Should I have put the top up on the car?


    Fuck, I was nervous.


    Every instinct told me to run my sweaty palms down the thighs of my pants, but that wouldn’t be in keeping with the man I’d become—the man Uma had made me. I had to remember that no matter how much I would rather have been with Carol, the success of this mission not only determined my fate with Uma, but my goal to raise as much money as possible in as short a time as possible.


    To that end, I forced a deep breath and rang the bell.


    A uniformed butler answered. “Ms. Mitsy is expecting you. Would you care for a drink while you wait?”


    Fuck, yes. “No, thank you. I’m good.”


    “Very well. Right this way.”


    He ushered me into a formal living room that was so big that if I’d shouted “hello,” I would have heard an echo. The furnishings looked straight off the covers of the Better Homes and Gardens I used to stock at Food Mart’s checkout stands. Beige on beige with touches of silver, and a grand piano topped with smiley family photos.


    “Should you need anything,” the butler said in a cornball British accent I couldn’t tell was fake or the real deal, “ring the bell.” He pointed to a rope-pull with a tassel on the end. I struggled not to laugh at the rich-white-folk cliché.


    Once Jeeves slipped into the ether, nerves corroded my stomach. What the hell was I doing? Wandering in some loaded chick’s living room, waiting to put on a big show about how happy I was to be her date when all I really wanted was to spend my night doing something nice and normal—like watching a movie with Carol and coaxing her to eat a few carbs.


    A fire crackled in the hearth, and a lone lamp illuminated the family photos I now studied of ski trips and beach trips and countless smiling poses in front of the Eiffel Tower and the Lincoln Memorial and the Coliseum. I couldn’t help but wonder, if this family had so much to smile about, then why was I here? The question made me sad. What happened to make a mother and wife so despondent that she turned to an escort to take her out on the town rather than her husband or one of her three kids?


    “I’m so sorry,” the woman I assumed was Mitsy said from behind me. “I pride myself on being punctual, but the day got away from me.”


    “Hey…Hi,” I turned to her, surprised to see a fit, attractive woman in what I guessed was her early fifties. Per Uma’s instructions, I let Mitsy take the lead in regard to initial contact—handshake or hug.


    Smiles everyone, smiles! My mind heard Ricardo Montalbán urging his staff to welcome everyone to Fantasy Island. Because that’s what was really happening here, right? Mitsy was having a fantasy about being needed and adored and I was having a fantasy about being rich and powerful enough that a woman like Carol would actually want to be with me. It was all fucked. But I felt sorry for Mitsy and my deeply ingrained work ethic demanded I do not just an adequate job, but great.


    “Hello.” She held out both hands, which I grasped—not so firmly, though, as to be a threat. Next came a bright smile and a double Euro air kiss. “As you probably guessed, I’m Mitsy, and Uma told me you’re Nathan—fresh from the continent, where you’ve been backpacking for the summer. Congratulations, by the way—graduating cum laude from Princeton is impressive.”


    So was Uma’s ability to spin a good yarn. “Thank you.” I gave her hands a light squeeze before letting her go. “I’m excited for tonight. I haven’t been in San Francisco long enough to make it to the art museum.”


    “Hmm…” She patted my arm, and winked. “A MOMA virgin. We’re going to have a wonderful time.”


    The rest of the night passed in a surprisingly pleasant blur. Mitsy introduced me as a family friend, and even though I’m sure everyone knew the score, no one dared contradict her story. I learned Mr. Mitsy ran an import business and split his time between home and Beijing. Reading between the tears shining in her pretty green eyes and the catch in her voice, I guessed Mr. Mitsy wasn’t alone on his many travels. Mitsy had a son at West Point, a daughter who modeled in Manhattan, and another daughter who lived the shit out of her Greek life at Arizona State.


    Try Delta—everyone else has…


    The deeper into the night we found ourselves, the more I relaxed and realized that Uma had been entirely upfront with me about my job. I was here to make a nice lady less lonely, and there wasn’t a damn thing wrong with that.


    We ended with me walking her to her home’s front door, then again letting her take the lead in delivering a perfectly polite hug.


    “I can’t thank you enough for tagging along with me tonight. I hope I wasn’t too much of a bore?”


    “To the contrary. I can’t remember the last time I’ve had more fun.” Except for just this morning with Carol in the shower. The second the thought hit my head, I felt bad.


    “Good. Then we’ll have to do this another time. Next week, I have a fashion show benefitting the Arthritis Foundation. Shall I check with Uma to see if your schedule’s open?”


    “Sure—yes, please. I’d very much like seeing you again.”


    “Wonderful…” Her smile lit her eyes and made her look ten years younger. She was such a nice lady. Why was her husband an ass?

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 14


    Carol


    Since Nathan was now seeing clients—he didn’t like when I called them tricks—his daytime hours were more reasonable, which was why on a chilly, drizzly Saturday morning in early October, we were able to stroll hand-in-hand through the Ferry Plaza Farmers Market on the Embarcadero side, acting for all who may have noticed like a real live couple. Only we weren’t.


    For three weeks, we’d played this game of pretending Nathan’s job was normal. He swore his relations with the women he escorted were strictly G-rated, and I believed him. I swore I was okay with him being out every night—sometimes flying to LA or Vegas and once, to Paris. But deep down, I wasn’t even a little bit okay.


    Any man I’d ever loved had left me for another woman.


    I wasn’t saying I loved Nathan—it was too soon for that, but the longer he shared my world, the more he wove his way into my heart. Until now, I wasn’t sure what I’d do without him. Which was awful. I didn’t want to be that clingy woman, dependent on a man for her happiness. Before meeting Nathan, I thought I’d had my life figured out. Sure, I’d been lonely, but I hadn’t obsessed over my man getting paid to be with another woman!


    “You seem quiet,” Nathan said in front of my favorite produce stand.


    As was starting to be my norm, I told him a partial truth. “I talked with Mom while you were in the shower. I should lower her allowance, since she apparently used a chunk of change to find my daughter.”


    “Baby, that’s great.” We hugged, standing like rocks in the center of a teeming human river. “You’ve got to be thrilled.”


    “I am.” Hating the knot lurking at the back of my throat, I pressed my cheek to his chest. He smelled of autumn and the spiced cider we’d sampled a few booths down. “But honestly? I never thought Mom would find her, and now I’m…” Confused, scared, and crushed by the hope that with Nathan by my side, I could handle anything—but he wasn’t by my side in the way I needed him to be, not really. So where did that leave me? “What should I do?”


    “For starters, let’s get out of here.”


    “But I need tomatoes. And I wanted to go back to the craft booth with those hand-painted salt-dough Yorkie ornaments.”


    Still holding my hand, he ducked into the nearest produce booth, then grabbed a paper sack. “Let’s tackle one request at a time. How many tomatoes?”


    “Three.”


    Once that task was done, he led me to the craft booth, where he bought Mom’s gift, then steered me out of the worst of the crowd. We’d walked from my condo, but the drizzle had turned into a cold rain, so he hailed a cab and gave the driver an address I didn’t know.


    “Where are we going?” I asked.


    “My place. It’s a little closer.”


    “Oh.” I wasn’t sure what to make of this development. Most of the precious little time we’d spent together was either at my condo or a restaurant. “Why?”


    “Why not?” He leaned in to kiss my cheek, and then took my hand. It was such a boyfriend move—tender and sweet and totally swoon-worthy.


    I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “Are we…you know…like Facebook official?”


    “Is that what you want?” His sexy-slow grin melted the last of my resolve not to get too close. His white teeth contrasted against his dark stubble. If he hadn’t been a male escort, he could have easily been a model. Was it wrong of me to wish he’d chosen that route?


    I nodded, but bowed my head. Of course that’s what I wanted, but like the carbs I’d been eating too much of since meeting him, I knew he wasn’t good for me.


    “Okay, then. Done.”


    “What about tonight?” the realist in me couldn’t help but ask. That morning, he’d told me he was taking a new client to an LA movie premiere. I didn’t know the woman’s name, but I hated her.


    “Stop.” He bracketed my face with his big hands and kissed me breathless. “Do you really want to mar this momentous occasion with a fight?”


    “I’m not fighting, Nathan. I just can’t stand sharing you.”


    “Good, because you’re not. How many times do I have to tell you that my clients get handshakes and an occasional hug—that’s it. Most are old enough to be my mother, and far from being attracted to them, across the board, I feel sorry for them. I promise, as soon as I’ve made enough cash to reimburse Uma, then set a little back for rainy days and college, I’m done.”


    He’d repeated this speech at least a dozen times, so why couldn’t I believe him?


    His apartment reminded me of a posh hotel suite—filled with antiques and pricey oil paintings and herringboned hardwood floors so glossy that they’d be great fun to skate on wearing just socks.


    “Let’s get you dried off.” He grabbed my index finger, towing me toward his bedroom, and then his master bath, which featured a soaking tub large enough for three or four guests.


    “I’m fine.”


    “Obviously, you’re not, or you wouldn’t have scowled your way through the farmers market. Change into a pair of my PJ bottoms and a T-shirt, then we’ll raid the fridge and make a pros-and-cons list about all things finding your daughter. Sound good?”


    “Yeah…” Right up until the part where he had to leave for his date.


    He pushed my burgundy cashmere cardigan past my shoulders, then draped it over a heated towel rack. My rain-spotted ivory scoop-neck was next. Over my head it went. The air in the mostly granite room was chilly and raised goosebumps on my forearms. Nathan rubbed them until they went away, then drew me into a hug.


    I reached for his crotch—not wanting to think about my daughter or his job. I just wanted to feel. But he brushed my hand away.


    “Don’t think for a second I don’t want you, but if we’re going to be official, I want to slow things down—you know, take time to court you. As is, we started upside down. Hot sex, but no substance. You need to talk about your daughter, and I want to hear, but I’d be some kind of perv if I got you naked for something this heavy.”


    I sighed.


    He knelt in front of me, tenderly unbuttoning my jeans, then helping me wriggle free of them. A skimpy lace vee was the only thing between him and my happy ending, but true to his word, without so much as a glance in the direction that typically drove both of us over the edge, he took a thick white terry robe from a hook on the wall, wrapped me in it, then carried me to his sumptuous, king-sized bed. Lying on the mattress felt like being suspended on a cloud.


    “Why don’t we sleep over here more often?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood.


    In the process of changing into gray sweat bottoms and a white tee, he shrugged before joining me under downy, gold-toned covers.


    “I mean, you’ve got to be paying a fortune in rent. We should be over here jumping on the bed and roller-skating on the gorgeous wood floors.”


    He slipped his hands around my waist, pulling me closer. Once I’d snuggled against him, he drew my damp hair aside to nuzzle my neck. “You smell good.”


    “Thank you.”


    “I want to meet your mom.”


    “No.”


    He lurched back as if my lone word burned him.


    “Sorry.” I bowed my head, clasping my hands. “It’s too soon.”


    “Translation—either you’re too embarrassed by me for an introduction, or you don’t think what we share has a shot in hell of lasting long enough to warrant meeting the parents…” He shot out of the bed.


    I chased him into the kitchen to find him taking a beer from the fridge.


    More than anything, I wanted to reach out to him, put my arms around him and reassure him that neither of his assumptions was true, but how could I do that when they were?


    How would the conversation even go? Hi, Mom—meet my new boyfriend. He’s a male escort… But don’t worry, he likes me a lot, and just because he spends most every night out with other women, Nathan and I are going to be together forever.


    “Nathan…” I stood on the opposite side of the kitchen island from him, gripping the black granite’s cool edge.


    “This is stupid, isn’t? Let’s just admit it—the two of us, we’re never going to work. Neither of us are the white-picket-fence type, and…” He slammed the fridge door. “You should probably go.”


    “Nathan…” How had such an idyllic day gone downhill so fast? What he was saying was 100 percent correct, but that didn’t make it hurt less. It didn’t make me want him less. Even though I knew everything about this man was wrong for me, I’d never wanted anyone more. And that scared me enough that my every instinct was to run.


    “I told you to leave.” He wouldn’t even look at me.


    What had I done? Never had I felt more instinctively drawn toward a man, more turned on, more certain he was all right for me, yet at the same time all wrong. I rounded the island’s corner to reach for him, but he’d turned his back on me, and even if I did touch him, what would I say? I’d already delivered an insincere apology.


    Where could I go from there to make him believe I genuinely cared? I didn’t have a clue how to express my true feelings, let alone how to believe they were real—that he was real. Ultimately, that the magic we shared was real.


    All of that fear and doubt propelled me to the master bath, where I regretfully removed his robe to return it to its hook, smoothing my fingers across the plush fabric, smoothing the places where it had clung to Nathan’s chest. I dressed in my soggy jeans and sweater before cramming my feet into wet heels. Only a fool wore heels on a rainy day in San Francisco, but I guess I fit the bill.


    I left the bathroom and teetered across the vast expanse of polished wood floor.


    Nathan hadn’t budged. He stood with his usually strong, squared shoulders slouched and defeated.


    Do something! the woman in me who was desperate to stop searching for a life and start living urged. Make him understand that sure, you hate his job, but even worse, you hate yourself for being too afraid to tell him you’re scared to death of him using his job to eventually find another woman—a better woman. Prettier. Richer. Better in bed.


    But I could barely admit all of that to myself, so how did I expect to spill those innermost confessions to him? Impossible. That’s what we were.


    I knew it.


    He knew it.


    We’d been doomed from the first night we’d come together on Liam’s beach.


    I opened my mouth to at least thank him for the brief, intense, spellbinding time we’d shared, but then thought better of dragging this out any longer, and so I went to the door.


    I’d already wrapped my palm around the cold brass knob when he said, “Carol…Wait…”


    My next breath caught somewhere between my throat and lips.


    “What if I quit the job? What if I moved out of here? Got my old job back at Food Mart? Then, would you think I was good enough to meet your mom?”


    I arched my head back and groaned. Silly Nathan. How could he not have a clue that he wasn’t the problem, but me? My insecurities and hang-ups and issues. He’d never been anything but honest with me, yet I’d never done anything but hide my most basic truths from him.


    “Tell me,” he begged. “Would that be enough?”


    I don’t know! How could I possibly know? The only thing I did know was that I could no more walk out this door that I still held a death-grip on than I could conceive of living without him.


    “Answer me!” Somehow he now stood behind me, and he spun me around to face him.


    “Tell me now—if I give up all of this,” he gestured to our ostentatious surroundings, “would it be enough for you to believe that more than anything else, I want you?” With his big square hands he braced my cheeks. My tears spilled like warm raindrops between his fingers.


    “Move in with me,” I said. “I’ll help you find another job—not with Liam, but something else. A real career you can be proud of.”


    He shook his head. “If we do this, it’s my way. I’ll find my own place. My own job. And you’ll trust me enough to believe I would never do anything to hurt you. Can you do that?”


    I’m not sure how, but I nodded.


    He kissed me, smearing my tears across our lips, and when our mouths parted for a feverish sweep of our tongues, the taste was salty and sad and at the same time, hopeful, as if we’d weathered our worst storm and from now on, we’d only bask in sunshine.


    We tore at each other’s clothes and somehow found a condom, rolled it on Nathan, and then made it to the bed where our brief, cataclysmic union left us panting and holding each other as though if we let go, we might never find our way back.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 15


    Nathan


    “What a happy coincidence.” The morning after Carol and I had our big blow-up and I’d promised I’d quit my escort job, I showed up bright and early at the front door of Uma’s mansion. I’d slung my duffel bag over my right shoulder and wore jeans and a flannel shirt and pea jacket I’d found at the back of my closet from what I now considered the good old days back before Uma and I had even met.


    She stepped aside so I could enter. Eyeing me, she blanched. “What are you wearing? You’re scheduled for an eleven o’clock brunch with Mrs. Vincent at her country club.”


    “About that…” I winced. “I won’t be able to make it.”


    Her usual guard watched from the upper gallery.


    “Unless you’ve suddenly developed smallpox or Ebola, you will make it. She’s a lovely woman and expecting you. What’s the problem?”


    “I can’t do this anymore. I met a woman, and—”


    “Ah, let me guess—Ms. Carol Moore doesn’t approve of your line of work and wants you all for herself?”


    The fact that Carol was even on Uma’s radar churned my already knotted stomach.


    “I’ll take your silence as a yes. What I won’t take is your resignation.”


    “Look, I’ve already moved out of the apartment, and here are the keys to your car. I left all the suits, and I’ll be happy to set up some kind of payment plan to reimburse you for everything I owe. I’ve made a shit-ton of cash lately, so—”


    “A shit-ton?” Her smile didn’t come close to reaching her gray eyes. “How much exactly is that?”


    “You know what I mean. Just tell me how much I owe, and we’ll call it even. Sorry things didn’t work out, but you know how it is.”


    “See…” With one hand on her hip, she drummed the fingers of her free hand against her clamped lips. “You’re wrong in that regard. I don’t know how it is. What I do know is that I own you. I bought you fair and square, and—”


    “Screw you.” I tossed the Bentley keys to a marble-topped sideboard, then headed for the door. “What I share with Carol is worth way more than this stupid-ass gig. I was going to repay you, but instead, I think I’ll just go to the cops and let them decide how to deal with you.”


    “Such bravado. I’m impressed.” Uma’s slow, steady round of applause echoed through the mausoleum’s vast entry. “Too bad for you that I keep plenty of our fair city’s finest on my payroll. What’s also a shame is that if you’d like to keep Ms. Moore’s hair long and complexion creamy, you’ll do exactly what I say, when I say. Go ahead, Nathan, tell her what she wants to hear—that you’ve moved back to your Sausalito shithole and that you’ve discovered your life’s calling is sacking groceries. But meanwhile, you will still work for me.”


    The guard had silently planted himself at the base of the stairs and now stood with a handgun at the ready.


    Trapped in a living nightmare, I clenched my fists so hard I grew light-headed.


    “She’s pretty, your Carol. I’d hate to have to scar those classically beautiful features—especially when she’s so close to finding her daughter. It would be a shame for her to finally meet her little girl, only to be so horribly disfigured that at their first luncheon, the poor child screams in terror. Of course, now that I think about it, I could just go after the kid—not me personally, I abhor violence, but some of my associates…” She shuddered.


    “You wouldn’t dare!” Even as I muttered the words, the hot/cold/sick/clammy knot in my stomach told me not only would Uma dare harm anyone she pleased, but she wouldn’t think twice. Fuck, fuck, fuck…


    The gun-toting guard stepped closer.


    It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since I’d promised Carol I’d quit the escort business, and already I was breaking my word? Not cool.


    “Of course, I’m not a monster,” Uma said in a matter-of-fact tone as if she were discussing where to eat dinner. “After you’ve paid me in full—say, possibly in six months’ time, I’ll crunch numbers, and we’ll talk. Feel free to live wherever you choose, but I suggest you keep the car—my clientele aren’t exactly fond of taking the bus. Oh—and since you look like hell, Marcus,” she nodded to her goon, “will show you to a guest suite to freshen up.”


    
      —
    


    Sure, I suppose I could have gone all commando on Uma’s scrawny ass, but what good would that have done when precisely two seconds after I even tried making a move against her, one of her goon squad would have popped a shot into my feeble-brained head? The true pisser about all of this was that from the start, Carol had warned against this whole escort thing, but I’d been too much of a numbnuts to listen.


    I showered and dressed in the boxers and undershirt someone had thoughtfully placed across the foot of the bed. I added the suit and starched white shirt and gray-on-gray paisley tie that had appeared on a valet stand while I’d been in the bathroom. On the floor rested polished shoes with socks tucked inside. I lacked the energy to dwell on the creep factor of this scene.


    Why hadn’t I done more homework on Uma before signing up for this gig? Hell, it had taken me longer to book a flight to San Francisco than it had to sell my soul to this blond devil.


    Should I find help? Call the cops? Maybe even ask Liam?


    Fuck no. I shook my head at that momentary judgment lapse. I’d figure something out, but never would I stoop low enough to call that asshole.


    Like a good little escort, I used the grooming products conveniently lining the vanity, then was good to go—until Carol texted:


    
      Are you free? Was Uma upset?

    


    Shit. I didn’t want to lie to Carol, but what else could I do? I mean, playing devil’s advocate, let’s say I brought her in on everything and Uma found out. Would she make good on her threat to harm Carol or her little girl? I should have been surprised by the fact that Uma even knew where to find the child, but I wasn’t. Uma struck me as a female Liam—only far more cutthroat. Just like he’d done everything within his power to fight for good when rescuing Ella, I suspected Uma would do the same in her quest to control me.


    I apologized in advance before texting:


    
      Everything’s good. Just leaving now to start another job.

    


    That wasn’t entirely false, right? Considering the fact that I hadn’t been shot, I was good. As soon as I finished with Mrs. Vincent, I’d launch my search for a new job. I didn’t have a clue how hiding this from Carol would work long-term, but for her safety, I had to figure it out.


    
      Good luck! Let me know if I can help. xoxo


      Thanks, baby.

    


    Internally, I added, I’m sorry.


    
      —
    


    Brunch was uneventful.


    Mrs. Vincent was a charming flirt who had to be well into her seventies. Her golden curls sat a bit askew, her eyebrows had been drawn on a bit crooked, but her blinding diamond broach sat perfectly centered on her Chanel suit’s left lapel—yes, fashion recognition had been one of Uma’s early lessons.


    As soon as I helped Mrs. Vincent inside of her Palo Alto home, I returned to the city to find a new apartment and indoor parking for the Bentley. I had a few thousand saved up, so I scoured Craigslist, where I found a garage in Chinatown and a studio apartment over a nearby tailor shop. I’d preferred an earlier one I’d looked at, but it was over a dumpling shop, and I didn’t figure Uma would approve of me showing up for clients reeking of ginger and soy.


    The place was furnished, so once I hauled my duffel up the narrow flight of stairs, I was home. Not gonna lie—I missed my old king-sized bed and perpetually stocked fridge, but knowing my new lease had been signed on my terms came as a relief.


    I tossed my duffel on the lumpy sofa, then sat alongside it to hit up Craigslist for a job. Until I figured out how to escape Uma without Carol or her daughter getting hurt, I needed a front—something that made it plausible for me to be out of touch on nights and weekends.


    I emailed a few warehouses that had night stockman positions, and then answered an ad for a rent-a-cop security gig that offered on-the-job training. Oh, how the mighty had fallen. A month ago I’d been on top of my game, beyond excited about not just rubbing elbows with the rich and famous, but becoming one of them. Now? I just wanted to spend time with my girl without having to look over my shoulder.


    I took out my Great Ideas Wanted ad and ran my thumb over the fading ink.


    I knew the address by heart and had sent dozens of cool ideas, but I’d never gotten anything in return. It was no doubt a scam, a thought that only made me that much more resentful toward this world I found myself in. Was there any legal way for a nobody like me to succeed that didn’t involve years of training?


    Christ… I got up to take a piss, and tossed the ad in the bowl before flushing.


    Hadn’t this mess with Uma taught me anything?


    There was no magic carpet waiting to whisk me into Liam’s world.


    The fact that Carol was willing to even date my sorry ass was a miracle. I needed to count my blessings and swallow my pride. I still had my online classes, and if she didn’t mind being with a stock boy, then I guess I’d have to not mind being one.


    
      —
    


    After a never-ending dinner with Mitsy, I stashed my car, dropped by my apartment to change, then hopped a bus to Carol’s neighborhood.


    Day One of my new double life and I fucking hated it.


    Carol’s doorman waved on my way to the elevator. I returned the favor. Wonder if he knew of any job openings in the building?


    I let myself into Carol’s apartment and found her asleep on the sofa. Manila folders surrounded her like fallen leaves. She was so beautiful, so blissfully unaware of the shit storm my bad decisions had gotten both of us into, that for a few moments I knelt alongside her, just staring.


    She must have sensed my presence, because after a few minutes she jolted awake. “Nathan. Geez, you scared me. When did you get here?”


    “A few minutes ago.” I tucked some flyaway hair behind her ear. “You look adorable.”


    “I no doubt look a hot mess, but thank you for pretending not to notice.”


    “Please don’t…” I kissed her forehead, then sat alongside her, drawing her onto my lap.


    “What?”


    “Ever think you’re less than total perfection.”


    “Laying it on a bit thick, aren’t you?”


    “Babe, I mean it. You mean the world to me. Don’t ever forget that, okay?”


    Her barely blue gaze narrowed. “What’s going on? You didn’t quit your escort job, did you?”


    “Sure I did.” Was I that easy to read? “It’s just been a long day, and I’m thankful you’re in my life. Is that cool?”


    “Absolutely.” She snuggled closer, pressing her cheek to my chest. I could have sat holding her forever, even though her messy hair tickled the underside of my chin. “I’ve been thinking, if you’re not doing anything Saturday, want to go with me to meet my mom? The PI she hired sent pictures of my daughter. Part of me wants to go see them now—to have Mom text them, but…” Her eyes shone, then she shook her head. “I for sure want to wait to see them together. With Mom…and you.”


    I released the breath I’d been holding. “Are you sure?”


    “Yes. No. Maybe?” Her throaty laugh wrecked me. She was playing this like it was no big deal, but I knew better. I also knew I had a long-standing date with Mitsy that weekend to fly to Phoenix for some charity thing. I wasn’t sure how, but I’d get out of it, or somehow manage both. The one thing I couldn’t—wouldn’t—do was let down Carol.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 16


    Carol


    Saturday morning, seated alongside Nathan on my mother’s living room couch with her yappy dogs at our feet, my throat ached from holding back tears. I wanted to reach for his hand, but couldn’t. His presence, the comfort I found in just taking him in, felt fantastical, like a mirage that the moment I looked away would vanish just like every other important man in my life.


    Mom’s cinnamon candles burned, grounding me in the familiar and the fact that she was the only consistent force in my life who’d ever stayed. I loved her dearly, and maybe because of that love, I should pay closer attention to her desire for me to meet my daughter.


    On the coffee table, a white legal-sized envelope rested along the Yorkie-shaped snack plate I’d given Mom for her last birthday. It was loaded with chocolate chip cookies. Nathan had eaten four—not that I was counting, just noting that if I’d tried eating anything, I would have retched.


    “Nathan,” my mother said, “I made coffee. Would you like some?”


    “No, ma’am. But thank you for the offer. Your cookies sure are good.” One of Mom’s dogs sat on his lap. He rubbed behind her ears until she struggled to keep her little eyes open—the pink bow gave her away. Nice to know he had a way with all the ladies.


    “Tinker Bell has a crush,” Mom noted, nodding toward the dog. “Nathan, how long have you and Caroline known each other?”


    “We’ve been in the same circle for, what?” He thrilled me by taking my hand. “About a year? But I finally realized how special she is at Ella and Liam’s wedding. It took me a while to get brave enough to ask her on a real date, but I’m glad I finally did.” After kissing the back of my hand, he clasped it between both of his. “Now, I’m not sure what I’d do without her.”


    “Let’s hope you never find out.” Judging by her moon-eyed smile, if my mom had been made of chocolate, she’d have melted into a puddle on her hardwood floor.


    I prayed Mom’s words wouldn’t jinx me—us. Even though Nathan hadn’t been done with his escort job for long, the fact that he’d made such a huge life change for me spoke volumes. He’d even returned the Bentley and swallowed his pride enough to drive my car to my mother’s. Maybe he was the one who would forever break my curse of men leaving?


    “Aren’t you dying to see the pictures?” Mom asked.


    “Not really.” The mere thought of seeing this precious girl I’d signed away all rights to had my heart pounding. My every instinct was to bolt. Things were just getting good between Nathan and me. Even if the child inside the envelope turned out to be my daughter, what then? How would anything really change? I would never take her from her parents. So what was the point of any of this, other than being reminded of how much I’d lost? “Don’t you think this is like opening Pandora’s box?”


    “Not at all.” Mom got four of her tiny pooches settled on a blanket beside her. The other two—both girls—sat with Nathan and me. “I think this is more like taking a positive first step toward correcting a past mistake.”


    “But, Mom, you were one of the most vocal about urging me to give away my baby.” I hated that my voice cracked—that after all these years, it was still far more comfortable to look away from the issue rather than face it head-on. “I understand that you’re not getting younger—neither am I—but just because you want an instant grandchild doesn’t make this right. Even the fact that your PI snapped pictures makes me feel slimy inside. This is a child we’re talking about—not a cheating spouse. How invasive did this woman have to get?”


    “Fine. If you don’t want to see your daughter, we’ll table the whole issue.”


    She snatched up the envelope so fast, it startled the dogs into a yipping, guard-dog frenzy. Considering all of them together couldn’t weigh much over ten pounds, I wasn’t too concerned.


    Envelope in hand, she marched toward the kitchen.


    All of the dogs—except for Tinker Bell, who still slept on Nathan’s lap—scampered after her.


    “That could have gone better,” Nathan noted.


    I landed an elbow jab to his ribs.


    “Ouch. What was that for?”


    “Not being on my side.”


    “I’m totally on your side. I just think you’re reading far too much into looking at a couple of pictures. What could it hurt?”


    Everything! “Just stay out of it, okay?” How could he not understand that all my life, I’d given away pieces of my heart until now, until finding him, there was hardly any left. What if I went along with my mom’s scheme to somehow bring this little girl into our lives, only to discover she didn’t want me? I’m not sure how I’d survive the pain of losing her twice. “I wish you hadn’t come.”


    “But I did,” he softened his voice, “at your request. And so far, nothing’s even happened, but you’ve worked yourself into a tizzy.” His soft, sideways kiss calmed better than a double martini. “Relax. Take a few deep breaths, then go look at the pictures. The worst that can happen is you see a cute kid. The best? You might someday actually connect with your daughter.”


    “You’re right…” I nodded, then wiped away a few stray tears. At least, he was partially right. But the true worst—the thing I secretly feared most—was that I did get to know my daughter, and she was smart and funny and thoroughly lovable and wanted nothing to do with me because in spite of all of her amazing qualities, I was the birth mother who’d given her away.


    “Come on.” He set Tinker Bell on the floor, then stood, pulling me up beside him. “We’ll look together. I want to make sure this kid isn’t a Martian.” He combined a teasing wink with a heart-melting smile that made me feel that with him, all things were possible—even happy endings.


    “Mom?” I approached the counter where she was chopping the baked chicken breasts she added to the dogs’ specialty dry food. “Sorry, okay? When you finish, let’s look at the pictures, then decide where we want to go from there.” I hugged her from behind.


    A few minutes later we sat shoulder to shoulder at the same oak table where I’d done my homework as a little girl. The table had belonged to my grandmother, who died of a heart attack when I’d been too young to remember much about her other than that she’d always smelled of hair spray, and whenever she’d held me to her ample boobs, I’d felt safe and loved and adored. I ran my hand over the table’s smooth wood, hoping for at least a trace of her strength while my mother opened the envelope I’d tried so hard to avoid.


    Nathan sat across the table. Tinker Bell lounged in the crook of his arm.


    I caught his gaze. He nodded before casting me a reassuring smile, fortifying me for whatever was next to come.


    “Oh…” Mom took a long, hard look at the first photo, before pressing it to her chest. Her eyes welled. “She looks just like you—eyes, nose and hair. Precious. Just precious.”


    I took the next picture on the pile. Sure enough, my daughter looked like a miniature version of me in my school photos. She hung upside down on an elementary school jungle gym and I couldn’t decide which was cuter—her crooked ponytail or missing-tooth grin. I flipped through the remaining shots to find more of the same playground fun on a swing set and slide. After all this time, could this really be her? I swallowed the knot in my throat.


    “Mom,” I asked, “how do you know she’s mine?”


    “The PI I hired said so. I gave the woman five thousand in cash, your picture and the name of the hospital where you gave birth. She promised results. And look—right here is all the proof I need. The resemblance is uncanny.”


    “True, but…” My heart sank. Could my mother have been duped? I kicked myself for not having asked the question sooner. There was so much I should have asked but didn’t, because I hadn’t wanted to be involved. But now that I’d seen this beautiful child, how could I not want to claim her as my own? “Lots of little girls have blond hair and blue eyes. What specific information did you give your PI?”


    “She had plenty of leads to go on—everything I already mentioned, plus the name of the adoption agency.”


    “That’s it?”


    “She told me that was all she’d need. She said she had a contact inside the agency who could get her into sealed files.”


    I pressed my fingertips to my forehead.


    “What’s wrong?” Mom asked, waving a photo at me. “Look at her. This has to be your daughter.”


    “Where is she?” I riffled through the photos, then the envelope for any additional information.


    “Denver. She gave me the girl’s name and address. Why? Are you going to see her in person? If you do, I want to go.”


    “I don’t know what I’m doing, okay?” I hadn’t meant to snap, but the situation was too much to handle at one sitting. “First things first, could you please give me your PI’s number?”


    “Of course, but what are you going to ask that I haven’t?”


    “Did she talk to the girl’s parents? Have they admitted they adopted her on the same day she was born? If so, would they agree to a DNA test? Would they allow me to talk to my daughter or even peripherally be in her life? I could fund a college account or give her a fairy-tale wedding.”


    “Slow down, Momma Bear,” Nathan said. “Let’s tackle one thing at a time. Mrs. Moore, where is your PI’s office?”


    “I don’t know. She always came here. The dogs love her.”


    “Where did you find her?” I asked. “Online?”


    She waved off my question. “You buy me all that technology, but I don’t like it. I hired her from an ad in the back of the Bargain Finder—you know, the circular that comes every Wednesday. It has terrific fast-food coupons.”


    I pressed my lips tight and struggled not to blow.


    I wasn’t as upset with my mother as I was with myself. Why hadn’t I raised questions when Mom first broached the topic? Instead of avoiding her calls, I should have straight-up told her I wasn’t interested. Case closed. But now that I’d seen what my ten-year-old girl could look like, there was no way I’d ever let this go.


    Mom left the table to rummage through her junk drawer. She found a business card that she handed to me. “Here’s the investigator’s contact info. I’ve got your daughter’s address in my sewing room. I’ll go get it.”


    “How are you holding up?” Nathan asked once she was out of earshot.


    “Not well. This is all…” I smiled and flopped my hands on my thighs.


    “Yeah…” He leaned in for a kiss. I closed my eyes and breathed him in—his familiar taste and smell. In that moment, I knew I could handle anything as long as he was beside me. “What do you think is our next move?”


    “Our?” I raised my eyebrows. “You saying we’re in this—whatever it turns out to be—together?”


    “Absolutely.” He eased his fingers between mine. “One way or another, I promise we’ll find your little girl—only today, I have to be at work by four, so can we table the search until Monday?”


    I groaned. “Why do you have to have such a solid work ethic? Life would be much simpler if you’d agree to be my boy toy.”


    “Seriously?” Now he was raising his brows. “That’s quite a request coming from the woman who forced me to quit my last job as a male escort.”


    This time, I kissed him. “Oh, I have no problem with you serving as eye candy—just as long as I’m the only one seeing you.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 17


    Nathan


    Lying to Carol made me feel dirty—especially after holding her through tears brought on by the loss of her daughter. Sure, the girl wasn’t forever gone, but technically, for all practical purposes, wasn’t giving up a child essentially voluntarily losing her? In giving her a better life, agreeing to lessen your own?


    I ached for Carol, and should have cooked her dinner and served it to her in bed, or a bubble bath, or wherever else she felt the most comfortable and safe and sane.


    Instead, I was still an hour outside Phoenix’s Sky Harbor International, crammed into a coach seat in my tux because I didn’t want to waste a dime that I’d need to extricate myself from Uma’s employment.


    Even worse, I couldn’t help but wonder if Uma could be involved. Would she be that twisted to have posed as a PI? She didn’t need the five thousand, which meant if it had been her, the sole motivation was cruelty. Sick didn’t begin to cover how I felt about her possible involvement.


    Carol believed I was stuck at work. I’d told her I’d enrolled in management training, and would lose my spot in the deliveryman lineup if I called in sick after such a short time on the job. Of course, the truth was that I was scared shitless that if I didn’t make Mitsy happy, Uma would do something crazy to Carol.


    I felt trapped in a psycho movie with no easy way out.


    In Phoenix, I took a cab to the Ritz-Carlton, then called Mitsy to tell her I’d reached the hotel.


    She told me her room number, and before I went up, I ducked into the lobby men’s room to splash water on my face and make sure I was lint free and my hair was in place. This pre-client ritual went against the grain of my normal man code. Sure, I wanted to look okay, but this mega-groomed version of myself staring back at me in the mirror was a stranger.


    Reminding myself that this job was no longer about making a quick buck, but ensuring not only Carol’s safety, but her daughter’s—if the girl was even hers—I exchanged the restroom for the elevator. The whole ride, I focused on the hot-as-hell kiss Carol and I shared that night in Liam’s beach-house elevator.


    By the time I reached Mitsy’s floor, I had to readjust my pants to walk down the hall.


    “Finally.” She opened the door. “I was beginning to think you’d stood me up.”


    “Sorry.” I kissed her cheek before entering her suite. The living room was nice enough—plush carpet, requisite antique-looking furnishings with calm-toned walls and upholstery. I once would have been wowed by the place, but now, I had become jaded. “My flight was late.”


    “I still don’t understand why you couldn’t have flown out with me. Flying private is so much more civilized.” She nodded toward an unopened bottle of Dom chilling in an ice bucket on the coffee table. “Would you please open that? You know how the popping gives me a fright.”


    “Of course.” I wasn’t sure which of her running commentary she’d expected to receive answers for, so I completed the assigned task in silence, the whole time wishing I were sharing the champagne with Carol. I’d splash some into her navel and suck it out.


    “Tonight’s event is huge for my foundation. My grandfather had glaucoma, which is why we still support the cause. Did you know the disease is the second leading cause of blindness behind cataracts?”


    “No, I did not.” I’d pour that bubbly other places, too…


    “I prepared note cards for you to study on the way to the party. We want you armed with the facts.”


    “Of course.” I handed her a full flute, and downed my own before pouring another.


    “Careful.” Her gaze narrowed. “This fundraiser may be on the rooftop, but that doesn’t mean I intend for it to be a bawdy affair.”


    “My apologies.” I set down my glass, tired of being treated like a fucking twelve-year-old.


    “Let’s go. Because of your tardiness you have yet to explain, we’re already unfashionably late.”


    “I’m so sorry.” I had about ten thousand things to do more important than hanging out with you. The second I had the thought, I felt sick inside. Mitsy was a nice lady. Sure, she had her annoying moments, but overall, she paid me well for not a lot of effort, and I owed her my best. Uma was the one I had a gripe with. Her controlling way of doing business was a stone’s throw from white slavery.


    “It’s okay.” She took my arm, leading me toward the door. “You can make it up to me later.”


    I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that—or her big wink.


    
      —
    


    The event was like dozens I’d attended before. The rooftop setting made it a little more special. Maybe romantic might be the better word. I imagined Carol standing tall and elegant and ethereal alongside me. She’d easily outshine any woman in attendance.


    I missed her—fiercely.


    I would have killed for a half-dozen beers—better yet, a joint, but Commander Uma frowned on both.


    How had I gotten here? What seemed like a lifetime ago, I would have given anything to be wearing a tux at a rooftop gala, sipping champagne with the beautiful people. The trouble was, I no more belonged with these people now than I had when I’d first come to San Francisco to be with Ella. In fact, my current situation was worse than my previous lot. At least then, I knew who I was and controlled my own fate. Now, I’d become a puppet controlled by Uma’s strings, and that fact made me sick.


    I noticed Mitsy was low on champagne, so I took her near-empty flute before scampering off like a little bitch to get her a new glass.


    I took the opportunity away from her to duck behind a potted palm to call Carol. I wanted to share it all. Bacon-wrapped scallops and air warm and sweet from flowers I couldn’t see and a moon so full and close I could have reached out to capture it for her.


    All for her.


    “Nathan, hi,” she answered after the first ring. “I hoped you’d get a chance to call.”


    I hated myself for having to say, “Me, too. I’ve got some guys offloading the truck, so I thought I’d check in. How are you?”


    “Okay. I’m still trying to take it all in. But I’ve decided to not even contact my mother’s PI. I’m going to call in a favor from Garrett at work. Have you met him?”


    “Only in passing. He was at the wedding.”


    “Sure. Of course. Well, between us, he’s kind of an ass, but he’s an incredible lawyer with connections that would rival the CIA’s. If anyone can find my daughter, it’s him.”


    “Good.” I instantly hated the man for being able to give Carol what I couldn’t. In the same respect, I would be grateful if he brought her peace and closure.


    “I miss you.” Her breathy sigh made me yearn for her. “Why did you even get your new apartment? I want you here with me.”


    “I know, but…” I can’t let you down. I can’t let you find out I’m living a total lie. I respect you too much. Adore you too much. Fuck. Uma’s education had transformed me into some strange cross between Average Joe and a man who fully understood what it meant to adore. To want. To ache for a woman—only I’d gotten it twisted, since, as an escort, women were supposed to feel all of those things for me. Not the other way around.


    I needed help. Now. But where the hell did a guy turn to get sprung from a verbal male escort contract? If I called the cops, how much trouble would I be in? Could Carol somehow be guilty by association? I couldn’t take the chance.


    I glanced out from behind the palm to find Mitsy had launched a search. As if she were at sea, she held her hand to her forehead, squinting against nonexistent sun. “He was just with me a second ago…Have you seen…”


    “When do I get to see you?” Carol asked.


    “Soon.” I hope. I was scheduled to stay with Mitsy through Monday morning, catching a ride home on her husband’s jet. How I’d get out of it I didn’t know, but I’d have to somehow figure it out.


    
      —
    


    “What an enchanted night,” Mitsy said when we returned to the two-bedroom suite. “Although you seemed a bit absentee. What’s had you so deep in thought? Oh—and could you please call down for more champagne—and raspberries.”


    “Of course.” I didn’t like where this was heading. I was tired. Ready for bed. At least she’d talked over her own questions I hadn’t intended to answer.


    I called room service, then joined her on the sofa. “Mind if I take off my tie and jacket?” This was our first sleepover date. On previous outings, I’d walked her to her front door and left her with a nice hug. She was happy, and I remained faithful to Carol. Win-win.


    “By all means…” she said with a giggle. “Make yourself comfortable.”


    I did. But just because I felt better on the outside didn’t neutralize the acid bubbling in my stomach.


    I wasn’t a fool. In passing, I’d talked with a few of Uma’s other guys and they’d bragged about their knack for getting a woman off. But I wasn’t that guy. Did I find pleasure in getting my own woman off? Hell, yeah, but that was our own private business.


    “Nathan, sweetheart, would you please remove my shoes? I’m too tired to even bend forward.”


    “Sure.” Once her heels that had no doubt cost more than a month’s rent on my first apartment sat side-by-side on the floor, she said, “Be a doll and get my lotion from the vanity. It’s in a clear jar with a gold top, and then I’ll need you to massage my feet.”


    I nodded, trying to keep the set of my mouth natural as opposed to a grim slash. Mitsy had never shown a sign that she wanted anything more from our arrangement than platonic companionship. Where was this new side of her coming from?


    I emerged from the bedroom with the cream, then shoved the coffee table far enough back that I could sit on it with Mitsy’s feet on my lap. I scooped out some of the too-sweet-smelling lotion that warred with Carol’s omnipresent orange blossoms in my head. I began Mitsy’s foot massage, my strokes clinical despite her pleasure-filled groans.


    “For years, I suspected my Matthew was seeing someone else…” She arched her head back and closed her eyes. “But on Tuesday, I got proof. The woman he’s…well, she’s carrying his child. H-he came to me and said he wants to marry her. Marry her.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said, and I genuinely was. Mitsy was a sweetheart, and deserved better than to be tossed aside after giving this man the majority of her life.


    “You can imagine what I told him. If he thinks I’m going to quietly step aside, he’s got another thing coming. He’ll have to kill me, because mark my words—I’ll never grant him a divorce.”


    A knock sounded on the door, so I took a throw pillow from the sofa to place on the table, then settled her feet atop it before retrieving the refreshments from room service.


    Desperate for a way out of where I thought this one-sided conversation was headed, I opened the champagne and poured her a full glass. I gave it to her, along with the bowl of raspberries.


    “Mmm…That’s so good. Thank you, Nathan. My husband used to treat me like you do—always so kind and considerate—but those days feel like a million years ago.” She downed her drink and wagged her glass for more. I was all too happy to oblige. “Now, I feel as if I’ve been abandoned by him and the kids. I don’t know if I should even admit this,” she said with a giggle, “but sometimes I’ll be at yoga or lunching with friends and I’m talking and saying all the right things, but all I can think about is you—how it might feel for your hands to be all over my body.”


    Fuck. Here we go…


    “There are times when I think about you more than my husband or kids. I’ve dreamed about kissing you—not even going all the way, just making out for hours.” She finished her second glass and signaled for more. “Do you have any idea how long it’s been since I was properly kissed? No?”


    I poured.


    “At least a decade. Oh sure, Matthew has given me plenty of obligatory pecks, but nothing satisfying. No tongues or copped feels that made me good and wet. You’re the only one who can do that for me, Nathan. But how pathetic is it that I have to pay you to like me?” I’d resumed her foot massage, but she leaned forward fast enough to spill champagne down the front of her beaded gown.


    “I’ll get you a towel,” I said.


    “No—wait.” She grabbed my wrists. “Do you like me, Nathan? Are you the slightest bit attracted? If I weren’t paying you, would you still want to be with me?”


    “Sure. And you know what? I’ll bet with some couples therapy, you and your husband will be just fine. You two can work everything out, and then get right back on—”


    She lunged forward, grabbing my shirt for support in what I could only guess was a sloppy attempt at stealing a kiss.


    But then I dove backward to avoid her, and she toppled over and hit her head on the table’s edge. She cut herself, and though the wound looked superficial, it bled like a motherfucker.


    “I’m so sorry.” I helped her back onto the sofa, then took a few cloth napkins from the food tray to press to her head. Once the bleeding stopped, I wet a washcloth to clean her up. She seemed drowsy and drunk, and I wasn’t sure about my next move.


    “It’s okay. Just a little accident.” She touched the small cut that was starting to bruise. “Thank you for taking care of me.”


    “It’s the least I can do,” I said, and I meant it. I felt horrible. I really did. But not to a degree that I was willing to give her anything more than friendship. My heart was with Carol. My heart. That was heavy. And until I got this mess fixed with Uma, I had no business even going there.


    “I loved Matthew so much.” Mitsy’s voice rose barely above a raspy whisper. “When we were first married, he made me believe in fairy tales. Life back then was enchanted. We were always taking trips with the kids and throwing parties. My mother and father were both still alive and I think he worked harder to put up a good front of at least pretending to love me. It was my family with all the money.” Her expression hardened. “Do you think he ever really loved me? Or was it always just about the security and comfort my trust fund provided?”


    “Geez, Mitz, I wouldn’t have a clue. How about I help you to bed, and I’ll bet everything will look better in the morning.”


    Like a petulant child, she shook her head. “Make love to me, Nathan. Do me right here on the sofa.”


    I froze. Oh, hell no. I’d be first to agree, this poor woman deserved a good fuck—the best fuck—but it wouldn’t come from me. “Think about what you’re saying. You obviously still love your husband. Before rushing into anything with another guy, shouldn’t you at least try working things out?”


    “No, goddammit!” She tried standing, but was so woozy from too much bubbly and not enough sleep that she almost fell again. I had to grab her to keep her upright. Since she was already in my arms, I carried her to her bed.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 18


    Carol


    It was Saturday night—well, technically, Sunday morning—and I selfishly wanted Nathan with me, but I understood he was working hard to make an honest living and respected that. What I didn’t understand was my crushing loneliness whenever he wasn’t around.


    I used to love my condo, with its view of the sparkling city. Everything was clean and classy and just the way I liked it—only, without Nathan sharing my bed, lately, I’d started feeling like half a person, as if I needed him to make me whole.


    But I’d been down that road before, and I knew it only led to trouble. History had proven that once I fully gave myself to a man, heartbreak always followed.


    Now that I’d decided to pursue my own search for my daughter, she deserved all of me. If things went wrong with Nathan, would I be strong enough to pick myself up yet again?


    I couldn’t think like that.


    I couldn’t give up on Nathan when the best was yet to come.


    I’d work on him about moving in. I knew he was prideful, and needed his own space, but eventually, the closer we grew, the more that would change. He would trust me to not think less of him because he didn’t have a fancy career. And I would trust him to finally be the man who stayed.


    I fell into a fitful sleep, constantly checking my cell to make sure I hadn’t missed a call.


    I tossed and I turned and I longed for a man who cared so much about proving himself to me that he worked all night and all day.


    At three seventeen, I woke to a text tone. Hung Nathan asked:


    
      What are you doing?


      Trying to sleep!


      Miss you.


      Miss you, too.


      Do me a favor?


      Depends…


      Let’s play a game.


      I’m trying to sleep! LOL


      You’re not sleeping, so run yourself a nice, hot bath.


      Nathan…


      Do it. I see you—don’t ask how, just get naked.

    


    Since I was now wide awake, I figured I might as well play along. I seriously doubted he could see me from his delivery truck, but what the hell? If I couldn’t get any real-life action from him, I suppose sexting was the next best thing.


    Dressed in cotton PJ bottoms and an old Zoogle T-shirt, I traipsed into the bathroom and flipped on the overhead light before turning on the faucet. I looked down and saw his next text:


    
      I’d rather see you by candlelight.


      Now, who’s being bossy?

    


    Could he actually be watching me? When I turned out the lights, I looked down to the street and scanned a few of the neighboring buildings, but saw no telescopes with neon around the lenses.


    
      Light the damned candles.


      Give me a sec!

    


    I’d never really been a candlelight-type girl, but I found some tea lights in the kitchen that I’d bought in case of an emergency after the power went out during our last big storm. Matches proved an even tougher find, but in the junk drawer I found a boxed set I’d picked up at a work friend’s wedding. Josie and Ken would be proud, knowing their reception favor was being put to good use.


    By the time I got back to the bathroom, the tub was full, so I turned off the water, then added a capful of my favorite, orange blossom–scented oil that I knew Nathan loved.


    Though it was a long reach, I managed to line the tub’s window ledge with candles. By the time I got them all lit and turned off the overhead light, I had to admit that the ambiance was pretty romantic.


    
      Good girl.


      Where are you?

    


    I squinted into the dark beyond my view. There were probably thousands of lights twinkling back at me, but I only wanted to see him.


    
      Take off your clothes.

    


    Okay…If he wasn’t going to share his secret, then I’d put on an extra-good show—hopefully, good enough that he’d be so turned on that he was forced to get his sexy butt over here to ravish me!


    I turned on my favorite bedroom playlist and started stripping to Beyoncé’s “Naughty Girl” nice and slow, raising my T-shirt up a teasing bit, showing just my abdomen and the undersides of my boobs before drawing it back down. I hooked my thumbs over my PJ’s waistband, turning my buns to the window while wriggling free. I was kind of mortified to think anyone else out there besides my boyfriend might also be getting a show, but at the same time, oddly turned on.


    The rush made me bolder, so I did a few dips and lunges, then splashed my T-shirt with hot water so the thin cotton fabric clung to my curves.


    
      Keep it up, baby. Good job.

    


    Good? I was aiming for great.


    My playlist switched to Ne-Yo’s, “Trouble,” so I amped up the dirty in my dance, gyrating my hips and dipping low, gliding my fingers to places where I wished Nathan’s could touch.


    I climbed into the tub, only instead of reclining, I splashed myself. With my white T-shirt soaked, I ground my palms over my aching breasts as Ciara’s “Body Party” filled the room and my mind with all sorts of deliciously naughty images. I was hot—burning—not just from the too warm water, but the idea of my guy watching, maybe growing so frustrated he was forced into finding his own happy ending.


    I spread my legs and plunged low. The water licked me places where I wished Nathan’s tongue could currently be.


    The sensation was too much. I had to find release, and so I raised one leg, resting my foot on the edge of the tub, opening myself nice and wide for Nathan, so he’d see I was so desperate for him that I had to finger myself.


    Release came fast and hard enough throw me off balance. I almost tripped, but steadied myself against the window. I could just see the headlines if I’d gone crashing through—ZOOGLE EXEC PLUNGES TO HER DEATH IN WET T-SHIRT.


    The thought made me laugh—not that it was funny, but the PR fallout would be a nightmare that Garrett would be stuck cleaning up.


    Exhausted, not completely satisfied, and missing Nathan, I sunk into the water. The warmth blanketed me, relaxing me so deeply my eyes drifted shut.


    I was jolted awake by a text tone.


    
      Nice work, baby. This will be our dirty secret.

    


    I smiled, then drifted off to sleep.


    
      —
    


    I’m not sure what time I finally made it to bed, but all but one of the tea lights had sputtered out and the tub water had gone cold.


    In the morning, I’d expected to find myself spooned against Nathan, but no such luck. After last night, how could he not need more?


    When ten rolled around and I still hadn’t heard from him, I got pissed. When I took a quick run through a light drizzle, did an extra-long weight circuit in the building’s gym, then sat in the sauna and still didn’t have a missed call or text from him, I got really pissed. What the hell?


    I messed around online, reading about mothers who had found their children after having put them up for adoption, and when I noticed it was already six and I still hadn’t heard from him, I started to worry. I purposely hadn’t called him on principle, but we rarely went this long without talking.


    I caved and dialed his number, only to go straight to voicemail. I left a brief message, then texted roughly the same.


    Helplessness overwhelmed me. Where could he be? I didn’t know where he worked or his new address, so I couldn’t even look for him. I guessed his phone was dead, but would it have been a big deal for him to find a pay phone or borrow one from one of his new work friends?


    My mind went straight to the macabre. What if during last night’s activity, he’d gotten so distracted that he’d driven off a cliff? Not that there were many in downtown San Francisco, but I didn’t know how far his deliveries took him. He could have just as easily wound up in a ditch with his poor head bashed in.


    By nine, I’d grown so concerned that I did the unthinkable—called Ella.


    “Sorry to phone so late,” I said after exchanging general pleasantries. “But have you by chance heard from Nathan? He’s fallen off my radar.”


    “I’m sorry, I haven’t. I know he moved, but that was a couple of months ago, right?” Was it wrong that part of me happy-danced to know she wasn’t aware of his latest move? Yes, it was wrong, because if he had told her where he was living, maybe she could have then told me!


    “Well, actually, that place wasn’t working out, so he just moved again. But that was only a few days ago, and I don’t even know where his new place is. We talk all the time, and this isn’t like him.”


    “Now you’ve got me worried.”


    “Hopefully, he’s stuck somewhere and his phone died. Once he gets home, he’ll have a great story that we’ll laugh about over a great bottle of wine.” I was rambling and couldn’t seem to stop. “I know you two used to be close, and I thought if something’s wrong, he may have reached out to you.”


    “Carol, I’ve never heard you like this. Are you okay? Would you like me to come over? Liam’s decided he needs his commercial helicopter license, so he’s constantly begging me to let him fly me somewhere—thankfully, with his instructor. We had to temporarily move him into the guesthouse so the poor guy could live on-site. Anyway—if you need me, I can be right over, and you’d be making Liam happy in the process.”


    “As much as I hate letting down my boss, thank you, but I’ll be okay on my own.” A year earlier, I would have been all over Ella’s offer, but now, I just wanted Nathan. Where could he be? “Please call me, though, if you hear from him.”


    “Of course,” she said. “Although if he does call me, he’ll get an earful. Liam once pulled this disappearing crap, and it royally pissed me off.”


    How well I remembered.


    We said our goodbyes, and then I resumed pacing. Where could Nathan be?

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 19


    Nathan


    I needed a plausible story. Fast.


    Saturday night, thank the good lord Mitsy had fallen asleep before molesting me, but not before she’d caught me trying to call Carol, then pitched my cell into the champagne bucket. Sunday afternoon, we’d been too busy playing in Mitsy’s charity tennis tourney for her to either drink or get too maudlin about her hubby’s extracurricular activities. Sunday night, we’d played quite the game of hide-and-seek with my package. I’d lost count of the number of times she’d drunkenly tried getting her hand in or on my fly. Never had I been happier for a woman to pass out. More than anything I wanted to call Carol, but unfortunately, her number wasn’t stored in my head—just my busted-ass cell.


    Now, it was Monday morning, and I was trapped on Mitsy’s private jet. Fortunately, the mimosas had been strong and after a long weekend of partying, my client’s constitution was sagging. With any luck, she’d be out for the entire trip.


    Which, unfortunately, left me with far too much time to dwell on Carol’s pending wrath.


    As soon as she discovered I wasn’t in a body cast, the questions would start. Where had I been? Why hadn’t I called? On and on the grilling would go, and I was afraid I’d either snap or break—neither of which was acceptable.


    By the time I got Mitsy home and politely extricated myself from her octopus-grasp, reminding her yet again that there was still a chance that her marriage might work, it was pushing noon. According to my fictional new work schedule, my hours were eleven p.m. to seven a.m.


    Of course, I wanted to see Carol now, but to do that, I’d have to make the hour drive to her Palo Alto office, and considering how theoretically I no longer had a car, that could be a problem.


    Plan B was to run by Uma’s to grab a new phone, then fill out applications for legit jobs and work on a paper I had due for my online Ancient Cultures course.


    Lucky me, Uma wasn’t around, so I left a message with her guard dog du jour, and he promised she’d have a new phone messengered to my new address by five. Though I wasn’t thrilled to give her that address, I figured it was a necessary evil.


    I ended up sleeping on the lumpy sofa till a knock on the door woke me.


    It was a delivery guy with my phone.


    I signed for it, ducked back inside for my keys and coat, then ran through a downpour to narrowly catch the bus.


    I was back to running once the bus dropped me a half-block from Carol’s. The cold rain came as a shock after my couple of days in sunny Phoenix. I’d forgotten just how shitty San Francisco weather typically was. If not for Carol, I’d seriously be tempted to get the hell out of Dodge. But as long as I was with her, leaving wasn’t an option.


    I waved to the doorman, then headed up, wishing I’d brought flowers or candy, or at the very least her favorite ice cream.


    At Carol’s door, I knocked, then used my key card to let myself in. It would probably be at least an hour until she got home from work, so I figured I’d make her dinner out of whatever she had on hand.


    “Nathan?”


    I got a shock when she approached me from the bedroom. Her long hair was a tangled mess, she wore no makeup, and her eyes were red-rimmed as if she’d been crying. “Where have you been? I was worried sick. You can’t just do what you did Saturday night and then vanish. Do you have any idea what that did to my self-esteem?” She raised her hand to slap me, and I almost let her because I damned sure had it coming. But instead, I grabbed her wrist, turning her arm behind her back to draw her in for a kiss.


    I needed to kiss the rage right out of her. I needed to banish the fear and remind her of everything she’d been missing. “I’m here now, okay?”


    “No.” She bit the shit out of my lip. “It’s not even close to okay. Where have you been?”


    Here we go. I’m sorry, I thought, because for her own safety, I couldn’t say it. “Midway through my shift, I dropped my cell in a puddle and fried it. Then, the boss asked me to work a double, and since I need the cash, I figured I should go ahead and do it. By the time I got off, I went home to shower, but crashed. I didn’t wake up till this morning.”


    “You couldn’t have called from a friend’s phone? Or gee, I don’t know, maybe mentioned it during your whole text seduction routine?”


    What? Swear to God, my blood ran cold.


    “Are you seriously going to stand there and act like nothing happened? You can’t make me do something that outrageous without—”


    Because inside, I was fucking screaming, I kissed her quiet.


    I needed time to think above my pounding pulse.


    What the hell was she talking about? Even if I’d wanted to dirty text her—which, of course, I typically would have—I couldn’t have. Mitsy had dumped my phone in the champagne bucket. Could Uma have known my phone was toast, and then taken advantage of the situation? Could she be that twisted? Fuck.


    “Stop trying to distract me.” Carol shoved me away. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more insulted.”


    “Look…” I planted my hands on her hips to reel her back against me. I needed her close enough that I could physically protect her. “I’m sorry I didn’t call. I’m a doofus, and don’t have your number memorized. When my phone gave up the ghost, it took your digits along for the ride. I’m sorry, okay?”


    “Promise me one thing…” She grasped my chin, drawing my gaze to hers. “Promise me, Nathan, you really were at work and not back to doing your escort thing for Uma.”


    “Trust me,” I said, answering in shades of gray. I couldn’t lie, but I couldn’t tell her the whole truth, either. Now that I suspected Uma had pulled some shady shit while I’d been out of town, I was more worried than ever about Carol’s well-being. When she left for work in the morning, Uma was going to pay for whatever she’d done.


    We locked stares, and for the duration, I held my breath.


    When she nodded, I finally exhaled, and then she took my hand, guiding me into her room. Outside, rain pelted the floor-to-ceiling windows. There were no lights on, and darkness cloaked the room.


    I helped her into bed, and then stretched out beside her.


    She wore a T-shirt and sweats, and I skimmed my hand along her bare strip of abdomen. “You’re so soft.” I rested my head against her breasts. How many times over the weekend had I dreamed of being back here alongside her? She was my world. I’d do anything for her.


    The fact that Uma had done something shady made me crazy.


    The only thing keeping me from going on the attack right now was the fact that Carol needed me here.


    She twined her arms around me, strumming my hair. She made me feel wanted and protected and cherished when I deserved none of those things. This had to be about her, about showing her with my every touch how much meaning she adds to my life.


    I nudged her onto her back and then swept her T-shirt over her head. With rain clattering against the windows, I worshipped Carol’s body, kissing her collarbone and the sexy indentation at the base of her throat. I swept my explorations lower, to her full breasts, cupping them, kneading them, sucking hard enough to make her sharply inhale.


    Down, down I kissed a path to her abdomen, ringing my tongue around her navel while cupping her belly’s gentle slope.


    She writhed when I shimmied her yoga pants off, then tossed them to the floor. I nipped at her mound through a scrap of silk. Her panties were a veil, shrouding her from my view. Since I needed clear vision, I disposed of them, too, then nudged her legs farther apart. Once I’d spread her lips and tongued her clit, she bucked and groaned, pulling my hair. I fingered her, too, setting a nice rhythm—not so fast as to let her think she was guiding the show, but good enough that she knew she was the star. Despite the room’s chill, a fine sheen covered her, making her even more beautiful, and making me all the more determined to keep her safe from harm.


    She cried out, giving me the pleasure of feeling her quiver around me.


    I finger-pumped her long enough for her to come down, then fumbled to get my own clothes off and find a condom.


    After finally easing in, I kissed her long and hard. She dug her hands into my ass, urging me deeper. I was all too happy to oblige.


    Never had I felt more complete than I did when joined with her. She’d fundamentally changed me. Made me want so much more. I’d work harder on my classes and as soon as I’d paid off Uma, I’d settle into a real job that Carol and I could both be proud of.


    Pleasure numbed my thoughts until all that remained was following the natural rhythm of our bodies. I eased my hands under her back, drawing her up to deepen our latest kiss. I stroked my tongue against hers, drinking in her taste.


    And then the pressure was too great to contain. I held her, desperate to hold tight to this sensation. For seconds, we free-floated in zero gravity, only to ultimately plummet to earth, to reality, to the fact that my whole life was a lie, and the only one in line to get hurt was this amazing woman.


    “Whew…” She kissed me, then fell back onto her pillows. “After all the crazy things we’ve tried, who knew good, old-fashioned missionary could feel so damned amazing?”


    “No kidding…” Still inside her, I brushed the hair back from her cheeks and forehead. I needed to see all of her, to memorize every spellbinding feature of her face. “Want me to run a tub?”


    She nodded.


    Ten minutes later, wind drove the rain like pellets against the windows, and we lounged entwined in each other’s arms beneath steaming, orange blossom–scented water.


    
      —
    


    “I wish you didn’t have to go,” Carol said from the bathroom, where she’d commenced with her nightly facial routine.


    “You and me, both.” I hated leaving when my fictional night shift started.


    Even more than that, I hated carrying on this lie.


    Angling my back to the bathroom so if I heard her approach, I had time to put down her phone, I scanned her messages to see exactly what had gone down.


    Saturday night—allowing for the time difference—at around the same hour my phone bit it, she’d received a series of raunchy texts, encouraging her to put on a peep show for, I assumed, one or more of Uma’s goons. I wanted to hurl the phone through the goddamned window, but instead, carefully positioned it in its former spot on the nightstand.


    
      Let’s play a game.


      Do it. I see you—don’t ask how, just get naked.


      Nice work, baby. This will be our dirty secret.

    


    Fingertips pressed to my forehead, I struggled to grasp the enormity of what these messages implied. Either someone had been watching Carol from afar or, for all I knew, they could have the place bugged with full video surveillance. It was a given my old phone and new had features far beyond standard call and text.


    It sickened me to think this was all just a game to Uma—and that it had been from the start.


    Fueled by rage, I managed to keep my cool long enough to kiss Carol goodbye, then I took a bus to my apartment, only to walk through the rain to the garage where I kept the Bentley.


    I was surprised to find Uma’s home lit like a lighthouse in the storm. Funny. I’d once considered Uma my savior, but I now realized her to be a fucking siren.


    Cars lined the circle drive and narrow street.


    When I approached the formal front entry, a uniformed valet dashed around to my side. He held an open umbrella and when I emerged from the car, handed it to me along with a claim ticket for my ride. I thanked him before charging inside.


    Another servant took my dripping umbrella, and yet another stood by to brush rain from the shoulders of my shitty pea jacket. Judging by the muted conversation, laughter, clink of silverware against fine china, and Bach played by a sextet in the upstairs gallery, I’d walked in on a party. I strode toward the dining room where I’d spent countless hours on my lessons.


    “Sir?” A butler sort I remembered from his having brought me a few sandwiches intercepted my flight path. “Mistress Uma is entertaining. Would you be so kind as to allow me to inform her of your presence in a discreet manner so as not to disturb her guests?”


    “Um, let me see…” I paused just long enough to shoot him a go-to-hell glare. “No.”


    “Sir!” A chase ensued, but he apparently didn’t fear Uma’s wrath as much as he did mine. “Please.”


    Too late. The dining room had two double doors. I entered through the nearest, which was fortuitous, considering Uma sat at the far head of the table. I wanted her to get a good, hard look at me, to see I no longer cared if she allowed me to resign from her little enterprise. I was fucking done.


    “What the hell did you do?” I asked loud enough for the whole party to hear while I aimed for her.


    “Nathan…” Her serene expression pissed me off even more. “How nice of you to join us. I’ll ask Kingston to help you shower, shave, and find more appropriate attire.”


    I’d reached her and braced my hands on the back of her chair, leaning in close enough to whisper in her ear, “Fuck your appropriate attire. Your tub-time stunt went too far.”


    From my vantage, I watched her grip tighten on the arms of her chair.


    Though from the gallery the music played on, around the table, conversation stopped.


    All eyes were fixed upon the scene playing out with their hostess.


    Uma said, “I’m so sorry you won’t be able to join us.”


    From either side of me, two goons emerged from the shadows. I got one of them, with a hard right to the nose, before I was subdued. And by subdued, I mean tazed. Last thing I remember before a momentary blackout was a fountain of blood streaming from the goon’s face onto Uma’s fancy-ass table. The sight made me smile.


    
      —
    


    I woke in the bed of my old apartment—the one that belonged to Uma. I had been dressed in navy silk pajamas, and every inch of my body ached to the point I could hardly move. I glanced down to find a handwritten note safety-pinned to my chest:


    You’re done when I allow you to be done. xoxo


    Beneath the charming sentiment was a scarlet kiss. Fuck.


    I tore it off, wadded it up, and then threw it. And then pain from even those simple movements sprung tears to my eyes. What the hell?


    I painstakingly undid the first few buttons on the pajama top to find my chest had been beaten until my skin looked tie-dyed with bruises. After grunting my way out of bed and into the bathroom, I stripped to find my entire body ruined, though my face remained unmarred.


    Outside, hard rain pelted the windowpanes. The gloom made it impossible to tell if it was dusk or dawn. I had to call Carol, but what would I say? More lies? Tell her I got mugged, but my attacker was so charmed by my good looks that he opted to not punch the shit out of my pretty face?


    I sighed, and then hobbled beneath the walk-in shower’s spray, standing there until hot water eased the pain.


    When the water ran cold, I wrapped a towel around my hips, then limped into the kitchen for ibuprofen.


    The clock on the fridge door said it was five thirty, which meant I was once again screwed with Carol.


    I limped back into the bedroom to find my phone had been thoughtfully placed on the nightstand. I’d missed a couple of texts from Carol, but her sexy banter made me feel far worse than if she’d ripped me a new one.


    
      I see how it is, Mr. Voyeur…LOL! You like watching all night, then sleeping all day?


      Still sleeping? Call me!

    


    Jesus Christ…I raked my fingers through my hair, only to wince when bringing my arm down. While I’d been out, Uma had played her mind game on Carol all over again.


    No matter how much I didn’t want to do it, I had to come clean with Carol—ASAP. This whole voyeur thing was wrong, and my fault, and my twisted stomach now hurt worse than my bruises.


    I crouched on the side of the bed, then hit the speed dial for her number.


    “Finally,” she answered after the first ring. “It’s about time you woke up. I missed you last night…” She lowered her voice. “Although your texts kept me plenty busy.”


    “Yeah, listen…About that, I—”


    “No, me first. Guess what?”


    I was in no mood for guessing games, but played along. “What?”


    “You know how we feared that Mom may have been scammed by her PI?”


    “Sure.”


    “Turns out she was. But—”


    “Wait—aren’t you upset?”


    “I was, but if you’d quit interrupting me, you’d know that actually turned out to be a nonissue—well, aside from Mom losing five grand, but that’s easily enough replaced. The thing is, I went to Garrett for help, and he went to Owen, and within twenty minutes, the two of them found my daughter—and she’s not in Denver, but a little town in Oregon. I already booked us a couple of tickets to Portland, and we’ll have to drive south from there. I hate to ask you to miss work, but please, Nathan, will you go with me?”


    “Of course.” Not only would it be the perfect opportunity to get Carol away from Uma, but for me to come clean about this whole situation.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 20


    Carol


    Sunshine punched through the clouds as soon as we hit the Oregon coast.


    The drive from Portland had been beautiful—a topsy-turvy blacktop ribbon unfolding toward my little girl. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen the sun in San Francisco, and I took the weather and pleasant company as a good omen.


    “Thanks again for coming with me,” I said to Nathan, who drove our rental sedan.


    “There’s nowhere I’d rather be.” I believed him. His expression was intense, as if he understood the gravity of how important this trip was to me. When he took my hand and kissed my palm his movement seemed heavy, as if he’d placed great stock in getting even that simple kiss just right.


    We held hands the last few miles to the motel that would be our temporary home.


    Though my condo had a bay view, the sight of the Pacific winking alongside us struck me as much more grand. That infinite blue reminded me that anything was possible. In the moment, my happiness was so complete it was scary.


    The GPS on my phone said, “The destination is on your left.”


    I’d found the mom-and-pop seaside motel online. It had only fifteen rooms, all individually themed and featuring fireplaces, soaking tubs, and decks with ocean views.


    We registered and used our old-fashioned key to enter “The Shipyard.”


    “Hope you like boats.” Nathan leaned against the open door.


    I spanked his smart ass. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


    A good thing, since everywhere I looked was yachty bric-a-brac and paintings. Even the bedding featured sailboats with dinghy-shaped throw pillows. All of this made for an overall cozy feel that transported me to a time when I’d been a little girl visiting my grandparents.


    Nathan returned to the car for our bags.


    I opened the sliders leading to the deck.


    The fall breeze was cool, and I tucked my hands in my pockets, closing my eyes and tipping my face back. The sun’s healing heat soaked deep, lulling me to a place where I wasn’t fooling myself by thinking what I’d come to Pine Shores to find would be easy. It hadn’t been enough to merely locate the girl Owen and Garrett had assured me was my daughter. I desperately wanted to hug her, to breathe in her little-girl sweetness. What was her favorite color and food? Did she play with dolls or climb trees?


    “What’re you thinking about?” Nathan paused behind me, slipping his arms around my waist. I leaned back, drawing from his strength. For a split second I could have sworn he’d flinched, but I must have imagined it, because now, he held me with enough strength yet tenderness to make me feel not quite so alone.


    I sighed. “I guess so many things that I don’t even know what to tell you. This has happened so fast. You must think I’m losing it—dragging you all this way for a pipe dream. Honestly, there’s a very real possibility that the moment I introduce myself to Conner and Stacia Holden, they’ll call the police and slap a restraining order on me. And if that’s the case…” I hugged myself not only against the cold wind, but the icy fear stemming from the prospect of my quest being over as soon as it had begun. “Well, if that’s what they want for their daughter, I’ll have to respect that, and hand over the letter I wrote for them to give Fern when she turns eighteen. I like that name, don’t you? It’s scholarly, yet has a touch of whimsy. Owen only showed me a few of Fern’s school photos, but I like to think she wears her long hair braided when she plays.”


    He rested his chin on my shoulder and I stroked his whisker-stubbled cheek. “This time, you know for sure she’s yours?”


    “Without DNA, nothing’s one hundred percent, but nobody hacks like Owen, and he found the adoption papers tracing Fern’s parents directly to me.” The couple were the top-selling Realtors in Pine Shores. My intent was to scope out their office tonight, then drop by for a visit when they opened in the morning. Owen and Garrett felt this whole matter should have been handled via registered letter, but I disagreed. The immediate reaction upon seeing a registered letter was negative. I wanted the couple to view me not as a threat, but eventually as someone who could be an asset to their daughter’s life. I also needed to assure them I had no intention of fighting for custody. I only wanted to make sure my daughter—Fern—was okay. Of course, I would eventually like to be her friend, but I understood that could be years down the road, if ever.


    “Good. Your plan is solid. All we can do now is wait.”


    “I feel antsy.” I covered Nathan’s hands with my own. “Want to walk on the beach?”


    “Yeah, but…first, could we take a nap? Then I wanna talk.”


    “Sure.” I turned to face him. “You all right? You’re pale.”


    “I’m good,” he assured me. “Just tired.”


    “Okay, you sleep and I’ll walk off the excess energy, and hopefully, by the time I get back, you’ll feel up for a reconnaissance mission.”


    After a lingering kiss, I changed into yoga pants, a tank, a fitted hoodie, and sneakers, then paced the rocky shore, stopping to inspect tidal pools and a piece of driftwood I’d sworn from a distance had been a seal. The breeze caught my hair and swept through my mind like a broom, clearing doubts and fears to make way for daydreaming about how wonderful my morning meeting could go.


    That’s what Nathan did for me—made me look at my proverbial glass as not merely half-full, but bubbling over with champagne and whipped cream and cherries. I blanched at the notion of all of that being in the same glass, but I could always use two glasses.


    I’d left my phone in the room, and wasn’t sure how long or far I’d walked when my aching legs told me I’d gone far enough.


    By the time I got back to the room, I was ready for my own nap.


    Nathan was still sleeping, so I crawled into bed alongside him, spooning him from behind. I’d lain there a few minutes when I realized his breathing was off.


    Instantly awake, I made the short trip to his side of the bed to turn on his nightstand’s lamp. His coloring struck me as unnaturally pale, and his breaths were more like gasps.


    “Nathan?” I gave him a light shake. He showed no sign of response, so I shook him again, only harder. “Nathan? Honey, what’s wrong? Wake up!”


    When he didn’t, with my heart in my throat, I dialed 9-1-1.


    It seemed to take years for the ambulance to show.


    Decades for someone to tell me what was wrong.


    My existence funneled to broken snatches of medical jargon that might as well have been Latin.


    Negative on obstructed airway.


    Let’s get a pulse ox.


    One blink, and Nathan looked as if he’d stopped breathing. Two blinks, and he’d been placed on a gurney and rolled to the ambulance.


    A small crowd gathered, and the elderly woman who’d checked us into our room now had her arm around me, murmuring niceties that I knew were well intentioned, but that failed to ease my panic.


    “Ma’am?” a paramedic asked. “We’re taking him to Pine Shores Memorial if you’d like to follow.”


    “I’ll drive you,” the checkout lady said. I didn’t know her name.


    “I-I need to stay with Nathan,” I said, but the paramedics had already shut their vehicle’s double doors. What happened? He’d been fine earlier. Had he eaten something bad since I’d been gone? Why was it that the moment I let the universe know I was happy, my life went straight to hell?


    
      —
    


    The ER waiting room was a medical cornucopia.


    Two screaming babies. A moaning elderly man. A middle-aged woman coughing. A teen nursing a bruised and swollen arm. A little kid dressed as a pirate who kept wiping his runny nose on his sleeve. Still more people occupied all available chairs with no visible issues aside from boredom.


    A TV blared Poltergeist.


    I’d learned my angel’s name was Ingrid, and she led me to the information desk to ask about Nathan. I lied, telling them he was my fiancé. The clerk made a call, then told me she’d buzz me back as soon as Nathan’s nurse allowed him to have a visitor.


    “Here you go.” Ingrid led me to the closer of two empty chairs near a pillar that cut off the view of the TV. I guessed that was why they hadn’t already been taken. “You sit tight, and I’m going to find you a nice cup of tea—or would you rather have coffee?”


    “Tea, please. That sounds nice.”


    On my own, I tried making sense of what had just happened, but it was like assembling a puzzle with only a third of the pieces. When I left for my walk, I’d thought it strange that Nathan wanted a nap. In all the time we’d known each other, he’d never struck me as the nap sort. But then he had been working odd hours. Maybe he’d gotten his days and nights swapped?


    Ingrid returned with a paper cup filled with steaming tea.


    Even though I wore plenty of clothes, coldness shrouded me like a damp cloth.


    “Your fiancé’s going to be just fine.” Ingrid patted my knee.


    My fiancé. Was that little white lie going to turn around and bite my ass? I hadn’t thought about it before, but maybe I’d like being Nathan’s wife. Maybe I liked the thought of finally being with someone who would love me and protect me and always have my back. The thing is, not only was he facing what could potentially be a life-threatening injury, but he hadn’t exactly professed his love or proposed. Our sexual heat was undeniable, but were we in love? It had been so long since I’d asked myself that question, I wasn’t sure how to answer. Was this terror lodged in my throat for Nathan’s well-being a result of being wholeheartedly, head-over-heels in love?


    I thought it might be.


    And the fact felt good. Right. Nathan had to be okay. He just had to. Because the alternative was unthinkable.


    
      —
    


    “Carol?” Ingrid woke me with a gentle shake. “Your Nathan is stable. The nurse says you can see him now.”


    My Nathan. The phrase sounded good. “Thank you—for everything. I’m not sure how I would have coped without your help.”


    “I’m glad I could be here for you.” She took the rental car keys from her purse. “Hope you don’t mind, but my Larry found your keys in your room, and then drove your car over. Think you’ll be able to find your way back to the motel?”


    I nodded, then thanked her again with more words and a hug.


    The nurse showed me to Nathan’s room, but I wasn’t prepared for what I found. He was asleep, but beneath an oxygen mask, his expression was anything but peaceful. He had an IV in his right arm and a blood pressure cuff on his left. A pulse monitor had been placed on his left index finger. He was big enough to make the slim ER bed look like a cot. His color was still too pasty to be normal and more than anything, I wanted to hug him, but wasn’t sure where he was safe to touch.


    “What happened?” I asked when the nurse finished typing notes into a wall-mounted computer keyboard.


    “He has four broken ribs and multiple contusions—some, the doctor suspects, may be bone contu—”


    “Wait, wait.” I held up my hands. Broken ribs? This was all too much. “What is a contusion?”


    “Bruises. The fight left him with many, many bruises. Poor guy. He’s under heavy sedation. His CT scan and blood tests came back okay, but the doctor wants to watch him till morning. After that, there’s really nothing more we can do. We’ll send him home with ice packs and pain meds. From there, he’ll just need time.”


    Fight?


    Nothing else the nurse said registered, because I couldn’t work past that one word. Now, I was the one needing oxygen. Where in the world had Nathan gotten into a fight? Had he won? How else would he have escaped without even a black eye? I had so many questions. But for now, all I could do was sit here watching Nathan fitfully sleep.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 21


    Nathan


    Where am I?


    Memories of the previous night roared as loud as the pain in my chest. I recalled barely making it to our motel room’s bed before passing out. Then came flashes of sirens and lights and finally, the ER.


    I looked to the side of my bed to find Carol bent forward at an awkward angle, using my raised bed rail for a pillow.


    Fuck. How did I come back from this? What should I say? She would have questions upon questions, and yeah, yesterday, I’d totally planned to come clean with her—about everything—but now, I wasn’t so sure. We were in Oregon for a specific reason—something she’d waited years to summon the courage to do. Now that she had, who was I to get in her way? We were safe here. I needed time to heal, and she needed time to figure out how she wanted to handle her daughter. It might be the pain meds talking, but for the time being, for Carol, I thought it was best to keep my mouth shut.


    I reached for her, but the crown of her head was the most I could touch without causing a fresh burst of pain.


    She stirred. “You’re awake. What happened? Why didn’t you tell me—”


    “You’re gorgeous.”


    “Nice try,” she said while readjusting my pillows, “but you are going to tell me why my big, strong boyfriend looks like he came out on the losing end of an MMA fight.”


    “Kiss me…”


    “Nathan…” She stepped back, eyeing me with her head cocked and hands on her hips. Not a good sign. “Do you have any idea how scared I’ve been? You could have died.”


    “I didn’t. And sure, I got my ass kicked by a guy at work, but it wasn’t the first time, and probably won’t be the last.” Not a lie. “I didn’t say anything, because all I needed was a nap.”


    “You could have died.” Her voice had turned shrill. “What’s wrong with you? How could you keep something like that from me? You have four broken ribs—you shouldn’t have even left San Francisco.”


    “But I did—we did.” I held out my hand, and to my relief she took it. Even that slight connection proved better than any drug. She was my drug. “You and your daughter are all that matters.”


    “About that—” She shook her head, taking a tissue from a box on a rolling tray to daub tears. “I changed my mind. The whole plan was no good from the start. And now, you—you’re hurt. A few months from now, I might try again, but for now…”


    “Bullshit. Don’t use me as an excuse because you’re scared.”


    Back turned to me, she asked, “What were you even fighting about? And how do you have broken ribs, but no black eye? The whole thing’s weird.”


    “Look, I walked in on something I shouldn’t have. End of story. Back to you, please don’t do this—act like meeting your daughter doesn’t matter. What happened to me sucks, but it doesn’t change anything.”


    “Did you even file a police report?”


    “Fuck no. File this under ‘shit to forget.’ I’ll look for a new job when we get home.”


    “Let me talk to Liam. He’ll find you a position that—”


    “No. I’d rather break my neck than stoop to pick up his breadcrumbs. Don’t bring it up again.”


    “Let me get this straight—you’d rather pretend to like women for money or get the crap beat out of you for no apparent reason than enter a perfectly legit corporate training program that could totally change your life for the better? Sure, that makes perfect sense.”


    “Damn right it does. I’ll make my own way or die trying.”


    “Key word—die?”


    I sighed. “You know what I mean. Liam’s a punk. Take his money out of the equation, and there’s no way Ella would have picked him over me.”


    Carol flinched as if my words had been a physical blow.


    “Babe, that didn’t come out the way I planned. All I meant is that—”


    “Save it.” She took her purse from the small room’s only other chair, then swept back the curtain. “Your meaning is perfectly clear. Even after all we’ve shared, Ella’s still the one who got away. The one who matters.”


    “That’s bullshit, and you know it.”


    She flipped me off before trotting her sweet ass down the crowded ER hall.


    I tried getting off the bed to follow, but couldn’t get past the side rails. I rattled them, then shouted, “Carol!”


    Two nurses came running.


    “Mr. Black,” the short one, wearing a Smurf scrub-top, snapped, “you need to calm down.”


    “I need to get the hell out of this bed.” I shook the rails again. “See that woman?” I winced while raising my arm to point at Carol, who was just rounding a corner. “I need to catch her.”


    “Mr. Black, please. You have to calm down.”


    When I struggled all the harder, one of them forced the issue by plunging knockout drugs into my IV.


    
      —
    


    The next time I woke, Carol was back in the guest chair, reading Cosmo. She’d showered and changed into jeans and a white sweater. Her hair and makeup were flawless, reminding me of the ice queen I used to believe her to be. Now, I knew better. That frosty bitch routine was all an act. She felt as deeply as anyone else; she just worked harder to not let people see.


    “When can I get out of here?” My mouth was crazy dry, and my tongue felt thick.


    “Soon.” She spoke, but didn’t look up from her magazine.


    “I’m sorry.” And I was. But she knew how I felt about working for Liam, and she shouldn’t have brought it up. “Just hearing Liam’s name makes me crazy.”


    “I thought you were over Ella?”


    “Of course I am. I was just pissed and spewing the first ugly thing that popped into my head. It was a stupid analogy, and I’m sorry. But you know better than to even say his name. It was like kicking me when I’m down.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Don’t you dare compare me suggesting an incredible opportunity is in any way comparable to you getting all misty-eyed over losing the great love of your life. You make me feel like a second-rate consolation prize, and I deserve better.”


    “Of course you do. And I already told you I was a stupid ass for even mentioning Ella, so let’s take her out of the equation. I’m with you. I only want to be with you. That’s it. End of story.”


    “Only this isn’t the end, Nathan. Not really, when you consider the fact that I spent all night by your bedside, scared to death you’d stop breathing. It makes no sense how I assume that we’re together—you know, like a couple—yet you can get beaten to the point that you have four broken ribs, but find that so inconsequential that you don’t even bother to tell me.”


    “Because, like I already said, what was the point in telling you? If you hadn’t flipped out and called 9-1-1, there never would have even been an issue. Hell…” I waved at my surroundings. “How am I supposed to pay for all of this? Of course we’re a couple, but sometimes you need to leave well enough alone.”


    Tears might have shone in her eyes, but every trace of body language within her control had hardened, from her crossed arms and legs to her pressed lips.


    “I’m sorry,” I said. “How many times do I have to say it before it sinks in?”


    A nurse entered. “Mr. Black, the doctor signed your release papers. Once we go over your aftercare, I’ll give you your prescriptions, and then you’ll be free to go.”


    “What about a payment plan? I don’t have insurance, so—”


    “Your bill has been paid in full.”


    “Is there any way to un-pay it?” When I looked to Carol, she didn’t meet my gaze. How come just when I thought I couldn’t sink lower, she somehow managed to kick me down a few more notches? Though it hurt like hell, I forced a deep breath. “I prefer to be responsible for my own bill.”


    “Sorry, sir, but once payments are processed, the only way to stop them is through your credit card company.” The nurse signed off on a few forms before handing her clipboard to me. “Please sign here…and here. Good.” I couldn’t absorb the whole aftercare spiel, because I was too angry.


    I stared straight ahead though the nurse’s speech, and again when an orderly wheeled me into a downpour to wait beneath an awning for Carol to bring around the car.


    I got in, and once she’d maneuvered her ride through the chaotic ER lot and onto the main street, I said, “How much was the bill? I’ll get you the cash.”


    “I. Don’t. Want. Your. Money.” She’d clenched the wheel so tight, I was surprised it didn’t snap in half. “You don’t get it, do you? How the only thing ever standing between us and a happy ending has been your pride.”


    “Here we go…” I raised my hands only to slap them against my thighs. The move hurt, but screw the pain. I needed to make a point. “The world according to Perfect Carol. You’ve got the perfect job and car and hair and friends. If it weren’t for me, you’d have a great big perfect life, wouldn’t you?”


    “Maybe I would, only there’s one great big problem standing in my way!” She hit a pothole, and the car hydroplaned before fishtailing onto the wide dirt shoulder. Once she’d regained control, she slammed on the brakes and shoved the automatic transmission into park. “I happen to have fallen for you, Nathan Black, which means that despite you being a horse’s ass ninety-nine percent of the time, I care about your future, because I’m hoping it’s aligned with mine. But how are we ever going to take our relationship to the next level if you don’t even trust me enough to tell me you’re hurt? I mean, look at you—all bristled up about me paying your hospital bill when you lost sight of the bigger picture. If you’d told me you were hurt back in San Francisco, you could have found your own damned doctor and I would have gladly let you pay for every last dime of it. But noooo, you had to be a tough guy and pretend nothing was wrong, when everything was wrong. What do I have to do or say for you to believe you can trust me? Unlike your precious Ella, I’m not prone to collapsing in a stiff breeze. I’ve been through horrible things in my life, and came out stronger on the other side. Whatever you have to tell me, I will understand. Just give me that chance. Please, Nathan. Please.”


    Was this it? My big opportunity to come clean with her about everything? How I still worked for Uma, and how it had been her men who had beaten the shit out of me?


    Yes! my heart said.


    “Babe…” my stupid mouth said, afraid that if I did tell her the whole truth, she’d go and do something crazy like call the cops. I had a sick feeling my injuries were kid stuff compared to what Uma might try if truly provoked. To protect Carol, I needed to keep my mouth shut. Someday, when it was safe, I would come clean about everything. Until then, I couldn’t take the chance—not with a woman as precious to me as her. I managed to raise my hand high enough to cup her cheek. “Of course I trust you. Look, I’m sorry—about this whole thing. Could we please chalk all of this up to pain meds and put it behind us?”


    She nodded, and tried leaning in for a hug, but her seatbelt wouldn’t let her. She unfastened it, and then clung to me.


    Ignoring the pain, I held her, kissing the top of her head.


    “You scared me so bad,” she said.


    “I didn’t mean to.”


    “I don’t care. Don’t do it again.”


    “I won’t.” I hoped my words would be true.


    Rain drummed against the car’s roof, cocooning us in our own private world. I wished we could stay this way forever, tucked away where no one could find us—especially, Uma.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 22


    Carol


    Hours after I’d gotten Nathan back to our seaside room, I sat in an armchair with my sock-covered feet propped on an ottoman, a small fire crackling in the hearth and a book that I hadn’t once looked at on my lap.


    Instead of reading, I watched Nathan sleep. I memorized every angle of his strong jaw and cheeks. The noble slant of his nose. The way his lips curved faintly up at the corners as if he was smiling in his dreams.


    I wanted to flatter myself by believing he dreamed of me—of us—but I no more knew that than I knew for sure he’d told me the truth about how he’d gotten four broken ribs.


    Never had I wished more for a best friend to confide in and share my concerns. I supposed I could call my mother, but she was still furious with me for not telling her about the second search for my daughter.


    Liam and I had always worked so closely together that I hadn’t made friends with anyone at work. I hadn’t had the free time to make friends after work.


    Which left one person—Ella.


    Even though Nathan and I had just fought over her, the one thing I knew I could trust was that Nathan was over her—at least, romantically. His pride would probably never fully heal, but that was an issue only he could fix. One thing about Ella made her uniquely qualified to help me decipher the most important man in my life—other than me, she was Nathan’s closest friend. Who better to help me once and for all figure out what he was afraid of that made him so unwilling, or maybe unable, to trust?


    The rain had stopped, so I checked to make sure Nathan was still sleeping, then took my cell to the deck to place my call. Leaning against the rail, staring out at the wind-tossed sea, I waited ring after ring. Was I making the right decision? On the fifth ring, I almost hung up. But then Ella answered. She sounded breathless and adorable, and I hated myself for sometimes hating her for the impact she’d had upon my life. For honestly, if Liam and I were meant to be, he would never have let me go.


    “Carol, hi! Liam and I were just talking about you. Natalie is planning a baby shower for me, and I thought we might do something a little nutty like having it over a three-day weekend in Maui. Before solidifying any plans, I wanted to check your schedule and Nathan’s. I figure the boys can tag along, and then do their own thing while we’re doing ours. You in?”


    Where did I start?


    “Sounds fun,” I said, imagining my man lounging naked in the tropical sun, “but Nathan will be busy for at least four weeks. Will that mess up your plans?”


    “No. Let’s just push it back until after the holidays. I’m sure late January we’ll all appreciate the break.”


    “Won’t you be too far along to travel?”


    “I’ll be at six months, so I should still be fine. Oh—and another thing, while I’ve got you. Liam and I are making holiday plans, and we’d love for you and Nathan to join us for Thanksgiving and Christmas dinner. Liam said your mother lives in San Mateo, so please bring her, too.”


    “Thank you,” I said, playing with an idea guaranteed to make Nathan realize he couldn’t live without me. “It’s nice of you to think of us.”


    “Of course. You two are family. Which means I get to ask why you haven’t been at the office and what Nathan’s doing that’s going to have him busy for four weeks?” I’d asked Owen and Garrett to keep my daughter a secret. Shocker—apparently, they actually had.


    “I’m redecorating my condo, and Nathan’s in a training program at work.” It sickened me how easily the lies rolled off my tongue. I wanted to confide in her, but she sounded so happy, I didn’t have the heart to cause her worry.


    “That’s awesome—for you both. Does this mean Nathan’s loving real estate?”


    What?


    “The night of Darcy’s party when he showed up looking so polished, and he told me about how much he respected his new boss, I was beyond happy for him. He’s had so many tough breaks, it’s about time all his dreams come true.”


    I couldn’t agree more.


    But what about our shared dreams? Oh—that’s right, we didn’t have any, because he’d made such a mess of his life that we couldn’t even go on an all-expenses-paid vacation until he’d healed enough to travel.


    I said goodbye to Ella, and after making a few quick calls about Nathan’s Thanksgiving surprise, I made sure he was still sleeping before running to the grocery store.


    Our room had a kitchenette, so I grabbed a beautiful swordfish to grill, along with wild rice, crusty French bread, and salad fixings.


    On pain meds, Nathan wasn’t supposed to be drinking, so I grabbed a New Zealand sauvignon blanc for myself.


    The rice and salads were prepped in the kitchen when I stood on the deck, turning the fish on the grill with one hand and holding my umbrella with the other. I didn’t think anywhere could be rainier than home, but Oregon was proving me wrong.


    “Need help?” Nathan shouted above the downpour. If he stepped one foot beyond the sliding glass door, he’d be soaked.


    “No! Get back in bed!”


    Doing what he was told had never been his strong suit. He hobbled in my direction, ducking beneath the umbrella that he took from me right before smiling. “Damn. Why didn’t you tell me it was raining?”


    “Ha ha.” I turned the swordfish. “Please go back inside. I don’t need you catching pneumonia on top of everything else you’ve got going on.”


    “I’m fine.”


    Since I knew I’d get nowhere trying to bend him to my will, I stood alongside him shivering, grateful for his warmth.


    Once our meal was finally done, I filled two plates, then set them on the table. I grabbed napkins, refilled my wine, then joined Nathan, who’d already taken his seat.


    “Thank you. This looks delicious.” He sat hunched and sideways, and his dark hair was still damp from the rain. He was easily the most handsome man I’d ever seen.


    “You’re welcome.”


    We ate for a few minutes in silence. I guess I should have turned on music, but the fire’s cheery crackle and the rain’s clatter against the metal roof seemed enough.


    “I just got off the phone with Ella.”


    “Oh?” He finished his bite before helping himself to a swig of my wine.


    “You’re not supposed to mix alcohol with your pain meds.”


    “I’m not supposed to do a lot of things.” He winked.


    I sighed before downing the rest of the glass. “According to Ella, you’re still in real estate.”


    “Yeah. Remember? You already yelled at me during Darcy’s party.”


    “So you’ve just carried on the lie?” How many times had he done the same with me?


    “What else could I do?” I hated his flippant answer even more than I hated myself for accepting it. I especially hated the nagging voice inside me wondering why he’d cared more about protecting Ella than protecting me. With any other guy, I would have long since kicked him to the curb. What about Nathan made him so different I couldn’t let him go? My attraction for him—my need—went deeper than fantastic sex. I loved the way he made omelets and sang in the shower and, usually, made me feel adored. But did any of that necessarily mean I loved him? “Why did you call Ella?”


    “To talk about you.”


    “Why?”


    “Because you make me feel crazy. The way you’re stubborn one minute and sweet the next. I thought all I needed to cure myself of you was girl talk from the only woman who truly knows you, but then that wouldn’t be accurate since I now know you’ve been lying to her, too.”


    Ignoring me, he took his next bite. “This is seriously good. Did I thank you for cooking?”


    “Didn’t you hear anything I just said? Wouldn’t you like to at least try defending yourself or telling me I’m wrong?”


    He shrugged. “I already apologized for everything I’ve ever said or done that offended you. What more is there to say? Bottom line, I screwed up, but with any luck you’ll forgive me, and then we can get on with hopefully meeting your daughter.”


    Not knowing what to say to his perfect answer, I shot to the counter to pour more wine.


    “What happened with me was a temporary blip. But meeting your little girl? That’s something you’ll never forget.” He strained to push himself upright, and then stood behind me, leaning on me for support. “Promise me you’re not going to let my mess interfere with your progress?”


    “Sure.” I shivered when he pushed my hair aside to nuzzle my neck.


    “That didn’t sound convincing.”


    “I will. As soon as you’re at least able to breathe without wincing, just like we planned, I’ll visit the girl’s adoptive parents.”


    “Good.” He tried leaning around to kiss me, but the pain must have been too great, as he ended up losing his balance, and his coloring faded to gray. I wrestled him back to bed, sitting cross-legged beside him while feeding him the rest of his meal. Could he have fed himself? Probably. But it was nice feeling needed.


    It got my mind off other issues—like the fact that my daughter already had two perfectly good parents who no doubt wanted her to have nothing to do with me.


    
      —
    


    A week passed.


    I spent my days cooking for Nathan or reading. I’d brought my laptop and kept up with work-related emails, putting out fires as they popped up. Liam wasn’t happy about my continued absence, and he didn’t understand why I hadn’t yet met my daughter but refused to come home. I second-guessed not telling everyone about Nathan’s injuries almost as much as I chastised myself for staying with him.


    On Tuesday, I was sitting on our deck, soaking in a rare day of sun, when Nathan asked from his lounge chair alongside me, “Are you using me as an excuse to not at least try meeting your daughter?”


    His question caught me so off guard, I struggled to find an answer.


    “I’m good if you want to proceed with your original plan. That is why we’re here.”


    I preferred not to think about it.


    “Hey…” He bridged the space between us to take my hand. “Sorry about messing up your original timeline, but isn’t there some old, wise saying about there being no time like the present to make hay while the sun shines?” He followed his slow grin with a wink. “Go. Now. Don’t give yourself time to make up an excuse not to go, just go.”


    “Really? Just like that?” If just talking about this meeting made my pulse race, then I couldn’t imagine how I’d feel face-to-face with my little girl’s parents.


    “I’ll do it tomorrow. Promise.”


    He shook his head.


    
      —
    


    In the morning, spirits buoyed by the slant of more bright sun, I made Nathan his breakfast, then stood in the shower forever, wishing for bravery I feared might never come.


    I emerged and wrapped a towel sarong-style around me for the trek to the bedroom.


    I opened the bathroom door to find Nathan not only out of bed, but dressed in jeans and a red sweater that made him impossibly more handsome. “About time,” he noted, leaning on the driftwood walking stick I’d brought him from my last walk on the beach. “I was about to call the Coast Guard.”


    “What are you doing? Get back in bed. I made your breakfast, and I’ll bring it as soon as I put clothes on.”


    “What happened to our talk about you being too bossy?”


    “What happened to you resting?”


    “I’m not tired. Besides, you made me a promise and I intend for you to keep it.”


    “If this is about me—”


    “Yes—you are going to meet your daughter’s adoptive parents, and I’m coming along for the ride.”


    “But you’re sick.” His coloring had faded just since I’d left the shower.


    “I’m capable of standing…” He gripped his walking stick with one hand and the nearest chair back with the other.


    “Uh-huh…” I ignored the wood floor’s nip against my bare feet to lead him to bed. He fought me at first, but practically collapsed once he stood against the mattress. “Tell you what—if you promise not to budge until I get back, I’ll go.”


    “Good.”


    Was it? Yes—for no other reason than I was driving myself crazy thinking about the inevitable meeting. If I didn’t go, I’d always wonder what would have happened if I had.


    I got Nathan to eat breakfast, fixed him a snack that I left on the nightstand, along with a few of the action-adventure novels he favored, then assembled what I hoped would be the perfect outfit for such an important occasion. I blow-dried my hair and used a flatiron to wrangle it into a pretty, but not too flashy, style. I applied subdued makeup and added my favorite strand of lucky Chanel pearls to my ivory satin blouse and matching slacks. After slipping on black suede Tayler D’Orsay pumps, I loaded my wallet and sunglasses and the hard copies of the adoption records Owen and Garrett had given me into my black Birkin.


    “You’re looking fancy.”


    “Is that bad?” I appraised myself in the vanity table mirror. “Is it too much?”


    “No way. You look beautiful—and like someone who could pay for her daughter’s college education.” He winked. “Don’t be afraid to use that for a bargaining chip.”


    “Aren’t you funny. Seriously, do I look okay? If I walked into your place of business and announced your kid was my kid, would you at least hear me out?”


    “Hell, yeah. And it’s not like these people don’t know this meeting might someday come. Plus, you’ve got all the right paperwork.”


    I nodded, but more than anything, wanted him to come along for the ride. My throat felt tight and achy, and I didn’t trust my stinging eyes not to spill tears.


    “Go,” he urged. “There’s no way Conner and Stacia, and especially, Fern, couldn’t love you.”


    
      —
    


    Nathan couldn’t have been more wrong. I hadn’t been in the room more than ten minutes when the meeting turned south. Instead of listening to Stacia’s speech about their sealed adoption, I found myself studying framed photos of who could only be my cherub-cheeked little girl. She not only had my long blond hair, but bright blue eyes and freckles. My question about her being a girly-girl was answered by the half-dozen shots of her decked out in sparkly princess attire.


    “Get out.” Stacia Holden pointed toward her office door. “I don’t know what kind of twisted prank you’re pulling, but what you’re doing is sick.”


    “Please excuse my wife.” Conner Holden wore a plastic smile I’m sure he reserved for his most difficult clients. “We tried many years for a child of our own, so understandably, our daughter’s adoption is a touchy matter.”


    “Of course.”


    “Conner,” Stacia railed, “get her out of here!”


    I allowed Fern’s father to lead me outside. Brilliant sun made a mockery of my grief.


    “I’m sorry for upsetting your wife,” I said. “All I’m asking is for the opportunity to play a small part in your daughter’s—our daughter’s—life. You don’t have to tell her I’m her birth mom. I could be a family friend. If that’s too much, just let me meet her. Give me five minutes, and you’ll never see me again.”


    He winced. “I’m afraid that’s not going to work. You saw Stacia’s reaction. She suffered four miscarriages before getting Fern. You can’t imagine the joy we felt knowing she was really and truly ours. So for you to now claim you’d like any part of her, well…”


    I squared my shoulders. “I’m happy for you—for all three of you. But you need to understand your happiness came at a price that I’ve paid. I thought I was all right without my daughter, but when her tenth birthday came and went, I felt so alone. Even then, it was my mother who initiated the process of finding Fern, but now that I know she’s not just out there somewhere in this great big world, but right here in Pine Shores where I could play dress-up and have tea parties with her and read bedtime stories—”


    “No.” I’d gone too far, and now, Fern’s father also frowned. “None of that will ever be possible. You signed your rights away, and now, your daughter is mine.”


    “How can you be so cruel?”


    “Me?” He summoned a choked laugh. “You saw what your mere presence did to my wife. For years, I assured her that her worst nightmare of having you show up would never come true. Now that it has, what am I supposed to tell her when she has nightmares about losing our little girl? How can I ever put that genie back in the bottle?”


    When I’d started this morning, I’d been sad my mother wasn’t with me for such a happy occasion, but now, I realized it was exactly this contingency that had silently urged me to leave her and her big heart safely at home.


    “You need to leave and never come back,” he said. “You need to forget you ever found us, or I can assure you, the legal fallout won’t be pretty.”


    Clearly, he had no idea who he was dealing with. In a snap, if I wanted, Liam and all of his infinite resources would help me crush this little man and his snippy wife, but to what end? “Is she happy?” I asked.


    “Fern? Of course. She’s everything to us, and she knows it.” He took out his phone to show me photographic proof. “Here’s her unicorn-themed birthday party. Here she is over the Fourth of July. My parents have a cabin up in the mountains, and she loves running and playing with their two Labs almost as much as she loves fishing with my dad. Here she is on the first day of school, and her dance recital. I could go on and on, but if you’re looking for her smile, you’ve already seen all you need to realize she’s happy. Why would you want to upset that cart?”


    I nodded. Though I hadn’t broken any ribs, I suddenly found it hard to breathe.


    “My wife doubts the validity of your claim, but I know it’s true. I recognize the documents and you. You’ve changed, but your eyes are the same as Fern’s. I have to ask, why bother us? Why not just have a new child to call your own?”


    He made it sound so simple. Poof! Have a child. Poof! Never again be alone. But nothing about creating your own family was easy. He, of all people, ought to know.


    Not wanting him to see me cry, I fumbled through my purse for sunglasses.


    “Thank you for your time.” I extended my hand.


    “That’s it?” He cocked his head. Suspicious about me doubling back to launch one more attack? “We won’t hear from you again?”


    “No.” I took a business card from my wallet, then handed it to him. “But please, consider allowing me to at least see Fern—even if it’s from a distance. I just…” I pressed my hand to my chest, wishing I knew the secret to calming my thundering heart. “It would comfort me to know for sure that she’s thriving.”


    He refused to take my card, so I let it flutter to the parking lot’s faded blacktop.


    I wanted to go off on the man, but the rational part of me realized unleashing my crazy would do nothing to further my cause. Instead, without saying another word, I climbed in my rental and didn’t allow tears to fall until I’d driven well out of his view.


    
      —
    


    “How did it go?” Nathan asked from bed when I got back to our room. He’d left the sliding door open, and the sun and gentle lapping surf worsened my funk. I wanted rain and wind and thunder. I wanted to smash glasses and kick walls and for the whole world to reflect my frustration.


    I couldn’t speak without falling apart, so I went to the closet for my suitcase. I had to get out of here. Nathan could stay as long as he wanted—I’d hire a nurse—but I had to go. I hadn’t felt this unwanted since high school, since Liam had sent me packing, since Nathan had initially told me he wasn’t interested. In my life, I’d been rejected too many times to count, but this pain’s blade cut deep.


    “I’m going to assume by your open suitcase that things didn’t go well?”


    “Things couldn’t have gone worse. On my way home, I called Liam, and he’s sending the jet. He wanted to come after us himself in his helicopter, but…” I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. I knew this was stupid from the start. From the very first time my mother broached the subject of finding my daughter, I’d known deep down it was a horrible idea. I allowed myself to spin a fairy tale of me and my daughter and you and all three of us living happily ever after, but that’s never going to be, is it?”


    “Whoa…” He strained to push himself from the bed. Midway, he reached for his walking stick, which he’d leaned against the nightstand. Using it for leverage, he was able to rise smoothly the rest of the way. “Slow down—at least long enough to tell me what happened.”


    I gave him the CliffsNotes version.


    “Babe…” He held out his arms to me, and even though I knew he’d hold me through any amount of pain, I couldn’t do that to him, so I walked away. “Really? You won’t let me hug you?”


    “I’d love a hug.” I took my delicates from the top dresser drawer to tuck into the suitcase’s side pocket. “But it would hurt you, so I’ll abstain.”


    “Fine. Whatever. But you said something a minute ago that I can’t let pass. I know you’re upset about Fern. That had to sting, but how do you know you and I will never be happy? What’s to stop us from getting married and having our own kids—not just one, but three or four?”


    “Quit it.” I couldn’t bear for him to be sweet when I felt so ugly inside. “You don’t mean that.”


    “The hell I don’t.” He hobbled his way to me. “Marry me. Tonight.”


    “You don’t know what you’re saying.”


    “I know you make me happier than any woman ever has. I know your face is the first thing I want to see every morning, and the last thing at night.”


    “Please don’t say that…” He didn’t mean it. He was only saying these things to be kind. Nobody wanted me—least of all my own daughter. I pitched clothes into the case faster and faster until Nathan stopped me by clasping my hands.


    “I asked you a question.”


    “A question you can’t mean. Everyone knows I’m damaged goods. My daughter’s better off without me, and so are you.”


    He settled his hands low on my hips, jerking me toward him with a pained grunt. “You’re acting crazy, and because of the shitty morning you had, I’m giving you a pass. But the second we get home, I’m using the cash I’ve saved to buy you a ring, and then we’re going to show it off to everyone we know. You and I are getting married. Fuck waiting for your answer. I love you, and I’m just going to tell you how it’s going to be.”


    “You love me?” I’d waited to hear those words for so long that I had a hard time believing them to be true.


    “I should have said it sooner, but yeah, Carol Moore, I freakin’ love you. I think I’ve loved you since that first day we were together at Ella and Liam’s wedding. There have been so many times I wanted to say it, but because of my job—or lack of a job—felt like I shouldn’t. But now? Screw it. You need to know that unlike your sicko teacher and Liam and any other guy who’s left you, you’re it for me. I love you, and adore you, and want you to be my wife. Yes?”


    Despite a thousand warning bells pealing in my head, I nodded. “Yes.”


    And then I kissed him. And when his knees nearly buckled from the pain, I helped him back onto the bed while I packed for us both. As soon as we got home, everything would be brighter. I’d ask Ella to be my matron of honor and whether Nathan liked it or not, Liam could be his best man. We would have a dreamy wedding—small and intimate, with only our closest friends.


    I took it as a sign that this incredible man had managed to transform the worst day of my life into the best. Nathan was my own private miracle. I didn’t deserve him, but I adored him, and I vowed to make him an absurdly pampered hubby.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 23


    Nathan


    What the hell had I been thinking?


    Propped up in Liam’s bed on board Liam’s private jet, it occurred to me that pouring my heart out to Carol probably hadn’t been my wisest move. Don’t get me wrong—I’d meant every word, but I had no business marrying one woman when, for all practical purposes, I was owned by another. There was no telling how long it would be until I’d earn enough to get out from under Uma’s iron rule, and until then, how was I supposed to become a dutiful husband to Carol? She deserved all of me, and at the moment, I couldn’t in good conscience offer her even half.


    Before we married, I’d right my myriad of wrongs.


    I’d fucking make everything good or die trying.


    While Carol chatted it up with Stephanie, Liam’s own personal flight attendant, I tortured myself with trying to think of a logical way to be engaged to Carol, to marry Carol, without breaking her heart.


    If only I could explain that when I proposed, I’d been high on pain pills and her smile. That more than anything, I wanted her to be my wife, but now wasn’t the right time.


    The cabin door opened. “Hey, handsome. Need anything?”


    “Depends,” I teased as if all was right in my fucked-up world. “Is this a coffee, tea or me proposition, or just a standard Coke and sandwich offer?”


    She stepped fully into the cabin, closing and then locking the door. “I’ve always wanted to join the mile-high club, but you’re out of commission.”


    I groaned. “Come over here and let me see what I can do.”


    “I’ve got a better idea.” Before I could even process my next thought, she’d dropped to her knees alongside me and unzipped my fly.


    “Carol, what the…” She took me into her mouth, sucking long and hard while grabbing my balls, rendering me mute and incoherent. We’d only been engaged a few hours, yet her whole demeanor had changed. She’d somehow compartmentalized her pain over her daughter, walling it off as if our trek to Oregon had never happened. Back in her element, she’d become a new woman—not that I’d been opposed to the old one, but if more of this kind of attention was what I had to look forward to as an old married man, then sign me up.


    She worked me until I forgot my physical pain and worries about Uma and the mess that my lies had created. I closed my eyes and focused on pleasure. On how good not just this act felt, but so many more to come.


    Suddenly, I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. “Babe…Hold up…You’re killing me.”


    She plucked a cloth napkin from the nut tray Stephanie had brought when we’d first boarded, and finished with me shooting my load into the pricey linen.


    “Better?” she asked when I caught my breath. Lord, she was beautiful—everything I’d ever wanted in a woman.


    “Fantastic. Thanks. That was a nice surprise.” I pulled her into a kiss. The effort hurt, but she was worth it. With her close, I slipped her blouse from her waistband to cop a quick feel. “How about you take off your pants so I can return the favor?”


    “While I appreciate the offer,” she backed away to duck into the head, “you need to rest. We’ll be landing soon, and while I’ll try not to hit many potholes, there’s no way around it—the long ride from the airport to my place is going to suck.”


    
      —
    


    She hadn’t been kidding. Pain pills and her BJ had lulled me into a false sense of comfort, but by the time we’d reached the outskirts of the city, my chest was screaming. By the time we’d reached her condo, I was gritting my teeth to keep from passing out.


    Carol helped me into her bed, and I didn’t wake until morning, when she hovered over me with a look that read more worried mother than fiancée. She said, “Good morning. Ready for breakfast and your meds?”


    “Morning.” I managed to arch up for a kiss. “I’d rather have more of what you served yesterday.”


    “I’m sure you would, but I promised Liam I’d be in today to help with one of his pet projects. Last night, I found a nursing service and hired Nurse Theresa. She should be here in an hour. Until then, you’ve got coffee, oatmeal, a banana, the newspaper, the remote and your cellphone and pain pills on the tray. Can you think of anything else you might need?”


    “You. Are you sure you have to go?”


    “Yes.” Her goodbye kiss left me hard and horny—and pissed that Liam was taking her from me. I’d sucked it up when she’d insisted we get home on the billionaire’s ride, but did she have to return to work so soon? My demons reminded me that she happened to be our family’s sole breadwinner, which did nothing for my sagging pride.


    With her gone, I ate the simple but delicious meal she’d prepared, then popped a couple of pills, hoping to dull my rising storm of worry. My head felt foggy. I should have told Carol the last thing I needed was a nurse, but I hadn’t been able to verbalize the thought before she’d left.


    I’d dozed off when I heard the front door open and close. Nurse Theresa?


    High heels clacked across the hardwood floor. Carol?


    I grit my teeth while pushing myself higher in the bed. Whichever woman approached the bedroom, I was done looking like an invalid—especially if it was my future wife. She needed to know her husband was strong and capable and able to take care of her, instead of the other way around.


    “Don’t you look cozy?” Uma, dressed in a naughty nurse costume complete with hooker heels and a flirty cap, straddled the room’s double doorway, bracing her hands against the door jamb. “My feelings were hurt when you left town without telling me, but now that you’re back, I’m sure I’ll find something for you to do.”


    “Bitch.” I bolted upright for real—not caring how much the sudden movement hurt.


    “Tsk, tsk…” She had the nerve to wag her finger at me. “I didn’t teach you to be so rude to the kinder, gentler sex.”


    Fists clenched, I said, “There’s nothing kind or gentle about you.”


    “You’re hurting my feelings.” She climbed onto the foot of the bed, striking a seductive pose. “Especially, when I’m here to offer you an olive branch.”


    “Fuck you.”


    “Such language…” She shook her head. “I might have to spank you with my olive branch.”


    “Go to hell—and take whatever bugs and hidden cameras you planted along for the ride.”


    “Aw, that wouldn’t be any fun. I’ve always been a bit of a closet voyeur. Your Oregon adventure was great fun. And that night when an associate and I toyed with Carol was hot.”


    That’s it…I lunged for her, but lurched back in pain. The phones. She’d bugged both of our phones. “Ever mess with her again, and I’ll fucking kill you.”


    “Violence and foul language?” She sighed. “I might have to retract my generous offer.”


    “Please do. You go your way, I’ll go mine. Take your fucking phone with you.” I plucked mine from the nightstand and pitched it across the room, where it shattered against the wall.


    “Nice try, darling, but it’ll take more than that to keep me away. I have eyes and ears everywhere.”


    I needed to get Carol out of here—like yesterday.


    “Angel, I feel bad about the way we last left things. Zack and his boys took your lesson a little too far. But now that you’re on the mend, let me make it up to you. Just do one small favor, and we’ll shake hands and say goodbye.”


    “I’m already done.”


    “Not even close.” Catlike, she sprung to her feet, walking across the bed to plant her foot against my chest.


    The pain was excruciating. Stars danced before my eyes and I fought blacking out.


    “You’re going to go on one more client visit for me, or next time you refuse a request, my crew will put your fiancée in a body cast. Your client, Mitsy, needs closure, and doesn’t understand why you don’t want to see her anymore. Go out with her one last time to reassure her your abrupt exit from her life is nothing personal. Make her happy, and I’ll consider your bill paid in full.”


    I struggled for my next breath. “I’m…not…screwing her.”


    “Did I say you had to? Now that you’re engaged, do you think I’d be so disrespectful to your sweet Carol?” When she lifted her foot, I gulped for air.


    “I…th-think…you…don’t give a shit about…anything but making money.”


    “I care about lots of things.” She lost her balance and fell to the pillows. I’d hoped she’d be hurt, but her laugh told a different story. “Why else do you think I’d be concerned with your poor Carol’s feelings? Wasn’t it kind of me to help find her daughter?”


    “Bitch!”


    “Come on, Nathan…” On her knees, she crawled to me, whispering in my ear, “What if you keep the Bentley, and I throw in a fat cash bonus to sweeten the deal?”


    “Why would you do that?” I was finally able to take a deep breath.


    “Simple. I run a quiet operation. Even one disgruntled client is too many. Do me this favor, and we’ll part friends.”


    “Are you high?” Or maybe I was. Could I be hallucinating all of this? How was she the same woman who only a week earlier had me beaten to the point of hospitalization?


    She laughed. “That’s my boy. Actually, I’m sad things have turned out this way. You could have been my best. I saw a lot of potential in you. Carol’s a lucky woman.” Off the bed, Uma strutted to the door, blowing me a kiss to punctuate her exit. “Take a couple more weeks to heal, enjoy your Thanksgiving, and then I’ll be in touch.”


    When the unit’s door closed, and all that remained of Uma’s visit was the cloying sweetness of her rose perfume, I managed to make it to the john before barfing up my breakfast. What the hell had just happened?


    When I was in third grade, Mom and Dad gave me and my sisters each twenty bucks to spend at the county fair. That was a lot of money to them—to me, it was a small fortune. We’d gone early on an autumn Saturday, and the sunshine carried smells of funnel cakes and fresh straw and popcorn. I’d held that twenty in my hand all day and night, watching as my sisters blew theirs on rides and corn dogs and caramel apples and shiny pink earrings that looked like diamonds.


    We’d just left the petting zoo when a carnie called me over. “Hey, kid! Want to double—maybe even triple—that twenty you’ve been carrying?”


    Little Me had of course been all over this offer. The carnie pulled me aside and said, “I’m getting ready to close up shop for the day, and I need help.”


    “Sure.” I veered his way.


    “Great. Thanks. I need to get rid of all of these or my boss is gonna be pissed.” He held out a fancy wooden case filled with gold and diamond watches. “Look,” he leaned in for a conspiratorial whisper, “these are genuine Rolexes—have you heard of those?”


    “No…”


    “Well, they’re worth like ten thousand dollars, but he sells ’em cheaper at the fair, because everybody’s so nice and having fun.”


    Made sense.


    “I’ve sold like a hundred of these today for a thousand bucks each, but I’ve watched you go by my stall about a dozen times now, and I feel bad that you obviously feel pretty attached to your money, because you don’t have any more. Am I right?”


    I nodded. “Yessir. Mom and Dad gave me this twenty, and said not to spend it all in one place.”


    “Your parents sound pretty damn smart—pardon my French.”


    “They are!” My sisters were supposed to be watching me, but they were by the Ferris wheel, talking to boys.


    “Well, they asked me not to tell you, but they bought three watches from me today, and you know why?”


    “No, sir.” I recall being so surprised that he’d talked to my folks.


    “They did. They were so happy, because they’re going to sell them, and make enough money to send you to college.”


    “Really?” I stood there gaping like a fucking carp.


    “Can you imagine how smart they’d think you were if you bought a watch, too? Then turned around and sold it for a thousand dollars?”


    “That’d be awesome!” But then reality struck, and I touched my chin to my chest. “But you said your watches cost a thousand dollars, and I only have twenty.”


    “But see? That’s why I need your help. You’d actually be doing me a favor if you bought one, and then I’d be doing you a favor when you turn around and sell it. We’ll both be rich—all because you’re a smart little guy, just like your cool dad.”


    I handed over my precious twenty faster than my sisters had slipped those boys their tongues. And then I ran all the way to where my parents were watching a country band wail about a busted heart and truck.


    “Mom! Dad!” I’d zigzagged through the crowd to find them sitting on metal folding chairs. “Look! I got a watch, too. Just like you guys! Only mine only cost twenty bucks. It’s a Ro-something, and worth a thousand.”


    “I told you that was too much money to give him,” Mom said to my dad. “And now, the poor little guy went and got scammed.” To me, she said, “Where are your sisters? They’re both grounded for letting you be taken advantage of this way. That watch is worthless. It probably doesn’t even run.”


    “What’s ‘scammed’?” I asked, sensing I’d done something wrong.


    “It’s when someone plays you for a fool, son.” My dad shook his head and made his hands into fists. “I’ve got a mind to beat the holy hell out of whoever did this to you. Can you take me to him?”


    I tried, but the carnie was gone…along with my twenty.


    I remember feeling so ashamed. Kind of the same way I did now.


    Of course, Uma was playing me, but to what end? What was her con, her scam? How was I going to come out of it on the other end? This was for sure a case of an offer being too good to be true. But if I didn’t go along with it, then what? She’d already proven herself capable of not only violence, but the kind of deeply twisted perversion she’d used on Carol. The thought that I’d been to blame left me retching all over again.


    The nurse Carol had hired came running into the bathroom. “Mr. Black? Are you okay?”


    Hugging the john, I looked up to find her—a short, grandmotherly sort who wore purple scrubs and lime-green Crocs.


    “I’m good, thanks.”


    Uma didn’t just hold all my cards, but the whole fucking deck.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 24


    Carol


    “Christ, Carol…we’ve known each other for how many years, and you never told me you have a daughter?”


    “No offense, but my daughter was none of your business.” I pulled out a chair at Liam’s office table. Low-hanging clouds blocked the view and reminded me of my dreary mood. Not only was I worried about Nathan, but on the drive in, I’d been stuck behind a school bus, which reminded me of my epic fail in meeting Fern.


    “Okay…” He took his tablet from his desk to join me. “Is Nathan a safe subject? You said you needed the jet because he was too sick to fly commercial?”


    “Yeah. He was in a fight.” I gave Liam the short version.


    “Damn. That sucks.”


    Yep. I knew the two most important men in my life weren’t best buds, but I wished for the courage to demand they work it out with bro hugs so Liam could offer Nathan a job, and that Nathan wouldn’t be too stubborn to take it.


    “Well, it’s about time you got back.”


    “I was only gone a week.”


    “A long-ass week.” He returned to his desk for his coffee. “Ella’s got swollen feet and ankles. I want to get her shoes that don’t hurt, but don’t know where to start.”


    “Ever heard of a shoe store?” I didn’t mean to snap, but I had way bigger issues on my plate. “Sorry. I’m just worried about Nathan.” I opened my laptop to pull up the files for Liam’s pet Great Ideas project.


    “Why? Dude’s going to be fine.”


    “Really, Liam? He’s got four broken ribs and that’s all you can say?”


    “What do you want me to say? I hate that he got hurt, but it’s not my problem.”


    Before I said something I’d regret, I clamped my hand over my mouth.


    “Back to Ella, are there like certain brands that are made for pregnant ladies?”


    “How am I supposed to know?”


    “You were pregnant.”


    “And a broke teenager who had to get my prenatal vitamins from a free clinic.”


    “Oh.”


    That’s it? The guy learns my darkest secret, and all he can say is, oh? Jerk. Ella could have him. “Let’s finish this.”


    “I’m sorry. Don’t get pissy.”


    “Pissy? Just stop. While I was in Oregon, I looked through quite a few of these, and culled out my favorites. I sent you the file. Did you open it?”


    “No. You know I like going through these myself.”


    “I also know you’re due to meet with Nagari Global in the conference room in twenty-five minutes, which is why you need help.”


    “Okay, but look—” He shoved his tablet toward me. “I’ve gotten over a hundred emails from this guy who has been sending messages to the Great Ideas in-box as if it were a confessional. He can’t spell worth a shit, but something about his creative vibe blows me away. Plus, I like his persistence. All we’ve got on him is an email, but go ahead and contact him, so we can offer him a slot in our next internship group.”


    “Will do…” I jotted a note in my agenda to have Luke, the program supervisor, shoot a welcome offer to hogfan72. This made me feel good. If he wanted, the guy’s life was seriously about to change.


    
      —
    


    “I missed you.” That night, I dumped my purse and keys on the entry hall table to run to Nathan, who reclined on the sofa. I wanted to climb on top of him for a nice cuddle, but knowing that would hurt, I refrained, settling on a simple kiss.


    “Whoa.” He pulled away. “That’s not a good idea.”


    “What? Why?”


    Behind me, a woman cleared her throat. “Mr. Black, will you need anything else this evening?”


    The nurse. I’d forgotten. At least there was a logical reason for Nathan not wanting to kiss me.


    “Ah, no thanks, Theresa.” Nathan placed a pillow over his swollen fly. “Thanks for your help today, but from here on out, I’m good. Let me get my wallet.”


    “You’re not getting anything.” I gave him a light push down. “And Theresa, please don’t listen to our bad patient. His doctor told him to take it easy for at least three to four weeks, and he’s supposed to do breathing exercises every hour.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” The nurse took her purse from the counter and waved on her way to the door. “See you in the morning, Mr. Black. Good night.”


    “ ’Night,” Nathan said.


    Once the door closed behind her, I groaned. “Thanks for the nudge. That could have gotten awkward.”


    “Sure.”


    “How are you?” I drew the ottoman from the armchair next to the sofa so I could sit beside him.


    “Good.” His wan complexion and the dark circles under his eyes told a different story.


    “How was your day?”


    “Uneventful. Watched a little TV. Tried reading, but holding the book hurt.”


    “I left you my Kindle. Download whatever looks interesting.”


    “Thanks.” He smiled, but I wasn’t buying it. He was miserable.


    I leaned in again, cupping his forearm. “You don’t have to put on an act for me. If you’re hurting, let’s get you back to bed.”


    “Nurse Ratched told me to sit up and cough. And anyway, I’m a thousand times better than I was.”


    “Then what’s bothering you? You look—I don’t know, off. Or worried. You’re not already antsy to find a new job, are you?”


    He pressed his lips as if buying time to find the right words. “I’m good. But listen, we need to talk.”


    My queasy tummy wasn’t buying his reassurance. “Wait—is your funk about our engagement? Having second thoughts?”


    “No. Hell, no.” His direct stare seemed sincere. “Are you?”


    I shook my head, but the part of me wishing to be blissfully happy and announcing our engagement to the world held back. I hadn’t even told my mom or Ella. Why?


    “Well…I was thinking. This whole fight thing has me shaken. What would you say to staying in a hotel for a while? Or maybe I could stay at my place, and you could crash with Ella and Liam—lord knows they’ve got the room.”


    “Do you need to see a doctor?” I felt his forehead for fever. “You’re not making sense. You’re in no shape to travel, and besides, no one is going to make it past lobby security. This place is Fort Knox.”


    “I don’t think so. In fact—” He tried sitting up, but sweat beaded his forehead and his complexion turned deadly pale. My heart lurched.


    “Stop. Your pain pills are talking instead of you. We’re not going anywhere, and that’s final.”


    “Please…We’ve got to get out of here. You don’t understand. It’s not safe.”


    “That’s it. I’m calling Theresa back to have her get ahold of a doctor who makes house calls.” Before he could protest, I retrieved my phone from my purse. I’d rejoined him, phone in hand poised to find the nurse’s number, when he grabbed my phone and pitched it hard against the wall, shattering it in a dozen pieces. “Nathan! What the hell? What’s wrong with you?”


    “It’s dangerous. Bugged.” He clutched his chest and struggled for his next breath. Under ordinary circumstances, I would have sent him packing for what he’d just done, but how could I do that when he clearly wasn’t in his right mind? “Babe, w-we’re both in danger. We have to—”


    “I know, sweetie. I believe you. Let me help you to bed, and I’ll get rid of the bugs, okay?”


    “Promise?” His eyelids fluttered.


    I kissed his forehead. “Promise.”


    The rock in my throat was the size of a VW Bug. My heart broke for Nathan, but all I could do was make him comfortable, then wait for him to recover.


    
      —
    


    That weekend, Nathan and I shared a picnic in bed.


    He’d brought up staying at a hotel at least a dozen more times, but I’d finally resorted to yelling at him that it wasn’t happening, and he stopped. I used Liam’s pricey concierge service to get a new phone.


    For our meal, I’d ordered in from the deli down the street, and loaded my favorite spun-glass serving platter with an obscene amount of cold cuts, cheeses, breads, pickles, olives and spreads. Nathan’s pain level had lessened by the day, so I also grabbed a couple of bottles of a local red.


    As usual, rained pattered the windows, shrouding us in a cozy high-rise hideaway.


    He started watching a period piece touted as being a shoo-in Oscar pic, while I traipsed back to the kitchen for plates, napkins, glasses and, as an afterthought, the sack of tea lights remaining from our smoking-hot night of sexting.


    “What are you doing?” he asked over the movie’s opening credits.


    “What’s it look like? It’s dark in here. I figured a few candles would make for a more romantic mood.”


    “Blow them out.”


    “Why?” I’d just lit the third one, but froze at his odd command.


    “Just do it.”


    “Okay…” When all that remained of my attempt at a pretty setting was lingering smoke, I noted, “You loved them that one night when we…you know…” My cheeks blazed just thinking about my naughty striptease.


    “Yeah, well, now I don’t.”


    His curt, cryptic response did nothing for my sagging self-confidence. As a newly engaged woman, I should have been buried in a small mountain of Brides magazines and cake samples. I should have been making bridesmaid selections and looking for the perfect wedding venue. Instead of doing any of those things, I sat night after night alongside my glowering fiancé, who had repeatedly assured me he was doing better. But if that was the case, why were we communicating—connecting—less and less?


    I couldn’t remember the last time we’d made love. Granted, due to his poor health, we’d had to make physical concessions, but he didn’t even want me to give him a hand job. I was lucky to even get a kiss, whereas prior to his injuries, we’d done it everywhere from the bed to the counter to the tub. He hadn’t been able to keep his hands off me.


    Now, I couldn’t make him touch me.


    Unable to bear a moment’s more heavy silence, I asked, “Want me to make you a sandwich?”


    “No. And do me a favor and get the candles all the way out of the room.”


    “Nathan?” I skimmed his forearm with my fingertips, but he brushed me away. “Now. Please.”


    Tears stung my eyes all the way to the kitchen trash. I dumped in the cheery little candles, along with any hopes I’d had for a romantic, pleasure-filled day.


    
      —
    


    Two weeks later, two days before Thanksgiving, I was sitting at my desk sorting Liam’s personal correspondence when Ella strolled up.


    “Hello, gorgeous.” She stepped behind me for an ambush hug. Even in her pregnancy, she’d maintained her Boho Chic fashion vibe and somehow always managed to look as if she’d spent her entire day playing hide-and-seek in a sunflower field. Today, she wore a navy maxi-dress layered with a nutmeg crocheted sweater, strand upon strand of amber and turquoise beads, and brown leather boots. I’d have killed for her long, wavy hair. But whenever I wore mine down, I felt oddly out of control. In that moment, I envied everything about her—her style, her easy smile, her adoring husband, her baby bump, and the ring that tied it all together with a sparkling diamond bow. “I’m glad I found you. We have holiday plans to discuss. The decorator promised the dining room’s fresco ceiling will be done by Thanksgiving, and the table arrived from Scotland yesterday—although, at the moment, it’s under plastic in the entry hall. Owen and Nat’s girls have been using it for a Hot Wheels racetrack. You should have seen them last Wednesday night—Owen and Liam helped them lay hundreds of tracks, and they had a road stretching up and down both staircases, using my gorgeous table as a bridge. My decorator almost died when he saw the mess, but everyone was having so much fun, I didn’t have the heart to stop them.”


    Her sweet story unraveled me like a frayed satin ribbon. Tears started with no sign of stopping.


    “Honey, what’s wrong?” She was at it again with another hug.


    “E-everything,” I wailed in as professional a tone as I could manage.


    She guided me to the nearest empty conference room and shut and locked the door. We shared the sofa at the end of the massive space.


    “I’m sorry.” I blew my nose on the tissues she’d snatched from a junior exec’s desk. “I don’t know what came over me. I’m worried about Nathan, and whether he accidentally proposed, or—”


    “Wait—back up the truck. You’re engaged? Carol, that’s wonderful! I’m so happy for you!” Her hug was filled with sincerity, and I loved her for it. “Why didn’t either of you tell me? Have you set a date?”


    “Nooo…” I cried into the tissues. “And Nathan’s lost his mind. As long as we’ve known each other, he’s never been like this. A couple of weeks ago, I lit a few candles, and you would have thought I’d set the comforter on fire. He won’t kiss me—barely even touches me. When I ask why, he says he doesn’t want to talk about it. I’m afraid he thinks he made a mistake by asking me to marry him, but lacks the courage to call it off.” There. Now that I’d finally voiced my darkest fears, hearing them out loud gave me unexpected strength. I’d had my heart broken before and survived, right?


    My throat tightened with the realization that my assumption was a hundred, million, billion times wrong. Nathan had come to mean everything to me, and I wasn’t even sure why. Maybe because on some basic level we were both wounded? Maybe because no man had ever made me feel so deeply desired? He’d raised me to an impossibly high peak, but now that I’d fallen, I couldn’t find my way back up. He was my way, but the Nathan I’d once known seemed gone. Where did I begin to find him? Even if I launched the search, had he ever really been mine to find?


    “Shhh…Everything’s going to be all right. My mom always used to say life never looks darker than before a storm.” Ella patted my back, murmuring comforting words I didn’t cognitively take in, but intrinsically understood. “For whatever reason, you and Nathan must have hit a stormy patch, but I promise,” she smoothed flyaway strands of my hair behind my ears, “once you two get back on track, you’ll be on fire.”


    I nodded.


    “Tell you what—how about on Thanksgiving, we make a super special day of it by having the occasion double as an engagement announcement party. Your mom will be there, and you still have Nathan’s big surprise to pull off. Wait and see—it’ll be spectacular. A day none of us will ever forget.”


    I might have nodded, but on the inside, prayed we’d all remember the occasion for happy reasons.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 25


    Nathan


    I hated myself.


    It was Thanksgiving morning, and I should have been doing just that—giving thanks.


    I had a gorgeous woman beside me, a meal with friends to look forward to, and my health was improving daily. But what was the only thing my mind seemed capable of dwelling upon? Uma’s one, last favor. My every instinct screamed she was up to no good, but what the hell could I do about it without landing myself—or, God forbid, Carol—in even deeper hot water?


    More than anything, I wanted to reach for her, drawing her near, unbuttoning her unwittingly sexy flannel PJ top to claim the lush curves she’d been hiding. I felt stronger every day—hell, resuming great sex should have been first on my priority list. But every time I looked at her, all I felt was my own flood of shame and fear and total panic for what was yet to come.


    I didn’t want to touch her for fear we were being filmed. I hoped busting Carol’s old phone at least had her in the clear, but Uma had sent me a new one within hours of me breaking my old one. Of course, she had it wired for video and sound, but I kept it stashed beneath my pillow.


    In the time after Carol left for work and Theresa showed up to give me care I didn’t need, I’d scoured the place from the crown molding to the fucking baseboards looking for a hidden camera, but had no luck. Since Carol’s sexting incident, the last thing I wanted was for Carol and me to give my former boss and her goon squad a peep show.


    It was no secret that every day I kept up the hands-off policy with Carol, I hurt her a little more. Just like it was also no secret that the more uptight I grew, the more she interpreted my own personal hell to be connected with something she may have done. I wanted to come clean with her—explain what a fucking mess I’d made of both of our lives—but if I did, not only was there Uma to contend with, but the very real possibility that once Carol saw me for the idiot fraud I was, she’d no longer want anything to do with me.


    Before she woke, I took a long, cold shower. I needed to punish myself for being such a jackass in ever having taken Uma up on her offer. I should have seen her for what she was—a two-bit carnie in designer clothes. She’d sold me a shiny fake Rolex and it hadn’t even cost twenty bucks—just the bargain-basement price of my soul.


    For the first time since my mother’s passing, I was glad she wasn’t around to see what a mess I’d made. Never had I been more glad that my dad and two sisters, Rachel and Paula, and their husbands and kids were safe back in Arkansas. I didn’t fool myself into believing Uma’s tentacles didn’t reach far enough not to know my family existed, but at least they were far enough away to not be on her immediate radar.


    Since we were eating our holiday meal at Ella and Liam’s, and we needed to pick up Carol’s mom on the way and be at the mansion-that-looked-more-like-a-hotel by eleven, I woke up my future bride with a gentle shake instead of a nice, deep kiss and morning wood.


    “Hey…” Her smile was all sleep-sexy and her voice morning hoarse. Never had I wanted more just to hold her. “You look nice. What time is it?”


    “Nine. I couldn’t sleep, so I figured I might as well get ready.”


    She yawned. “Wish you’d woken me. We could have gotten in a pre-turkey workout.” Her naughty wink made it no big secret as to what kind of exercise she craved.


    But because I couldn’t allow her to be on display, I said, “If you want to head down to the gym for a little while, I’ll be happy to join you.”


    Her smile faded. She tossed back the covers as if they’d been made of writhing snakes.


    Without a word or glance in my direction, she stormed into the bathroom and slammed the door.


    “I’m sorry,” I said. One of these days, this nightmare with Uma will be behind me—us. With any luck, you’ll never even need to know.


    
      —
    


    We drove to Carol’s mother’s in silence.


    We stood in her living room, partially successful at pretending we were excited about the day when obviously, neither of us was. Julie insisted on packing Tinker Bell in a purse-like carrier; then she needed food, toys and a blanket. She’d also made a cranberry Jell-O salad that I hoped would be well received on a billionaire’s holiday table.


    At the car, Carol held it while helping her mom and the dog into the backseat.


    “How lucky are we to have all this sun on a traditionally gloomy day?” Julie leaned between the front seats. “I’ve seen pictures of Liam and Ella’s house in People magazine. I keep pinching myself to think I’ll actually be spending the whole day there. What do you suppose they’ll serve? Plain old turkey? Or maybe some lavish lobster and turkey blend? Do people that rich even cook for themselves or set their own table? I probably should’ve asked before bringing Tinker Bell, but she has horrible separation anxiety, and is always a good girl, so—”


    “Mom, please!” Carol’s snap embarrassed even me, and wrote an encyclopedia on the level of stress she was operating under. Stress that was entirely my doing. Today should have been extra special—our first holiday as an engaged couple. But so far as I knew, no one but the two of us was even privy to the news.


    Julie sat back and fastened her seatbelt. She didn’t say another word.


    Carol tapped her fingers against the cranberries’ crystal bowl.


    Thirty minutes later, we arrived at the fairy-tale mansion to find the street lined with cars. How many people had Ella invited? I’d thought this was a private, family affair. My nerves were beyond shot, and I lacked the desire for small talk. All I could think about was Uma, and when she’d next strike. Who she’d next hurt.


    I said, “I’ll drop you two at the front, then park.” I welcomed the chance to be alone.


    “Use the valet service,” Carol said. “That’s what it’s there for.”


    “I’d rather walk.”


    “If this is another one of your stupid pride things, I—”


    “It’s not. Just give me a sec, okay?” I stopped short and the cranberries sloshed past their tinfoil gate. Carol’s once elegant light brown dress now sported a huge red spot.


    “Great. Just, great.” The look she cast held enough venom to land me back in the ER.


    Tinker Bell whined.


    “Let me help.” I grabbed for the bowl, but only made a bigger mess.


    “Leave it alone! Leave me alone! I tried to make this day extra special for you, but you’re ruining everything. What’s wrong with you?”


    Wish I could tell you.


    I got out and helped Julie exit the backseat. She in turn opened Carol’s door, taking the bowl, and then sopping the mess with tissues.


    Rrff, rrff, rrff, complained Tinker Bell, who was ready to escape her carrier.


    Fuck. I clamped my hand to my aching forehead.


    “You’re here!” Ella scurried down the shallow front steps in one of her hippie-dippy dresses that made her look like a dream floating into my nightmare. “Oh no,” she said alongside Carol. “Don’t worry about it. Let’s sneak you through the side door, and then you can make your grand entrance down the stairs.”


    “Thank you,” Carol said. Her quivering lower lip told me she was dangerously near tears.


    I was lower than shit. The dirt beneath shit. The worms beneath the dirt.


    Already needing alone time, I climbed back behind the wheel.


    Julie introduced herself, and the women carried on in that way women do.


    Mom and my sisters used to do the same.


    They would have whole conversations using only half the words. As a kid, I sat at the end of the kitchen bar just watching, fascinated by their dance, as if they were all dolls behind a storefront window, putting on a show that I’d never really quite understood.


    “Bobby,” Ella said to the valet, “why don’t you take Nathan’s car.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Get out.” Ella tugged on my elbow. In my ear, she whispered, “I don’t know what’s going on between you and Carol, but turn that frown upside down. She’s worked really hard to make you happy, so don’t you dare screw it up. Give me twenty minutes, then meet us in the backyard.”


    She whisked Carol and Julie through a door I didn’t even know existed, leaving me to fend for myself.


    Twenty minutes.


    Might as well have been a year.


    When Bobby made a move for my keys—correction, Carol’s keys—I told him I could handle it, then started the engine. I should have parked, but instead, I kept driving until I got to Interstate 280 and the gas light came on. I filled the tank on autopilot, not sure how I managed to grasp the nozzle when my hands were numb.


    Never had I been more afraid.


    I had no good options.


    Any way this thing with Uma played out, I was screwed. Come clean with Carol about everything—she leaves me, and I lose it all. Lock my secrets inside and they fester until Uma makes her move. I know she’s out to get me, I just don’t know how. Once she’s played out her plan, I lose it all.


    Lose/lose/lose.


    Game over.


    I made it back to Ella and Liam’s and parked on the street a ways down from their house. Carol sat on the front porch, and at her first sight of me, she dashed down the steps. “Where have you been?”


    “I noticed you were about out of gas, so I took care of it.” The spot had been washed from her dress, and all that remained of the former mess was a faint damp circle. I was glad she’d got it sorted. I knew Carol took great pride in her appearance. I didn’t even know what I took pride in anymore. My whole life had become a worry-filled blur. All I wanted was to take care of my woman, but how could I do that when I couldn’t even handle myself?


    I made a move to go inside, but she pulled me to the far end of the porch. “I’m not sure what’s going on with you, but can we please clear the air?”


    “Why?” I asked. “I’m good.”


    “No, Nathan, you’re not. You haven’t been since before our trip. I’m not sure if you’re still in pain and hiding it, or you’re upset about not yet finding a job. I just want you to know that whatever it is, you can talk to me. If I’m going to be your wife, I’m your safe place. No matter what’s going on, I’m here, okay?”


    I absorbed her kindness as if I was a sponge cake and she was a fancy cherry sauce. Her goodness soaked through me and warmed me and made me for only that moment believe everything might work out. Desperate to hold on to her, I clutched her, probably too tight. I swallowed the rock wall teetering at the back of my throat.


    When I finally let her go, I had to turn away to dry my eyes.


    “You’re crying…” She took a tissue from her purse. “Please, tell me what’s going on.”


    “Nothing,” I assured her. “I’m just—well, you know, grateful that we’re together on this day.”


    We locked gazes and I almost spilled it all. Almost. Then I fought through a twinge in my still-healing ribs and felt damn near retching when I thought about who’d ultimately be at fault should Carol or her daughter or, now, even her mom get hurt.


    “Come on.” She kissed me, then linked her arm with mine. “There’s something inside I’m excited for you to see.”


    “You know I’m not big on decorations,” I said.


    “Good. Because my surprise has nothing to do with new paint, furniture or trim.”


    A butler sort greeted us at the door with champagne. I downed my glass like a shot, wishing it had been Jack Daniel’s.


    We strolled through room after empty room until reaching the patio, where a pianist played Scarlatti on the grand piano that had been moved outside. Ah, the whims of a billionaire. Presumably due to the incredible weather, the dining room table had also been assembled poolside. The table settings were predictably over-the-top, with an extravaganza of pumpkin- and squash-filled cornucopias and a riot of mums and dried leaves and twigs. Hand-lettered name cards had been affixed to gold-dusted pears, and there were matching sets of china, silver and crystal for thirty-two.


    Ella looked more pregnant than I remembered, and Liam never left her side.


    I fought a jealous pang—not for her, but their happiness. Would Carol and I ever reach the point where we could enjoy a holiday? Was Uma or one of her thugs watching now? Lurking in the shadows to unleash the latest in her attempts to remind me she alone pulled my strings?


    From somewhere in the yard beyond my view, kids laughed. Had there ever been a more perfect sound? Did it remind Carol of the daughter she’d lost?


    It reminded me how I shouldn’t be around families when I had a target on my head.


    “You’re here!” Ella clasped my hand, steering me toward the small playground near the pool. I steeled myself to do battle with Liam, but he was surprisingly chill.


    “I didn’t think this day would ever come.” Carol took my other hand while her mother and Owen and Natalie and Yvonne and Peter and a handful of Liam’s work associates I’d met on previous social occasions watched on. I had the feeling they all knew something I didn’t, which made me nauseous. God knew I didn’t need additional surprises.


    We rounded a playhouse that had been modeled after the main house, and I soon enough discovered what Carol had done. All at once I was elated, and then, like a popped balloon, reality jumped up to bite my sorry ass.


    My dad was first to run and greet me, followed by my two sisters and their husbands and children—even three-year-old Turtle toddled my way.


    “How the hell are ya?” my father asked with a back-slapping bear hug that damn near had me passing out from pain. “That’s some woman you’ve got—springing for all of us to surprise you like this. She’s even put us up in a swanky hotel. Rented a couple cars. The whole works. If you ask me, she’s a keeper.” He winked.


    “She sure is.” I watched on while she chatted with Paula and her husband, Ted. Paula held her new baby, whom I had yet to meet. I should have been elated to see my family, yet I felt detached—as if they belonged in a different world. Or maybe I was the one who no longer belonged? Uma had transformed me to the point that I no longer fit in with the people I’d spent my whole life with, but I damn sure didn’t fully mesh with the billionaire crowd, either. She’d molded me into an amalgam of a man even I no longer recognized. “Planning on making an honest woman of her anytime soon?”


    “Yeah, Dad. Real soon.”


    I excused myself, turned off my cell, and walked straight to the car.


    I lost count of the number of red lights I ran on the way to Uma’s, just the way I blocked out the wrath I’d have to face from not only Carol and Ella, but my whole family. I could deal with all of them later.


    But in order for there to be a later, I had to first get shit settled with Uma.


    Instead of going in guns blazing, I parked two blocks from her mansion and hopped fences to enter through her kitchen door. With the holiday, the room was occupied by three chefs and a half-dozen servers, who all stared my way when I crept in through the back.


    “Sorry I’m late,” I said with a casual smile, opting to pose as holiday staff. “Are extra uniforms still in the basement?”


    “Let me show you.” A towering redhead led the way down steep stairs to the service rooms I’d visited a few times by accident, and knew to be on the backside of the wine cellar. “Are you just here for today?”


    “Yeah. It was a last-minute thing. You?”


    “Uh-huh. Plus, I booked a couple of Christmas parties the hostess is throwing. I’m going to school, so anything I can pick up this time of year is great.”


    “I know what you mean.” I followed her down a too-bright hall toward a walk-in supply closet, where she stood aside to let me find the right size starched white shirt.


    “Where did you say he went?” The muffled question came from the stairs. I’d hoped it might take longer for Uma’s goons to catch on.


    “Thanks for your help,” I said to the girl.


    “No problem.” She paused halfway out the door. “Hit me up if you want to party when we get off.”


    “Will do.” I waved.


    “Mr. Black.” Uma’s head goon blocked the only way out. “I didn’t think we’d be seeing you again so soon.”


    “Look.” I held up my hands. “I just need to talk to Uma for a few minutes in private. I went with the whole servant routine because I don’t want to cause a scene.”


    “So considerate. But if you really wanted to show you care, why not call or text? Better yet, wait until tomorrow when her guests have all gone home?”


    “This can’t wait.” I refused to wait one more second while she played God with everyone I love.


    He turned his back to me, murmuring an unintelligible line into the mic tucked in his suit coat sleeve. After waiting for a response that must have fed directly into his ear, he turned, gesturing for me to follow. “You’ll have an audience whenever Mistress Uma can squeeze you in.”


    After depositing me in a dark-paneled study, the goon left.


    I powered up my phone to find fifteen missed calls from Carol, and three voicemails.


    If you expect to live to your next birthday—call me. Now.


    Nathan—this isn’t funny. Call me.


    Okay, you’re seriously starting to scare me. Are you hurt? I saw the way you winced when your dad slapped your back. Are you stuck in some ER, too proud to admit you’re in pain and can’t call me?


    I turned my phone off before she called again.


    “Babe, I am so sorry,” I said under my breath while pacing. As soon as I work this out, I’ll stock groceries the rest of my life if it means never hurting you again.


    Judging by the antique clock resting atop the cold fireplace’s mantel, I’d waited almost an hour before Uma came in.


    “Nathan…” She crossed the room wearing a smile and a form-fitting black dress and heels. “What a nice surprise. I wish you had told me you were coming. I would have had an extra place set at the table.”


    “I think we both know this isn’t a social call.”


    “Aw, don’t be like that.” She came in close for a double-cheek Euro-kiss. “You know I only have your best interests at heart—speaking of which? How is your lovely Carol? She was so excited about arranging for your whole family to fly in. I thought for sure you’d spend your day with them.”


    Jaw clenched, I ran my hand over my mouth.


    “I have to say, I was surprised you held out on me like that—not telling me how many loved ones you had tucked away back in ‘The Natural State.’ Here, poor Carol and her daughter have shouldered your debt’s weight, but all this time I could have been sharing my love. Do you have any idea how much cash I could get at auction for your new niece or adorable little nephew? If you’re ever looking for a sideline investment, black-market adoption is alive and well.”


    “You make me sick.”


    “Oh, stop. I’m teasing. Seriously, Nathan, do you have that poor an opinion of me? I’ve been meaning to call you, but in planning for Thanksgiving, time got away. Your last date with Mitsy is set for December fifth, which is a Saturday night. She’s expecting you at six for pre-party cocktails. Please wear your tux, and since Carol’s obviously not yet in the loop, I’ll have my limo driver pick you up at your charming, little Chinatown apartment at five forty-five. Good?”


    “How can I trust you that after this, it will be over? No more threats?”


    “Sweetness…” She clutched her chest. “You’re breaking my heart. I’m nothing if not a woman of my word. Trust me, when it’s over—you’ll know. Because for at least a short while you’ve been such an exceptional employee, I have a special bonus planned all for you. Trust me—you’ll love it.”


    
      —
    


    The whole return trip to Ella and Liam’s I wished I could feel better now that I had a definite end in sight, but Uma’s cryptic promise only left me feeling worse. And what the hell was that bit about black-market adoption? I sure as fuck wanted to believe she was kidding, but consider the source.


    My former parking space was still open, so I pulled in and killed the engine. I sat for a long time, planning my entrance. My preference would have been to grab Carol caveman style, haul her back to the condo, and spend the rest of the day in bed. Instead, I sucked it up and took the high road—at least what little remained after my earlier nosedive through the family-time guardrail.


    The valet guys all sat on the front porch, eating and shooting the shit.


    When they saw me, they jumped to attention, apologizing, but I waved them off.


    My eyes took too long to adjust to the shadow-filled entry and halls, but I eventually found my way to the party. Every seat was filled save for mine. Carol sat on one side of the vacant chair and my father on the other. Earlier, I’d felt lower than a worm, but now I’d become bedrock. My feet refused to move, and even if they could, I wasn’t sure what to say.


    Ella had created the quintessential Thanksgiving. The fact that the meal was being served outside made it all the more special. A team of waiters circled, spooning out seconds or maybe thirds of an obscene amount of desserts—pumpkin and pecan pies. Carrot cake and fruit tarts.


    Carol must have felt my stare, because she turned to look at me. She drew her lower lip into her mouth and her eyes welled. She said something to my father, and some dude I knew she worked with who sat on her other side, then rose, leaving her cloth napkin on her chair before crossing to me.


    “If my best friends and your entire family weren’t watching, I’d smack you into the next county.”


    “I’d let you.”


    “Well?”


    “I got a job interview.”


    “Try again.”


    Tell her. “Babe…”


    “Don’t.” She held her hands to my face, palms out. “We’ll talk about it at home.”


    That was encouraging. At least I still had a home. Not that I deserved it.


    I drew her into a hug, whispering, “I’m sorry,” into her hair.


    “Yes, you are. Which makes me a damned fool for putting up with your BS. Now, put on a smile for your family who flew all this way to see you and know that tonight,” she poked her finger against my chest, “you will tell me what’s wrong with you or we will be over.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 26


    Carol


    Nathan told his family some bullshit story about a friend of his having car trouble. I went along with it to save face, but hated myself for contributing to his lie. We didn’t get my mother dropped off until almost ten, and now, it was almost eleven as I poured orange-blossom oil into the steaming tub.


    While I stripped, he busied himself by putting away the care packages Ella’s chef had insisted we take.


    A storm front had moved in and rain pelted the window behind the tub.


    I stepped in, groaning with pleasure when I’d sunk to my neck. The contrast of warm water against my chilled skin raised goosebumps and I shivered.


    Only a month earlier, I’d wanted nothing more than to share this tub with Nathan. Now, I felt used and betrayed and on the verge of breaking things off—not because I wanted to, but because he’d left me with no other choice.


    All my life, I’d been terrified of the men I cared about leaving me. Now, I feared the same was happening with Nathan, but if I finally wised up, it should be me leaving him.


    He sauntered in from the kitchen, already wearing no shirt.


    His bruises had healed and hair had grown back from where the leads had been on his EKG. The six-pack I couldn’t keep my hands off of when we’d first started dating looked as good as ever, even if a little less defined. His shoulders and chest were just as broad, and my thighs hurt when I dug my nails into my skin to keep from reaching out to him.


    “Mind if I join you?” he asked.


    “I’d rather you didn’t.” Because if he climbed in, all it would take is one brush of his palms against my nipples to melt my resolve to be firm.


    “Fair enough.” He hefted himself up to sit on the granite counter.


    “Start talking.”


    “Jesus…” He raked his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know where to start.”


    “I’ll narrow it down for you. Are you seeing someone else?”


    “Seriously?”


    “It’s a fair question.”


    “No—it’s not.” He fixed me with such a concentrated stare, I shivered again, but for a whole other reason. “I love you. Period.”


    “Then why are you acting so sketchy? And I’m not just talking about today. Ever since you got in that fight, you haven’t been yourself. Do you have a gambling problem, and you can’t cover your debts and your bookie’s making threats?”


    “No.”


    “Are you addicted to your painkillers and buying them in dark alleys? And that’s why you left today? Because you needed a fix?”


    He hopped off the counter and returned with one of his prescription bottles, which he slammed against the side of the tub. “At least half-full. I stopped taking them last week, so that would be a no. Could you please knock off questioning me like I’m a naughty fourth-grader and trust me when I say I was in over my head, but things are almost better?”


    I arched my head back and groaned. “How am I supposed to respond to that, Nathan? Do you understand that you’re putting me in an awful position? How would you feel if the tables were turned and I asked the same of you? You wouldn’t like it, would you?”


    “No, but I think you know me well enough now to realize that I’d never do anything to hurt you. You’re my world. I’ve literally changed everything for you. Yet now you’re sitting there, telling me everything’s not enough?” He threw up his hands. “Fuck it. I don’t know what else I can do.”


    “Start by telling me why you walked out on family you haven’t seen in over a year. Then, you can explain how you could also just leave during our first holiday as an engaged couple. And while you’re at it, go ahead and tell me why you don’t feel the need to tell anyone we’re engaged. Oh—and where’s that ring you promised? I don’t care if you twist a bread-tie around my ring finger—it just seems that if you were serious about marrying me, you would have done something, you would have…” I couldn’t speak past my tears.


    He climbed in the tub with his pants on, pulling me onto his lap. His kissed my ring finger, and then me, devastating what little remained of my resolve. His hands and mouth were everywhere, exploring me as if we were new. I melted beneath his touch, no longer ice, but thawed and warmed into a languid stream gurgling for his attention.


    Our kisses tasted salty from my tears. I fluttered my fingers across his face, testing that he was real—we were real.


    I tried getting into his fly, but with his slacks and boxers wet, the mission wasn’t easy.


    He stood, sloshing water everywhere. I didn’t care.


    Trying to free himself of his clothes, he half-sat, half-fell on the side of the tub with his cock standing at full attention.


    I got out, too, helping him tug off his pants.


    Once they’d mounded in a soggy pile, I straddled him, wrapping my arms around his neck, indulging in the feel of his moist head against my pussy. It had been so long since he’d touched me that when he brought his fingers to the show, teasing me, rubbing me, making me lose my mind with pleasure, I came too fast when I’d wanted to make this last forever.


    But then he urged me down, filling me so completely that it barely registered that we hadn’t used a condom. Since I’m sure he was still sore, I did most of the work, setting my own pace for my greatest pleasure.


    He kissed me slow and deep, with lazy strokes of his tongue.


    Pleasure swirled upward, replacing my anger and hurt and confusion with knowing. How could this man hurt me when he, above all others, was the only man who’d ever made me feel so intensely alive?


    Eyes squeezed shut, I tucked my face into the curve of his neck. I needed to breathe him in, to absorb his essence into my very soul. Not until this moment did I realize how much I loved him, how I’d been afraid to fully let go and fully let him in. But now that we were officially back on the same page, I wanted it all—marriage and a house and kids and a dog. I wanted that fairy-tale ending that as a little girl my own father had taught me to believe would never come true. The impossible purity of this singular moment proved all the naysayers wrong.


    Pressure rose and budded and spread until I cried out, not caring if the whole world heard. “Iloveyou,” I said in a breathy rush.


    He cupped my ass, shuddering while plunging deeper. “I love you, too.”


    
      —
    


    In the morning, I struggled to contain my happy glow.


    Nathan looked handsome behind the wheel. Confident and self-assured.


    So why did I still have one burning question? Why was that the one topic we hadn’t technically touched on during an endless night when we’d literally touched most everything else?


    “Nathan?” I kissed the pulse point on his wrist.


    “Yeah?” His sideways grin produced a happy somersault in my belly.


    “I am curious about something…”


    “Let me guess.” He glanced my way, but his grin was gone. “You want to know where I went yesterday?”


    “Yes, please. Wherever it was, I promise I won’t be mad. I just…”


    “I get it. You need to know—and you deserve to know.” He stopped for a red light, and leaned in for a kiss. “But here’s the thing. What if what I was doing was something for you, but if I tell you, it could potentially ruin a—”


    “Wait! Don’t tell me. While I surprised you with your family, were you planning a surprise for me, but it fell through? Oh, Nathan, I’m sorry. And I understand. But, sweetie, you didn’t have to take it so personally. You were a wreck. Next time, just fill me in—not on the specifics. But at least enough to let me know I don’t have to worry about you seeing another woman.”


    “Got it.” A muscle ticked in his jaw.


    Had he tried getting me a ring? I honestly didn’t believe he was cheating or gambling or a druggie, so what else could it be?


    I leaned my head back, daydreaming of what might have happened. Probably, he’d placed a custom or rush order so he’d have my ring in time for the holiday. He might have planned to surprise me in front of my friends and mom by placing it like a diamond cherry on top of my pumpkin pie. Clearly, he felt horrible about not coming through, and instead of being understanding, I’d ripped his poor, handsome head off.


    Well, from here on out, I’d work a lot harder at being a more accepting fiancée. When he planned his next surprise, I would happily, patiently be waiting.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 27


    Nathan


    “Mmm…I missed you.” December 5, Mitsy clung to my chest like a barnacle to a hull. Her boozy perfume alerted me to the fact that she’d started the party without me.


    “I missed you, too.” And I had, in a weird way. She represented the last of my dysfunctional normalcy—if that made sense. My time with Uma had been a series of ultra-highs and lows. I’d initially believed being an escort would solve all my problems. No way could I have predicted what I thought would be a simple job could go so horribly wrong.


    “Refill, please.” She wagged her empty wineglass. “Do you know where we’re going tonight?”


    “A Christmas party, right?” From behind the living room wet bar, I found the open bottle she’d left on the counter was empty, so I rummaged through a couple of drawers to find a corkscrew, then opened a new bottle of her favorite red from the bar fridge.


    “Not just any party.”


    “What makes tonight special?” I handed her the wine. The house looked amazing. A fire crackled in the hearth and the air smelled of cinnamon and pine from the fresh tree and strand upon strand of garland. Everywhere I looked, white lights twinkled, and the ornaments ranged from designer glass balls to a quite a few handmade treasures. Had her children made them? Where were they now when their mom needed them?


    “Lots of reasons. For starters, we’ll be shoulder-to-shoulder with Matthew’s closest friends. After our weekend in Phoenix, I did a lot of thinking, and you’re right—my marriage is worth fighting for. I told Matthew I plan to contest the divorce. We have too many years invested to just throw it away.”


    “I’m glad to hear it.” We shared her sofa and even though she put her hand on my thigh, I tried not to panic. If she planned to reconcile with her husband, that meant she wanted only companionship from me, right? “How did Matthew take your news?”


    “Well, I told you his prom-queen mistress is pregnant, so of course he’s insisting they get married for the sake of the baby, but I refuse to have my marriage torn apart by his careless sex life. The only way he’s getting me out of the picture is to kill me—but since my daddy has all the money, I can’t really see Matthew doing that.”


    “Let’s hope not.”


    She giggled before finishing off her champagne. “I’d forgotten how beautiful you are. Kiss me.”


    My stomach churned when I leaned forward to peck Mitsy’s cheek. I’d told Carol I was helping a friend move. She’d been worried about me getting reinjured, but I’d assured her I wouldn’t haul anything too large. I’d felt horrible about telling her another lie, but rationalized it by promising it was the last. Our weekend together with my family had been perfect, and as soon as Uma’s check went in my account, I’d buy a ring to make our engagement official.


    “That’s it? How many thousands have I paid for your services?”


    “Mitsy…” I drew back. “We talked about this. It’s not me you want, but your husband. You don’t want to disgrace your marriage the same way he has. Look at your kids…” I pointed to the dozens of framed photos on the pianos and shelves. “All of these decorations that have probably been in your family for generations. That means something, you know?”


    She nodded, and then sniffed back tears. “You’re right. But it’s been so long since I’ve really been held. I miss feeling like a woman.”


    “Come here…” I drew her into my arms, comforting her as much as I could without dishonoring my commitment to Carol.


    Once she stopped crying, I dried her tears, and kept her company while she repaired her makeup.


    
      —
    


    The party was held in a penthouse with a great view of the city and Golden Gate Bridge.


    A jazz trio played among a winter wonderland of multiple Christmas trees, twinkling with blue lights. There was plenty of good food and even better drinks. When a DJ took the reins, Mitsy switched into high gear, dancing like a sorority girl to Aerosmith in her fancy gold dress. Her smile was radiant, and her happy mood contagious. I was so close to the end and couldn’t wait for this night to be done.


    Everything would change for the better.


    I’d find a real job that allowed me to be home at the same time as Carol. We’d shop for groceries together and cook together and screw on every flat surface of her condo—hell, maybe some vertical ones, too.


    It wasn’t a big secret that Mitsy was showing me off to her husband’s friends, but I didn’t care. After the shit Matthew had put her through, she deserved retaliation—even if her supposed friends only imagined what the two of us had been doing.


    We shut the party down around two a.m., and I’d tucked Mitsy into her bed by three.


    “Thank you,” I said. “For everything. You’re a real class act, and deserve better than what your husband’s been giving.” She’d fallen asleep midway through my speech, so I smoothed her hair back and kissed her forehead, then set her house alarm before letting myself out the front door. The lock automatically engaged behind me.


    The limo driver waited in the circle drive, watching CSI Miami on his phone.


    I didn’t want the guy anywhere near my Carol, so I had him return me to my Chinatown address.


    Not five seconds after he’d put the vehicle in motion, my cell rang. Uma.


    “My sources say you made Mitsy very happy. Nice job, Nathan. You’ll find your holiday bonus already in your account. Merry Christmas.” She disconnected the call.


    Laughing, still a little buzzed, I shook my head.


    A quick look at my checking balance showed a $50,000 deposit. The insane figure made no sense—especially since the whole reason she’d kept me around was because I owed her money.


    Whatever. I was done, and never looking back.


    I opened the sunroof, not caring that it was probably only 40 degrees. After grappling to my feet, I stood, letting the cold breeze wash me clean. I was finally free, and to celebrate, I pitched my phone—my last link with Uma—as far as I could throw it, watching with a satisfied smile when it cracked into a hundred glittering pieces beneath the streetlight we passed under.


    At Carol’s, I crept through the bedroom and into the bathroom, closing the door behind me. I stripped, wadding the custom-fitted tux pants, jacket, shirt and tie Uma had purchased into a tight ball that I shoved in the trash. Out of principle, I tossed my boxers in, too.


    I climbed in the shower and stood beneath the scalding stream, scrubbing every inch of my skin until for Carol—my future wife—I was clean. When the water ran cold, I emerged a new man.


    I dried, then climbed into bed, serving as the big spoon for the woman I loved.


    
      —
    


    I woke to sunshine spilling past closed curtains to draw a line across the bed.


    Carol was no longer beside me, but she had left a note on her pillow.


    
      Good morning, handsome!


      Since you worked late, I let you sleep.


      I’m off for a run, but not for too long.


      I’ll grab bagels and the Sunday paper.


      
        ♥ Carol

      

    


    Good news. In the shower, I’d hatched a half-assed plan to use Uma’s money in a constructive manner—blowing it all on an amazing engagement ring.


    Unsure where to find such an item at ten on a Sunday morning, I booted up Carol’s laptop, then searched the Web for jewelry stores. I used the condo’s landline phone to call a few, and was pleasantly surprised to find a couple open early for holiday shopping.


    I dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, added socks to Sperrys, then grabbed one of Carol’s rings for sizing, my wallet, and was out the door, hoping to not run into her on my way out.


    The store was only a few blocks down, and the clerk was all too happy to find a suitable ring that fit my $50,000 budget. It was a real sparkler—a platinum band with what the jeweler had described as a flawless, princess-cut diamond. When he swiped my check card, I held my breath, scared the purchase might not go through, but it did, and I made it back to the condo before Carol.


    I’d just packed her laptop back into her fancy briefcase when she hummed her way through the door. “You’re awake.” She gifted me with a kiss. “Poor thing. How late did they keep you?”


    “I was home a little after three.”


    “Please tell me for your next job, you plan on finding something that has a day shift?”


    “Absolutely. I can’t have my bride going to bed alone.” I rounded the kitchen counter to pull her into a hug.


    “Your bride, huh?” She giggled when I nuzzled her neck. “Stop! I’m all sweaty.”


    “Mmm…I have always liked salt around my rim.”


    My lame joke earned me a swat. “Join me in the shower?”


    “Yes, ma’am.” I held back to take her ring from the bag and box. I knew I should wait to propose over a swanky meal, but I felt like a little kid too excited for Christmas morning to wait to open my presents. Only the gift I had was for Carol.


    I slipped her ring onto my pinkie, ensured both phones were stashed, then managed to stay behind her in the shower.


    “Want me to wash your hair?” I asked.


    She nodded and passed the shampoo.


    Once I had her hair nice and soapy, I said, “Close your eyes, so I can rinse.”


    She complied. I triple-checked to make sure all the lather was gone, then tickled her ear. “Geez, when’s the last time you washed in here, woman?”


    “What do you mean? I have very clean ears, and—”


    “You might claim they’re clean, but look what I found.” It took her a few beats to catch on. I’d eased my way around her, and now faced her, holding out her ring.


    Trembling hands to her mouth, she said, “Are you kidding me? Nathan? That had to have cost a small fortune.”


    “You’re worth it. Marry me? This time, for the record, I couldn’t be more serious, and to make sure you don’t back out on me, I fully expect to make the rounds visiting everyone we know. Let’s grab your mom and take her and Tinker Bell to brunch. Then we’ll run by Liam and Ella’s—”


    “I thought you can’t stand Liam?”


    “I can’t, but just this once, I’ll make an exception. I want to show you off to everyone we know. In case you didn’t get the memo, I love you.”


    “I love you, too.”


    Our kiss was epic. The stuff of my dreams.


    By the time we’d finished celebrating our reengagement, it was past time for brunch, but I had a feeling Carol’s mother wouldn’t mind.


    As soon as we finished the celebratory rounds Carol deserved, I’d come clean to her about everything—Uma having hired her mom’s first PI, the bugs in the condo and our phones, my last job with Mitsy. All of it. I didn’t doubt for a second Carol would be pissed, but I could handle it. I could handle anything but spending one more day without her.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 28


    Carol


    I should have been overjoyed, elated, skipping to the moon, but the whole time we visited my mom and Ella and Liam, and they’d insisted on throwing us an impromptu party with Owen and Natalie and even Garrett and his latest conquest, I couldn’t stop wondering how Nathan had afforded my ring.


    Mostly, I didn’t want to know.


    But then my conscience would kick in, demanding I needle him until getting an answer.


    “Have fun?” he asked after we’d parked my Lexus in its assigned space, then walked hand-in-hand to the elevator. There’d been an insane amount of traffic parked in front of the building, including a half-dozen cop cars with lights blazing.


    “I did.” I rested my head on his shoulder. Screw my conscience. The truth was, I didn’t care how Nathan had gotten my ring, just that it was finally on my finger. Did that make me a bad person? I didn’t care about the answer to that question, either. At the moment, I was a blissfully happy person, and that was enough.


    We kissed the whole ride to my floor, then stepped off to find a commotion in the hall.


    “What’s going on?” I asked Florence, my neighbor.


    She wore curlers and a yellow robe. Holding her squirming Persian in her arms, she shook her head. “I don’t have a clue. The police won’t talk to me. But they’ve been in your place for at least a couple hours. Did you know?”


    My blood ran cold. Call me crazy, but could this have something to do with my ring? Could Nathan have robbed a jewelry store? No. I was being paranoid.


    The cat hissed, swishing his tail.


    “What the hell?” Nathan stepped in front of me. “Were you robbed?”


    “Maybe?”


    Still holding hands, we cautiously approached my unit.


    “Nathan Black?” An official-looking sort wearing a rumpled gray suit flashed a badge.


    “Yeah,” Nathan said. “Who wants to know?”


    “I’m Detective Hyatt with the San Francisco P.D., and you’re under arrest for the murder of Margot ‘Mitsy’ Bartholomew-James.” He cuffed Nathan’s hands behind his back, then said, “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will…”


    Ringing started in my ears, and my legs threatened to buckle. “Nathan? What’s happening? What’s he talking about?”


    “I don’t know,” Nathan said, “but trust me, okay?”


    Trust me…How many times had Nathan uttered that phrase?


    Because I was afraid I could no longer stand, I leaned against the nearest wall, struggling for air.


    “Yo, Murphy!” the detective shouted to someone in his unit. “I’m hauling this trash down to the station!”


    He must have been given the okay, as the next thing I knew, he had his hand on Nathan’s back, propelling him toward the elevator we’d just ridden up.


    “You’re making a mistake,” I somehow managed. “My fiancé didn’t do anything wrong.”


    He waved off my commentary. “Lady, that’s what they all say. Do yourself a favor and get a good lawyer.”


    I tried following them onto the elevator, but a uniformed officer blocked the way.


    Frustrated and scared and beyond confused, I followed my first instinct whenever I’d found myself in trouble—I called Liam.


    
      —
    


    “Calm down,” Liam said in the crowded waiting area of the station where the detective had taken Nathan. He sat on one side of me and Ella on the other. She held my hand while I tried making sense out of a situation that made none. “Garrett’s in there with him, and will have him sprung in ten minutes.”


    I nodded. “Nathan doesn’t even know this woman. I’ve never even heard of her.”


    “I read about her in this morning’s paper,” Ella said. “We’d met a few times at the Arts Council, and she sat on the board of a couple of foundations. She always seemed nice, so I can’t imagine why anyone would want to kill her—least of all, Nathan.”


    The Arts Council.


    Why did something about that ring a bell?


    “…I’m just taking this woman to some artsy-fartsy thing, and—”


    “The Arts Council Gala? Liam gave me his tickets. I wanted us to go, but considering your schedule, I guessed your answer and didn’t even want to ask.”


    No…Dead Mitsy couldn’t be the woman he’d taken that night. There was no way. Even if she had, Nathan quit escorting a couple of months earlier.


    The longer I sat in the sterile-walled room, surrounded by sobbing mothers and druggies cuffed to benches and drunks and prostitutes and scared teens, the more questions I asked the Pollyanna inside, the woman who ignored decades of common sense in favor of surrendering herself to this idiocy called love.


    While not for one second did I believe Nathan was responsible for the woman’s death, I sure as hell believed he was up to his neck in a mess he hadn’t been able to work himself out of.


    My mind was spinning, spinning, soaring out of control.


    I shivered—succumbing to a free fall of emotion.


    Fury morphed to fear, which morphed right back into rage.


    How many times had I asked Nathan what he was hiding? And how had he really broken his ribs? Had he ever worked that late-night delivery job? Or had all of his late nights been spent wooing other women out of their clothes and money?


    “Carol?” I glanced up to find Garrett waving me toward him from behind the half-wall dividing the waiting area from a bullpen filled with desks.


    “Want us to come with you?” Ella asked.


    “I-I don’t think you can.” I suppose I could have pressed the issue, but truthfully, I couldn’t bear for her to witness what I feared would be the unraveling of my world.


    When I rose, she hugged me, and I struggled to maintain an exterior calm. It hadn’t been all that long ago when I’d constantly been reassuring her. Now that we’d switched roles, I found myself once again resenting her happiness. Not because she was with Liam, but because she’d found her happy ending. How could it have been only hours earlier that I thought I’d found mine?


    “Carol, come on.” Garrett had grown impatient.


    I followed him down a sterile white-vinyl tiled hall with badly scuffed walls and lots of closed doors. Stale coffee warred with BO. Muffled shouts and cries and screams left me wanting to cover my ears.


    We finally reached a door that Garrett opened, then ushered me through.


    Nathan sat at a metal table on a metal chair in a windowless, beige room. His cuffed hands rested in front of him and his eyes were red. “Babe…” He tried standing, but a cop shoved him back down—probably for his own safety, as there was a chain around his right ankle that had been affixed to the floor. “I didn’t do this. You have to believe me.”


    “Shut the fuck up.” Garrett sat across from him.


    A sob caught in my throat, and I had to look away. How could this be happening?


    I was too nervous to take one of the three extra chairs, so I stood behind Garrett.


    To the cop, Garrett said, “Thanks for babysitting, but now that I’m back, I’d like to speak to my client alone.”


    The cop nodded, and then left through the room’s only door. Half of the far wall was mirrored, and I suspected we had an audience.


    “Babe,” Nathan said when the cop was gone, “you believe me, don’t you?”


    I swallowed the wall rising at the back of my throat. “Was anything we shared true?”


    “Hell, yes. I love you.”


    I shook my head. “No. You couldn’t possibly love me and do the things you’ve obviously done. Right now—and don’t you dare lie—tell me everything I need to know to make a decision.”


    “A decision about what? Leaving me?”


    “Of course!” I shrieked. “What other kind of decision would I make in this place? You think I want to talk flowers for our wedding? Our maybe discuss the catering menu?”


    “Carol, pipe down,” Garrett said. “I need to assess the damage, and probably should call in a criminal defense attorney. I’m good, but your boy’s Murder One charge is way the hell outside my wheelhouse.”


    Ohmygod. First-degree murder? This was too much. The rich Alfredo sauce Liam and Ella’s chef had served for our early supper threatened to come up. I pressed my hands to my chest, willing my runaway heart to slow.


    “Nathan,” Garrett said. “Start from the beginning. I need to establish a timeline to figure out why the hell you’re the clear winner for killing a woman you profess to not even know.”


    “All right, I know her, okay? She was a client.”


    Garrett jotted notes on a yellow legal pad. “Explain what you mean by client.”


    While Nathan shared the logistics of how he’d come to be in Uma’s man stable, shame clouded my soul. Why hadn’t I demanded proof that he’d quit? How could I have passively stood by, always wanting to believe him, but knowing—knowing—deep down that he’d been lying?


    “Okay, so how many times do you think you met with Mitsy since your initial meeting in October?”


    Nathan shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe six or seven. I didn’t keep count.”


    “And did you have relations during those meetings?”


    My heart stopped—suspended in midair while awaiting Nathan’s answer.


    “Fuck, no. I never had sex with any of my clients. Mitsy wanted it, but I was committed to Carol.”


    “Did you tell Mitsy that?”


    “No.”


    “So how did you avoid giving a paying client what she’d paid for?”


    Nathan hung his head. “Sometimes I let her get drunk enough to pass out. Other times, I talked to her about her husband, reminding her how much she loved him, and how she didn’t really want to be with me.”


    “When was your last meeting with her?”


    “Last night.”


    Garrett wrote faster. “And the time before that?”


    “Phoenix.” My fiancé looked me square in the eyes for this next part. “Uma already had me by the balls at this point, threatening to hurt me or Carol or even her little girl. I had to do what Uma said. There was no way I’d risk Carol being hurt.”


    “You went to Phoenix?” I’d fallen back to shrieking. “Are you kidding me? Was this during one of your supposed double shifts?”


    He nodded. “When I got back, Uma had her goon squad beat the shit out of me for not showing Mitsy a complete good time, if you know what I mean.”


    “Just so we’re clear…” Garrett consulted his notes. “Your employer—Uma Rosemont—delivered bodily harm to you for not sexually satisfying Mrs. Bartholomew-James?”


    “Yes.”


    My mind’s eye went to the afternoon when I’d found Nathan not breathing. I’d been so afraid he would die. I remembered how his face had remained unharmed. This version of his story made far more sense than when he’d told me a few guys from work beat him for the hell of it. All the more confused by his claim to have continued his work with Uma to protect me, my anger softened, but not by much. “How many times did I beg you to tell me the truth, Nathan? If you’d told me back then what was going on, Uma would be in trouble—not you.”


    “You say that, but you didn’t know what they were capable of doing. That night you put on the little peep show in your bathroom window, did you know that wasn’t me you were dancing for, but Uma or her guys, or both? They had the condo and our phones bugged—hell, they still do. Every move I made, they watched. I was scared shitless that if I made one wrong move, they’d hurt you. When Uma told me all I had to do to be free of her was see Mitsy one last time, I jumped at the chance. She even gave me a fifty-grand bonus and let me keep the Bentley.”


    “Fool!” I shouted. “How could you be so stupid? Is that how you paid for my ring?” I twisted off the offensive chunk of rock and metal. I no longer wanted it. It was tainted and burned my skin. I threw it at him, but missed. It bounced off the table and hit his cheekbone, drawing blood.


    “Carol,” Garrett warned, “it’s going to be a long night. How about you have Liam and Ella take you to their place. Cops have the search warrant for your condo, and I haven’t gotten word as to when they’ll turn it over.”


    I’d worked so hard for my own private sanctum. That condo was the one place where I felt safe. Now, it felt just as dirty as my ring, as my heart, as the love I’d once felt for this accused murderer.


    
      —
    


    Liam and Ella whisked me to their Palo Alto castle in the helicopter.


    I’d told them all that I’d learned in the interrogation room.


    My throat felt swollen from the need to cry, but no tears would come. How could I have been so blind? No—I hadn’t been blind, but stupid. Refusing to see the truth staring me in the face.


    Nathan told me he quit working escort jobs, but he never had.


    On some level, I understood that he’d been trying to protect me, but that wasn’t enough to get past the mountain of lies. He’d lied about everything. Not just where he’d been, but who he’d been with and the nonexistent jobs he’d applied for and the fact that he still had Uma’s dirty, very pricey car.


    Had his love and promises of forever also been a lie?


    Simple logic told me they had to be.


    While Liam flew the craft with his instructor in the seat alongside him, Ella sat beside me during the brief hop to their home. She held my hand, and I welcomed her comfort.


    Liam landed without fanfare, and while he stayed outside with the pilot, Ella showed me to a guest suite that was larger than my condo.


    “Stay here for as long as you want,” she said. “Let me pamper you until this whole ugly mess blows over.”


    “I-I can’t put you to that much trouble.” I flopped my hands at my sides, unsure about my next move. My mind had descended to a level deeper than numb. I’d become detached from my own thoughts, and my spirit floated somewhere away from my body.


    “Carol, how much trouble did I put you through around this time last year?” With her hands on her hips and her baby bump showing, she’d moved from beyond beautiful to ethereal. “In a hundred years, I could never repay you for all you’ve done. But I’m going to try.”


    I nodded, struggling against an avalanche of emotion threatening to spill.


    Murder One? I clawed at my throat that refused to give me air, and then tears fell from my eyes like a cold rain I had no control to stop.


    Ella helped me to a settee, and held me and rocked me and gave me the comfort I didn’t deserve for having been so naive.


    “Garrett will fix everything,” she assured me. “By morning, Nathan will have been released, and this will all be a bad dream. I’m sure it’s all a misunderstanding.”


    If only it could be that easy. But even if it was, what then? How did I forgive Nathan for the mockery he’d made of our relationship? What had been real?


    “Remember how Liam and I used to square off over every little thing? When I look back on those days, all of that pushing and pulling seems like a silly waste of time. From what you said, Nathan was trying to protect you. I know it probably doesn’t seem like it now, but given time, if what you two share is real, you’ll find a way to forgive him.”


    I failed to see how that was possible when I never wanted to see him again.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 29


    Nathan


    I’d dozed off in the sterile interrogation room where Garrett insisted I be held until the criminal defense team he’d summoned showed. I’d told him not to bother—I couldn’t afford even an hour of Garrett’s services, let alone those of an entire team. He’d told me no one was helping me but Carol.


    Good to know where I stood in the grand scheme.


    When the detective who’d booked me showed up with fresh coffee and a dozen glazed donuts, I had no idea how long I’d been there or even if it was day or night.


    I gladly took the caffeine, but there’s no way I could have swallowed a single bite of any food.


    Garrett and three additional suits entered the room. He introduced them, but I paid no attention. I needed to get to Carol, try to explain. The only I hope I had of making her understand every lie had been told to protect her was if I got the hell out of here.


    “Mr. Black…” Detective Hyatt finished his third donut, then licked his fingers before opening a thick manila file. “For a murderer, has anyone ever told you you’re not very smart?”


    I remained silent.


    “I like to think I’m a fairly intelligent man,” Hyatt droned on, “so when I saw that your bank account went up by fifty large, then, within hours, you blew the same, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out somebody hired you to do the job, right?”


    Fuck no. I wouldn’t say a word. It was obvious to me I’d been framed, and I’d told Garrett the same, so why was this cop now pursuing an even more absurd avenue?


    As if answering my question, he slapped a plastic bag on the table. It looked as if someone had smashed a strawberry inside. Only that wasn’t quite the truth. I looked closer, to find the corkscrew I’d used to open Mitsy’s wine. The red could be nothing else but her blood.


    “I’m gonna be sick…”


    Garrett kicked a metal trash bin in my direction.


    I retched a few times, then figured I’d better get my shit together.


    Uma’s sudden kindness made perfect sense. She’d framed me for poor Mitsy’s murder. That fact was obvious to me, so why were the cops having such a hard time catching on?


    “When a guy’s fingerprints are all over the murder weapon,” the cop said, “I have to ask myself, is he a fucking retard? Or just lazy? Or maybe Mrs. Bartholomew-James pissed you off to the point that you just didn’t care. What happened, Nathan? Did she forget to pay you? Then there’s the pile of jewelry we found where you’ve been shacking up with your pretty little girlfriend—oh, I’m sorry. I forgot that you bought her a ring, so I guess that makes her your fiancée.”


    I tried my damnedest to lunge across the table to strangle the guy, but my chains wouldn’t reach.


    “Mind that temper, Mr. Black. Outbursts don’t look good to juries.”


    “Fuck your jury. I didn’t do shit. I took Mitsy—Mrs. Bartholomew-James—to a party. That’s it. Before we left, I used the corkscrew to open a bottle of wine. Have you ever thought about digging a little deeper? Did you know her husband knocked up his girlfriend who’s fucking young enough to be his daughter? Mitsy refused to divorce him—she even told him the only way he’d get her out of the picture was to kill her. I don’t know why you’re wasting time on me, when it’s pretty obvious he’s your guy.”


    “Interesting you should say that, Mr. Black—especially since our grief-stricken husband claims it’s his wife who’s been having the affair—with you. He’s even got proof. Does a romantic trip to Phoenix ring any bells? Mr. Bartholomew-James was all too happy to provide photos of you with his wife at lots of different functions. You’re quite the man-about-town.”


    “I didn’t do this. If you’d do your job, you’d know. Yes, I was with her, but only for my job. I worked for Uma Rosemont, who runs an escort service. She set up everything and collected the money. All I did was show up where she wanted me to go. And for the record, I did such a crap-ass job of escorting in Phoenix that my boss had her goons beat the shit out of me, and threaten to do the same to my girl. If you want another set of viable suspects, I suggest you start with her whole organization.”


    During my impassioned speech, Garrett and my supposed wonder team stood gawking.


    Now that I’d gotten started, I couldn’t stop. “Mrs. Bartholomew-James was a sweet woman who wanted nothing more than to be loved. I’m sick that she’s gone, but even sicker about the fact that you’re wasting time with me when her real killer is still out there, no doubt sipping a Mimosa while congratulating himself on a job well done. When would I have even had time to kill her? As soon as I made sure she was safe in her bed for the night, I left her alone. The alarm engaged when I shut the front door. The limo driver will be able to back up my story. What time was she killed? Because I’m willing to bet somewhere along my walk to Carol’s from Chinatown, I’m caught on a security camera looking not like a blood-splattered killer, but a happy fucking guy who’s excited about getting home.”


    
      —
    


    I was left alone in that room for hours.


    Every so often, a uniformed cop showed up to take me out for a piss, but then right back in I went. The lawyers brought me a cheeseburger and fries. I managed to get a few bites down before feeling sick again.


    Eventually, I was moved to a holding cell. It was crowded with a lovely assortment of smelly-ass drunks and degenerates.


    The meth head two seats down pissed himself.


    I turned my head from the smell.


    Hunched over, I rested my elbows on my knees, cradling my forehead. How had I gotten here? All I’d ever wanted was to be the kind of man Carol could be proud of. Now, I wasn’t anything. Not only had I let her down, but my family. Was even my mom looking down on me in shame?


    Hours turned into days.


    I was moved to another part of the jail and forced to change into prison attire.


    Garrett and my other lawyers popped in and out, always hammering me with the same questions, telling me all evidence pointed to my story being true, but the cops weren’t quite ready to let me go.


    Then, one day, they did.


    Mitsy’s husband had been caught trying to leave the country with his pregnant mistress and an obscene amount of cash. Turns out he’d been the main suspect all along, but I’d made for an effective pawn that Uma had been paid a princely sum for providing. He’d been interrogated and eventually broke down and confessed.


    My legal team believed I had grounds for a civil suit. I didn’t give a shit. All I wanted was Carol.


    I went straight from the police station to her condo, where the doorman turned me away.


    Next stop—my shitty apartment.


    I showered and changed. Ate Lucky Charms from the box, because I didn’t have milk in the fridge. I slept until dark, then found an electronics store where I bought a cheap phone. After the last time I’d been unable to contact Carol for the dumb reason of not having her number, I’d memorized it.


    Before even leaving the store, I added her to my contacts and punched the auto-dial.


    “Hello?” she answered on the third ring.


    All my breath left me from the relief of hearing her voice. “Babe, I’m out. Didn’t Garrett tell you? Where are you? I need to see you.”


    “I’m staying with Ella and Liam. I’m not sure I want to see you.”


    “I don’t blame you, but please, at least hear me out.” Filling the silence was the sound of my heart pounding in my ears. “Please…”


    “All right, but only for coffee.”


    She named a place in Palo Alto, so I climbed in the Bentley that I was surprised the cops hadn’t seized. The whole ride, I tried writing a speech in my mind. What were the magic words needed to make Carol understand that all the bad I’d done hadn’t been without reason?


    A light drizzle had traffic snarled.


    I showed up twenty minutes late, which I’m sure didn’t help my cause.


    The Grind was packed with trendy Palo Alto yuppie types engaged in sharing their next million-dollar ideas over Mozart, bagels and scones. I hated them. The way they all no doubt had perfect jobs and wives or husbands and kids. At the moment, I had nothing but a car I needed to sell for the cash, an ex-fiancée, and her giant ring.


    I spotted Carol in a corner booth. She had her laptop open. The glow accentuated the dark circles under her eyes.


    “Hey.” I slipped into the booth, squelching the urge to kiss her.


    She closed the lid on her computer, then hugged her fingers around her coffee mug.


    “You look pretty.”


    “Don’t…”


    “What? You do.” Her hair might be in a messy ponytail, and she wore no makeup or her usual lady power suit, but to me, she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.


    She sighed. “Why are we here?”


    “Because I love you, and I hope you still love me?” I reached across the table for her hands, but she flinched from even my slightest touch.


    “Love you? How can I love you when I don’t even know you?”


    “Yes, you do.”


    “You didn’t just lie once, but so many times I can’t even count them all. And then that thing with the texting…God…It turns my stomach to think a moment I believed private between us was so…” She shook her head.


    “I’m sorry. When I told you I was quitting, I had every intention of doing just that, but then Uma went all psycho, demanding I reimburse her for the money she’d put into me. I thought I could work off my debt without you knowing. I wanted to tell you, to warn you, so many times, but I knew she was bugging our place, and—”


    “So she really had my condo bugged? Where does this end? The hits just keep coming.”


    “Look,” I forced a deep breath, “like I told you before, I’m sorry. This whole thing got blown way out of my control. Hell, as far as I know, from day one, her intent may have been to set me up for Mitsy’s murder. According to Garrett, she’s in jail now—not for pandering, but tax evasion. She’d have gotten away with it, too, if Mitsy’s hubby hadn’t gotten greedy enough to make stupid mistakes and tip off the cops that he was the true killer. Once he panicked and eventually confessed, it was over. More than anything, I want to put this whole messy chapter behind us. Every single thing I lied about was to protect you and your little girl. Uma was everywhere. After she landed me in the ER, and pulled that sexting stunt with you, I knew she was capable of anything. I couldn’t take the risk of her hurting you. The whole time I didn’t touch you, it wasn’t because I wasn’t dying to kiss you and hold you, but because I feared she was watching, and didn’t want to subject you to one more second of possible exposure. Yes, I fucked up. Yes, I’m a horrible person. But I love you, Carol Moore, and if it takes the rest of my life, I’ll make it up to you. I’ll make you love me again.”


    I’m not sure what reaction I’d expected from my impassioned speech, but stone silence wasn’t high on my most-wanted list.


    “That’s it? You can’t say anything?” I took her ring from my jeans pocket and left it on the table. “Since everything Uma gave me were gifts, I’m allowed to keep it. I’ll have to come up with the money to pay taxes, but all you need to know is the ring is yours.”


    “Why would I want a ring that was purchased with dirty money? Especially when it’s from a man who’s just as dirty?” Tears streamed down her cheeks.


    “Okay, fine. I’ll sell this ring and get you a new one from a gumball machine. Would that make you happy? Will anything make you happy? I’m taking responsibility for my mistakes, but are you even listening? Or have you gone into defense mode, putting up your security blockade before I can do anything more to hurt you?”


    “Really, Nathan?” She leaned in. “You’re trying to turn this around and pin our breakup on me? I thought you were the man I wanted to be with for the rest of my life. I never cared if you were rich or poor. All I wanted was you. You were the one who had to take this stupid escort job, and look where it landed both of us. You’re lucky you’re not in prison and I’m not in a psych ward.”


    “True. But since we’re not in either of those places, and I’m now free to become the kind of man you deserve, why not take that journey together?”


    “It’s too late.” She blew her nose with a napkin. “You ruined everything. You broke my heart, and there’s no fixing it. Just go away, Nathan. I never want to see you again.”


    My heart caught in my throat.


    She’d said the words, but my brain refused to accept them. She couldn’t really mean it. After all I’d been through in trying to better myself not just for me, but her, she was now tossing me aside as if the time we’d shared meant nothing?


    Since there was no more left for me to say, I raised my chin and left without saying goodbye. Clearly, she wasn’t receptive to my apology today, but I had my whole life ahead of me to make her see that what we shared wasn’t forever lost, merely temporarily washed away. I didn’t know how or when, but we’d get it back. We’d get us back. I had to believe it, for the alternative of never seeing her beautiful face again was far too grim.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 30


    Carol


    “Thank you for coming with me,” I said to Ella at Margot Bartholomew-James’s graveside service being held at Cypress Lawn. Margot would be interred in an imposing family mausoleum.


    “Of course.” She gave my gloved hand a comforting squeeze. “She’d done so much for so many of the charity boards I’m on that I would have come anyway.”


    A cold rain had set in, making the already sad occasion that much worse.


    My morbid curiosity about this woman whom Nathan had been among the last to see alive led me to this point. She’d been a beloved member of San Francisco’s elite, and throngs had turned out to pay their last respects. Margot’s son and daughters and father stood teary-eyed through the brief service.


    While a priest delivered words I hoped would bring comfort to Margot’s family, I found myself scanning the crowd, wondering if Nathan would be there. It had been a week since we’d met at the coffeehouse, and I still couldn’t bring myself to return to the condo that was no longer mine, but ours. Even though the police had released it for use, and my cleaning service assured me everything was in order, for me, the place was filled with ghosts. There were happy spirits from times spent laughing in bed and making love in the shower and tub. Then came the angry spirits from when I’d been violated by those texts and Nathan had been arrested for the murder I’d always known he could never commit.


    Rain mercilessly drummed the umbrella-wielding mourners until the priest’s words could scarcely be heard. Mounds of once beautiful flowers served as a painful, wilted reminder of the fragility of all living things.


    The priest performed a quick wrap-up, and that was that.


    The woman’s life had been reduced to a tragic story of love and lust that would no doubt be whispered about for years to come.


    I wanted to be angry at Nathan for even the small role he’d played in Margot’s life, but the truth was, if all of these loving people had been beside her, she wouldn’t have been so lonely as to feel the need to hire an escort. If anything, Nathan had given her much-needed comfort, and if he was to be believed about having counseled her to work things out with her husband, Nathan might have actually been one of her few true friends.


    Ella and I walked arm-in-arm to her car, careful not to fall in our heels.


    I caught myself from a near trip on a brick paver when I saw him—Nathan, standing all alone beneath a redwood. He had no umbrella and stood stone still, as if welcoming nature’s abuse. Did he wonder if there was something he could have done to prevent this awful tragedy? Did he harbor guilt for ever having known Mitsy at all?


    Far from wanting to run from him, I ached to run to him.


    My heart cried to offer not just my umbrella, but true shelter from this awful storm.


    But if I did go to him, then what? I wasn’t anywhere near ready to forgive him for the emotional damage he’d done, which left me stashing my umbrella on the floorboard of Ella’s car, then climbing into the passenger seat.


    Not being strong enough to go to him served as just one more regret on my already monstrous pile.


    
      —
    


    Christmas morning, I sat with Mom in her cozy living room, sipping eggnog and watching her open her presents. I’d gone a little overboard, buying her jewelry and designer purses and shoes and a whole wardrobe of clothes for the silly little dogs she loved.


    Even though the sun shone, the temperature was chilly, so I’d made a fire.


    For years, she’d insisted on using a fake tree to do her part in saving forests, and this year was no different. While she’d trotted off to the bedroom to try on the Chanel dress Santa had brought her, I looked at the ornaments, remembering the day Nathan had bought the hand-painted salt-dough Yorkie for my mom. That had been a big day for us. Nathan and I had an epic battle, but once the smoke cleared, he’d offered to quit his job. If he hadn’t, I probably wouldn’t have stayed with him.


    But now that I knew he hadn’t quit, our happy resolution felt soiled.


    Could I believe him when he told me he’d tried quitting?


    Uma had gotten a lot of press lately, and for all of the manners she’d tried to teach Nathan, she’d done some very bad things. Not only had she been involved in pandering, but in drug trafficking and white slavery. Nathan could have been right about her hiring him specifically to pin Margot’s murder on him. Who’s to say murder-for-hire hadn’t been another of her specialties?


    “What do you think?” Mom emerged from her room to deliver a runway-worthy twirl. The navy scoop-necked shift would be perfect for her upcoming class reunion, classy without being too stiff.


    “You look stunning. Give me another spin so I can see the back.”


    She did, and the dogs went nuts barking.


    “They must approve,” Mom said.


    “You’re going to be the hottest mom at that reunion.”


    “Who said I was going? I still haven’t decided.”


    “You’re going if I have to drive you.”


    “Stop being so bossy.” She retreated to her room, but shouted down the hall, “Besides, if you get to tell me what to do, that means I’m allowed to do the same when it comes to Nathan! Go get him, and bring him back for Christmas dinner!”


    I snatched up Tinker Bell for a cuddle and collapsed onto the sofa. “Do you think that’s a good idea? Sharing a meal with a man who sliced clean through my life like a pair of your groomer’s clippers?”


    The dog cocked her head, looking at me as if I’d sprouted elf ears and a bushy white beard.


    “Yeah, I didn’t think so.” I straightened her bow.


    Mom returned, and she’d changed back into her pajamas. “That dress is gorgeous, but I’ll take comfy clothes any day over dressing up. I don’t know how you stand it.” She gestured to my current outfit, an emerald-green wool skirt and ruffled white blouse. In an attempt to not feel like such a womanly failure, I’d worn my favorite garter belt, lacy panties, and sheer stockings, too. “Always being so fancy.”


    “I don’t feel particularly fancy, Mom. This is just me.” And honestly, when I didn’t look my best, I felt vulnerable. The better I looked, the more capable I felt in any situation. “Besides, I promised Ella I’d pop in for her Christmas party. I’m pretty sure she invited the whole town. Want to go?”


    “Tell your friend Ella she’s a sweetheart to think of me, but I’m itching to assemble that new quilting frame you bought me, then get to work.”


    “Just like that, you’re ready to get rid of me?”


    She laughed. “I wouldn’t mind sharing a big pancake breakfast first. Care to help?”


    “In this outfit?” I teased.


    “I’ll loan you an apron.”


    We cooked in companionable silence, each taking on the assigned roles we’d had for years. I made the bacon, and Mom made batter. We’d followed the same routine for practically my whole life. For a hot second, I’d thought Nathan might join us for this year’s tradition, but that idea had been a flop.


    “I know you don’t like talking about it,” Mom said, “but how wonderful would it have been for us to have shared the holiday with your little girl?”


    “You’re right. I don’t like talking about it, so can we change the subject?”


    “Sorry. I was just remembering all the times we made pancakes when you were little. You loved them for any and all occasions. First day of school, Valentine’s Day. Remember that year I made the hearts, and put Red Hots in the batter?”


    I smiled. “Those were good. You should totally do that for this year.”


    She left her post at the counter to give me a hug. “I love you, angel. One of these days, you’re going to have a brand new son or daughter who we’ll spoil rotten and love. As painful as it is for me to admit, I’m sorry for pushing you into looking for Fern. You were probably better off not knowing where she was.”


    “No.” I turned the bacon. “I appreciate you giving me a nudge. It’s not like I never thought about her. Her welfare was always on my mind. But now I know she’s with parents who love her and are giving her the perfect…” I shifted the bacon pan off the flame before breaking down.


    Mom was back with another hug. “Let it out. You’ve had a rough go of it lately.”


    “I know I shouldn’t, but I miss Nathan. When I lost Fern, at least I had him, you know? Now, I feel right back at square one.”


    “Sweetheart…” She rocked me as if I were back in fourth grade, crying over Timmy Carmichael stealing the sugar cookies from my lunch. “Everything’s going to be okay. You’ll see. Let’s have our pancakes, and then you go to your party. Get rip-roaring drunk from all that free champagne, and then, before you know it, Christmas and New Year’s will be over and you’ll get back into your normal routine.”


    Her words made sense, but they didn’t make my immediate ache feel better.


    “I know you don’t want to hear this, either, but while Nathan got himself into quite a nasty jam, thankfully, that’s all it turned out to be. Yes—it’s horrible that his client passed, but he had nothing to do with it. In fact, if he hadn’t been with her, someone else would have.”


    “I get that, but how do I forgive his lies? Even if I did, then, how do I trust he won’t do it again?”


    “Now you’re just being silly. Give him a chance. More importantly, give yourself a chance. You might find forgiving him is easier than losing him.”


    
      —
    


    Mom’s words stayed with me through the party.


    I did drink more than my fair share of Ella’s holiday punch, and when Ella and Liam clinked dessert spoons against their glasses for everyone to follow them into the newly refurbished ballroom, I nearly peed my pants with excitement to find Harry Connick Jr. onstage crooning “Sleigh Ride.”


    While couples danced, I stood on the edge of Santa’s workshop. Only Liam had a ballroom large enough to hold a mini North Pole for all the children present to play in. The workshop was surrounded by dozens of Christmas trees and animatronics reindeer, snowmen and elves. The area had been fenced off, and somehow, it was snowing—albeit the flakes weren’t real, but to the kids, the result was pure magic.


    Apparently, Owen’s girls agreed. Little Darcy made a snow angel, while her twin sisters played with the hundreds of toys in the workshop.


    “Having fun?” Ella asked.


    “How could I not? Harry’s gorgeous…” Okay, so I may have been a little turnt, but since I was among friends, what could it hurt? It felt good to finally relax. To stop worrying about what might have been with Nathan and Fern and focus on the here and now—on refilling my punch and sneaking just one more iced cookie, and—Nathan leaned against a marble pillar.


    He looked like a movie star in his dark suit, and the part of me who’d very much missed the more physical side of our relations began to hum. I hated him, but make no mistake, I wanted him. “Why did you invite him?”


    “Nathan? He’s my friend. Give him another chance. Haven’t we all made mistakes?”


    “Yes, but…”


    He’d caught me staring and now walked my way.


    “Ella, quick—run interference so I can escape.”


    “You’re not going anywhere.” Ella grabbed my hand.


    I finished my latest glass of punch.


    “I want to show you something,” Nathan said directly to me.


    “I don’t want to see it.”


    “You don’t even know what it is.”


    Ella cleared her throat. “I’d better check on the band.”


    “Come on…” He turned toward the door and urged me to follow.


    I was just drunk enough to comply. I didn’t plan on acknowledging that I was also horny, and that it was kind of tradition that when Ella and Liam threw a party, Nathan and I threw off our clothes.


    I followed him through room after room until the music and laughter softened to a cheery haze. The room we’d entered was dark—massive. The moonlight spilling through towering paned windows was the only illumination. Once my eyes adjusted, I recognized that we’d entered the dining room.


    The space featured museum-quality frescoes and the French Provincial table Ella’s decorator had found in a Scottish castle. Adding to the majesty were ornate buffet tables and three-hundred-year-old chairs. The rug adorning the white marble floor probably cost more than my college education.


    “We shouldn’t be in here,” I whispered.


    “I think it’s the perfect place for us to be.” He stepped closer and closer until the table’s edge bit me just under my ass. “Do you remember our first time?”


    “You mean the first time we…” I closed my eyes, remembering all too well how thoroughly we’d fucked. It hadn’t been pretty, but primal and dirty and satisfying enough that to this day, even after all he’d put me through, I still wanted more.


    “You do remember.” His white teeth shone when he smiled.


    He ran the backs of his fingers over my collarbone, making me sweat. “Don’t touch me.”


    “Don’t tell me what to do.”


    My breathing had turned shallow, and when he leaned in close enough for his exhalations to warm my throat, I hated myself for instantly being wet.


    “We were pretty good on that pool table.”


    “So what?”


    “So…I think we should break in the dining room table.”


    “No. Absolutely not.”


    He unbuttoned my blouse, inch by agonizing inch.


    “Stop,” I whispered, desperate for him to go on.


    He didn’t stop until my top gaped open, at which point he sucked one aching nipple through my scrap of a lace bra and slipped his hand inside the cup of the other, rolling and pinching until I almost cried.


    “You can’t do this,” I said. The room had no doors to close, no privacy whatsoever. Anyone even casually strolling down the hall wouldn’t miss the action. The rush of that knowledge made me even hotter.


    “Watch me…” He yanked up my skirt.


    I gasped from the shock.


    He pulled out the nearest chair. “Raise your foot onto the cushion.”


    “No. We can’t do this here. We…”


    He raised my leg for me, planting my foot square in the cushion’s center. The room’s chill licked my core, and the whole time he strung hot kisses around my neck, he held one hand on my ass, and the other cupped my throbbing pussy. “Somebody’s happy to see me. You’re soaked.”


    “No.” I shook my head. I wasn’t doing this. But he slipped his fingers beneath that thin strip of lace and I was gone. He parted me, stroking my clit until my mind ceased to work. I tried holding back. I tried telling myself I didn’t want this—him—but then I would have been the one lying. I came hard, but he didn’t give me a moment’s pause before finger-fucking me to the point of insanity.


    “Nathan…” His name spilled out on a raspy sigh.


    “Shh…” He slashed his lips over mine, kissing me deeper than he ever had before. While his demeanor read confident, his mouth wordlessly spoke of desperation.


    I came again, shuddering and clenching around him.


    He petted me and held me till my pulse and breathing slowed, then unfastened his belt and fly, freeing himself to roll on the condom he’d taken from his wallet.


    Kneeling, he unstrapped the hooks on my garter, then proceeded to kiss my inner thigh before dragging down my panties. Never had I wanted him more. Filling me, loving me, reminding me of all we’d shared. He lifted me onto the table, where the smooth wood cooled the backs of my superheated thighs.


    He spread my legs, then lifted me slightly to plunge his way inside.


    As he pumped, killing me with wave after wave of rising tension, I bit his shoulder through his suit coat to keep from crying out.


    He was back to kissing me, and the deeper he plunged, the more I shattered.


    He was all I’d ever wanted.


    No, I had to remind myself. He used to be. No—I couldn’t even say that, because not once during the time we’d been together had I ever known the real him in entirety. I’d seen glimpses of the man he might one day become, but that wasn’t enough to build a shared lifetime.


    Pressure knotted and rose, higher and higher, until finally exploding in a kaleidoscope of pure, blinding sensation.


    I clung to him, desperate to hold on, all the while knowing I had to let go.


    His next kiss tasted of tears, and I drew back to find him crying.


    “Thank you,” he said. “You won’t regret taking me back.”


    But I already did. “That’s not what happened. You lured me into this, and I—”


    “That’s bullshit, and you know it.” He withdrew, taking a cloth napkin from a stack on the buffet to remove the condom and wipe himself clean. “You wanted that every bit as much as I did. Don’t even try denying it.”


    “So I wanted sex? Big deal. That doesn’t mean I want you.” Liar! Of course I wanted him, but how could I explain that I wanted—needed—security even more? How could I trust that he wouldn’t lie again? Or one day, just up and leave me? These things happened. I was adult enough to recognize that fact and plan evasive maneuvers.


    “Wow, Carol. That’s low—even for you.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “You know exactly what it means. The Ice Queen has returned.”


    I flinched from his cruel tone. “You don’t have to be rude.”


    “But you do? Fuck…” He slashed his fingers through his hair. “You’re right. This was a mistake. I thought once you realized that with my whole mess with Uma behind us, nothing else had changed, but man, was I wrong. You’re as cold as the day I first met you.”


    “Screw you.” I hopped down from the table, found my panties on the chair and pulled them on, then tugged down my skirt and buttoned my blouse.


    “I just did.” He waved, then walked away.


    “Where are you going?”


    He kept right on walking.


    My every instinct screamed for me to chase after him, to demand we talk this through—whatever this even was. But because my heart wanted to play nice with Nathan, my head wouldn’t allow it.


    All those times before when I’d thought we were done? Those had been merely a drill.


    This was the real thing.


    Nathan Black was officially out of my life, and the knowledge annihilated me.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 31


    Nathan


    Aside from the calls I made to family back in Arkansas, I spent New Year’s alone in my shitty apartment, eating Chinese takeout and registering for new online classes. Since I’d flunked the last semester, my only option was to try again.


    One week passed and then another.


    I found a job stocking groceries in the Chinese supermarket down the street, and tried to think about Carol as little as humanly possible.


    After selling the Bentley, and paying taxes on that and the total of all the money Uma had given me, I had a nice cushion, but nothing to turn flips over.


    Every night after finishing my online homework, I scoured job boards for any legit opportunities that offered on-the-job training. Most were for scammy-sounding marketing jobs or truck driving. I’d sent my résumé to a local company that manufactured deep-sea fishing lures and had a full-time opening on their assembly line, but hadn’t yet heard back.


    I checked my spam file—just in case. There wasn’t anything from Catch Me Inc., but after permanently deleting all the get-rich-quick schemes, sex ads, and letters from overseas folks who’d inherited millions and needed me to “most graciously allow them to store their millions in my account,” the only things left were about ten notes from greatideas@zmail.com.


    I stared at the screen for a long time. Could this be the same company I used to obsess over back when I’d been desperate for any way to make a living that didn’t include stacking cans?


    I opened the letters to find they were all the same. An open invitation to visit a Palo Alto firm called Great Ideas. Like most every other ad I’d answered, this was probably a scam, but I fired off a response.


    A few days later, I had an answer. A guy named Luke wanted to meet with me in his office. I filled out an online application.


    Next Wednesday, I traded shifts with a guy I worked with, then took a series of buses to the Great Ideas office. All was going great until I got off the bus at the address I’d been sent to, only to find they’d screwed up by sending me to Zoogle headquarters.


    Fucking swell.


    According to my schedule, it would be at least forty minutes till the next bus came, so I headed inside to ask the security guard if he’d ever heard of the Great Ideas company, and if so, if he happened to know their correct address.


    Carol had told me that she and Liam worked on the top floor, and the place was massive, so I figured the odds of meeting either of them in an awkward encounter was nil.


    Entering the mirrored, towering office of Zoogle was like stepping into a tropical-themed Oz. Palm trees lined a massive atrium that was big enough for a babbling brook to run down the center. Everywhere I looked were yuppie types like the ones I’d seen at the coffee shop where Carol and I had met. They all looked busy and productive and smiley. Good for them for being able to bow to King Liam, but it would be a cold day in hell before I’d ever sink to that level.


    Liam was fundamentally a decent guy, and I got that Ella loved the shit out of him, but my admittedly fragile ego had a hard time grasping how a dude not that much older than me had achieved his level of success.


    After shutting my gaping mouth, I strolled up to the guard desk to ask my question.


    “Funny you should ask.” The guard, a jovial guy with a beer belly and vivid blue eyes, rose and pointed toward the farthest elevator bank. “I get that question all the time. Great Ideas has an office in the building. If you’ll show me your ID, I’ll get you all fixed up.” He punched my info into his computer, then waited while a printer popped out a temporary badge that even had my driver’s license photo on it. He attached it to a lime-green Zoogle lanyard, then handed it to me. “Nathan, what you want to do is head to the executive level, where a guy named Luke Corbitt will meet you. Looks like you’re right on time, so I’ll call and let him know to be waiting.”


    “Thanks, man.” I grabbed the ID, but wasn’t sure I wanted to go any farther.


    The top floor was where Carol and Liam hung out. The last thing I wanted was a run-in with either of those two.


    “Go right on up,” the guard urged.


    I released a long, slow breath before aiming for my appointed elevator.


    I wasn’t big on prayer, but shot up a quick one for protection in keeping me away from Carol. The bite from our last encounter still stung.


    “Nathan Black?” Sure enough, the moment the elevator doors swished open, a yuppie type in tan cords and long-sleeved flannel held out his hand in greeting. “I’m Luke. Good to finally meet you. Liam forwarded me your series of emails a while back, and—”


    “Wait—Liam, as in Liam Stone?”


    “Sure. Have you met him?”


    I winced. “You could say that. I thought this whole Great Ideas thing was its own company? The guard said it’s just housed in the building.”


    “Technically, it is kind of its own special entity, but trust me, that’s a good thing. Great Ideas is Liam’s personal baby. The men and women who are accepted into our program go on to some pretty amazing gigs.” The whole time we’d been talking, Luke walked and I followed. He stopped at the entrance to a conference room, holding out his hand for me to go in.


    I passed him, only to get a shock.


    Liam and Carol sat at a long table that held a muffin basket, a fruit tray, an assortment of juices, and a whole lot of pamphlets and high-tech gadgets.


    Oh, hell no.


    Carol actually gasped, then covered her mouth.


    Liam rose, extending his hand. “I’ll be damned. Talk about a crazy coincidence. You’re hogfan72?”


    “Yeah. But looks like there’s been a mistake, so I’m gonna go.” I hitched my thumb toward the door.


    Luke looked all wide-eyed and confused, like he’d swallowed a frog. “Is everything okay?”


    “How about letting me handle this from here?” Liam suggested. “It just so happens that the candidate and I go way back.”


    “Oh—well, sure,” Luke said. “I’ll be in my office if you want me to get him started with orientation.” He waved. “Nice meeting you, Nathan.”


    “Likewise.”


    Once Luke had shut the door, Carol shot up from her chair. “What are you doing here?”


    “I could ask the same of you.”


    “Now, now, kids. Let’s not let this get out of control. Carol, you know as well as I do that the program runs blind. Nathan, as you may or may not have already heard, Great Ideas is a pet project of mine. I know there are a lot of smart folks out there who didn’t have the same educational opportunities as me. Because of that, I place ads in small papers. I’ve got enough résumés from big-name school graduates to carpet I-280. What I’m looking for is—”


    “With all due respect,” I said, “I appreciate this big front you’ve put on for my benefit, but Ella put you up to this, didn’t she? She knows I need a job, and that Carol doesn’t want to be with a guy who can’t support her.”


    “How dare you put words in my mouth?” Carol snapped. “You are the last person I’d want to see in this program, because only hardworking, genuine people need apply. This is the kind of once-in-a-lifetime opportunity anyone would be a fool to pass on. And I’d like to know how Ella could have put Liam up to this when she doesn’t even know the program exists.”


    “Well…” Liam reddened. “She’s knows about it, but Nathan, I swear to you, man, your being here is a straight-up coincidence. I vet every single applicant from those ads, and dude, I was blown away by not only your tenacity, but the outside-the-box thinking that this company needs to keep rising to the next level. If I’d had any idea what kind of head you had on you, I’d have hired you last year.”


    I held up my hands in surrender. “I get it. You two are putting on a great little performance. But seriously, I’m out of here. Tell Ella thanks, but no thanks. I can find my own job.”


    “You idiot,” Carol said. “All along, the main thing keeping us apart has been your pride. It was pride that made you take that escort job, and pride that kept you from telling me the truth on an easy half-dozen occasions. Oh sure, you said you did it to protect me, but let’s get real. First, you’d been too embarrassed to tell me Uma had made it impossible for you to quit, then it was your pride again not wanting to tell me you’d been beaten half to death, because something like that would never happen to a real man, right? And let’s not forget the night you got charged with murder. Pride got in the way then, too, because if you had just told me you were going on one, last date with Margot, regardless of the outcome, you would have had a built-in, airtight alibi. But no—you always have to do everything on your own, and I’m sick of it.” She slapped the table, then shot me a go-to-hell stare before exiting the room.


    For the first time since I’d known him, Liam seemed at a loss for words. Finally, he said, “That could’ve gone better.”


    “Sorry about that. I, ah, guess I’ll just go.”


    He nodded. “God’s honest truth, man, neither of us knew you were coming in. For what it’s worth, if you change your mind about being in the program, give me a call. It’s a full-time gig with a base salary of fifty K plus two weeks’ vacation and standard benefits. You’d start with my next group and spend a few weeks in each department—sometimes in different offices all over the world. The full rotation takes four years, and if, at the end of that time, you feel like you’ve found a niche within the company you’d be happy working in, we’d love to have you. If you’d rather move on, that’s cool, too. Oh—and we’re affiliated with UC Berkeley, so you’d be doing concurrent coursework during the length of the program. When it’s finished, you’ll have also earned a business degree.”


    I clenched my teeth, balled my hands into fists. “Thanks, but not interested.”


    “I get it,” he said. “I used to be you. God’s honest truth? If it weren’t for our shark lawyer, Garrett, Zoogle might not have ever left me and my pal Owen’s basement. Like you, we were just kids with good ideas, but no real practical knowledge of how to put them to use. Forget what Carol said. I’ve known her forever and she’s got it bad for you, man. Her mood will blow over. But a chance like this—whether you get back together with her or not—could fucking change your life. And make no mistake—I’m not just handing this to you. You’ll earn your keep, just like everyone else in the program.”


    I turned to the door, and then froze.


    What the hell was I doing?


    How long had I been busting my balls looking for a chance like this? Now, here it was, being served up on a diamond-encrusted platter, and I was seriously about to fuck it away? Carol was right. I’d been blind on so many levels, but all along, she’d read me like a book.


    “Nathan?” Liam asked. “You okay? If you have like an aneurysm or some shit, Ella will have my ass.”


    I laughed, then sobered. “Not that I guess it matters to anyone but me, but man-to-man, for real I’m here on merit and not because you’re doing Ella or Carol a favor by taking me on?”


    He held up his right hand. “God’s honest truth. Your ideas excited me, and it’s no secret that you and I have never been big fans of each other.”


    “True…”


    “With that being said, why the hell would I want your ugly face in my building every day when I don’t even like you?”


    “Good question.”


    “The short answer is that I don’t have to like someone to recognize a spark in them. You’re meant for something bigger than stocking groceries, Nathan. I’d be honored if you’d let me help you figure out just what that greatness is.”


    We shook hands, settled on my start date, and then it was official—I would soon be a Zoogle employee.


    He walked me to the bus stop, and we shot the shit about everything from his and Ella’s soon-to-be-born baby to football, when one of my great ideas struck. I knew how to prove to Carol I loved her. Trouble was, if I’d had to swallow my pride to take this Zoogle position, I’d have to swallow a fucking mountain to summon the nerve to ask Liam for this favor…

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 32


    Carol


    “Hey, Lou,” I said to the round-faced security guard manning Zoogle’s front desk. “Is my group here?”


    “Not yet. If you’ve got work to do, head on down to the coffeehouse, and when they do get here, I’ll send ’em your way.”


    “Thanks. I owe you.”


    “You’d better watch what you say, or I might convince you we need to go on a date.”


    I blew him a kiss, then started down the lobby’s wide atrium path that led toward the in-house coffee shop, cafeteria and company store.


    It was May, and although time is supposed to heal all wounds, I still missed Nathan every day. Ella’s Maui baby shower hadn’t been nearly as special without him, nor had the blessed birth of Ella and Liam’s adorable baby girl. I focused on my work, and tried not thinking about what I might have done differently to now have him in my life.


    Time had given me a fresh perspective on the events that had occurred while we’d been together. I was no longer angered by Nathan’s lies, but saddened. I also knew that if we ever bumped into each other again at one of Ella’s parties, I’d be the one begging him for a second chance. I’d been too hard on him that day in the conference room, but the shock of seeing him on my turf had been too much. Then, when he’d walked out on Liam’s most sought-after apprentice program without even knowing what all it entailed…well, I’d freaked.


    How could he be that stubborn? It didn’t make sense.


    But maybe that’s why we were no longer together. Because neither of us had ever been any good at figuring the other out.


    “There she is.” Leo approached with my tour group. I led office tours all the time, so this one shouldn’t have been different—only it was obvious from the start that it was. My throat tightened and my voice threatened not to work. “Little ladies, Miss Carol will be leading your tour, and if you play your cards right, she’ll probably get you some presents and ice cream when you’re done.”


    Both little girls clapped and smiled. Jane had dark hair, and of course, my Fern was blond. How was this possible?


    I looked to Conner and Stacia Holden. Though we’d only met once, their angry faces were forever burned into my memory. Today, they met my questioning gaze with apprehension. Mr. Holden nodded, confirming my suspicion that this meeting had somehow been arranged.


    The other fourth grader’s parents smiled and shook my hand. I had so many questions, but I played it cool.


    The girls were here due to winning an essay contest on how they would make the world greener. Jane opted for saving energy by using squirrels to run cars. Fern was clearly the more brilliant of the two, as her winning idea had been to require every home in American to grow a vegetable garden. How could anyone not be wowed by her suggestion?


    For the next three hours, I led the girls and their parents on a VIP tour. They saw everything from how the stream worked and how a special zoological department cared for the tropical birds and fish to our media, software and advertising services departments. Their favorite area was the new product development level, where they got to be the first consumers ever to try out four unreleased phone-app games.


    When I showed the girls everything I could think of—including the executive-wing conference room that had live jellyfish floating in tanks on the doors—I took them to the cafeteria, where they made their own sundaes in the ice-cream parlor.


    We ended the trip with a shopping spree in the company store, where I told the girls to pick out anything they wanted—this portion of the tour wasn’t customary, but I didn’t care. I asked the register clerk on duty to charge my account for the girls’ selections. Fern’s sparkling blue eyes had grown huge when I told her she could have one of our Zoogle laptops, a phone, and a tablet. Of course, I’d given a set to Jane, too.


    “That’s too much,” said Mrs. Holden.


    “Not at all,” I said. “It’s the least I can do for you all allowing me to share Jane and Fern’s special day.”


    When Jane gifted me with a warm goodbye hug, I hoped Fern might feel compelled to do the same. She did, and for those few seconds I held her, I felt impossibly full. This beautiful, smart, funny child was my daughter. My chest tightened and throat once again knotted, but I maintained my cool. I wasn’t sure by what miracle this meeting had come about, but I wasn’t naive enough to believe it pure coincidence.


    When the group left the building, I stood just inside the door, watching them until they’d climbed into their shared rental and drove away.


    My next stop was the restroom, where I found tissues to blot my teary eyes and blow my nose. After that, I strode straight to Liam’s office, not bothering to knock before walking right through the door, then ran to him for a hug. “How did you do that? How did you even know?”


    “Know what?” He glanced up from the report he’d been reading.


    “Don’t play innocent with me, Liam Stone. You and Ella arranged for my daughter to be here, didn’t you?”


    “Did you have a great visit?”


    “What do you think?”


    “I hope it was awesome, because if it wasn’t, I guess I’ll take the hit.”


    I perched on the edge of his desk. “What’s that mean?”


    “What would you say if I told you Nathan planned the whole thing, start to finish? The contest, the prize, the fact that there was one random winner and one predetermined winner—your Fern. He even came up with the idea to sweeten the pot for Fern’s parents by offering them a full ride to the college of Fern’s choice when she graduates from high school.”


    “Nathan doesn’t have that kind of—wait a minute…Are you saying he came up with this idea, but swallowed his pride to ask you to fund it?”


    “Yep. Your boy has quite the head on his shoulders. I’ve had him in the Miami office for the past month, and he—”


    “Wait—you what?” I pressed my palms to my forehead. “Liam, what are you saying?”


    “Do I have to spell it out? Your bitchy speech worked. He’s been working for me ever since. He didn’t want you to see him around the office and think he was stalking you, so he asked if he could visit a few other sites first. He spent a couple weeks in LA, and then Denver, and most recently, Miami. My instincts were right. He’s awesome. How could I have not liked this kid, when he reminds me so much of myself?” He grinned in the way I’d once been so enamored with, though I now recognized I could never again be romantically attracted to him since he’d become one of my dearest friends.


    Nathan’s was the sexy smile I dreamed of nearly every night. His was the smile I longed to wake up alongside every morning. I loved him. I’d never stopped loving him. And the fact that he’d gone to the trouble of arranging this incredible surprise for me blew me away.


    “Where is he now?”


    “Office suite 805.”


    I was so intent on finding Nathan, I didn’t even say goodbye to Liam.


    “You’re welcome!” he shouted.


    I waved.


    The elevator took too long to show up, so I jogged down the stairs.


    Ten minutes later, I stood outside the suite Nathan shared with other members of his group, realizing I didn’t have a clue what to say.


    The last time we’d met, I’d been horrible. The time before that, as well. He’d prophesied I’d be begging him to take me back, and he’d been right. Never had I been more glad to be wrong.


    I forced a deep breath, then strolled through the humming communal office, trying to look as if I belonged. I found Nathan in a corner cubicle, where he poured over ad analytics for possible patterns. It was a thankless job, but someone had to do it. The fact that he seemed wholly engrossed in his effort filled me with quiet pride.


    This was my man. At least, he used to be. Only time would tell if we’d be together again.


    “Nathan?” Unsure what to do with my hands, I knocked on his cubicle wall. Lame, but at least it got his attention.


    “Hey…How’d it go?”


    Of course, I knew he was referring to my visit with Fern. There were no words to adequately convey how I had felt being in the presence of my little girl, let alone holding her like I’d done at the tour’s end. Though every part of me longed to help myself to Nathan’s lap, wrapping my arms around his neck to thank him, I instead sat primly in his cube’s desk chair, keeping my hands to myself. Finally, once my pulse had calmed to a dull thud between my ears, I said, “Thank you. My visit with Fern was amazing.”


    “Good. I’m glad.” He sharply exhaled.


    We both started to speak at the same time, then covered our apparently mutual case of nerves with an awkward laugh.


    “Let me go first,” he said.


    I nodded.


    “I’m sorry, babe. We had it all, but I blew it.”


    “Agreed.” I bowed my head. “But there are so many things I wished I’d said—done—differently. Now…” I shrugged. “I’m not sure where we stand.”


    “How about we both accept a certain degree of fault and leave it at that?”


    “Done.”


    “Have dinner with me tonight?”


    Of course, in the moment, I wanted to kiss and kiss him and wish all of our ugliness away, but it wasn’t that easy. What we’d been through had made me feel crazy and out of control. All of that was still too fresh to completely let go, but maybe, hopefully, fingers-crossed soon?


    “Dinner,” I said. “But that’s all, okay?”

  


  


  
    

    Epilogue


    Nathan


    Carol busted my balls hard for the first week we were once again talking. I’d been a total sack of shit and owned it. I’d apologized and explained that my lies had been about protecting her, and gradually, she’d begun to thaw. Tonight, she was meeting me at La Vache et le Poisson in Sausalito, and I had high hopes for a breakthrough. A fresh start.


    When making the reservation, I’d asked for not just a table overlooking the bay, but the whole deck. I’d gotten here nice and early to set up everything. Ella left her daughter with Liam to help me light hundreds of candles, and earlier that week on my lunch hour, she’d sat patiently with me while I described to her florist the kind of fantasy forest I wanted to create with potted trees and vines and fairy lights and sweet-smelling spring blooms. Ella offered to pay, but I’d refused. Tonight was all about me proving to Carol that I was worthy of her love.


    Considering the meal I’d shared here with Uma, this place might seem like an odd choice, but to the contrary, it was the only choice. It was about coming full circle. About finally having earned the money, the self-respect, and the dignity to bring Carol to the place that started it all.


    The night of our first date, when she’d wanted us to continue our conversation on this very deck, and I’d been forced by circumstance and pride to turn her down, had been one of the lowest of my life. Now, in large part due to her influence, everything had changed for the better.


    I rose when Carol walked toward me.


    My mouth went dry, my heart pounded in my chest and my eyes welled with tears.


    I’d always known how much I loved her, but not until this moment did I realize to what extent I’d been going through the motions of living without her, yet not truly living. Don’t get me wrong, my new job was beyond amazing, but not nearly as complete as it would be getting to share every sparkling new day with her.


    “Damn…” I couldn’t stop smiling. “You look amazing.” The night was balmy, and she’d poured herself into a white sundress that shimmered in the netherworld between the dancing candles and the moon.


    “Thank you.” She bowed her head, as if for a moment overcome by the same swell of emotions as me. “What have you done? This place looks amazing.”


    “Not near as nice as you.” I approached her with caution. “Can I have a hug?”


    She rolled her eyes before stepping into my arms.


    As if on cue, John Mayer crooned “Your Body Is a Wonderland” over the restaurant’s sound system. I hadn’t quite reached the baller status of Liam to have my own orchestrated soundtrack, but I was working on it.


    Holding Carol in this special place, swaying to the music, was beyond any dream I’d ever had. When she rested her head on my shoulder, nuzzling my neck, I was the happiest man alive.


    But then Carol gasped and backed away, covering her mouth with her trembling hands. “Nathan, really? After all we’ve been through, all of this—the candles and flowers are beautiful, but too much. How many times do I have to tell you I don’t need you to be Liam—just yourself?”


    “What are you talking about? I didn’t—” I looked to where she was pointing to see John Mayer himself stroll onto the deck wielding his guitar, singing some sappy song I’d never heard. This smacked of a certain matchmaking friend I’d told to go home. “Dammit, Ella…”


    “What’s she got to do with this? Did she plan what was supposed to be our big night?”


    “Not at all—” I said over the superstar’s ballad. “I mean, yes. I did most everything—except she helped with the flowers and lit a few candles. You know I don’t know shit about flowers, but babe—”


    “Dude, “John said, “I’m trying to do my thing here. Do you mind?”


    “Shut up!” Carol and I barked in unison to the entertainment.


    Ella and Liam scurried from behind a couple of potted palms like the rats they were. Ella held the baby. Where had Liam and the pink cherub even been all this time?


    “I’m sorry,” Ella said to Carol. “I know Nathan planned on proposing tonight, and I wanted everything over-the-top special. Promise, all of this—every single thing but one—was his idea and he paid for it all. He’s been so worried about making you happy. Inviting John was my idea. I’ve always had a thing for him, and—”


    “What the hell?” Liam said. “All of a sudden Mr. Fancy-Pants crooner shows up and I’m not good enough?”


    John held up his hands in surrender. “You guys are nuts. I’m calling my manager.”


    Liam pulled Ella and his baby girl close. “I’m the only man I want either of you having a thing for, got it?”


    “Mmm…” She silenced him with a kiss. “I love it when you go all caveman on me.”


    I cleared my throat. “Excuse me, but this was supposed to be Carol’s and my big night. How about showing yourselves and John to the door?”


    “Will do, man.” Liam slapped my back. “Good luck with Carol. Judging by her scowl, you’re gonna need it.”


    Ella jabbed his ribs, then yanked him off the deck and into the restaurant proper.


    I sighed. “That could have gone better.”


    Carol asked, “You’re proposing tonight?”


    “That was the plan, but obviously, the mood’s kind of—”


    “Shut up and kiss me.” She twined her arms around my neck, and with the only music being the lap of water against the deck’s pilings and the pounding of my heart, I finally touched my lips to hers and found home.

  


  


  
    

    For my editor and friend, Sue Grimshaw, who not only lets my literary freak flag fly, but welcomes it! Thank you for all you do.
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    The Editor’s Corner


    It’s time to go back to school and feed your reader with these fabulous Loveswept romances….


    In Laura Marie Altom’s scorching new novel, The Escort, a broken heart pushes a rugged loner to the breaking point—until a not-so-innocent affair changes everything. New York Times bestselling author Kathy Clark keeps the heat on with Deep Night, as two adrenaline junkies find themselves fighting unexpected passion—and unspeakable terror. New York Times bestselling author Missy Johnson’s Code of Honor asks a burning question: What happens when love is undeniable—and taboo? And USA Today bestselling author Lauren Layne’s Blurred Lines delivers a sexy take on the timeless question: Can a guy and a girl really be “just friends”?


    Sidney Halston’s scorching new MMA romance Laid Out, proves there are no holds barred when it comes to seduction. In A Fashionable Indulgence, the first novel of an explosive new series from K. J. Charles, a young gentleman and his elegant mentor fight for love in a world of wealth, power, and manipulation. Then meet Megan Crane’s Deacons of Bourbon Street, bad-boy bikers who are hell on wheels—and heaven between the sheets in Make You Burn. New York Times bestselling author Jacquelyn Frank returns with Nightwalker, a pulse-pounding installment in the Nightwalker series. And perfect for Highlander fans, My Highland Bride is where Southern sass meets Highland heat in Maeve Greyson’s scintillating new Highland Hearts romance.


    New in Flirt is Just a Little Kiss, the next novel of Renita Pizzitola’s Crush series. Felicity knows that “Summer Boys” are only good for one thing. But what if hooking up with the right guy could lead to a fresh start?


    There you have it—until next month, when September is the month to fall in love all over again, with Loveswept.


    
      
        Happy Romance!
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    Garrett


    In my thirty-one years, I’ve been called a lot of things—bastard, ass, jerk, motherfucker, scumbag and soulless cocksucker. One title that has never been bestowed upon me is nice guy, which is why I couldn’t tear my gaze from the only woman I’ve ever truly wanted, but could never have.


    Savannah. Where did I even begin?


    I downed my neat scotch and tapped the bar for another.


    Onstage, Jerry Baritone and the Tone-Ettes crooned Billy Joel’s “Uptown Girl.”


    My father, the great Richard “Dickey” Marsden, had summoned us all to the club—Julep, Mississippi’s Fairview Country and Golf Social Society for those who weren’t in the know—to celebrate clever Savannah’s med school graduation. She’s everything I’m not. Warm and welcoming. Friendly to dogs, kids and old people. As a doctor, she’ll no doubt possess a flawless bedside manner.


    I didn’t just want my stepsister beside my bed, but in it, on me—riding me, fucking me hard enough to burn her from my soul.


    Another scotch returned me to age sixteen.


    “Son…” Dad planted his big hands on my shoulders, propelling me forward toward the girl who changed everything. “Meet your new sister, Savannah. Isn’t she a peach?”


    The girl, fourteen, ducked her head. Her long hair spilled forward, a black wave shining in the hot May sun, playing hide-and-seek with pale cheeks flushed from the heat. I couldn’t yet see her eyes, but her lips were large and full and pouty. She wore a slip-style floral sundress. The shoulder strap had fallen, and I couldn’t stop staring at the creamy transition from her collarbone to her shoulder. She was tall for her age, but somehow not gangly. My attention-starved sixteen-year-old cock roared at a peek of side-boob.


    “Dickey, you have such a charming way with words.” The girl’s mother, my soon-to-be-stepmother, Delilah, smiled beneath her giant pink Derby Day hat. My mother hadn’t been the hat sort—proven when she’d died in a motorcycle accident while not wearing a helmet. The fact that her death had come while she’d been on hiatus from being a wife or mom was never discussed. “Savannah, where are your manners? Give your new brother a hug.”


    The girl looked up, and the shock of her green eyes made me bite my tongue. Blood, coppery and deep, flavored her first fleeting brush against me. She’d smelled clean. Of soap and sweat and the champagne allowed by the occasion.


    My attraction had been visceral.


    I’d popped my cherry at thirteen with my Dutch nanny, and continued munching cuntcake at the New Orleans boarding school where Dad tucked me away. No shit, I wanted Savannah, but this was different from my standard operating procedure. She was different. The fact that she was soon to be my sister? Was this a fucking joke?


    Another scotch returned me to the present.


    Jerry and his girls sang Van Halen’s “Hot for Teacher,” and instead of being repulsed, Savannah went with it, laughing and twirling and shaking her tight ass. As siblings, we’d shared countless celebrations. Holidays and weddings. Graduations and birthdays and Dad’s work promotions. She’d partied through them all, while I typically sulked. What can I say? I’m not a fun guy. As a general rule, people don’t like me, and I could give two shits.


    Sure, the booze and being back home had turned me extra morose, but for real, nothing in life brought me pleasure but causing others legal pain. I had more money than I could spend in two lifetimes. I had great cars and houses and an endless supply of eager woman. Literally, the only thing I didn’t have—could never have, but had always wanted—was Savannah. And that fact killed me. It had fueled every horrible act I’ve ever committed, and as she strode toward me in a red cocktail number, long legs bared to her thighs, frustration and pain clenched inside. I wanted to pitch my glass against the nearest wall. Punch something. Kick a barstool into the club’s glowing aqua pool.


    Instead, I pulled my shit together, bracing myself against her spell.


    “Hey, smiley…” She leaned in for a hug and cheek-kiss combo, wreathing me in her custom perfume’s lush blend of vanilla, jasmine and the ocean. I knew, because I had a fresh batch made for her on every trip I took to Paris. She wore her long hair up, and I fought the urge to tug it down. “Just for me, couldn’t you at least crack a hint of a smile?”


    I tried and failed, but she hugged me again and I couldn’t help it—being with her was so amazing that a half-assed grin emerged like a shy sun peeking out from behind clouds.


    “There it is. God, it’s good to see you. It’s been too long.”


    “Yeah.” An eternity, yet still not long enough.


    “How have you been? Mom said your friends Liam and Ella finally had their baby?”


    I nodded.


    “Is she as adorable in person as she is in the tabloids?” The media adored Ella, and she loved them back—for a price. She used all photo proceeds to fund her charity for battered women.


    Shrugging, I said, “I guess she’s okay. If you go for that sort of thing.”


    “Garrett, stop. You cloak yourself in this tough-guy persona, but it’s me. I see beyond your mean lawyer act.”


    “Whatever.” The growing crowd pressed her closer. Heat radiated from her thighs to my needy fingertips. “Let’s talk about your residency. When do you leave for Boston?”


    “Two weeks. Mom insists on me having a new wardrobe. I don’t have the heart to tell her I’ll spend ninety-five percent of my waking hours in scrubs and the rest sleeping.” My mouth went dry. Over Christmas, we’d fallen asleep together watching Scrooged. Her faded Monroe Prep T-shirt had ridden high, exposing the curve of her perfect ass in reindeer-themed boy shorts.


    “Take care of yourself. I’ve heard…” The rest of my sentence was covered by too many drunken conversations and Jerry’s ridiculous wail.


    “What?” She smiled and cupped her ear.


    “Nothing!” I shouted above the band.


    She shocked me by taking my hand, grabbing a bottle of Patrón from the bar, then guiding me through the club until reaching the deserted pro shop, where only ghosts of the party remained.


    After parking on a padded bench, she screwed the top off the bottle and chugged.


    She coughed, then laughed. “That’s better. Part of me doesn’t believe med school’s really over. I knew it would be bad, but…” She took a few more chugs, then passed me the bottle.


    I downed enough to catch up.


    “Remember when we used to spend our whole summers at the club pool?”


    “Sure.” My mind’s eye saw flashes—slanted cut scenes of her mounded breasts squeezed into a red bikini. Her belly, gently rounded and beaded with sweat. The bronzed backs of her thighs. The bits of forbidden skin the sun never got to kiss that I caught lucky glimpses of when she rolled over and thought no one had been watching.


    I drank a lot more, and handed her the bottle.


    She downed more than she probably should have. “I used to watch you.”


    “Yeah?”


    “My friend Elaine told me you always had a towel over your lap because you were happy to see me.” She laughed before taking another few sips. “I told her she was full of shit. You’re my brother, right?”


    I fucking died—especially considering my cock was in equally bad shape now.


    “But there was this one time when you were home from school and I caught you getting out of the shower. You must have just jacked off, because you were still semi-hard. I’d heard girls at school talk about sex, and sure, I’d made out plenty of times, but that was the first cock I’d seen live and in-person.” She giggled.


    “Glad my cock could amuse you.”


    “Oh no…” She once again hit the bottle, then slid off the bench to perch between my legs. I stopped breathing when she leaned forward, kissing my package. “I’m sorry, giant, beautiful cock. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” She laughed and laughed.


    “Jesus, stop. This isn’t funny.” I tried shifting away from her, but that only made her more determined.


    “No, really…” She clasped her hands on my knees, burying her face in my crotch. “Haven’t you ever wondered what it would be like to be together? Like we’re brother and sister, but not really. It’s such a wicked taboo, but why, you know?” She palmed me, and I damn near lost my shit.


    I’d never been more hard. Like fucking never.


    Using my knees for leverage, she rose high enough to kiss me, and I was lost.


    How long had I waited to feel her pouty, full lips crushed against mine? I slipped her my tongue and we were off. Flying high on what had apparently been years of mutual curiosity.


    She stood the rest of the way, landing her honey box against my face. Momentarily stunned, the alcohol fogged my reaction time. It didn’t take long for my hands to catch on to her drunken offer.


    I shoved up her dress to find she still preferred boy shorts, but in a silky-smooth variety. I tugged them down, pushing apart her legs, then nipping at her inner thighs, and then higher, until I was spreading her and tonguing her and loving the way she’d fisted her fingers in my hair, pulling the shit out of it the deeper I plunged.


    “Holy, fuck…” she said on the heels of a moan.


    I kept going until she tensed and then shuddered.


    She stepped free of her panties, and then tore at my waistband, springing me free.


    “Shit—” I said. “I don’t have a condom.”


    “I don’t care.” Just like she had a million times over in my fucked-up, twisted teen fantasies, she sat on me, swallowing me whole. I closed my eyes and surrendered to the moment, to her, to the promise that this must never happen again.


    Once was enough, I told myself.


    Now, I would know the absolute wonder of being not just beside her, but inside her. I planted my hands on her ass, squeezing for greater purchase. I had to get deeper. I had to forever freeze this moment to make it last a lifetime.


    Her hair fell from its pins, curtaining us as we kissed. I was all at once immersed in her body, her scent, her spell. Pressure raged and roiled inside me until release hit in a crash of light and sensation and sound. She quivered around me and cried out. I wrapped my arms around her, refusing to let go. I’d waited so long for our union that it now seemed like a fragile, fleeting dream. If I moved, I’d wake and she’d be gone.


    “Savannah?” Some guy called from down the hall. “Babe, where the hell are you?”


    “Shit.” In a mad dash, she climbed off me to pull up her panties and pull down her dress.


    I tucked myself in, then zipped and buttoned my fly.


    “My hair…Shit…” Crystal pins glinting in the moonlight pooled on the wood floor. She snatched them up, using the mirror above a display of women’s golf sweaters to twist her mane back to some semblance of its former glory. Finished, she asked, “How do I look?”


    Spellbinding—only our spell had been broken. “You’re gorgeous.”


    She kissed me quick. “Thanks. Are we good?”


    Unable to speak past the nine-iron lodged in my throat, I nodded.


    “There you are.” A douchebag, fratty sort rounded the corner.


    “Chad. Hi. I’m sorry. Garrett and I were reminiscing and lost track of time.”


    “Oh, hey.” Fratty held out his hand for me to shake. “You’re the long lost brother I’m always hearing about, but never met.”


    I shook the guy’s hand, but wasn’t happy about it.


    “Chad and I both snagged Boston residencies, only we’ll be at different hospitals.”


    “Sucks to be me.” Chad pulled her against him, kissing the crown of her head.


    I fucking hated him. “So,” I forced myself to ask, “are you two an item?”


    Chad said, “As much you can be in med school, huh, babe?”


    “That’s about right.” Her green gaze met mine, and spoke an encyclopedia of regret. You won’t tell, right? We’ll never speak of this again? “Well, this has been fun, but I guess I’d better get back to my own party.”


    “Sure.” I wanted to at least give her a hug, but instead, shoved my hands in my pockets. The Patrón on top of my earlier scotch shredded my guts. “You two enjoy what’s left of the night. I’ll have Dad’s driver run me home.”


    “Probably a good idea,” Savannah said. “That way you’ll be fresh for tomorrow. Daddy chartered a plane, and we’re all flying to Biloxi to play slots and drink Long Island Iced Teas.”


    “Mmm…Sounds like a good time.” Her father had died when she’d been young, so she’d adopted mine. I fucking hated it when she called him Daddy. It made me feel like more of a perv than I already was. “Chad, are you joining us?”


    “You bet.” He kissed my stepsister’s full, gorgeous, delicious lips. “Now that we’re out of school, I’m hoping to never be apart.”


    “Great.” For Savannah, I pasted on a smile. If the douchebag made her happy, I’d support her. It wasn’t as if I had another choice. For all practical purposes, what happened between us had to be erased. It shouldn’t have happened the first time, and it would never happen again.


    To ensure there were no awkward aftereffects, I got the hell out of the club and state.


    By morning, thanks to my own chartered flight, I was back in California, where I belonged.
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