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Blurb

Veronica “Ronni” Sanchez was a beautiful, talented, and bright woman that had grown up in a home being loved and cherished by a family that wasn’t her own. When tragedy struck and her parents were killed, the family they worked for took Ronni in, gave her an education, and treated her like one of their own. After another tragedy strikes, Ronni takes off for college looking toward the future. When she returns she is more than just the tiny Mexican orphan she once was and she finds herself stuck in a love triangle that could make her or break her.

Nathan Landers is the billionaire kid who grew up studying, working hard, and avoiding his party boy brother, Nick at all costs. When their mother dies, and their father sinks into a deep depression, Nathan has no other choice than to step up to the plate and get their billion-dollar real estate company out of the trenches. Nick is jealous wanting Nathan’s life, while Nathan just wishes his brother would stop competing for everything. It isn’t until Ronni comes back, fully grown, with luscious curves, that Nathan realizes he is competing with his brother for more than just real estate.




 


Chapter One

Nathan

 

I pored over another real estate contract, making sure the legal team downstairs hadn’t missed anything crucial. Neatly stacked piles of documents lined my desk in my office overlooking the city. The gorgeous view was a waste for me since I was forced to focus on paperwork.

Work never seemed to end, but in the real estate business, you had to keep your wits about you and always be on top of things. Otherwise, someone else would come along and steal a client right out from under you or snap up a lucrative deal. It was a cutthroat business, but I managed to keep our company the most profitable in the city of San Diego. 

My father had passed his company to me when he retreated from the world. Taking the reins was an amazing opportunity, and I enjoyed every second of it, until my brother Nick decided it was time to get his shit together and make his worth known to our father. I couldn’t fight Nick on it since technically, the business had been handed down to both of us, but I couldn’t stand the way Nick walked around all high and mighty, trying to take over everything. 

I had literally dedicated my entire life after college to this company, and then Nick traipsed in and uprooted everything. But that seemed to be how it was for us our entire life, Nick wanting what I had, and using the older brother card to take it. I knew Nick had no real interest in being a real estate mogul, but we both wanted to make our father proud. So I dealt with his presence, trying to put out fires he made before they became full on blazes.

I took in a deep breath and looked down at my laptop. The email symbol was flashing and rotating around in a circle. When I clicked on it, I saw Nick’s name as the sender, and I sighed. I was really hoping it was one of our bigger clients who were trying to finalize a multimillion-dollar real estate deal. As I opened the email, a picture appeared. 

My brother smiled at the camera mischievously with his arm around Ronni. They were standing in the kitchen of our father’s estate. I hadn’t realized that Ronni was back in town already. I slammed the lid of my laptop, irritated by my brother’s brash reactions to things. He always tried to rub it in my face and be the first at everything. I gathered my things and headed down to the garage to grab the car and head over to my father’s. Luckily, it was midday so traffic wouldn’t be too bad in Coronado where Dad lived.

I was glad I chose to drive the convertible Audi today, as the San Diego sun was shining bright and warm overhead. I pulled out of the building and took to the street, heading for the bridge. I crossed over and looked down at the large Naval ships sitting at port and the city disappearing behind me, and I thought about the first time I ever met Ronni. I was sixteen years old and obsessed with cars, chicks, and anything and everything that was the complete opposite of my father’s business and learning it. I was a rebellious teen that knew just how far to take it because I also knew where the money came from. 

Mother had decided that we needed some live-in help to keep better care of our estate, so she hired a really nice couple from Mexico. The couple had a six-year-old daughter.

At first, I really didn’t pay any attention to Ronni. I was ten years older than her, and she was just a little kid, running around and getting in my way. The thing I remembered most when she was that age, was the fact that she had big, striking, dark eyes. With Ronni’s parents working here in Coronado and living on the premises in the servants’ quarters, it gave her a chance to get a better education than she had in Tijuana. 

I always noticed her sitting at the kitchen counter while her mother cooked, studying her English diligently. Sometimes, I would try to help by speaking in my broken Spanish, but it just got confusing. Ronni was incredibly intelligent on many levels, and though I wanted to help, she started following Nick around and mooning over him. He was the older brother, and even I had to admit he was cooler than me back then. I just put it out of my mind, not really thinking about it, other than the times that I would run into her sitting in the kitchen studying.

Then that day came. The day that changed her life forever and the lives of my own family as well. I could remember the day like it was yesterday. We were gathered in the living room, speaking to the police who had brought news of the car crash. Ronni was still at school when the police first arrived, but I remembered standing in the living room and seeing her enter through the front door. It was the last few moments of her childhood. If I had realized it then, I would have run to her, pushed her out of the house, and prolonged those last cherished minutes of innocence. 

She walked in and looked at the tears on my mother’s face and the police staring at her with sadness, and she knew. No one had to say it. I reached out, as if life were in slow motion, and caught Ronni by the arm as she dropped to her knees. My mother ran over, scooping her delicate little body into her arms and covering her, trying to keep the pain out. I think we all grew a little bit that day.

Ronni didn’t have any family left in the states now that her parents were gone. My mother knew sending her back to Mexico would mean a very hard life for her. So, doing as my kind-hearted mother always did, she brought Ronni into our home permanently. She made up the room right next to hers and treated exactly as if she were her own daughter. 

My father kept a distance, but since he loved my mother so much, he did what he could to make Ronni feel as if she were part of the family. That was really important to my mother, for her to feel like she was part of the family. We always made sure to listen to our mother, knowing how kind she was and knowing how she was the glue that held this family together. So, there she was, our new little sister, too scared to speak up, but kind enough to treat us how she always had. 

Now that she was back home, I couldn’t wait to see her. I weaved in and out of traffic, hurrying toward my destination. The closer I got to my father’s house, the faster I pushed the car and the more my thoughts of the past overwhelmed me.

After Ronni became part of the family all those years ago, I lost track of everything. I was in my own little world, being accepted into the Ivy League, having my outrageous college experiences, and almost looking down on the “servant’s daughter.” Looking back now, she probably could have used my friendship, but at that time, I didn’t even know how to introduce her to my friends, much less find anything in common between us. 

A few years after Ronni’s parents died, more dark times hit our family. We lost my mother, too, when her kind, loving heart gave out on her. When I got the news, I was stunned, broken, and completely unable to come to terms with it. Everything changed that day, and my father fell into a deep, inescapable bitterness. Ronni was no longer protected by my mother, so father sent her off to boarding school, trying to get rid of any reminder of my mother’s unrelenting kindness. 

For me, it was easier to stay where I was, finishing school, building my career, and just trying to get past the fact that my dear sweet mother had died so suddenly. I knew that this meant that my parents’ real estate empire would end up falling on me and Nick, but I knew Nick was not someone I could rely on. He never had been. I’d grown out of my wild lifestyle after high school, but Nick stuck with the parties, the girls, and the freedom of being a rich boy with no responsibilities. However, knowing I had security and that my father trusted me with his business, was worth it all. 

When I finally came home for the holidays, my father was even worse than before, and Ronni was sixteen. I hadn’t seen her since my mother’s funeral, and she tried not to come home for holidays. This year, though, she didn’t have any other option. When I walked in, I didn’t even recognize her. The chubby little Mexican girl with a toothy grin had slimmed, trimmed, and transformed into an absolutely beautiful woman. I could barely take my eyes off of her, and when Nick arrived, I had to pull him aside and remind him that she was like our little sister.

My father didn’t seem to notice Ronni at all, and she went around fixing the table and helping the servants prepare for the holiday dinner. Her spirits were high, and I found instant comfort in her positive outlook on life. She was, indeed, a light in the darkness of our family. Her charming smile, long dark hair, and same striking eyes glimmered in the candlelight of the house. 

My father hadn’t even thought of decorating for the holidays, but he reluctantly agreed to allow Ronni to do so, knowing it was her and my mother’s favorite thing to do every year. Nick and I chipped in to help, hanging lights, putting up wreaths, and finding the perfect tree for the living room. We laughed and joked with each other as if nothing had ever happened in our lives, but on the inside, Nick and I both were struggling to remember to see Ronni as our sister and not the sexy young woman in front of us.

For the next few years after that, I found myself at my father’s house more often, usually when I knew Ronni would be coming home from school. Every time I saw her, she seemed as if she had grown more and more beautiful. He body filled out, her lips were strong but pouty, and her eyes cut right through me. She had worked really hard in school and ended up getting a full scholarship to a private college, and when she left, I did everything I could to get her out of my mind. 

But still, late at night, I couldn’t help but pull up her Facebook page and stare at her amazing smile. I had to keep reminding myself that my mother wanted Ronni treated like part of the family and not like the girl I was dreaming about. My father, on the other hand, was still stuck in his depressed anger, and he didn’t treat Ronni like anything more than the servant’s child. It made me sad for her. 

Now, knowing she was back and standing in my kitchen looking more amazing than ever, I couldn’t seem to get there fast enough. Sure, she was supposed to be like a little sister to me, but the look on Nick’s face made me feel sick in the pit of my stomach. I tried to tell myself I was just being protective, wanting to get a scumbag like Nick away from her. But I knew that wasn’t the only reason, and that was why I was driving wildly down the backroads to get to my father’s house. 

As the road turned and carved out of Coronado and up the cliffs overlooking the city, I couldn’t help but think about all the times my mother would take me on drives through the canyons. It was absolutely amazing out there, and I could still hear Ronni’s laughter as we passed the Native refuge where the horses ran wild in the fields. It was one of my favorite memories of my mother, and until then, I hadn’t even remembered that Ronni had been with us. Come to think of it, Ronni had always been there, even before her parents were killed. My mother had taken a special interest in her, feeling that she wanted to show her all the beautiful things that we took for granted on a regular basis. 

Nick hated spending time as a kid just driving around. He wanted to be back at home with his brood of rich friends. But for me, I loved every moment of it, and I was so glad that I still had those memories of my mother. I was able to look at them as memories that helped me through my mother’s death, but Nick and my father had their own vices to deal with. And apparently, from the looks of it, Ronni seemed to be one of Nick’s new vices.

 





Chapter Two

Ronni

 

The house was just as stunning as I remembered it. The sleek marble floors and warm feeling of the kitchen hadn’t left when Mrs. Landers passed away. I had a hard time coming here since it was filled with pain more than with happiness. I could still hear my mother’s voice, singing quietly as she cooked dinner. I would sit right up at the counter, slogging away at my homework, talking to Nathan for a few moments, and catching glances of Nick, my childhood crush, walking through with his friends. After my mother died, though, I couldn’t bring myself to sit there anymore, and even with Mrs. Landers there, treating me like one of her own, the kitchen made me sad inside. 

Now, though, with college done and the rest of my life ahead of me, I was glad to be back here to gather my things. College had been an amazing experience, and I really enjoyed my time on the East Coast. Still, I was more than ecstatic to be back in San Diego. It was so close to my childhood home, close to Nick and Nathan, and most importantly, close to my best friend Maria from boarding school. We had decided that we would get a place together when I got back, and I had already landed a job at an accounting firm. It was an entry level position, but I was fine with that since Maria and I had our own ideas for starting a business. Everything was looking to be exactly how I hoped it would be. I would just have to tie up some loose ends here, and I could be on my way toward my bright future.

When I rounded the corner into the kitchen, Mr. Landers walked past me, barely even noticing I was there. After Mrs. Landers passed away, Mr. Landers’s affection for me had soured. It was okay, though. I had beautiful memories of my own father to keep close to my heart. I looked up as I walked through the doors, surprised to see Nick standing at the kitchen sink. 

“Hey,” I said, smiling. “I didn’t realize you would be here.”

“I had to send you off with a smile,” he said, looking down at me. “Welcome back and congrats on graduating.”

“Thank you,” I said excitedly. “It was a lot of hard work.”

“You graduated early, right?”

I went to answer, but he cut me off. 

“When I was in college, I was part of the rowing team so leaving a year early would have been nearly impossible,” he said, starting to brag. “But things were different at my school, I suppose.”

“Ivy Leaguers definitely do things differently,” I said, trying to hold back the annoyance I felt at his need to show me up with his college education. 

I’d had a crush on Nick since I was like eight years old, and from the amazing smile he flashed standing in front of me, he had only grown hotter over the years. He was always a bit of a wild child, running around with his friends, asserting his wealth, and to be honest, being kind of a dick sometimes. But at home, we really got along. It had been a really long time since I had seen Nick, so I was pretty stoked when I walked into the kitchen and he was standing there. He lifted up his phone and shook it at me.

“Come take a pic with me,” he said, smiling.

“Oh, I don’t really like pictures,” I said, blushing.

“Whatever, you’ll look hot,” he said, grabbing me by the wrist and pulling me into him. 

I didn’t enjoy having my picture taken, but I sure didn’t mind having his arm around my shoulders and my hand pressed against his chest. I smiled for the picture and stood back while he sent it to whoever he was taking the picture for. I looked down at the list in my hand and realized I needed to get going on this so I could get to my new place and get settled in.

“Wanna help me clean my room?” I smiled big and watched as he scrunched his nose.

“Just have the maids do that,” he said. “That’s why they’re here.” 

He was such a spoiled rich boy, and even though I still had the biggest crush on him, I couldn’t help but be slightly turned off by it.

“No, I can do it myself,” I said, turning and walking toward the door.

“Wait,” he said, jogging over. “I’ll supervise.”

It was kind of irritating how superior he thought and acted, but with one glance of his charming smile and amazing eyes, all was forgiven. I wasn’t even sure why Nick was here today, but it had been a long time since I had seen him, and it was definitely not bad to have him hanging around me. I never got much attention from him growing up, even though I was dying for it. 

Instead, I’d sit at the kitchen counter, working on my school work, listening to my mother sing and hum, and steal glances of him when he and his friends came trampling through the house. He always ignored me in those situations, which I understood since I was the servant’s daughter, but it didn’t stop me from daydreaming about him. All the other girls had posters of rock stars or TV stars hanging on their walls. They would stare at them and imagine a teenage love affair. I didn’t have any pictures of Nick, but he was definitely the boy I laid in bed and dreamed about. It was a pipe dream, of course. I was the little immigrant from Mexico, and he was the rich heir to a real estate fortune, but that didn’t matter to me.

When we got to my room, I went straight in and started boxing things up. Nick looked around the room, picking up a picture of me and his mom. He smiled, but I knew he was smiling at her not me. It still sent butterflies through my stomach. 

As I packed things away, I could tell Nick was getting restless, and it didn’t surprise me at all when he went wandering off. It was weird having him stand there and stare at me anyway. I pulled out my drawers and looked down at an old photo album I had stashed away. I picked it up and sat on the edge of my bed, opening it up and smiling at a picture of my mother and me. She was so beautiful and confident, and my whole life, I wanted to be just like her. As I flipped through the pages, tears tugged at the corners of my eyes and trickled down my cheeks. Hearing footsteps coming down the hall, I assumed it was Nick coming back. I closed the album and looked up forcing a smile. However, instead of Nick, Nathan walked into my room, and I quickly wiped the tears from my cheek.

He looked concerned for a split second before returning his face to that typical-Nathan, serious look. I was slightly embarrassed about getting caught crying over my mother, but I wiped my tears and took the silk handkerchief he handed over to me. I wiped my eyes and smiled, before handing it back to him. 

Nathan was always so strange, so stern and serious. I always felt slightly awkward around him. He had been the only one to really pay attention to me as a small child, stepping to help me with my English when I had first moved to San Diego from Mexico. In fact, some of the things that he taught me really helped me move forward to fluently speaking English. 

When my parents died, his face was the first I saw when I walked into the room full of police officers. He grabbed me by the arms and led me to the couch when I collapsed under the weight of the news. I could never tell whether his kindness to me was from his own heart, or because he knew how much his mother loved me and wanted to provide me with the best life that she could. Either way, awkward or not, he had always been there in the background so part of me was happy and comfortable having him come by to say hello, though I wasn’t quite sure how he knew I was here.

Nick had always been the one in the Landers family that I got along with the best. He had a fun personality, and when I got older, he became more playful toward me. It was only natural that I gravitated toward him, even though Nathan had been the more caring one. Part of me felt bad that I didn’t realize that until now. I’d always blown off Nathan and hadn’t even thought about it during family events. He walked in the door and looked around.

“Would you like some help packing and loading your things?” 

He was quiet and serious, but I was happy he was there.

“That would be really amazing,” I said, relieved that I didn’t have to be alone during this. 

Quietly, we moved around the room pulling everything out and wrapping the breakables. We packed the boxes as full as I could carry, since I would be moving them into my place by myself. I smiled at Nathan as he rolled up his sleeves and awkwardly taped the boxes. I could tell he had never actually moved on his own before, and I wondered who moved his things from college to his house on the water. Being as rich as the Landers meant they could hire someone to do just about anything. 

When we were done packing, we carried the boxes, one by one, through the house, pausing momentarily to see Nick in the living room watching television with his feet propped up on the coffee table. Nathan rolled his eyes and shook his head as he pushed past and out of the house. He helped me get everything packed into my car and walked back in with me. As I started grabbing cleaning supplies, he chuckled, realizing there was no way I was leaving my mess for the maids. He grabbed the vacuum and followed me back, and we commenced the cleaning process.

Between the two of us, it took less than an hour to get the place cleaned. When we were done, Nathan helped me put everything away. I leaned in and hugged him tightly, thanking him for helping me. He smiled awkwardly before turning and walking to the kitchen. The house looked so sad and lonely now that Mr. Landers lived there by himself. Most of the shine had faded when Mrs. Landers passed, and she took a piece of my heart with her. I took a deep breath and headed down the hall, knocking quietly on Mr. Landers’s study doors.

“Come in,” he said sternly. 

I cracked the door and stepped inside, my hands clasped in front of me.

“What can I do for you, Ronni?” he asked impatiently.

“I am all packed up,” I replied. “I just wanted to come in and thank you. Thank you for taking me in all those years ago and giving me the amazing opportunities that you have. I just wanted to let you know how grateful I am.”

“Mmhm,” he grunted, staring out the window. 

I waited for a moment to see if he was going to say anything else, but he never turned to look at me. I took a deep breath and turned from the room, leaving the house without saying goodbye to the boys. I was hurt by Mr. Landers’s reaction, but there was nothing I could do but walk away. I looked up at the large mansion before getting in my car, excited about my future but sad to leave the place behind.

 





Chapter Three

Nathan

 

I was back in the office Monday morning, surrounded by people who either loved me or hated me. It came with the territory of being the boss. But even though I was at the top, a constant feeling nagged at me that my father was waiting around every corner, watching over my shoulder. The company wouldn’t be fully mine and my brother’s until my father was gone, not that I was looking forward to that day. But after I got out of college, my father wanted to retire, so he made me the head of the company. I knew that chapped my brother’s ass, but my father could see just as well as I could that Nick was not interested in taking over this company. I looked up at my phone as the secretary came over the speaker.

“Mr. Landers, your brother, Nick is here to see you,” she said. 

“Thank you, send him in,” I replied, rolling my eyes and sighing, wondering what in the world he wanted now. 

Nick strolled through the door, his hand in one pocket, and the other making sure his perfectly coiffed hair hadn’t moved from the same position it was earlier that morning. He looked around my office, picking up different items, scoffing, and putting them back down. I sat at my desk watching him, wondering what the hell he wanted.

“So,” he said, sitting down in the chair and looking at me. “Why haven’t you taken my advice on the acquisition I brought you?”

“Nick, we talked about this already,” I said, sighing.

“Remind me,” he said, lifting his eyebrows. 

I wanted to slap that smug look off of his face.

“The property value is crap,” I replied without sugar coating it. “After estimating the number of repairs that we would have to do, the cost of the people we would have to pay, and the commissions that would come out of it, it wasn’t a smart business venture.”

“I thought profit was a smart venture,” he said angrily. 

“Only if the profit is more than the cost of a light bill,” I said, looking down at the paperwork in front of me. “Time is just as valuable as money here, Nick. We could invest that time in a property that gives us five times the return.”

“It doesn’t have anything to do with the return,” Nick said angrily leaning forward. “It’s your irritating need to control every decision in this company.”

“That’s my job, Nick,” I replied, still not looking up at him.

“No, it’s your job to make this company money, and you’ll never do that if you keep turning down proposals based on your own sick need to be right,” he growled.

“Look,” I shouted, shutting him up quickly. “I would be more than happy to buy a property that will make us money. But you’ve got to find something more than these money pits you’ve been putting on my desk. They are a waste of everyone’s time, including yours.”

“Whatever,” Nick growled. “You don’t want to give me a chance. You never have. In reality, I know you’re intimidated by me. I’ve always been the one that people enjoy talking to. I’ve always been the one with creative ideas. You hate the fact that I’ve had the spotlight our entire lives. You hate that when people come to this company, they’d rather deal with anyone but you.”

“Enough,” I yelled, slamming my fists on the table. “While you’re out there daydreaming about bad business ventures, spending the family’s money, and frolicking all over California, I’m here running a business. I am the one putting the blood, sweat, and tears into it, and I would be a fool to let you come in and ruin our father and mother’s legacy. Now, if there isn’t anything else, I have work to do.”

“Fine,” Nick said, standing up and walking toward the door. He stopped in the doorway and looked back at me, a coy smile on his face. I knew whatever this was, it was not going to be good. “By the way, I have a date with Ronni tonight. Enjoy being alone in your office.”

	I shook my head and watched Nick walk out of my office laughing. He was such an asshole, and I blamed my father for spoiling him and never putting his foot down. I didn’t know why it was a surprise to me, though. Nick had been a spoiled little jackass since we were kids, always flaunting his money and skirting his responsibilities. I was pretty sure the only reason he got into an Ivy League college was that he had someone else do all his work and had my father send them a very large donation. 

Now he was taking Ronni out, the girl our mother had begged us to treat like our sister. I was slightly taken back by just how upset I was over this turn of events, but I knew it had to be because I was concerned for her, especially because of Nick’s playboy ways. I had seen the kind of man he was when it came to women, and it was shameful. Irritated by it all, I sent Nick a text message.

Nick, you cannot take Ronni out on a date. Did you forget everything that Mom asked from us? Ronni is like a sister to both of us. 

I sent the message and sat back, waiting for a response. I knew he wasn’t going to have a lightbulb moment and cancel the date, but I hoped that the memory of our mother would be enough for him to leave poor Ronni alone. However, after about fifteen minutes, I realized that he wasn’t going to text me back. I picked up the phone and dialed my assistant’s line.

“Mary, I need you to call Nick’s assistant and butter her up,” I said. “I need to know where he is going to dinner with Ronni.”

“You got it, boss,” she said, hanging up the phone.

Getting more work done for the rest of the day was completely out of the question. The rest of the day, I quarreled with myself, trying to convince myself that Ronni was not my responsibility. In the end, though, I knew my motivations for wanting to interfere with this date were not completely innocent in nature. The truth was, I was attracted to Ronni, but at that moment, it didn’t matter. I didn’t want to see her get hurt. 

I sat there for the rest of the day, fiddling with paperwork and jumping every time my phone went off. I also tried to decide whether I should go to the restaurant where Nick and Ronni would be. My secretary had gotten all the details, and I even knew exactly where they would be sitting. But what if I went and Ronni got angry at me? Nick could be a really convincing guy, even though I figured Ronni was too smart to fall for his bullshit. The only thing was, I knew she’d had a crush on Nick since she moved in with us all those years ago. He was her first real crush, and that was hard to walk away from. 

I went back and forth with myself for hours. On one hand, Ronni was a grown woman now, but on the other hand, she was still young, just getting started in the real world, and there was a very high likelihood that Nick would break her heart into a million pieces. Just the thought of Ronni upset irritated me to the point that I made a firm decision. I would go there and see what I could do to diffuse the situation and keep my dumb ass brother from hurting Ronni. She didn’t need anymore pain in her life after what she had been through. 

I stacked my papers on my desk and started to pack up. I was going to use the excuse of a meeting, but I wanted to go and change my clothes. Nick would never believe I had a Tuesday meeting in a polo and khakis at one of the hottest restaurants in San Diego. I went down to the garage and threw my stuff in the passenger seat, jumped in, put the top down, and made my way to my house on the beach. I lived in Coronado just outside the city so it only took me a few minutes to get there.

I jumped in the shower, did my hair, and put on one of my best suits, figuring if I was going to save the day, I might as well look good doing it. I decided to take a cab back to the city since it would be easier than finding a place to park. When the cab pulled in front of the restaurant, I paid him and walked in to claim the table that my secretary had reserved for me at the last second. I glanced over to where they were sitting and saw Ronni, looking bored as hell as my brother rambled on about something, probably talking about himself. As I walked, I kept my head down but coughed loudly, hoping to get her attention. Luckily for me, it worked, and I quickly heard her voice.

“Nathan?” She sounded happy and confused at the same time.

“Oh, hey guys,” I said, walking over to the table. “Crazy seeing you here. I had a meeting, but it was canceled, and I figured why not get some food anyway.”

“That’s interesting,” Nick said in a monotone voice. “I thought Tuesdays were your no meeting days.”

“Well, Nick, when you run a company, sometimes you don’t get to pick your meetings,” I said in a confident tone that I knew would strike to the heart of him. 

Nick was the kind of guy that could dish it out but not take it. Knowing he was here to put the moves on Ronni, with no intention of sticking around afterward, I didn’t feel bad at all in embarrassing him. He thought our parents’ money and hard work gave him the right to be a complete asshole, to ride on their shoulders and claim everyone else’s hard work as his own. As long as I had the ability to change that, I would never let him get away with it in front of me. 

I was the person that actually worked hard. I was the person that was there for Ronni when she was learning English, when she was orphaned, and when she would come back every year to give thanks for what she had been given. I was the one that helped her pack up her things and get them to her car. He knew all of this, but he took the way my mother and I acted toward Ronni and rode on those coat tails. I never even gave a shit about his audacity until he decided to use it to hurt someone that was close to us. 

“Well, why don’t I just join you guys,” I said, smiling at Ronni. “No reason to waste a table.”

They both answered at the same time, Nick said “no,” and Ronni smiled, saying “of course.” She looked over at Nick and wrinkled her brow, irritated by his asshole response. She looked back at me and pulled out the chair next to her. She patted the seat and nodded her head.

“Of course, you can join us,” she said, smiling. “Have a seat. We’ll have the waitress come take your order.”

I smiled kindly at Ronni and turned to Nick, trying to stifle a chuckle at the look of anger on his face. I was cock blocking him, and I was making no attempts to hide the fact. There were millions of women in this city, and there was no reason that he should be sinking his claws in someone as innocent and sweet as Ronni, especially knowing how our mother felt about her. As far as I was concerned, Nick had brought this on himself, and I was going to make sure he was miserable.

 





Chapter Four

Ronni

 

 

I never thought in a million years that I would be on an actual date with Nick. After so many years daydreaming about him, wishing he would look at me that way, we were finally on a date. Too bad it was a terrible one. 

I was actually pretty shocked at myself when I realized how relieved I had felt to see Nathan at the restaurant. I immediately said yes to him crashing our date, desperate for a change of subject. I mean, Nick was sexy as hell and hadn’t aged a bit, but he was easily distracted, jumping from topic to topic, which all had the same thing in common, him. I’d never actually heard someone talk so much about themselves. At first, I thought he was trying to impress me, but in the end, I realized he didn’t give a damn how I felt. He was talking because he liked to hear himself talk. Before Nathan showed up, I had turned to leaning my head in my hand and just staring at him, seeing his lips moving, but zoning out to whatever was playing on the speakers in the restaurant. 

When the conversation turned to business, I perked up, wanting his advice on my best friend, Maria, and my business proposal. I sat there patiently, listening to him talk about the real estate company, obviously frustrated with his inability to have Nathan take him seriously. When he paused to take a bite of his salad, I chimed in.

“So my best friend is a designer,” I said nervously. “And she has a line of bikinis that she has been working on. We are planning on getting everything together and starting that as a business. We figure we live in San Diego, everyone wears bathing suits, and—”

“You’re too young,” he said, interrupting me and waving his hand dismissively. “Besides, the market is absolutely inundated with swimwear lines. Someone like you wouldn’t stand a chance against the big boys out there. You should focus on whatever it is you went to college for. Get that job, land yourself a rich husband, and then play with whatever business proposals you want. I mean I’d let you do it.”

I scrunched my nose up and looked the other way as he turned the conversation back to himself. It had been a long time since I wanted to slug someone, but that was exactly how I was feeling about Nick at that moment. I was hurt by the fact that he didn’t even want to hear me out, laughing my idea off as some child’s pipe dream. We had put a hell of a lot of work into our business proposal, and now, we were waiting for the perfect time to launch. Maria was a genius, her bathing suits were gorgeous, and with my knowledge of business, plus what I could learn from other people, we would be unstoppable. I straightened my face, not wanting Nick to realize I was upset. 

I had taken the invitation for a date with the thought, and hope, to have an amazingly romantic experience with my lifelong crush. I had imagined the flowers, which he didn’t bring, the linen table cloths, which were not on the table, the bottles of wine, that he didn’t order, and his charming smile. In the end, his charming smile was the only thing he brought to the table, and it was starting to not be so charming. 

When things started to turn south, and he began boring me to death with his arrogance, I calmed my disappointment with the idea that at least I’d be able to talk to him about business, something that his family was known for. I had been listening to him for over an hour, and finally, I jumped in, just to be shot down. It was times like these I wished my father were still alive. He would have known exactly what to tell me about business and never shoot me down like that. 

But there I was, sitting there smiling at the passing waitresses and listening to Nick talk about all the people he knew, the money he’d made, and his plans for future investments. In reality, after actually listening to what he was saying, I realized that none of his ideas or plans seemed well-thought-out at all. The people he knew were because of his family, the money he had made was from investments his father made for him, and his plans had huge holes. Of course, I wasn’t going to be the girl that pointed that out, but I found it humorous that he thought so highly of himself and was so absorbed in hearing his own voice, that he forgot I grew up in the same household as him. 

When Nathan arrived, I could tell Nick was pissed, but I didn’t really care. I was just happy for the distraction. I smiled kindly at Nathan and excused myself to the bathroom, needing some fresh air away from those two. I figured whatever was going on, they could work it out while I was gone. However, when I got back, both of them looked angrier than hell, wearing matching scowls. I sat back down at my seat and took a bite of my dessert. My eyes flashed back and forth between the two. It was painfully awkward, and I was starting to get tired of dealing with it. 

I attempted to ask Nick more questions about his plans, but it was obvious he did not want to talk in front of Nathan. I took a deep breath and laid my napkin on the table. I looked back and forth between them and shook my head. 

“I think I’d like to go home,” I said quietly. “I have a really early day tomorrow.”

Nathan smiled kindly and pushed his chair back, standing up and helping me from mine. Nick threw cash down on the table and walked over, putting his arm around my shoulder. The feeling was so forced. I didn’t even like the fact that he was touching me. He pulled me past Nathan and stepped in front of him, sliding his hand down my back. I reached back and lifted it from my ass but kept walking. He was being utterly impossible, and all I wanted to do was get out of there. He leaned in close to my ear and whispered loud enough for Nathan to hear. 

“I’m sorry my brother is such a clock blocker,” he whispered, making me scrunch my nose. “Why don’t you come for a ride in my Lamborghini?”

“That’s a very nice offer,” I said, faking a laugh. “But no thanks.”

“Your loss,” he said, pulling his hand from around my shoulders and nodding to the left at someone in the bar. Before I knew it, he was off, distracted by someone he knew, leaving me standing there by myself. I shook my head, looking down in my purse to find my keys. What the hell had happened that I was now standing here with Nick’s brother, and Nick had totally ditched me? Nathan stepped forward and smiled kindly, reaching out his arm for me to take. I dropped my keys back in my purse and shook my head, laughing as I hooked my arm in his. 

“Well, that didn’t go like I thought it would,” I said, chuckling. 

“Yeah, I’m sorry about that,” he replied. “I didn’t realize Nick would still be pissed about yesterday, and it made things really awkward.”

“What happened yesterday?”

“He got angry about some investment he wanted the company to make,” he said, shaking his head. “It was a bad business move, but he took it personally.”

“Well,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “It wasn’t a total waste of a night, I guess. I got to run some of my business ideas by him, and he gave me some advice.”

He stopped in his tracks and looked around for a second, obviously formulating what he wanted to say. That was one thing about Nathan that I really appreciated, his ability to think about things before he said them. I started to understand why his father picked him to run the real estate business over Nick. 

“I don’t want to sound mean,” he said carefully. “But please don’t take anything Nick says about business to heart. He has zero knowledge of the business world and no experience to back anything up. I’m not trying to talk shit, but I don’t want to see you make a mistake because you listened to something Nick said. He still thinks shaved ice stands would bring in millions like he did when he was a kid.”

“Oh,” I said, laughing. “I was starting to get that impression as he talked. I think he forgets I grew up in the same house as him.”

As we strolled down the street in the warm San Diego air, I realized I was walking with the head of one of the largest real estate conglomerates in the world. Nathan wasn’t just a nice guy, he was a repository of knowledge that I knew could help Maria and I jump on the road to success. Part of me wanted to jump right in and ask him to help, but the other part of me felt like I shouldn’t be so bold. I thought about what my father used to tell me about being a business woman. He told me that those that were bold were always the most successful. So, without another thought, I went for it.

“Hey, do you think that I could sit down with you and pick your brain about business?”

“Sure,” he said with a surprised look. “I’d love to help in any way that I can. How about we go somewhere and grab a drink? Somewhere quiet where we can talk.”

“That sounds great,” I said excitedly. “I actually know the perfect place, and they are open pretty late. I’ll drive us.”

We walked up to my car, and realizing it was no Lamborghini, my cheeks turned red. I had worked my butt off in college to buy a car, and although it was a new car, it definitely wasn’t anything luxurious. Nathan smiled as I unlocked the doors, not letting on that he noticed I was driving a Honda Civic and not a BMW, something I knew Nick would have scoffed at. 

I often wondered how Nathan had turned out so normal being surrounded by people his whole life that were like Nick, including his father. I drove us over the bridge and into Imperial Beach, a small beach town a few exits from the Mexican border. It was one of my favorite places, with its small-town coffee shop and surfer dudes. Plus, you could look across the inlet and see the lights of Tijuana. 

“So,” I said, sitting down at the table. “My best friend is a bathing suit designer. She has some really amazing pieces that I know people would love. With my business knowledge, that I am trying to grow even further, and her amazing line, we figured we could get these suits into some of the local surf shops, if not the bigger stores where the tourists shop.”

Nathan considered my pitch for a second. Then he started rattling off things I needed to do to make this work. I sat listening to Nathan talk, impressed by the copious amounts of knowledge that he had. I soaked up everything he was saying, realizing that his solutions were exactly what I was missing in our plans. On top of that, he didn’t think our idea was stupid at all, and he even complimented me for the ideas that I put forth. As I sat there sipping my margarita and listening to Nathan talk, I realized that the night hadn’t turned out so bad after all. 

 





Chapter Five

Nathan

 

 

While Ronni was in the bathroom at the restaurant, sparks flew between my brother and me. Nick was livid that I showed up, and he saw right through my story. After seeing how much of a dick he was being, though, I didn’t feel bad at all for breaking up his date.

“You need to leave Ronni alone,” I hissed. “Mom loved her like she was her own and wanted us to see her as a sister.”

“You’re just jealous that she wants me and not you,” he said angrily. “You’ve always been pissed about that.”

“No, what I’m pissed about is the way you treat women,” I said. “You act like a little-spoiled brat, the biggest issue being you didn’t earn any of the recognition you try to take credit for. You are constantly riding on the backs of others. It’s pathetic. Leave Ronni out of this. She has been through way too much to have you do what you do to women.”

That was where it really started, with my crazy need to protect her from Nick. As we walked to her car, I couldn’t help but feel warmth in my chest with her arm wrapped around mine. Even when we got to the restaurant and started talking business, I was having a hard time remembering that I should have a brotherly frame of mind. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. On top of all that, Ronni was extremely intelligent. Her ideas for the business were brilliant, and all she needed was a few pointers to fill in the blanks. 

Her business instincts reminded me of my father’s. I went through everything I could think of, giving her advice about starting the business, getting the suits in stores, marketing, and all the rest. I really thought hard about the things that I struggled with at the beginning and tried to help tell her what I learned. That way, she wouldn’t have to make the same mistakes. Talking to her about business was a breath of fresh air, and she soaked every word up like a sponge.

I could tell this swimwear line was extremely important to her, but I did warn her against putting all her eggs in one basket. Of course, it had worked for my father, but it was a different time when he started the company. Now, with so much competition, and so many large organizations, it's hard to be a private business owner and turn a profit. When you order production of a product on a small scale, you have to pay more, and that expense gets passed on to your customers. Suddenly, people are searching for your design but in a cheaper location, causing you to lose out. It was important to provide innovation and quality in a way that the customer has to buy from you, and not go to the larger chain stores. 

She smiled and nodded her head, listening to every word. She leaned her hand against her head and smiled at me as if it were the first time seeing me. I guess this was a change for her, especially since I had always been so quiet and serious. She stood up from the table, sipped the last bit of margarita from her glass, and slammed her hands on the table smiling.

“I’ll be right back,” she said excitedly.

I laughed to myself as I finished my second whiskey on the rocks. I could see from the way she polished off her third margarita she definitely had some fun while she was in college. I smiled thinking about my own days in college, the parties I would go to, and the women I would meet. Now, I had the whole of my family’s company on my shoulders, and going out like this almost never happened. Ronni skipped back toward me, holding two shots and two slices of lime. She sat one down in front of me and smiled, pulling out the salt and wetting her hand. She passed the salt to me and raised her shot in the air.

“A thank you, for all your amazing advice,” she said, smiling. 

We both leaned back and took the shot, wincing as we bit down on the lime. I had never been much of a shot taker, and definitely not tequila. However, as the liquid burned down my throat, I looked over at Ronni and couldn’t help but be immediately attracted to her. My inhibitions were low from the alcohol, and any restraint I attempted to have in order to keep a brotherly mindset had gone down with the tequila.

She sat back down, and we spent time talking about what she had been up to. I hadn’t realized she had worked so hard in college to keep her scholarship. She never wanted to have to ask my father for help after my family had done so much for her already. That was probably a skill my brother could learn. He lived off my father and mother as a trustfund child usually does, except he was irritating and reckless in the process. She looked down at her watch with wide eyes, realizing that it had gotten pretty late.

“I’ve gotta get going,” she said, sighing. 

“Okay, but let me call my car,” I said, grabbing her hand. “We’ve both been drinking. We don’t need to drive.”

She smiled and looked down at my hand on hers. Immediately, shivers marched down my spine. She was incredibly hot, and for the first time that night, I looked at what she was wearing. Her dress was black, tight, and accented every single one of her curves. Her tan skin and dark hair were intoxicating, and her breasts pushed up and out of the dress, bouncing as she walked along in her six-inch heels. She was so freaking hot.

When the car arrived, I held the door for her and then slid in, sitting close to her. Her thigh pressed against mine, and I set my hands in my lap, trying to control myself. She gave the address to the driver, and we took off toward the city. I raised the partition in the limo, sealing us off from the rest of the world. The smell of her floral perfume made me think all kinds of dirty things about her, and before I could talk myself out of it, I reached over, grabbed her face, and pressed my lips hard against hers. 

I half expected her to jump back, but instead, she opened her mouth and moved it sensually against mine, pulling my lower lip into her mouth and sucking hard. I reached up and ran my hand up her thigh, feeling the passion erupt between the two of us. She pulled her mouth away from mine and smiled, pulling herself to her knees in the seat and lifting her skirt up. She pulled her leg over and straddled me, her warm wet pussy rubbing against my cock. 

I reached my hands up and grabbed onto her huge, glorious tits, massaging them hard as we kissed. She moaned quietly in my mouth, and instantly, my dick was rock solid inside of my pants. I ran my hands down her sides and pushed on her hips, groaning as she pushed her legs outward and ground against my shaft. When the car came to a stop in front of her place, she leaned in and whispered in my ear.

“Come inside,” she said, leaving no room for discussion. 

I nodded my head and adjusted my cock as I climbed out of the car and up the sidewalk to her door. She turned to me as she opened the door, putting her finger to her big pouty lips. I knew that I shouldn’t be in here, but all I wanted to do at that moment was bend her over and fuck her hard.

She grabbed my hand and led me down the hall into her room, closing the door quietly behind us. I walked in and turned toward her just as she lunged forward, rubbing my cock with her hand. Immediately, the passion from the car sparked back to life, and she was unbuttoning my shirt and kissing my mouth hard. She pulled my shirt off and undid my pants, letting them fall to the floor. I reached down and grabbed the edges of her dress and pulled them up and over her head. 

Her tits bounced around wildly, and I looked down at her tiny black g-string and high heels. I sunk my hand down the front of her panties and watched her head fly back as my fingers pushed through her wetness. I grabbed her around the waist and moved her toward the bed, kissing her passionately. 

She laid down in front of me and scooted back until her head was on the pillow. I pulled her panties from her body and spread her legs open, rubbing my hands over her stomach and down between her thighs. Her clit was hard and she was ready, but I wanted to know what she tasted like first. I lowered myself down, putting my head between her legs, and looked up smiling. Slowly, I parted her lips and ran my tongue through her wetness and around her clit. 

She breathed deeply as I swirled my mouth through her juices, nibbling and sucking on her nub. I pushed two fingers into her pussy and pressed in deep, feeling how incredibly tight she was. My cock pulsed, still trapped in my black boxer briefs as I fingered her softly, and my mouth moved wildly over her pussy. She reached out and grabbed the sheets on the bed, grasping them in her hands and moaning. 

I looked up at her face as I pushed her further into ecstasy, lifting her thighs in the air and running my tongue through her juices. She arched her back and moaned, reaching down to her tits and squeezing them hard. She writhed and wiggled beneath my face as her hips began to move in the motion of the waves. I could feel her body tensing as she came closer to her first climax. Her hips moved faster and faster, and she reached down, pressing her hand against my head top bury my face between her legs. 

She put her feet down on the bed and lifted onto her tiptoes as she began to fuck my mouth. As the motions became frantic, she screamed out, arching high in the air and throwing her head back. Her body shook and twitched beneath me as her juices flowed from her pussy. She whimpered and moaned as the breath left her lungs and her hips relaxed back into the bed.

“Oh my God,” she said, laughing. 

She grabbed my face and pulled it up to hers. I kissed her lips softly as she reached one hand over to the bed stand next to her bed. She pulled out a new box of condoms and handed me one, biting her lip. I opened up the packaging and rolled it over my shaft, pulling on it slightly as it wasn’t quite big enough. I shrugged, knowing it would do, before diving back down and kissing her mouth. I moved my body between her legs and reached down, grabbing the base of my cock. She lifted her hips in the air and wrapped her legs around my waist, closing her eyes and feeling the tip slide into her. I moved slowly but with intent, and she moaned loudly at the feeling of my cock gliding through her juices. 

Her pussy was tighter than any woman I had ever slept with, and I went slow, unsure of whether I would hurt her or not. She reached her hands up and pulled me down on top of her, feeling my body slide up and down hers. She felt so fucking good, and at that moment, I lost track of everything. Ronni was a freaking goddess, and I didn’t know how long I could hold on. Our bodies meshed together and moved in tandem, our breaths matching and our eyes locked onto each other’s. She had definitely put a spell on me.

 





Chapter Six

Ronni

 

 

I could feel his hard shaft move inside of me, and I closed my eyes, allowing the waves of pleasure to wash over me. I had spent so much time studying in college that I never went on dates. Technically, Nathan had just taken my virginity. 

The alcohol had done wonders for my inhibitions, and I laid there allowing him to take me, to fill me, and to push his huge erection deep inside of me. I couldn’t think of anything, other than how strong he was and how right it felt to be in his arms. His muscles rippled over me as he thrust forward, groaning over the sounds of the creaking bed. I reached up and pulled him down closer, wrapping my legs around his waist. He hooked his hands over my shoulders and slid up and down, our sweaty bodies entwined in the most intense passion I had ever felt. I moved my hips beneath his body, unable to control myself. He ran his hands down my tits and squeezed as he lifted up and pressed as deep into me as he could.

I reached out and grabbed my pillow, squeezing it hard in my hands as I felt another orgasm brewing deep in my stomach. The heat of the pleasure was rising so fast I could barely control myself. Nathan reached down and held on to my waist as he pushed forward, faster and harder. I arched my back and lifted my body to feel every inch of his throbbing cock. He growled as I massaged my breasts and ran my fingers over my mouth before rubbing my clit. As my fingers moved across my nub, he picked up the pace, grunting as he pushed hard inside of me. The sound of his voice echoed through my entire body as my orgasm erupted, pulsing through my veins, arching my back, and sending deep moans from my throat. He growled and thrust fast and hard several times, before pushing in deep and grasping my skin. I could feel his cock vibrating inside of me as he released, coming hard. 

His hips continued to move in short intense bursts as the waves of pleasure moved through his muscles. He let out a deep breath and fell forward, catching himself with his hands on each side of my head. He laid there with his head hung down, breathing heavily and allowing his body to relax. Slowly, he opened his eyes and looked down at me, his lips curving into a sweet smile.

I reached my head up and kissed him softly. He rolled over to the side and looked deep into my eyes. He brushed my hair away from my face and kissed me sweetly several times. I took in a deep breath and looked up at the clock, my eyes growing wide.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I have to be at work in like three hours,” I said sheepishly. 

He chuckled, and we both climbed from the bed, putting our clothes on before turning toward each other. He stepped close and ran his hands through my hair. 

“I’ll get out of your way,” he whispered. 

I nodded my head and showed him to the door. He stood in the doorway, bringing me in for one last, deep kiss. I lost my breath in his embrace, and as he pulled away, my heart fluttered.

“Thank you for your business advice,” I whispered.

“Is that what we are calling it now?” 

We both stifled a laugh so we didn’t wake up Maria. 

“Call me, okay?” He leaned over and kissed my forehead.

I nodded a silent yes and bit my lip, watching him walk out of the door and to his car. I waved as the limo pulled off. Then I turned, closed the door, and leaned my back against it. My emotions were crazy out of control, and I didn’t know what to think of anything that just happened. 

Somehow, I started the night on a date with Nick and ended up in bed with Nathan. I shook my head and wandered to the bathroom to take a shower since it was too late to get any sleep at that point. By the time I was done in the shower, I could hear Maria up in the kitchen making coffee. I got dressed and pranced out, taking a seat at the breakfast bar and popping a piece of bacon in my mouth. Maria turned around and raised her eyebrows at me.

“So, you going to tell me what all that noise coming from your bedroom last night was?” 

She tapped her fingers against the counter, and my cheeks blushed. I hadn’t even thought about the fact that Maria would be able to hear us.

“Well, Nick was a jerk, big surprise,” I said, rolling my eyes. “But Nathan showed up, and one thing led to another.”

“Okay, wait. So you didn’t sleep with Nick. You slept with his brother?” She leaned in and rested her head in her hands. “You need to spill all the details here, woman.”

“Ugh,” I said, looking at the clock. “I will give you more details later, but right now, I have got to get to work. Oh, and I got some really great ideas for the business. Nathan is a damn genius, and he filled in like every blank we’ve had so far.”

“Sounds like he filled in something, all right,” she said.

I laughed. “I’m serious.”

“That’s awesome,” she said excitedly. “Okay, we’ll talk tonight. Oh, and congrats on losing the big V.”

 She smiled and held up her fingers in the shape of a V. I shook my head, embarrassed by the amount of attention she was giving my new sex life. I was twenty-three years old and had just lost my virginity. It was definitely different than most people my age. I took a deep breath and grabbed my purse and keys, rushing out of the house and out to the street where I quickly realized my car was in Imperial Beach where we left it. I shook my head and hailed a passing cab, jumping inside and making my way to Trillsworth Financial where I was an entry level data clerk. I would make sure to grab my car after work. 

I got to work just in time and scooted through the rows of cubicles until I found mine. I looked over at the boss, who glanced up at the clock and then turned away. I was never late, but my boss was also a stickler, and I knew I would get written up if I was even five minutes late. 

I got to work typing away on the computer, trying to get my mind off of Nathan and back to life. But as my fingers moved across the keys, my cheeks blushed from the visions of the night before replaying in my mind over and over again. His hot body glimmered in the lights from the street while he moved over me, pushing deep inside and sending me to a place of passion I didn’t even know existed. 

I shook my head and wiped my forehead, absolutely embarrassed that I gave it up so quickly, and to Nathan of all people. The guy that used to help me with my English and walk around the house with a serious face. The only time I could remember him smiling was when his mom would take us to the beach in the convertible. He loved that time with her, and so did I. 

Either way, it had happened, and I didn’t regret it, even for a second. He was so amazing in bed, and the feeling of his mouth against my heat was crazy. I shifted in my chair and crossed my legs, feeling wetness pooling just thinking about it. He moved gently but passionately against me, bringing me to not just one orgasm, but two. I needed to let go of the guilt and be happy that I was opening myself up to new experiences letting loose for once. 

I had been working so hard for so long. I deserved to be a bit carefree from time to time. I had been holding on to my virginity for far too long, and if you asked me, I couldn’t even give you a good reason why. There was nothing religious behind it, and I wasn’t afraid of men. But I had been so busy with school and keeping my scholarships that dating was something I couldn’t afford to do. But now, I was out in the world, ready to face life in a new way, with my own place, my own job, and my own life. A life that was brand new, never been touched, and ready for me to make my own choices in. Ultimately, it was a new life and a new me, and I really liked that.

Work seemed to drag on for hours, and I decided to skip lunch since I had so much work to catch up on. Living in la la land and thinking about sex with Nathan had taken up a good portion of the morning, and my boss was constantly looking over my shoulder. I had this weird feeling he didn’t like brown people, or Mexicans, as the gringos call us. Not that I really even remembered much of my life in Mexico. After my parents died, the Landers took over and Mrs. Landers made sure I got my citizenship. I was really grateful to her, not that I showed that last night by getting drunk and screwing her son. 

When five o’clock rolled around, I took the bus into Imperial Beach and grabbed my car, grumpy because I would have to drive back through rush hour traffic to get home. By the time I reached the door to the house, it was almost six and I was glad to be home. I walked through the door and tossed my bag on the counter, smiling at Maria. She shifted her eyes toward the living room and took a drink of her tea. I squinted my eyes and walked into the room, looking at the two bouquets of flowers on the table. The first one was gigantic, filled with every color of every flower you could imagine. It was decorated with large ornate bows and a small card stuck out of the top. I pulled it out and looked down at a note from Nick apologizing for the night before. 

I put the card down and walked over to the other bouquet, which was understated but tasteful. The white and pink roses were absolutely gorgeous, and they smelled amazing. I pulled the card from that bouquet, reading Nathan’s name with X's and O’s underneath. I smiled at Nathan’s card and held it to my chest, turning around and dropping my smile as I faced an irritated Maria. 

“You want to explain what the hell is going on?”

“I wish I could,” I said, laughing. “I guess Nick is still trying, and Nathan is letting me know he’s thinking about me.”

“Come here,” she said, softening her face and pulling me over to the couch. “I think you should stay away from these boys. I know you have known them your whole life, but I am starting to think this battle for your attention has more to do with their own issues between each other than it does with them actually fighting over you. I know the attention feels good, but what happens when the boys make up? Where does that leave you?”

I shook my head and smiled as she kissed my cheek and walked back into the kitchen. I looked down at the card from Nathan and wondered if maybe Maria was right. I knew Nathan would never hurt me on purpose, but things happen and emotions take over. I sighed, still not convinced that this was a terrible idea. I would just have to wait and see. 

 





Chapter Seven

Nathan

 

 

Sitting there and staring at my computer, I couldn’t think of anyone other than Ronni. I had mountains of work waiting for me, but none of it interested me. Only one thing was running through my mind, and it had nothing to do with business. 

That night had been erotic, arousing, and absolutely amazing, but now that the smoke had cleared, my guilt was starting to take back over. I had visions of her riding me, moaning, her beautiful body clenching in ecstasy. It looped through my head like a movie I couldn’t turn off. This woman had been someone I was supposed to think about like a sister, but she was so sexy and so smart. Giving in to my feelings for her was the most natural thing in the world. I couldn’t keep my mind off this girl, and I had been sitting here for the second day in a row just running it through my head over and over again.

Looking back at our hot and heavy night, I had a feeling she hadn’t told me the whole story about her sexual history. It was the little things that made me think that, like how she fumbled with her clothes, how she moved rigidly at the beginning, and how tight her pussy had been. I had known her a very long time and had never thought of her as a party girl, or someone who would jump right into bed with someone. In fact, I was pretty sure, with her dedication to school, and the fact that she had never talked about another man in her life, that she was a virgin. 

But if that were true, why would she have chosen me to give it up to? Initially, the thought of her being a virgin sent a tingling, masculine thrill through my entire body. The idea that I had taken her virginity, that I had been the first man ever inside of her was extremely arousing. Her taste seemed almost purer as I sat there, thinking about her untouched pussy. On the other hand, guilt was desperately trying to creep into my chest. She was drunk, upset from her dinner with Nick, upset with how my father had blown her off when she left the house, and I had been there to comfort her, to listen to her, and to support her dreams. If I didn’t know myself better, it would look like I took advantage of her. 

I no longer was sitting here daydreaming about Ronni. Instead, I was now terrified that I had taken advantage of a vulnerable woman. My mother had sat me down after Ronni’s parents had died and told me how she wanted to make Ronni feel like part of the family. My mother trusted that I would be kind, and welcome her with open arms. She knew that Nick was a hot head and really full of himself, and she wanted to make sure that I was looking out for her. 

When my mother died, Ronni had come to me, hugging me and crying to me. She had really loved my mother, and she had seen so much loss in her life. More than I could ever imagine feeling in that short amount of time. If my mother was still here, I couldn’t imagine that she would be okay with this in any way, shape, or form, especially since it was driving an even bigger wedge between Nick and me. I shook my head and ran my fingers through my hair. I had gotten myself into a bad situation. The entire time I was trying to protect her from Nick, I was unknowingly luring her into my own arms. I ended up treating her exactly how I hoped that Nick wouldn’t. It made me feel absolutely terrible. To top it all off, I cared about Ronni as a person, and I knew that this was going to drive a wedge between us, too. The best thing I could do at that point was go to her and apologize. I needed to live up to my promises, no matter how much I wanted to see her again.

The rest of the day flew by quicker than I had hoped, especially since I was dreading going to Ronni’s house and breaking the bad news to her. I was such an asshole, and to make matters worse, I had sent her flowers with the hope that she would want to see me again. 

I procrastinated when it was time to leave the office, but eventually, I had no choice. I grabbed my things and headed down to the car. It was a chilly day so I left the top up, and the waves were crashing hard in the wind as I drove past the ocean. It seemed that mother nature was in the same mood that I was, except for her, it was acceptable. For me, not so much. 

The sun in the distance was getting closer to the horizon, and the sky was lit up in bright oranges and pinks. As I rounded the corner and pulled up in front of her place, my stomach did flip flops. I approached the door, and I could see Ronni inside, folding her laundry. She looked really sexy in a pair of cutoff shorts and a white t-shirt. Her raven-colored hair was straight and shiny, and it hung down over her shoulders. I knocked on the door and waited for her to answer.

“Hey,” she said happily. “I wasn’t expecting you. Come on in.”

I walked in the door and stood there looking around. It was a really cute place, and the girls had decorated it to feel just like San Diego. I looked over in the kitchen where her roommate was standing. I smiled, but she glared over at me with a knowing look in her eyes. I turned back to Ronni and smiled nervously.

“Can we take a walk?” I asked her.

“Sure,” she said, grabbing a sweatshirt and looking over at her roommate. “I’ll be right back.”

The girl in the kitchen stared me down as I closed the door behind me. I started to think she could read my thoughts, but that was just my guilt. We walked across the street and down to the small private beach below. I had my hands stuffed in my pockets since I was trying to avoid reaching out and touching her. I knew if I touched her, I would lose my nerve, and I needed to do what I thought was right.

“The other night was really amazing,” I said, smiling. “Like beyond amazing.”

“It was,” she said, blushing.

“That being said,” I continued. “I made a promise to my mother a very long time ago that I would always look out for you. I would always treat you like family. And that night, I didn’t do that. I feel like I took advantage of you because you had a bad night with Nick, you just moved out, and you were kind of drunk.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head with hurt in her eyes. “I was fully aware of what I was doing.”

“Right,” I said, shaking my head. “But I didn’t realize until afterward what I had done. I had gone against everything I had promised my mother, and it can’t happen again.”

I looked at her face as we walked forward. She was staring down at the sand beneath our feet, and I could see how much my words had hurt her. She looked like I was stabbing her with knives in the heart. Immediately, I wanted to reach out and take her in my arms and apologize, but I knew in order to move past this, I needed to say everything.

“You are an amazing woman,” I said. “You always have been. I’ve been there as you’ve grown into the most gorgeous person, inside and out. It makes it really hard for me to follow my mother’s wishes. I want you to know, I don’t regret what happened. I just think that we should end it there. I don’t want to lose you as my family.”

“Right,” she whispered. “I understand, and I appreciate you coming to speak to me in person. Oh, and the flowers were beautiful.”

“Ronni,” I said, turning toward her and grabbing her hand. 

“Thank you,” she interrupted, staring sadly at me. “For all of your amazing advice. It really was a life saver. I can’t thank you enough for that. Anyway, I should go back. I have dinner plans, and it’s getting late.”

She grabbed my arm and leaned up, kissing me on the cheek and lingering for just a moment. She turned and jogged back toward the street. I swear I could see the glimmer of a tear on her cheek as she turned. I felt absolutely horrible. Ronni was such an amazing woman, and I would be lucky to have her in my life. If it weren’t for the promise I made to my mother, I would be on cloud nine right now, trying to woo her and wine and dine her. She was exactly the woman I was looking for, and I didn’t know until that night that I had been looking. I turned and watched the sun dip below the horizon. A cold wind whipped along the beach and down the collar of my shirt. 

I walked back to the car and looked up at Ronni’s window. She was standing inside with her hands covering her face. Her roommate was hugging her, and she looked up at me angrily, before leaning forward and pulling down the blinds. I hadn’t realized I would have such an effect on her. I jumped in my car and headed to the gym. I needed to get these emotions out and the only thing I could think to do was workout. 

I grabbed the gym bag from my trunk and headed into the gym, thankful they were open twenty-four hours. There was barely anyone inside, not that it mattered, and after I had changed, I jumped on the treadmill. With every step, my gut dropped, thinking about Ronni’s face when I told her. I picked up the pace, now running full speed. I breathed heavily and wished the knot in my chest would disappear. After about forty minutes, I got off the treadmill and headed over to the weights, doing as many reps as I could handle. I worked out harder than I had in a really long time, but still, I didn’t feel any better about what I had done. I had broken Ronni’s heart, which was the complete opposite of what I set out to do in the first place. 

I finished my reps with the weights and walked over the punching bag, slipping my headphones in my ears in an attempt to drown out my own mind. Nick was supposed to be the villain in this scenario, not me. And yet, I continued to punch the bag as hard as I possibly could, feeling the sting in my knuckles. This girl had really done something to me. She had touched me in a place that I couldn’t describe, and I didn’t just mean my dick. Being with her was not a normal hookup. It was years of bonding and love, all compressed into one really hot night. She was smart, probably smarter than I was, and determined like I had never seen. She wanted to make something out of herself, and she wanted to do it all while spending time with me and giving herself to me fully. Had I known she was giving her virginity to me, I would have held her longer, caressed her more gently, and made her feel like she was the only woman in the world. 

I took in a deep breath, reared back, and punched the bag as hard as I could over and over again. My knuckles swelled and cracked as they met the plastic material. I grabbed the bag, stopping it from swinging, and leaned my head against it. No matter how many times I punched this bag, I was still a giant piece of shit.

 





Chapter Eight

Ronni

 

 

I took a deep breath and wiped away the fog from my steamed-up mirror. There was a knot in my chest from the conversation I had with Nathan the night before, and I really didn’t like it. I had given him my virginity, given him a part of me that I could never get back, and he had broken it off before it even had a chance to begin. 

All this time, I’d thought Nick was the bad guy, the one that would break my heart. But I never saw it coming from Nathan. He was so kind and gentle. Even when he was telling me this couldn’t happen, his eyes told me he was genuinely upset about it. That should have made it better, but it almost felt worse, knowing he wanted to be with me but the ghosts from our past were dictating our future. 

No matter how good his mother’s intentions had been, they never came to fruition. I wasn’t treated poorly, but I was never treated like a sister. Now, it was messing with Nathan’s mind so much that he couldn’t separate it from what happened. It made me angry that he couldn’t come to terms with the fact that his mother’s wishes had been broken a long time ago, and there was no going back. 

I was drawn from my thoughts by my phone buzzing on the counter. I looked down and saw Nick’s face flashing across the screen. I picked it up, thinking twice about answering but pressing the call button anyway.

“Hey, Nick,” I said, trying to sound normal and not mopey. 

“Hey, beautiful,” he said in his normal energetic voice. “I wanted to see what you were up to tonight.”

“I don’t have any plans,” I said, sighing. “Why? What’s up?”

“Well, I thought maybe I could make up for the other night and take you dancing at this awesome club in San Diego,” he said, igniting visions of that night in my head.

“You know what? That sounds great.” I decided that I needed to get Nathan out of my head, and there was no one more likely to help with that than Nick. 

“Awesome,” he said. “Pick you up in an hour?”

“Great,” I replied before hanging up.

I got ready in record time and was waiting by the door when Nick pulled up. Maria was in her room, and I didn’t want her to know I was going out with Nick. So, I hurried out the door and down to the curb. Nick whistled at me as I walked down in my high heels and short dress. I blushed before leaning in to let him kiss me on the cheek. He opened the car door for me and then jumped into the driver’s seat. Then we sped off toward the club. 

As soon as I was in the club, there was a drink in my hand which I didn’t mind in the least. Nick pulled me around the place, giving me the grand tour. It was definitely a hot spot in the city with its high ceilings, great music, and the poshest VIP area I had ever seen. He handed me a shot and clicked my glass. I threw it back, unaware of what I was even drinking. 

“So, what do you think?” he asked.

“It’s great,” I yelled over the music, curious as to why he wanted my opinion so bad.

“I’m thinking of becoming an investor,” he said loudly in my ear.

“Oh,” I said, bobbing my head to the music and thinking back to the study we did in college on nightclubs. “You know when I was in college, we studied nightclubs. Apparently, it's really hard to recoup any investment in nightclubs. So, I would really think hard about it.”

“You sound like my brother,” he said, scowling. Then he handed me another drink.

The last thing I wanted was to be reminded of Nathan so I downed that drink and dragged Nick out on the dance floor. My only option at that point was to get drunk and have fun dancing, which was exactly what I was doing. Nick leaned forward and grabbed me around the waist, pulling me in close. I smiled politely and pushed back, looking around as I swayed my body to the music. He reached out again, this time forcefully pulling me in and grabbing my ass. I reached around and grabbed his wrist, throwing his hand off of me. At that point, he seemed to get the message. 

His face went quickly from entertained to angry. I watched him stomp off back to the VIP area. I continued to dance a bit longer and then headed toward Nick. I stopped short, though, when I noticed him inside, hitting on a tall blonde girl with giant tits. I shook my head and chuckled to myself, finding it hard to focus. I realized quickly that I was completely wasted, but I knew that Nick had zero intentions of taking me home anytime soon, if at all. I fumbled around my bag, pulling out my phone and dialing Maria’s number. I tapped my foot impatiently as it rang, but she never answered.

“Shit,” I said to myself, hanging up and pulling up the Uber app on my phone.

I clicked the button, but it was still programmed for the East Coast. I tried to figure out how to switch it, but between the alcohol, the lights, and the music, I couldn’t get a clear focus on anything. I took a deep breath and tossed the phone back in my purse. I needed to get the hell out of this club and get some fresh air. 

I pushed through the crowd, trying to keep my feet firmly planted below me. I wobbled back and forth, the alcohol getting stronger in my system with every step. By the time I made it to the door, I burst out into the cool air and took in a deep, steadying breath. I was so angry with myself. How had I not thought that Nick would abandon me all over again? To be fair, I had no intention of letting him touch me at all. I was mostly using him as a way to get out of my own head for a bit. Still, he had brought me out here, gotten me drunk, and then started hitting on another woman. I stepped to the side to get out of the way of the other people exiting the club.

My feet were freaking killing me so I leaned down, not giving two shits, and took off my heels. The cold cement under my feet sent a chill up my arms, and I realized it was colder tonight than I had ever remembered San Diego feeling like. I had only been gone three years, but I had immersed myself in college, forgetting all about this place until I drove back over the San Diego bridge. 

I looked around me at the people walking from the bars. The lights from the signs and street lights made me even dizzier so I started walking down the block, not even sure where it was that I was going. I looked down at my phone and realized I had hit a wrong button, so I fumbled with my phone to close it out. I walked toward a large planter on the sidewalk and sat down on the edge of it. I set my phone in my lap, looking around for a cab.

“Finding a cab in the Gaslamp Quarter shouldn’t be this damn hard,” I muttered out loud to myself. 

I sat there for several minutes just looking around. Five frat boys joked their way up the street, and I looked in the other direction, trying not to catch their attention. But sitting here drunk and cold in a skimpy little dress was a bit more than noticeable.

“Look what we got here,” the guy in the front said, staring me up and down. “What are you doing out here all by yourself pretty girl?”

“Leave me alone,” I said angrily.

“Whoa,” one said, and they all laughed. “She’s got that Latin spice in her.”

“Don’t,” I said, slapping one guy’s hand away and turning as another scooted up next to me on the planter, putting his arm around me. “Get the fuck off of me, asshole. I don’t need your help, nor do I want you anywhere near me.”

I stood up and found myself being circled by these assholes. My heart began to beat wildly in my chest as my already dizzy vision got worse. I couldn’t focus on any of their faces, but I could hear them laughing and taunting me. Suddenly, one of them grabbed me and pulled me against him. I put my hand on his chest and pushed hard, trying to get away.

“Let go of me,” I yelled out. “Get your hands off of me.”

“I like a girl that struggles,” he said, laughing. 

The squeal of tires cut through the night, and the guy dropped me before stepping back and watching as Nathan jumped from his sports car and barreled toward them. He grabbed the guy by his shirt collar and threw him to the ground. He turned toward the other guys with his fists clenched. I had never seen him so angry before, not even during the millions of fights he had with his brother growing up. 

“The lady said to leave her alone,” he growled. “Now get out of here before I kick all your asses.”

One of the guys made a move at Nathan, and Nathan punched him square in the jaw. The frat guy dropped to the sidewalk. That one punch was enough to drain the fight from the rest of them. They gathered up their fallen friends, backed up slowly, and then took off down the street. 

I looked up at Nathan from the place I had fallen, and his face softened. He reached down and helped me to my feet, picking up my shoes and taking me around the waist. I didn’t know how in the world Nathan found me or even spotted me over here, but I was so glad to see him. He ushered me to the car and helped me in the seat, leaning over to buckle my seatbelt. He closed my door and got in on the other side, reaching back and handing me his jacket. I shivered in the seat, and he reached over and turned the heat on. We sat there for several minutes, letting the car and my body warm up. 

All kinds of thoughts were swirling through my head, and I couldn’t get a grasp on reality. I had drunk more than I ever had at one time, and all I wanted to do was sober up. It was like fate that Nathan had been here, had found me, and was saving me yet again from the trouble his brother had put me in. I knew at that moment, I would never trust Nick again, not even to have lunch with him. He didn’t care about me and Maria was right, at least about Nick. 

He was using me as a pawn to get to his brother. He wanted to hurt Nathan and make him angry, and by doing that, he had pushed Nathan away from me. I took a deep breath, trying to sober myself up, knowing I was going to have to explain to Nathan how I got out here and why I was stranded without a way home. I knew he was going to be furious so I wanted him to start driving before I told him. Otherwise, he might go in the club and drag his brother out by the neck. The last thing I wanted out of all of this was to make things even worse between them. Nathan kept talking about his mother being disappointed, and I knew that if her and my parents were watching right now, they would be absolutely mortified at how I was acting. 

I laid my head back on the headrest and breathed deeply, ready to tell Nathan everything.

 





Chapter Nine

Nathan

 

 

“So, I was really feeling down about everything that has happened, and Nick called me up,” she said, explaining what happened. 

“Wait, what does Nick have to do with this?” I asked, as I drove down the street and away from the crowds.

“He asked if I wanted to go out to the club,” she said. “I just wanted to feel better so I said sure. He picked me up and took me there. Well, once we were there, he started feeding me drinks. When we were out on the dancefloor, he got really grabby, and I slapped him away.”

“Let me guess, he got pissed,” I said getting angry.

“He went over to VIP and started hooking up with this tall blonde chick,” she explained. “So, I tried to call Maria for a ride, and she didn’t answer. I tried to use the Uber app but I was too drunk to figure it out. I stopped and sat down, trying to find a cab, but there weren’t any. Then those guys came along, and well, you know the rest.”

I gritted my teeth and gripped onto the steering wheel so tightly my knuckles began to turn white. My idiot brother, too self-absorbed to care about anyone else, put Ronni in a situation where she could have gotten hurt, or worse. He abandoned her in the middle of the city at night, drunk as hell, and didn’t care enough to make sure she even got a cab back home. 

It was a good thing I had pulled away from the club already because everything in me wanted to go in there and drag him out by his skinny fucking neck. Just wait until I get my damn hands on him and let our father know what kind of man he has turned into. If he thinks I’m going to sit back and keep my mouth shut any longer to avoid his embarrassment, he has another thing coming. 

“I’m so sorry,” Ronni blurted out, tears in her eyes. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been randomly driving down that exact street. I was so scared.”

I looked up from the road confused for a moment, not understanding what she was talking about. She had called my cell phone, and I could hear her talking in the background. She led me straight to her with her drunk mumbling and incoherent banter. I was scared to death when I heard her shouting at those guys. I almost killed ten people speeding through the streets to get to her. I looked over at her and down at her lap where her cell phone was sitting. I reached over and pressed the speaker button on my phone. 

I pointed over to her lap and she looked down in confusion. “It wasn’t magic,” I said, hearing my voice echoing from the speaker. 

Ronni looked over at my phone, and I could see the realization moving across her face. She picked up her phone and looked down at the call that was still in session. She shook her head and rubbed her hand over her eyes, clicking the phone off and tossing it in her purse. She sat quietly for a few seconds, staring out the window, and I wondered what was going on in her mind. I didn’t mean to act harsh or uncaring toward her. I was just so angry at my brother for being such a cocksucker. He had purposely hurt Ronni, and he didn’t even know it would affect me. It was probably a good thing he didn’t know since it might have been worse if he did. I could hear Ronni begin to sniffle, and she turned quickly in her seat, staring at me. That was when the words just started to flow from her mouth as if she no longer had any control over what she was saying. 

“I barely ever drink,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ve been so obsessed with grades, graduating from school, and making a life for myself that I didn’t have time for parties and clubs. Then I get here around you and I am making all kinds of decisions that aren’t like me. I’m having my heart broken by you, I’m getting wasted at a club and randomly being stranded out in the streets. Then I try to get home, but for the first time in San Diego history, there's not a damn cab anywhere. I couldn’t get my Uber app to work because it’s still linked to the East Coast. And then, I randomly dial you, which I’m really glad I did, but you have to get up and come rescue me, yet again. And all because I was stupid enough that I thought coming out tonight would make me feel better.”

“Okay, okay,” I said, rubbing her shoulder. “Relax. You’re only human, and after this long of keeping it together, especially after what you’ve been through, it’s okay for you to let your hair down. You just need to be a little pickier on who you put your trust in. Nick is an asshole and he only thinks about himself. Just when I start to believe there is something decent inside of him, he goes and pulls a stunt like this. Look, you don’t have to be sorry. I will always be there for you. We are family and we have been since the first time you and your family stepped foot into our home.”

She raised her hands to her face and began to sob. Her tears spilled over and ran down her cheeks, and she gasped between breaths. I didn’t know what happened to cause her to cry like this, but with every weak whine and sob, my heart felt like it was being ripped from my chest. She was in so much pain, and although I understood that she had every reason to feel that way, I didn’t know what these tears were for. But then again, maybe she didn’t either. Maybe they were for everything. Maybe they were for every terrible event she had been through. Every person ripped from her life without cause or justification. Maybe even a little of it was because of me. 

To think that I had anything to do with this suffering made me feel sick to my stomach. She was such an amazing girl and she was going through hell right now, and I didn’t help make it any easier on her. All those times I could have reached out and I didn’t, leaving her to be strong on her own. I guess everyone has a breaking point, whether it’s early on or after years of suppressing those feelings and tears. I reached over and rubbed her back, hoping that she would get this out of her system and be able to see herself the way that I saw her. 

We pulled up in front of the house and only Ronni’s car was in the driveway. Maria must be out, and that was why she didn’t get Ronni’s call. I got out of the car and rushed over to her side, opening the door and helping her out. She was still crying so I wrapped my arms around her and held her close as we walked toward the house. I could feel her body shaking in my arms, so I took the keys from her and opened the front door. She took in a deep breath and looked up at me, her makeup running down her cheeks and her big brown eyes bloodshot from crying.

“Will you stay with me tonight?” She looked so sad. “Just to hold me. I don’t want to be alone.”

“Of course, I will,” I said, relieved that I didn’t have to leave her alone in this state. 

She grabbed onto me as we walked back to her room. She had finally stopped sobbing, but I could tell she was absolutely exhausted from the night’s ordeal. We got into her room, and I quietly shut the door. I switched the light on next to her bed and pulled the curtains closed. Then I took her phone and her shoes from her hands. I turned her around and unzipped her dress, pulling it off her shoulders and helping her step out of it. She crawled into the bed and pulled the covers over her. I took off my shirt and shorts, laying them across the chair, and I climbed in next to her in my boxers. She rolled over on her side and faced me, her eyes puffy from crying.

“I’ve been working so hard this whole time,” she said. “And my dreams of success, I’ve patterned after you. You are so dedicated and hardworking, and you always have been. In college, the professor asked us to think about a businessman or woman that we wanted to be like, and you were the first person that popped into my head. So, I’ve worked extra hard, sacrificing my freedoms and my friends. I haven’t minded it at all, knowing one day I’ll be able to slow down. But without a family, sometimes it just gets really lonely.”

As soon as she spoke the word lonely, I immediately knew exactly what she was feeling. Ever since my mother died and I took over running the company, I had felt very alone. My mother was my rock throughout my life, and before taking over the company, I had a life with friends, romance, and a strong family. However, all of that changed in the blink of an eye, and there were more nights than not that I went to bed feeling completely alone, lost in the isolation that came as part of my life. 

I leaned forward and kissed Ronni gently on the forehead, finally understanding so much more about her than I had before. She and I really weren’t all that different in the end. She scooted closer to me and laid her head on my chest. I stroked her hair with my hand until I could feel her body relax and her breathing deepen. I laid there, staring up at the ceiling, thinking about that loneliness. Suddenly, I realized that I couldn’t remember what it felt like, and that laying there with Ronni cuddled in my arms was the first time I hadn’t felt lonely since my mother died. 

I took in a deep breath and scooted down slightly in the bed, propping the pillow under my head. Ronni had given in to the grief, the excitement of the evening, and the sheer amount of alcohol she had consumed. As she laid there, her head moving up and down as I breathed, I couldn’t think of another place I wanted to be, or another woman that I wanted to be with. Ronni filled a hole in me that I didn’t even realize was there until now. I had dove head first into my work so that I could stay busy enough and tired enough that I would only experience that dire loneliness for a few moments a day. I hadn’t realized, though, it wasn’t a fleeting feeling before Ronni. It was something I had been carrying around inside of me for years. 

I looked down at her as she slept hard, her eyes finally calm from the crying. Never in a million years did I think that the cure to my sadness had been sitting in front of me this entire time. She made me feel alive in ways I never had before, and just as I had jumped from my car and bullied a bunch of frat brothers which was not like me, I also felt at ease and calm in moments that I would normally have hit the height of anxiety. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe my mother wouldn’t have been so sad about this. Ronni and I were cut from the same cloth, and I couldn’t think of another person I’d rather have by my side. 

 





Chapter Ten

Ronni

 

 

I snuggled my body into the covers. The warmth of the blankets and the softness of the pillows enticed me to fall back to sleep. There was a cool breeze blowing from the fan, making it the perfect temperature for a lazy Saturday in bed. I reached back to scratch my shoulder and heard a man grumble and turn behind me. Oh, God, what did I do? 

Come on brain, think. I ran through the foggy bits and pieces of memories coming back from the night before. I freaked out, thinking it was Nick. That I had somehow brought him back and slept with him. However, as I lay there frozen, I started to remember what actually happened last night. Nick had ignored me, cozying up with some tall blonde chick. I remembered stumbling around the club until I made my way out to the streets. I could remember calling Maria, feeling a bit of fear when she didn’t pick up the phone. Then, the frat boys flooded my memory, and I realized exactly who was behind me. It was Nathan. 

He had found me, bursting onto the scene like a super hero, taking down the assholes and scooping me up into his car. But why would I be so stupid as to sleep with him again, knowing he was trying to force himself to not be attracted to me? I peeked under the covers and realized I was still wearing my panties and bra. I looked to the side and he was still in his boxers. 

Okay, we didn’t sleep together.

I was a shit show last night between the alcohol and the complete mental breakdown in Nathan’s car. That poor guy had come to the rescue and ended up having to babysit my drunk ass. I laid my head back in the pillow, groaning to myself as I thought about how big of a fool I had looked like last night, standing in the street, holding my shoes, and swaying back and forth. And Nick, that son of a bitch, had thrown me to the wolves, and all because I rejected his sexual advances. 

He deserved to buy that club and have it fail, so he can go running to his daddy with his tail between his legs while I started up my fabulous new business, selling swimwear with my best friend. Wouldn’t he be shocked when we were ruling the “saturated market” with our bikinis? I took in a deep breath, feeling the after effects of the alcohol from the night before. I was going to have one mother of a hangover once I finally dragged my body out of this bed. But damn if it didn’t feel nice having Nathan’s warm skin grazing mine.  His tight strong body next to me, protecting me and making me feel that twinge of arousal that I knew I shouldn’t have.

Laying there, I started thinking about what he said to me on the beach when we went for that walk a few days ago. I could almost feel the knot developing in my chest all over again. I pushed that from my mind and replaced it with Nathan’s heroic rescue last night, grabbing me off the streets and bringing me home, where he even undressed me and got me comfortable in the bed. I had asked him to stay, and he didn’t even think twice. 

In reality, I was bummed nothing happened between us. Not only had I found myself craving the feeling of being safe and protected in his arms, I felt like he deserved to be treated to a sexy foray of hot sensual sex. He deserved to be shown just how hot he was and how much I wanted him. I hadn’t been able to get his huge cock and sexy body off my mind since that night, and now he was behind me in the bed, wearing nothing but boxer briefs. His little “love you like a sister” speech was forced from the guilt of his mother, and we both knew that. 

He shifted behind me, his groin sliding behind my ass. The feeling of his half hard morning wood bounced across my ass, and immediately, I could feel myself getting wet. I quietly slid my hand down into my panties, running my fingers across my clit. That was it. I wasn’t going to stand by and let him blow me off when I knew that wasn’t what he wanted. I was going to turn over and show him just how different I was than a little sister. 

I bit my lip and turned slowly over in the bed, pulling my panties off and unclipping my bra. I scooted forward into his arms, pressing my naked body against him. His eyes were closed as he moved his arm down, running it down my back and groaning slightly. I nuzzled my face in his neck and pressed my lips against his skin, kissing him seductively. He breathed heavily as I pushed my hips into his, feeling his cock getting harder. Slowly, he opened his eyes and looked down at my naked body. 

“Ronni,” he whispered, staring down at my tits. “We really shouldn’t.”

“Shh,” I said, running my fingers across his lips and grabbing his hand. 

I thrust his fingers between my legs, and he instantly began massaging my wet pussy. I ground my hips against his hand, rubbing my clit on his arm. I reached up and pushed him over on his back, sitting up and feeling him slip his fingers inside of me. I closed my eyes and moaned as I fucked his hand, feeling the juices starting to flow. He looked at me wildly, as if he had never seen something so sexy, and it made me even more brazen. 

I ran my hands up my sides and over my breasts as I bounced up and down on his hand. At first, my goal was to get on top of him as fast as I could, but the feeling of his eyes on me and his fingers inside of me turned me on so badly I couldn’t move. As he fingered me hard, I pulled down his boxers and leaned forward, swallowing his hard cock. He groaned loudly, pushing his fingers inside of me harder and faster. I whined as my lips moved down his shaft. I reached up and grabbed his free hand, placing it on the back of my head. I liked it when he was in control.

He wrapped his hand through my hair and pushed down, pulling my head back up and groaning as my tongue swirled around the tip. Over and over, my head bobbed up and down, and my throat opened to take all of his giant cock inside. His hips began to move up and down, and I sat still, letting him fuck my mouth. It was incredibly erotic, and I glanced up at his face which was staring down at me. I curled my lips into a smile, and he rolled his eyes back groaning and laughing. I slid my hand between my legs and started rubbing my clit, moaning into his cock. It was so hard and so ready for me, but I didn’t want to rush it. I wanted to feel him get needy and really want me. 

He took his fingers out of me and grabbed me by the waist, pulling me toward his face. I straddled his head, feeling him pull me down onto his lips. I screamed out at the feeling of his tongue running through my folds, sopping up my juices and sucking on my clit. I swayed my hips, taking a moment to really feel his pleasure before bending forward, grabbing his shaft, and pushing it into my throat. He gasped as I sucked hard, and my lips pressed against the base of his cock. He squeezed my ass, moving his mouth wildly around my pussy. I could feel the orgasm beginning to simmer, but I took a deep breath, not wanting to come until I was riding his dick. I wanted him to feel me explode, to feel my juices surround his erection, and my body twitch and writhe over top of him. 

I sat up on his face and waited for a moment feeling the pleasure of grinding on his lips. I rose up on my knees and flipped around, scooting down to his waist. I leaned down and kissed his neck, whispering in his ear.

“I want you to feel me come.”

He moaned loudly as I reached back and stroked his cock, letting him know I was ready for him. I reached up and grabbed a condom from my drawer and tore the wrapper open, leaning back and sliding over his dick. Holding the base of his shaft, I tilted my hips and slid slowly down his cock, my juices dripping down him. I pulled my knees underneath me and sat down good and deep, moving up and down just slightly. I kissed his lips sweetly and then sat up, pulling his hands to my tits as I moved my body like a wave. I could feel his skin pressed against mine, and instantly, I wanted more. I moaned loudly as my clit dragged across his skin and his shaft pressed against my stomach from the inside. He reached up and grabbed my waist, but I slapped his hands away with a mischievous grin. He chuckled and raised his arms above his head, watching me bring myself closer and closer to orgasm.

I leaned forward and slowly lifted my ass, bringing his cock up before slowly lowering back onto it. He felt so damn good inside of me, and I did that same motion over and over again, feeling every ripple of his cock. I could feel the pleasure and need build up in my body, and I began to slam my hips up and down on his dick. 

“Yeah, baby,” he groaned. 

I sat back up and shifted my hips up and back, bringing myself to the edge of climax. I screamed out frantically, moving my body against his, turning to the side, and grinding down hard. As I pushed forward, rubbing him across my nub, I arched my back and threw my head up, screaming as the orgasm exploded and waves of pleasure pushed through my entire body. He reached up and grabbed my waist, thrusting his cock in and out of me hard and fast, trying to bring me to an even higher climax. I grabbed my tits and moaned as his body slammed against me. Pleasure ignited in ways I had never felt before. As the peak of my orgasm tipped me over the top, I fell forward, breathing heavily and whimpering. He slammed his lips against mine, kissing me passionately while still thrusting into me.

I moaned, feeling him completely filling me up. I braced my body and let him fuck me hard, biting into his shoulder as he held onto my hips and grunted loudly. The sound of his voice was enough to push me back into pleasure mode, and I swept his hands off my hips and sat down on him again. I lifted my body up and looked down at him smiling. 

“You want this?” I asked, biting my lip.

“Yeah, baby, give it to me,” he growled. 

“Like this?” I asked innocently as I began to slowly bounce up and down on his cock.

“Harder,” he groaned, grabbing the sheets on the bed and trying not to take over.

His self-control didn’t last long. He sat up, grabbed me by the waist, and threw me down onto the bed. He climbed on top of me and pushed my legs apart. His eyes were dark, and he leaned into my neck, whispering into my ear.

“No, like this,” he said.





Chapter Eleven

Nathan

 

 

I spread her legs apart with mine and looked deep into her eyes. Then, I thrust my cock deep and hard inside of her. Ronni smiled and moaned. She stretched her body out, leaving her large breasts to jiggle and move on her chest. I leaned down and took her nipple into my mouth as I pushed in and out of her, feeling my balls slap against her ass. She was so fucking sexy when she took control, and despite the fact that I fought it at first, any illusion of her being treated like a sister quickly flew out the window with the passion I felt for her. 

Her hands grasped the bed behind her, pulling on the sheets and arching her body into mine as I fucked her hard. I stopped and sat up, pulling her legs onto my shoulders and grabbing her ass. I pulled her toward me and lunged deep inside of her. Then, bracing myself, I began pumping fast and hard. She screamed and moaned below me, and I felt her pussy tightening and releasing around my cock. She was so wet, and I could easily slide in and out without a problem. She reached down and started rubbing her clit as I slammed into her, feeling my own orgasm beginning to rise.

She moaned with the rhythm of my body, her screams echoing over and over through her room. As I pushed deep and hard, I could feel her begin to tense, and I knew she was about to come again. She rubbed fast against her clit, biting her lip and closing her eyes. I wanted to feel her again, her pussy vibrating against my shaft, the warm liquid rushing around it. As she reached her peak, she lifted her body off the bed. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out of her throat. I groaned loudly as I felt her pussy pulsate around my shaft. I wrapped my arms around her thighs, jamming my cock in as deep as I could get it. After two more thrusts, I leaned into her, letting my body rest against hers as I came hard.

The orgasm sent a blanket of pleasure and relaxation through my entire body. I moaned loudly as her body began to relax, feeling my cock bulging inside of her. The orgasm felt like it was going to last forever, and I slowly let my panting breaths calm down, leaning back on my knees and sighing as my muscles relaxed. 

I looked down at Ronni, laying there recovering from her multiple orgasms. Her cheeks were rosy, and she was smiling, trying to catch her breath. I knew at that moment, I wanted more of this woman, and the idea of treating her like family now had a completely different connotation. She was one of the most amazing women I had ever met, and I would never again spend my days trying to run from her. Instead, I would run full force right into her arms, holding her in the day, and worshipping her tan silky body at night. 

I pulled out and jumped from the bed, feeling more energized than ever. I smiled down at her and reached out, pulling her from the bed and into my arms. She laughed as I picked her up at the waist and let her feet dangle down. I pressed my lips tightly against hers, feeling the passion and emotion surging between us. I didn’t want to leave her yet, so I figured why force myself to?

“Get dressed,” I said, smiling. “There is this amazing French Bistro at the Del that I want to take you to. They serve brunch, and I would love some French toast right now.”

“That sounds perfect,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I am so hungry!”

I pulled my clothes on and watched as she pulled on fresh, sexy panties and a new bra. She lifted her arms up in the air, allowing a sweet but sexy sundress to cascade over her curves. She grabbed a sweater and sat down at her makeup table, brushing her hair. She looked back at me, smiling as she pulled her hair into a ponytail and touched up her makeup just enough to look fresh and bright. She was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. She nodded toward a pair of wedge sandals sitting on the floor against the wall, so I grabbed them and walked over, holding them close to me as I bent over and kissed her lip-glossed lips. 

We walked out of the room, and I watched as Ronni skipped into the kitchen and planted a huge kiss on her roommate’s cheek. 

“This is Maria,” she said happily. “Maria, this is Nathan.”

I leaned over and kissed the top of her hand, flashing her a smile. Her stern face melted slowly away, and she looked into Ronni’s eyes, seeing that she was happy. Maria laughed as Ronni’s excitement trickled over into her. I wanted Maria to like me, especially if I was going to be with Ronni and help them get their business off the ground. If Ronni believed in Maria, I knew I could take that as a solid fact. 

We left the house and jumped into my car, letting the top down now that the clouds had cleared and the sun warmed the air. It was a slow start to summer in San Diego this year, but I didn’t mind the eighty degree days at all. Ronni looked over at me, her ponytail whipping around in the wind, and her smile brightening up my day.

We got to the restaurant, and they took us straight back to a table, realizing who I was. My father and mother used to have brunch here every weekend, but they didn’t bring us kids. It was kind of their date night but with brunch instead. I could remember my mother putting on a beautiful dress, doing her hair just perfectly, and dabbing a tiny bit of perfume on her neck. She always hummed on Saturdays, and I knew it was because she got to spend quality time with my father, something that was few and far between with him running the company. However, no matter how busy their lives got, my father always made sure to clear his schedule for Saturday afternoon brunch with my mother. 

We sat closely together, sipping our mimosas and looking over the menu. Everything looked delicious, so instead of picking I asked the waitress to bring us one of everything. Ronni’s eyes lit up at that. The waitress laughed and smiled, seeing the love surging between Ronni and me. When she left to put our order in, I leaned back in the chair and put my arm around Ronni. We watched the people coming in and out of the restaurant. The older women were dressed in their Sunday best with large hats and every piece of jewelry they could fit on their hands. The younger crowd was prim, pressed, and proper, laughing and talking amongst themselves as they enjoyed the beginning of a life of luxury. Ronni and I looked up at the door as a loud giggle broke through the low murmur of voices. It was Nick, walking in with a tall blonde girl, dressed like she was ready to go to the club. 

“That’s the woman he ditched me for last night,” Ronni said, giggling. “Seems she didn’t get to change her clothes, and neither did Nick.”

I thought about how often Nick stayed at the Del and how if he had gone to his place, he would be wearing different clothing. They must have decided to stay at the hotel last night, which meant Nick had no intention of keeping this girl around past brunch. If he thought he would want to fuck a girl again, he would take them to his house in the hills, but if he knew it was a one and done, he would bring them to the Del, feed them brunch, more because he was hungry than anything else, and then put them in a cab back to whatever hole they crawled out from. He was so predictable. 

The hostess took them to a table across the room, but Nick had already spotted Ronni and me. Ronni had switched her attention to her hot tea, but I sat meeting Nick’s angry glare. The blonde was fawning all over him, but he ignored her, sending angry daggers in my direction. I actually found it to be quite humorous, and I smiled a condescending smile in his direction. As soon as the waitress arrived with the food, though, I brought my attention back to the present, ignoring him for the rest of brunch.

We feasted on every breakfast food you could possibly imagine, laughing as people looked over at us and smiled. They figured we were a young couple in love, enjoying our breakfast on cloud nine. I kept my arm around Ronni, keeping her close to my side. I hated the idea that eventually I would have to let go and get to work. Weekends didn’t stop me from having client meetings. When we were done, I had the food boxed up and told Ronni to take it home for her and Maria. 

“You’ll instantly win Maria’s heart,” she said, laughing. “That girl is so thin, but she can eat more than most men.”

We laughed as we carried the bags out, still ignoring Nick’s angry stare. We piled the food in the trunk so it wouldn’t blow around and drove slowly back to her house. I walked her in and helped bring the food in, smiling at Maria as I set it in front of her. She laughed and wagged her finger at me.

“You found my weakness, sir.”

Ronni walked me back outside and shut the door behind her for some privacy. I leaned in and kissed her lips softly, running my fingers over her shoulders and back. It was like torture saying goodbye.

“I’m sorry that I have to leave,” I said, sighing. “I have to head into work because I have a meeting later this evening. A lot of my clients don’t care about working weekends.”

“It’s okay,” she said, wrapping her arms around my waist and leaning back to look up at my eyes. “Do you want to get together again?”

“Of course,” I said, laughing. “I wouldn’t even leave now, but my weekend is completely sewn up with business. Sunday is insane, but I’m hoping to make headway with this huge deal that I’ve been working on for about three months now. I think things are finally coming together with it.”

“I understand,” she said, smiling. “Trust me, I would kill baby seals to have that kind of experience. Okay, maybe not baby seals, but I would definitely think about it.”

I laughed loudly and leaned down to kiss her lips. She was so soft and comforting, and I was having a really hard time breaking away. I took in a deep breath and released my grip, stepping back down the walk and toward the car. I blew her a kiss and waved.

“I’ll call you tonight, I promise,” I said as I opened the car door and stepped inside. 

As I drove away, I watched her in the rearview mirror. I loved the fact that she was craving experience in business, the same way she used to crave education and knowledge. This girl was going to be trouble when she learned everything she needed to know. There had to be a way I could help her get that knowledge. As I turned toward the center of the city where the office was, I looked over and saw a help wanted sign, and it hit me. That was it. I owned a company that would give her everything she needed. I would hire her to work at the real estate firm. Why didn’t I think of that before? 

 





Chapter Twelve

Ronni

 

 

I really didn’t want Nathan to leave the day before, but I knew how important his business was to him. He had taken charge of his father’s company after his mother passed away, and from studying the company as a whole during college, I knew that whatever he was doing was helping to bring the company into the new era. His father was a brilliant man, but he didn’t understand changing times. The company wasn’t in danger at any point, but if Nathan hadn’t come in with the changes he made, eventually the conglomerate would have been broken up and sold to the highest bidder. He was brilliant, just like his father, but he understood what it took for an enterprise to survive a changing economic and political world. They were one of very few real estate companies in the country that actually increased revenue during the economic collapse, while many others barely hung on or folded under the pressure. It was extremely impressive. 

So, in the spirit of moving forward and hard work, Maria and I sat down to work out the details of the bikini line and all the logistics that went along with it. She was an exceptional designer, more talented than most of the famous ones I saw in magazines, but just like me, she was just starting out. She sat and listened to everything that Nathan had explained to me, and I patiently went through each step with her so that she could better understand. 

She had a designer education, a designer background, and an artist’s mind so I wanted to make things simple but understandable for her. Though I wasn’t going to be designing anything, we were going to be running the company together. Between her amazing work and my business skills, I knew there was no way we could fail at this venture. Luckily for us, Maria came from money, her father being a very successful Latin singer. He loved Maria’s designs and had already set up an account to fund the entire venture, and he didn’t want us to pay him back at all. 

I had known since the beginning that Maria had gotten lucky in the parenting department, especially since she didn’t have to pay for college, didn’t have to work at all, and always had money in her bank account. When we decided to move in together, her father came down and picked out the place we lived in, offering to pay for the entire thing. Though it would have been nice to not have the cost of rent, I didn’t feel comfortable having yet another person take care of me, so we settled on a fair price, and I paid my monthly share. Maria thought I was crazy since she knew her father just took that money and put it in her bank account, but it made me feel good to be taking care of myself. 

We sat there, brainstorming ideas for what we wanted to call the business, how we wanted to incorporate it legally, and where we really wanted to start. We had a really good list going, and I groaned as my phone went off on the other side of the room. I grabbed it and flipped it open, not even looking at the name on the screen. I cringed at the sound of Nick’s voice on the other end.

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” He was furious.

“Excuse me?”

“You just go and abandon me at the club, acting like you are so much better than everyone else,” he yelled. “And then I find you hooking up with my fucking brother?”

“First of all, that is none of your business,” I said. “Secondly, if you hadn’t just ditched me for your blonde disgusting bimbo, I wouldn’t have ended up wandering around the Gaslamp District, drunk as hell, not knowing where to go. I was almost fucking mauled by a group of frat boys. It was a fluke that your brother found me, and thank god he did, because who knows what those guys would have done. You can lay the blame on me to make yourself feel better, but when it comes down to it, you are a disgusting and poor excuse for a man.”

“Maybe if you learned to not be such a cold bitch, none of this would have happened,” he yelled back. “It’s not my problem you have mommy and daddy issues and can’t handle someone of my stature and power putting their hands on you. You should be glad that a man like me asked out a girl like you.”

“A girl like me? What the fuck does that mean?”

“Oh, come on,” he said with a harsh laugh. “You think because my mother took you in, that makes you part of this family? No. Everyone looked at you as the poor little immigrant who was taken in by my mother. That was it. Nothing more. You are trying to hold on to that and milk it for all its worth.”

“You are so blind,” I said. “I have done more to support myself than you ever have and ever will. Have fun milking daddy for his hard-earned money just so you can go invest it in shitty ideas and watch them fail. Go to hell, you piece of shit.”

I hung up the phone and screamed, letting my anger radiate through the entire house. Maria poked her head around the corner and lifted her eyebrows at me. I rolled my eyes and waved my hand at her, wanting to kill that little prick. I sat down at the kitchen counter and tried to collect myself. It had been a very long time since I wanted to hurt someone, but right now, that was exactly what I wanted to do.

I was such an idiot, and after everything I had been through in life, I still couldn’t figure out what I ever saw in Nick. He was arrogant, ignorant, had no motivation, and when it came down to it, he was nothing more than a spoiled little rich kid. In fact, unless something drastically changed for him, I couldn’t see him ever making anything out of himself except for a mooch on his father’s name. Nathan, on the other hand, was that guy. He was the man who got things done and had the compassion and fortitude to think of other people in the process. Just thinking about him calmed my heartbeat, and I tossed my phone on the counter and headed back into the living room. Maria looked up at me and smiled as I sat down.

“Was that Nick?”

“Ugh, how did you know?” I rolled my eyes and stomped my feet.

“He’s pretty much the only rich asshole in your life, so I figured it was him harassing you,” she said. 

“I thought you thought that about Nathan, too?”

“Yeah, well, he seems to have proven me wrong so far,” she said, laughing.

“It was the pancakes, wasn’t it?”

“You got me,” she said. “No, I just see how protective he is of you and how much you light up every time you are around him. I thought he would be bad for you, and for a second, I was right. But in the end, he really showed his true colors, and they are bright and happy, just how I like it.”

“God, Nick was such an asshole,” I said, still upset. “I don’t understand how you can know someone your whole life and be so mean. I mean we grew up together, in the same damn house.”

“Some people are only concerned with their egos,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “Nathan doesn’t seem to be one of them.”

I nodded my head and looked up as someone knocked hard on the door. I peeked out the window to see Nathan’s car sitting in front of the complex. It was like he knew we were talking about him, and poof, he was here. I took a deep breath, trying not to look so upset. I didn’t want him to know his brother said those things. It would only cause more issues between them. I grabbed the handle and opened the door wide, trying to muster a smile. Well, Nathan saw right through that, and his eyebrows furled at the upset look on my face. He reached out and brought me in close, hugging me tightly and kissing me on the top of the head. Luckily, he took my silence as a sign I wanted privacy and didn’t ask me what happened. He just squeezed me tightly. He waved at Maria and then looked down at me.

“You have a minute to go for a walk?”

“Uh oh,” I said with a worried face. “The last walk we went on didn’t turn out so well.”

“No,” he said, chuckling. “It’s not that kind of walk, I promise. Grab your jacket. The wind is pretty strong today.”

I reached in and grabbed my lightweight jacket off the rack and smiled at Maria as I shut the door. I looked up suspiciously at Nathan as he took my hand and led me toward the beach. The sand was cool between my toes, and I couldn’t help but feel renewed as the sea air hit my face. I looked over at Nathan as we walked, curious of what he wanted to talk about.

“Okay, what’s up?”

“So,” he said, taking a deep breath. “You are so smart and so amazing, and you are thirsting for knowledge in the business arena. On my way to the office, after I left you the other day, I started brainstorming ways to get you the experience that you’re looking for. Then it hit me. I run a huge conglomerate. Why would I not just give you a job with me? You could help me out and learn at the same time. It would be perfect. What do you think?”

“Wow,” I said, taken back by the offer. It was huge, and everything I wanted since I left college, but I was completely torn. Working alongside Nathan would be amazing, but throw in the fact that he was the man I was lusting after twenty-four seven, and it suddenly seemed like it might be a bad business decision. It was hard enough handling a growing personal relationship, but twist that up in an office romance, and I knew bad things could come of it. However, if I looked at his parents, they did amazing things as a couple running a business. Nathan was so intelligent, and he was the savviest businessman I knew. I would learn so much from him. 

“Say something,” he said, laughing.

I smiled. “Sorry. I’m just thinking it over really fast. That’s a big chunk of news at one time.”

As we walked along the beach, I played out the different scenarios in my head, always landing on the fact that, if it started to affect us personally, I could quit and go to something different. Best case scenario, I learned a lot, picked up some serious tricks of the trade, and ended up killing it with me and Maria’s new business. It was so blatantly obvious what I needed to do, but I was nervous since taking chances on things wasn’t my normal MO. In fact, I had been taking chances on things a lot lately, and though it landed me Nathan, it also put a huge rift between me and the family. But I couldn’t think about that. I needed to think about my career and making it big in the business. I stopped and turned to Nathan, taking in a deep breath.

“Okay,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ll do it. I need to put in two weeks at my other job, but I can do that first thing tomorrow.”

“Yes,” he said, smiling and picking me up off the ground.

He leaned in and kissed my lips softly, gazing into my eyes. Maybe working with this man wouldn’t be so bad after all.

 





Chapter Thirteen

Nathan

 

 

I was more excited than normal to be in the office as I was beginning preparations for Ronni to start with the company. I had set up the perfect arrangement where she would be considered a paid intern for the company. I figured this would allow her to go from department to department, so she could learn the ins and the outs of the business. She would also be able to travel with me when meeting with long distance clients and have a desk set up right outside of my office. I knew there would probably be some friction between her and Nick, but I figured that would die out over time. Nick was a pissy little guy, but he wasn’t usually one to hold a grudge. 

I looked down at the new hire packet I had my secretary fill out and looked over and out the window as the maintenance staff carried in Ronni’s desk, filing cabinet, and computer. In all reality, if this worked out, I could have a regular intern here at the company. That way, we were giving back to the community and getting our name out there to the universities. My father used to talk about implementing this exact program, but after my mother died, it fell to the wayside.

I really wanted to do everything I could for Ronni, to really give her the experience she needed to be successful in her venture. She soaked everything in like a sponge, so I knew once she got here, she would kick ass. In fact, I slightly worried about having her be so good that I wouldn’t want her to leave. I kept trying to tell myself that placing her here was all about her learning experience, but I knew in the pit of my stomach that there was a part of me that also wanted to keep her close. 

Knowing I could look out the window and see her beautiful face was extremely exciting, and I tried to keep my wits about me. Not to mention the fact that I kept imagining the late nights spent in the office. Everyone would go home, we would be working late on a client, order take-out, get naked, fuck on the desk. The normal stuff. I laughed at myself for my fantasies, knowing full well Ronni would be more than professional here. That being said, I couldn’t promise that I wouldn’t stare at her ass or cop a feel in the elevator every once in a while. She was so sexy in her little professional skirts and high heels, and I could picture her now with little black glasses, her hair pinned up, and a tight ass pencil skirt, hiked up as she kneeled down under the desk to suck me off. 

I adjusted my cock in my pants, taking a deep breath and trying to shift my attention. I’d never get anything done today if I didn’t get her off my mind. As soon as I thought that, I heard a loud noise and my door swung wide open. I looked in shock as my father, Noah, walked in the office, anger covering his face. He stomped over to the chairs and plopped down, taking a deep breath and crossing his legs. My father hadn’t come into the office in several years. What in the world was he doing here now? From the snarled, angry look on his face, I imagined he would have no problem letting me know exactly what he was thinking. Hopefully, Nick didn’t go purchase any stupid properties on our dime and not tell us about it. I took a deep breath and opened my mouth to speak, but my father put his hand in the air. 

“Don’t speak,” he said angrily. “I have caught wind of some interesting news, and to be honest, it shocked the hell out of me. I thought I raised my son with a bit of class, but apparently, that isn’t the case.”

“Speak plainly, Father,” I said, irritated by his jabs. “I have work to get done.”

“Apparently, that’s not all you’ve been doing,” he said, leaning forward. I stopped what I was writing and looked up at him in surprise. “It seems you’ve been sleeping with that little Mexican housemaid, and now you want to give your whore a job here.”

“Be very careful how you choose your words, Father,” I said slowly, standing to my feet and leaning forward on the desk.

“I still own this company, or have you forgotten?”

“That doesn’t give you the right to—”

“That gives me whatever God damn right I want,” he said through gritted teeth, standing and facing me nose to nose. “I will not allow this to happen. We are not running a daycare service for your sluts, and I am sure not going to allow you to taint this business with the likes of her.”

“Listen to yourself,” I scoffed. “My mother would be ashamed of you. She loved Ronni like family. I will not allow you to stand here and demean her like that. You may be my father, but that doesn’t keep me from kicking your ass for being a racist old fool.”

“Your mother had her play thing, but she’s dead now,” he yelled. “And I’m not here to play babysitter to every immigrant that crosses the border.”

“Again,” I said, trying to keep my anger controlled. “I would shut your mouth if I were you. Besides, I make the business decisions here. You made sure of that when you quit, running off to hide and wither away in your office at home. You are the one who gave up on life, and I won’t let you take it out on Ronni because you can’t handle Mom’s death.”

By that point, my father and I were standing nose to nose in the office, our eyes strongly fixed on each other. How dare he come in here and talk that way about Ronni after all she had been through? How dare he act holier than thou. At that moment, I realized exactly where Nick got it from, and I was utterly disgusted. I stepped forward, challenging my father’s intentions, and I watched as a smile spread across his old, angry face. He put his finger up and shoved me in the shoulder, laughing out loud.

“You are not going to do this,” he whispered. “And if you do, I’ll have you fired and cut out of the will. See how well you will do in a city where you have been blacklisted and dumped by your own father.”

“If that’s the kind of man you’ve turned into, then I don’t want your disgusting money anyway,” I said angrily. 

We stood there, staring into each other’s eyes for several moments. I didn’t even recognize the man standing in front of me. This was the same man that took a scared six-year-old little girl into his lap and hugged her tightly as the funeral procession for her parents began. This was the man that loved my mother more than anything, even this company. He had changed, and it was a damn shame he had become so hateful that he was attacking his own family. He had no right to talk about Ronni in that manner, and I wouldn’t stand for it, no matter how much I had to lose. 

I had made it this far just fine, and I could do it again without his help. He shook his head and turned toward the door, freezing in his tracks at the sight of Ronni standing in the doorway, tears tugging at her eyes. She had heard everything. My father grunted and pushed past her, knocking her to the side. I watched him march out of the office, slamming doors and yelling at staff as he went. He had lost his damn mind, and I didn’t know what to do about it.

I stood there, staring down at the papers on my desk, trying to collect my thoughts. I had never had a confrontation with my father like that before, and my blood boiled knowing who set him up for this. Nick wanted to run this company into the ground, and he would do anything, including hurting his own blood to get his paws on it. It was a good thing he wasn’t here right now. Otherwise, I might throw him through the window with how angry I was. I looked up at Ronni who was standing there, looking down at the floor. I couldn’t believe that she had heard everything. It must have been so hurtful to her. She stepped forward and forced a smile, looking at me with glistening eyes.

“I, uh, I gave my two weeks,” she said, looking at her box of things. “My boss said she knew how amazing the opportunity was so she didn’t make me work those last two weeks. I was really excited so I came right over. I didn’t mean to walk in on you. I didn’t realize your father felt that way.”

“No,” I said, walking forward. “Do not apologize for anything. You have no reason to apologize. My entire family, including myself, should be the one begging for your forgiveness. We have treated you terribly. You didn’t deserve any of this, and whatever you do, don’t listen to one word my father said. He is an old fool.”

“He’s hurting,” she said, leaning into my chest. “Just like the rest of us, and I know that I am a very sore spot in his life. It’s not right, but I haven’t proven myself to be very supportive of him, either.”

“You are so sweet,” I said, shaking my head. “But he chose to push everyone away. He wouldn’t take my help or anyone else’s for that matter. All he’s done is surround himself with his rich friends and dive into his money pit like Scrooge McDuck.”

“I’m sure if I go back to my boss, she’ll let me stay on,” she said, sniffling. 

“No,” I said emotionally. “I don’t care what that old tyrant says. I’m going to put you on as my paid intern and do what I promised to do. You worry about getting your head filled with knowledge, and I’ll take on the old man. I will not buckle to his pressure.”

She squeezed me tightly around the waist, and I kissed the top of her head, looking out my office window at the workers putting together her desk. I couldn’t believe what this all turned into. When we started the day, I was on cloud nine knowing I would have Ronni close to me, knowing that I would be helping her follow her dreams, and knowing that everything was going to be calming down really soon. Instead, I got my father bursting through the door, acting like a complete stranger, and having Ronni hear every hateful word coming out of his mouth. And still, even after all of that, she had the biggest heart. She sees through the hatred and anger and just tries to make me feel better. I couldn’t think of a better woman in this world than Ronni, and I knew I had to do everything I could to protect her. I wasn’t afraid of my father, nor was I afraid of going out on my own and making my own fortune. His will meant nothing to me since it would take him dying to receive anything from it, something my brother didn’t think about at all. 

It was going to be a bumpy ride for the next few days, but I was determined to ride it out with Ronni by my side, whatever choice we decided to make.

 





Chapter Fourteen

Ronni

 

I could still remember the day my parents were killed. Nathan had caught me before I fell to the floor, and his mother and father had pulled me into their laps and comforted me. I could still remember that for weeks after the accident, Mr. Landers would come into my room when he heard me crying and cradle me in his arms, rocking me back to sleep. 

They had all insisted that I consider myself part of their family for the rest of my life. It was what helped me get through being alone in the world. They had made me believe that they would never turn their backs on me for any reason. When Mrs. Landers died, I tried to repay the love and be there for Mr. Landers, bringing him breakfast and lunch every day, checking in on him every evening, even when I was at school and all I could do was call. Most days, he didn’t answer, but he knew I was there if he needed me. Slowly over time, he started emerging from the darkness of their bedroom, but when he did, I could see he had changed. There was an all too familiar hole in his heart that Mrs. Landers used to fill. Mr. Landers had always been strict. but he had never been cruel. That was, until I came back from college and began making a life for myself. In reality, Mr. Landers knew better than anyone, even Nathan, that I was capable of doing the job. He had seen my grades in college, read my papers, had discussions with my professors, not realizing that I would find out. But now, there was nothing but hatred in his heart.

I felt completely betrayed by everyone except Nathan. Nick had not only done what he did on our date, but he had used me as a pawn in his game to gain control of the company. He had said horrible things about me and painted a picture in his father’s mind of a woman that I was not. The things that Mr. Landers said were uncalled for and cruel, and I could feel my whole body shaking with the pain and sadness I was feeling. And now, even after all of that, Nathan showed his loyalty to me by offering to fight for my right at the company, going as far as to offer to give up everything for me. Sure, he was a billionaire in his own right, something his father couldn’t take away. So, he wasn’t worried about the job and money, but I couldn’t help but think about his family and how they would be ripped apart, all because of me. I couldn’t allow myself to be the wedge that drove them apart, especially knowing that one day, Nathan would look at me and realize I had been the cause of all his loss.

“I will fight this, Ronni,” he whispered. “I will give everything up for you. I don’t care.”

“Don’ be silly,” I cooed, taking a deep breath. “Me working for you is not worth the fight that is brewing, nor is it worth you losing your relationship with your father.”

“Come on,” he said, grabbing his jacket and phone. “Let’s get out of here. Regardless of what you say, you are worth all of that, if not more. None of this means anything to me anymore without having you by my side.”

As we moved out of the office and down into the streets of San Diego, Nathan stopped and looked around. He checked his phone, stuck his hands in his pockets, and then stood there as if he were lost. Nathan was used to working all day, every day, with no time to do other things. He was out of his element, having left the office shortly after arriving. I giggled to myself, finding the scene actually kind of adorable. He was completely baffled by what to do next so I walked over to him, kissed his cheek, grabbed his hand, and led him to my car parked in the garage next door. 

“Why don’t we take this time to relax,” I said, smiling. “We can run by my house, grab a suit, and go out on the beach for a swim. It’ll be a little chilly, but it will be really relaxing. Just the sound of the waves has a way of soothing the soul.”

“I like that idea,” he said, nodding. “I don’t have a suit, though.”

“Not a problem,” I said, smiling. “Maria was doing some test lines for men’s swimwear so you can wear one of those.”

“Okay, but if I’m going to be a guinea pig for Maria, so are you,” he said, smiling mischievously. 

“Ha,” I said, opening the car door. “No problem. I’ll wear one of the bikinis from the women’s line.”

“Yes,” he whispered. “I have won.”

I laughed loudly as we pulled out of the parking garage and drove toward my house, leaving the high-rise offices in the background. It was time to force this man to let loose, have some fun, and really get some relaxation flowing through his bloodstream. Come to think of it, I couldn’t even remember a time as kids when Nathan looked like he was relaxing. He was always so serious, and even on family vacations, he was reading something, writing something, or talking to his father about business. He had been serious for most of his life, despite a few wild years in high school. It was something I loved about him, but I also wanted him to stop being so stressed and serious. Crack a joke every once in a while, run through the waves, be spontaneous. That was what life was all about. I knew better than most people how short life was and how it could be over in the blink of an eye. 

We pulled up in front of the house and held hands as we walked in. I put my hurt feelings to the side and decided that today was for relaxing and living. I went into Maria’s room and pulled out the box with all the prototypes inside. For Nathan, I picked a teal blue swimsuit with Buddhas across the bottom. I dug into the other box and found the bright red tops and bottoms that I knew would fit me. I smiled at Nathan as I exited, tossing the trunks to him and walking into my bedroom. I shut the door, knowing if we ended up naked in front of each other, we might not make it to the beach. When I was done, I looked at myself in the mirror, adjusting the strings on the top so that they were tighter. When you have big breasts, you had to be careful. Sometimes they had a mind of their own. I pulled my hair back in a ponytail and put some lip gloss on before opening the door and peeking down the hall.

Nathan was standing in the living room, wearing the shorts which looked so freaking sexy. They came halfway down his thighs, fit comfortably, but definitely hugged his cock in an amazing way. It made me want to skip the beach and get him back out of the shorts. His upper body was buff as always, and I could tell he had been working out since his stomach was almost flawless. I took a deep breath and walked out into the hallway, letting him see the bathing suit. I could tell by his immediate reaction that he liked what he was seeing. My breasts bounced lightly as I walked toward him, the strings on the sides of my bottoms pulled tightly. 

“Wow,” he said, looking down at my curves and walking forward with a towel. “I’m not sure if it's safe for you to leave this house like that. You might want to go back in your room and let me inspect the strength of those strings.”

“This is the only one that fits my, um, cleavage,” I said, giggling. 

“I like it,” he said, leaning in and kissing me. 

I grabbed the towel from him and slipped on my flip flops, taking his hand and leading him outside. It was an absolutely gorgeous day, and I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else with Nathan. Well, maybe I could, but that wouldn’t get us out in the sun. It had been a really long time since that loneliness that I had been experiencing had lifted, but as we walked across the street, laughing and flirting, I felt completely alive. Nathan filled a hole in my heart that had been there since my parents passed away, something that had grown larger and larger as the years passed. When his mother died, I felt like there was no one else in the world that cared. Little did I know that everything in life would lead me back to the Landers and ultimately, to Nathan. 

We walked down the ramp and into the cool sand, looking around at the empty beach. There was no one around since it was the middle of the workday, and that was perfectly okay with me. I loved being on the beach all alone, relaxing to the sounds of the waves, and taking in the warm California air. One day, I hoped to own a home right on the water where I could sit on my porch every morning and drink my coffee and then meditate every night to the surging tides. 

Nathan took my hand, and we walked along the beach in silence, just happy to be close to one another. He gripped me tightly, making me feel secure and protected, and I looked down at the sand flying from my feet with every step. I leaned down and took off my sandals, throwing them and my towel up the beach. He looked down at me and smiled his charming smile, sending waves of butterflies fluttering through my chest. We walked up and back the small strip of beach, stopping at the rock wall protruding outward. 

I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes, letting the energy of the moment take over. Before I could open them, I felt Nathan’s lips press softly against mine, and he tapped me on the butt and laughed as he walked back over to our stuff. He spread out his towel as I picked up mine and sat down, leaning back and breathing deeply. It looked like that relaxation attempt was starting to actually work on him. I looked around the beach and decided that laying out wasn’t really what I was looking for. I smiled coyly at him as he looked at me suspiciously. I tossed my towel down next to him and turned toward the ocean, running full speed toward the waves. As the cold water hit my body, I gasped and laughed, feeling my whole body awaken from the cold. I trudged outward into the surf until it was up to my waist. I turned back and waved at Nathan who was laughing and walking toward me. The cold water ran all over my body, making me feel like there wasn’t a care in the world. In reality, in that moment, there really weren’t. I was on the beach with this amazing man, and I was swimming around in the most beautiful surf California had to offer. 

I turned back toward the horizon and spread my arms wide, letting the waves crash into me. I breathed the salty air deep into my lungs and decided that these cool waters were going to carry my cares and fears away. There was no more headache for me, and I would decide who I let into my life, and who I threw to the side, no matter how long they had been there. It was time for the pain to be over. 

 





Chapter Fifteen

Nathan

 

 

I couldn’t remember the last time I laid on the beach, not thinking about work, not stressing over meetings, and not trying to get ahead of the game for the next week. I closed my eyes and let the sun beat down on my face, feeling the rays of energy pushing through my skin and healing me from the inside out. There had been so many hard moments over the last several years, but right then, all I could think about was how lucky I was to be there with Ronni. She was like this crazy ray of light shining over me at every turn. 

I opened my eyes and looked up at her as she giggled, holding her towel. She smiled coyly at me, and I squinted my eyes, unsure of what she was going to do. She tossed her towel down next to me and ran toward the ocean and right into the waves. I laughed as she kept going until the water was up to her waist, and the waves pounded into her. I couldn’t help but follow after her, walking slowly toward the waves and smiling at how beautiful she looked with soaked hair and the water glistening off her tan skin. She reached her arms out as the waves washed over her, looking like a goddess in the water. As she turned around, my eyes shifted from her beautiful smile to her tits. Her bathing suit, after getting wet, allowed her nipples to show right through. I could feel my cock hardening in my shorts, so before she noticed, I ran forward in the waves, struggling through until I could get to her. She laughed, splashing water at me. I lunged forward and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her close. 

“What are you doing?” She laughed.

“Making sure none of the randy surfers out here get any ideas,” I said, glancing down at her breasts. She looked down and ran her palms over her breasts, winking at me and pulling away. Immediately, I could feel my hardon getting worse, and I dove into the wave, letting the cold water wash over my body. Normally in temperatures like these, that bad boy would have shrunk right up, but as I watched Ronni dive forward, her ass cheeks bouncing up and down, it got even stiffer, and I could feel the ties start to come undone. 

I swam after her, determined to have a little fun out here all alone in the ocean. I wanted to feel her smooth wet skin against my hand and play with her out in the open like this. She swam forward until her feet could barely touch the ocean floor. I followed after her, standing up and pulling her arms around my neck. She pulled up and pressed her lips hard against my mouth, and I could feel my heart begin to beat faster. I ran my hands down her sides and across to the top of her bikini bottoms. I pushed my hand inside and grasped onto her pussy, massaging it lightly. 

“Nathan,” she said with a grin, looking around the beach. 

“There’s no one here,” I cooed, pulling her against my rock-hard cock. “Even if there were, they can’t see what we’re doing.”

Slowly I pushed back, bowing my hand and pushing a finger deep inside her. She breathed deeply, pulling her body closer to mine. I dropped down to my knees, letting the water come up to our necks and allowing her to reach me better. The waves pushed us up and down through the surf, creating a motion against her pussy that brought the moans escaping her throat. She held on to my shoulders and hooked her feet around my thighs, keeping her body still as I pulled it out of the top and pushed the fabric between her legs to the side. I reached under her, pulling her close and pushing two fingers inside, wiggling them back and forth and listening as she moaned in my ear. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and laid her face down, the noises coming from her chest rolling with the waves of the ocean. I could feel her getting closer and closer to orgasm, and I was determined to make her come.

“I want to fuck you,” she whispered breathlessly.

“Not until you come for me,” I said. 

I could feel her hips start to grind against my hand, and I moved it up and down fast and hard. I looked around to make sure we were still alone, the arousal of having sex in public almost intoxicating. She reached down and grabbed my arm, moving it up and down faster and harder. Her eyes clenched shut as she roared with ecstasy. 

“Oh, God,” she screamed out, fucking my hand hard and fast. “I’m going to come.” 

“Yeah, baby, I want to feel it,” I said, wiggling my fingers as she bounced up and down. 

She moved fast, her hair splashing around her and her tits bouncing up and down in the water. She dug her fingers hard into my wrist as she shoved my hand upward and held it there, grinding her clit against my arm. Her muscles tensed, and she took in a deep breath as the orgasm erupted through her body. Her hips kept moving, as did my fingers inside of her, and she tossed her head back, moaning over and over again as her pussy tightened and released around my hand. I could feel the gush of warm liquid as her body twitched and writhed in ecstasy. For several moments, she held on tightly, still rubbing her clit against my arm. It was hard as a bullet, and with every stroke, her body shuddered from the feeling. Slowly, her muscles untensed, and she leaned in, grabbing my suit and pulling it open. She looked me straight in the face as she yanked my hard, bulging cock out in the water.

“Now fuck me,” she commanded. 

I grabbed her around the waist and slid both hands down to her ass, lifting her toward me and wrapping her legs around my waist. She grabbed my shaft and pushed it against her pussy, biting her lip as I pushed it through her juices. She pushed her hips forward, jamming my cock deeply inside of her as she bit down on my lip and smiled. 

Slowly, she moved her hips back and forward, letting my cock rub her from one end to the other. As she pulled herself back down the shaft, she moved her hips like a wave against my body, grabbing onto my shoulders and leaning back. I looked around at the empty beach before reaching up and pulling her top to the side so I could put her round, succulent breasts in my mouth. 

I flicked my tongue over her hard nipples as I massaged her tits with my hands. She continued to fuck me, slowly coming up, but then fast and deep, going back down. As she rubbed her pussy against me, I could see the ripples of pleasure shudder at her body. She took it slow and steady, obviously wanting this to last for more than a few minutes. The water around us no longer felt cold, and I could imagine steam bubbling from the surface around us.

I moved my hands down her sides and lifted my body up slightly so I could lay her across the water in front of me. She leaned back, rubbing her breasts as I took control of her body. I kept her hips just slightly under the water as I pushed inside of her, feeling the water moving all around us. My hand slipped up to her clit and began to rub in circles. She grasped onto her breasts and growled as I looked down on her sexy body floating in front of me. I pulled her in and pushed her out, watching the waves move over us. I grabbed her wrists and brought her forward as the waves got larger. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders as I picked her up and moved inland just a tad. The entire time, her hips ground hard against me, and my cock shoved deep inside of her. I took her toward a shallower area and looked around, making sure no one had come to the beach, but it was still empty. 

I laid her down in the shallow surf and climbed over top of her, wrapping her legs around my waist and diving back in. She screamed out as we sunk into the sand. Our bodies rolled through the pounding surf. I thrust harder and harder, grunting as I pushed deep inside, filling her to the brim before pulling back out and doing it again. Her arms spread out, grabbing handfuls of sand as our bodies intertwined, and her legs wrapped tightly around me and her hips ground hard against me. I pounded her hard, hearing the sound of water and skin colliding in ecstasy. 

I pulled out and flipped her over on her stomach, spreading her legs and fucking her hard. She groaned as I pulled gently on her ponytail, looking back at me and licking her big luscious lips. Her pussy was so tight and so wet, and I felt like I couldn’t get enough of it. She pushed herself up on her elbows, lifting her ass high in the air and pushing her bottoms to the side. I grabbed her cheeks and began to ram into her, slapping her ass cheek lightly as I pushed. As my need increased, so did my frustration as we continued to sink down in the sand. I pulled out and lifted her to her feet, grabbing her by the hand and pulling her over to the blanket. I laid down and pulled her on top of me, smiling as she bit her lip and looked around. I could tell she found this as sexy as I did, but at the same time, she didn’t want to get caught. In all reality, we could have walked across the street to the house and gotten crazy in her bed, but it just couldn’t wait. 

She stepped over top of me and dropped to her knees, pulling her bottoms back to the side and sliding her pussy down my cock. She moved her hips like waves against me before leaning forward and slapping her body up and down, feeling my cock move in and out of her. She reached back and rubbed the base before sitting back up and leaning backward, holding herself up on my thighs. I reached up and moved the fabric of her bottoms off her clit and reached up to her mouth, sticking my fingers inside. She sucked on them, moaning, and watched as I moved them back down and massaged her clit. 

She pushed her top to the side, and her tits bounced up and down as she rode me hard, burying every inch of my shaft inside of her. I turned my hand and pressed my thumb against her nub, pushing it in circles. She began to moan in short, high-pitched tones, her nipples standing at attention, and her pussy getting wetter and wetter. I could feel the desire begin to take her over as she bounced up and stopped letting me thrust my hips upward and pound into her hard and fast. She screamed out in a wavering tone as our bodies collided. I could hear the orgasm growing closer, and at that point, I didn’t care if anyone saw us or not.

I grabbed her waist and held her still, slamming into her pussy over and over again, gritting my teeth at my own impending orgasm. She leaned her head back, screaming loudly as the waves washed up onto the shore. I knew it wasn’t long before we both gave in and exploded in ecstasy.

 


Chapter Sixteen

Ronni

 

 

I could feel every inch of him as he pushed deep inside of me, the tide washing higher and higher until the waves crashed over our feet. I grasped on to his shoulders as our bodies connected, and I could feel the orgasm release, sending pulses of pleasure through my body. I moaned loudly, feeling him thrust deep inside of me before pulling out and rubbing his hand fast and hard over his cock. I could feel his shaft against my ass as he released his load, the warm wetness squirting out and all over my legs. 

He growled loudly, still stroking his bulging red cock, and I rolled to the side, pulling my bathing suit back over my breasts and breathing heavily. The cold water crept up the shore and over my legs as I watched him let go of his erection and pull his bathing suit over the bulge. He swished his hands in the water around him breathing heavily with his eyes still shut. Pleasure was still vibrating through me, but I pulled myself to my feet and walked out into the waves, washing his come from my body. I turned back and looked at him as he opened his eyes and smiled big. I shook my head, laughing, and pulled myself back through the waves and onto the sand. 

Nathan stood up and grabbed our soaked towels and started ringing them out. He rescued my sandal as it attempted to rush off with the receding waves. I laughed watching him fumble about, his legs weak and his balance off-kilter. I walked over and pulled his suit closed, tugging on the laces and tying it shut. As soon as my hands pulled away, laughter sounded from the other side of the dunes as several people started making their way onto the beach. I looked at Nathan with wide eyes before bursting into nervous giggling at the thought that we almost got caught. We walked up the beach a bit and sat on the rocks, looking out over the ocean. 

“What will you do?” I asked.

“Honestly,” he said, looking down at me. “I’m considering walking away from the whole thing. The business, my father, Nick, everything. I’ve made so much money already on my own that I could be set for life, and with my name and my skill, I know I could find another job with no problem. The people that really know me know what kind of worker I am.”

Nathan paused for a moment looking out at the ocean. The birds squawked wildly above our heads as we sat gazing out at the boats on the horizon. I didn’t like that he was talking this way, but I knew this wasn’t my decision.

“I’ve given years to this family, building the business back up after the recession,” he continued. “Honestly, if my father doesn’t realize that and he wants to throw it all away over this, then good riddance. I have sat too long in his shadow, picking him up after Mom died, to sit there and be kicked around like this. We all know who is behind this, and if he wants it that bad, he can have it.”

On one hand, I understood why he was feeling the way he was, but on the other hand, I couldn’t see him just walk away from everything he had built. When his mother died, his father fell into a deep depression, and he let the company go to shit before finally offering to let Nathan run it. Nathan had walked into a sinking ship and turned it all around in record time. Nathan was so young, but his work was legendary in the business world, and we even studied it in our classes. It was really difficult to watch this man go through this. It wasn’t fair, and I couldn’t help but think that I was the cause of all of it. I never wanted to come between Nathan and his father, nor did I see any of this coming. I couldn’t let myself be the reason Nathan gave up, and I knew if I wanted this to be fixed, I would have to do it myself. 

We sat on the rocks for a little while longer before I stood up and pulled on Nathan’s arm. I smiled at him and leaned in, kissing him passionately.  We went back to the house and fell into each other’s arms, twisting our bodies around each other and making passionate love. Afterward, Nathan fell peacefully asleep, and I smiled at how relaxed he was as I quietly pulled on my clothes. I needed to do something about what was going on, and there was no way I could with Nathan knowing about it. 

I jumped in my car and headed over to the Landers’s estate, extremely nervous to face Mr. Landers again. I entered the house and walked straight back to his office, assuming he would be where he always was. I greeted the house staff in Spanish and smiled kindly at them, thinking about my own days in their shoes. As I rounded the corner to the office, I stopped dead in my tracks, staring at Nick. He stepped sideways in front of the closed office door and crossed his arms over his chest.

“It’s my turn to be in charge,” he said sternly. “And I don’t need you messing that up for me.”

I shook my head, seeing the selfishness flowing over him. He had really been the reason for all of this. His incessant need to be important, to rule the roost, caused him to become a hateful and disgusting person. I really wasn’t shocked by this at all. I had just hoped that after all these years, Nick would have grown into a better man. I guess I was wrong. 

I took a deep breath and walked forward, completely ignoring him and attempting to push past, reaching for the doorknob. Nick stepped forward, throwing his body into me and pushing me back with his arms. I stumbled backward, losing my footing and landing hard on my butt in the hallway. I was completely shocked that Nick would actually resort to violence and send me falling to the ground. As I tried to stand back up, I heard quick footsteps coming down the hall and watched as Nathan reared back and punched Nick right in the jaw. Nick fell backward into the door, grabbing his face and looking at Nathan in shock. 

Before he could even move, Nathan bent down and scooped me into his arms, walking quickly back out of the house. I wrapped my arms around his neck, realizing I had just done more damage than good. I leaned my face into his neck and closed my eyes as he flew out the front door and down the steps, gingerly setting me down in the passenger seat of his car. He climbed in the driver's seat and sat there gripping the steering wheel with his now bloodied fist. His knuckles were white, and his face was stern. I feared that he was angry with me. I hadn’t meant to make a mess of things like that. All I was trying to do was appeal to Mr. Landers’s sensibility that I knew was deep down inside him. I thought if I could sit in front of him, he would remember the little girl he used to cottle. I thought he might remember his dead wife’s wishes and love for all people, but I wasn’t even given the chance. I looked back over at Nathan who had calmed quite a bit, and I wondered how he knew I was here.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, carefully putting my hand on his wrist. 

“I woke up to the sound of your car and watched as you pulled away,” he said stiffly. “I knew immediately where you were going.”

“I just wanted to have the chance to speak to your father,” I said sorrowfully. “I know that man from my childhood is in there somewhere, and if Nick started all this, I knew it could be undone. He only has one voice in his ear right now, and it’s not fair. It’s not fair to me, it’s not fair to you, and it’s definitely not fair to your father who is being manipulated by your brother for Nick’s own advantage. Your brother is a terrible person for doing that to your family.”

“Look,” he said, turning to me with a kind look. “I appreciate what you are trying to do, and I understand what you are saying, but my brother is right.”

“He’s what?” I picked up my head and looked straight into Nathan’s eyes, unsure of what he was trying to say.

“It’s his turn to run the business,” he said, sighing. “My father has made his decision without discussion or reason. So if that’s his decision, he will have to live with the repercussions of watching his business be run straight into the ground. I’m tired of trying to keep the business going with so many people with ulterior motives trying to take it down at every turn. My father has made his bed, and now he will have to lie in it.”

With that, Nathan put the car in drive and pulled away from the mansion we both spent our entire lives growing up in. I watched as the beautifully kept lawns and the staff working diligently faded away in the rearview mirror. Part of me was incredibly sad to see that part of my life go, and if I was going to be with Nathan, I didn’t know how I felt about him walking away from everyone and everything he had always known. All because of me. I had always been the voice of reason, the one that kept everyone together, and now, I was the one tearing it all apart. Nick was malicious and had been out for Nathan’s spot in the company for a very long time, but if I hadn’t come into the picture, he would have never had the opportunity to snatch it right out from under Nathan. Having my family all wiped away made it hard for me to accept Nathan just walking away from his, but at the same time, I understood how hurtful all of this was for him.

I looked over at Nathan as we drove along, and I could see how calm he looked on the outside. He had come to my rescue yet again, and I couldn’t stop for two seconds to see that even with the best intentions, I managed to push the situation into a worse place. At that moment, I just wanted to take it all back. I wanted to take back ever going out with Nick to that dinner, I wanted to take back ever falling in love with Nathan, no matter how much it hurt. If I could reverse time and remove myself from the equation, none of this would be happening. 

Nick would still be gallivanting all over California, sleeping with random women, and trying to make bad business decisions that Nathan would quickly block. Sure Mr. Landers would still be miserable and alone, but he would at least not have to deal with his sons battling over the company. I didn’t know what happened to Mr. Landers after his wife died, but he went to a dark place, and Nick was there to make sure he stayed there. Mr. Landers was not only capable of trashing my name around town, but he was able to watch his son, who had done so much for him and his family, walk out of the door without another word. I loved Nathan so much, but I knew it wasn’t enough to take the sting of betrayal from his own family out of his heart. All I could do was sit and wait for him to make up his mind. 

 





Chapter Seventeen

Nathan

 

 

I loved this girl sitting next to me in the car so much, and I was extremely touched by her desire to fix this for me. I knew how it felt to love someone and sit there watching their lives turn upside down, and not be able to fix it. It was a helpless feeling, but in this situation, there was nothing that she could do. Sadly, her presence at that house was not only dangerous now that my brother had turned to violence, but it was just going to continue to make things worse. 

I wanted so badly to make her feel better, to let her understand that I was going to make the best choice I could, and that everything that I did in my life now, I considered her as part of it. I had fallen deeply in love with Ronni, and there was nothing I could do to change that, nor did I want to change that. She was the most amazing thing to ever happen to me, and she opened my eyes to life. Before her, I was stuck in the daily grind of the real estate empire, constantly trying to make my father proud of the accomplishments I had made. In the end, though, I realized that my father didn’t care what I did with the company as long as his paychecks kept coming in, and he could keep going to the golf course with his buddies. He really had no idea how idiotic Nick was and how he was going to take all of his and my hard work and flush it straight down the toilet.

We pulled up to the house, and I walked Ronni to the door, grabbing her arm and pulling her into me before we could walk inside. I hugged her tightly, trying to show her just how much I cared, and how appreciative I was to have someone that was willing to put it all on the line and stand up to a man like my father. She truly cared about me more than I ever realized, and I couldn’t even think about spending one more day, in the business or not, without her right there by my side. I looked down at her and pressed my lips against hers, softly at first, but then hard and passionate. She ran her fingers through my hair, leaning into my kiss and pulling back to look deep into my eyes. 

“I’ll be back soon,” I said, comforting any fear she might have.

“Where are you going?” She looked concerned, and that was the exact reason I needed to go finish this here and now. I couldn’t keep putting her and me through this never-ending stress. 

“Don’t worry,” I said, leaning down and kissing her forehead. “I promise it will all be okay.”

With that, I turned and walked back to my car, jumping in and speeding off. As the warm California winds blew through my hair, I thought about the last decade that I had spent carving and molding the company into what it had become. Last year, we were listed as one of the most powerful real estate conglomerates in the world, and I knew it wasn’t because of stupid little investments like nightclubs and abandoned buildings. It was because I had put blood, sweat, and tears into every single merger, every single acquisition, and every single major sale that floated out of that office. I had developed an understanding of the industry that only someone that spent years in the company would fully appreciate. Nick had none of this. He had a college degree he didn’t earn, a bank account he didn’t earn, and a tired-ass attitude about himself that would surely be one of the things that brought him down later in life. 

This was a time that I needed to fully put my, and Ronni’s, needs before anything else. I needed to finally start making decisions that were based on my own well-being. Every decision I had made to that point was for our family and the betterment of my father’s golden parachute, never taking the time to realize what my dreams and aspirations were. But earlier, sitting on the beach, breathing the salty air, I let all of that go. What Ronni didn’t realize was that I had already made my decision, even before I knew it myself. I had finally made a choice that I wanted to make, and the only thing left to do now was to explain that to my father and let the chips fall where they may.

I pulled up in front of the house and jogged inside, hoping not to have to face Nick again. Luckily, he wasn’t there anymore so I walked straight into my father’s office and stood in front of his desk. He looked up at me with no expression and waited for me to speak. 

“I don’t care whether you like Ronni or not,” I said. “It’s not your right to make that decision. I love her with all of my heart, the way you loved our mother, and I won’t let you or some sniveling brat like Nick who wants to lie to you about her, change that. In the end, Nick doesn’t even compare to me in the business arena. He will get eaten alive, and these business ventures he drops on my desk weekly that are nothing more than broken down shops and old houses, are going to be what takes the company down. I have busted my ass day in and day out since Mother died to run a company you let fall to the wayside in your grief. I brought you back from the recession, I increased profits three-fold, and I turned our old company into one of innovation and future. If you think that idiot has any chance of continuing that legacy, then you are more senile than I thought.” 

I stepped forward and shook my head. Sadness overcame me, looking at this man I no longer recognized. I didn’t see care or desire in his face. I saw deep and hollow grief, a never-ending sadness that just sucked the life out of him. He pitted my brother and me against each other all the time, but I wasn’t seeing that here. I was seeing a complete lack of caring.

“Look,” I said, lowering my voice. “I know it must be hard living every day without the woman that you love, the woman you shared your life with, but being angry at the world, bitter even, and taking it out on the people that are closest to you would not be the way that Mom would have wanted you to keep living life. She had a zest for life like no other, and she didn’t take that when she left. You let it slip away. I can’t help you get that back. I have done everything I could for this family. I have gone out of my way to make this family my own, sacrificing my life for your company. And how do you repay me? By listening to the lies and bullshit from your other son, who you know is incompetent and selfish. It’s really sad how all of this has come to head.”

“Give it a rest,” Nick said, strolling into the room. “You act all high and mighty, like you are so damn important. You are a control freak, and you got lucky with the business. You had all of it fall into your lap. It’s laughable that you think so highly of yourself or even feel you are able to point fingers. Now you’ve come to grovel for your position, knowing full well you don’t deserve it.”

“Relax, shit stain,” I said, wanting to punch my brother again. “I don’t want the job. You are more than welcome to have it.”

“Welcome,” he scoffed. “I earned it.”

“Yes, you earned it with your bad investments, drinking, and disrespect for women like throwing Ronni on the floor,” I responded, watching my father’s eyebrows raise, but then seeing the care slip back away as soon as it came. 

“Well, if you would keep your women in line,” he said.

“Nick,” my father said impatiently. “Get out of my office.”

“Yes, Father,” he said, looking like a scolded puppy scurrying out of the room.

“As for you,” I said, not giving my father one moment to talk. “Go ahead and take me out of the will. Your money is of no interest to me. What I want is a family, love, and most importantly, Ronni. I don’t need people in my life who don’t appreciate me, even if it is the remnants of a dysfunctional family.”

I stood there for a moment, tired of talking and ready to get away from the whole situation. I opened the office door and pushed Nick out of the way, knocking him into the picture on the wall. I walked straight out of the house, not wanting my mother’s memory to draw me back in. I didn’t need a house or a family to remember the kind of woman she was. That was already inside of me. And in fact, I had chosen a woman that exemplified the qualities my mother looked for in a person. The qualities she tried so hard to instill in me and my brother. It seemed only one of her children actually took that to heart, and it wasn’t any of the ones related to her by blood or marriage. I nodded at the servants as I jogged down the steps and jumped into my car, pulling quickly down the drive and out onto the streets. As I watched the gates slowly close behind me, I couldn’t help but accept the feeling of closure, knowing I probably wouldn’t ever drive back through them again.

As I drove through the city, my thoughts rested on Ronni and how worried she probably was, waiting for me in her little beach house on the edge of the city. She was more than supportive. She wanted what was best for me, no matter what cost it had on her. She would have broken our relationship up if she thought that it would be a better choice for me, but I wasn’t going to let that happen. Like it or not, I was madly in love with the woman, and I couldn’t go another day trying to deny it. I had now centered my entire world around her, and the feeling outweighed any sadness I felt for leaving my family behind. 

I wanted people in my life that loved me, supported me, and understood the sacrifices that I went through to make their lives better. My family never did that, but Ronni did. She was even thankful when I would make her breakfast, or take her somewhere nice. She was thankful when I held her hand or kissed her face. It was her turn in life to follow her dreams, and she deserved to do it without care or worry of the outside world. I was a man of means, but what I never realized was all those sacrifices, investments, and lonely nights were not there to make my family richer or bring fame to myself and our name. It was all leading up to a life with Ronni. 

As I turned onto Ronni’s street, I smiled, feeling more comfortable here than I ever had anywhere else in my life, including my childhood home. I had found exactly where I needed to be, and I was not going to do anything to put that in jeopardy. If it meant I went out with Ronni and formed a new life, then so be it. And in all reality, that seemed like a more perfect plan than any other I had ever come up with.

 





Chapter Eighteen

Ronni

 

 

I was more than nervous, standing in the house pacing the floor, knowing exactly where Nathan had gone. I didn’t know what decision he was going to make, but I had to trust that he would make the right one, no matter what the outcome was. Our relationship had flown in out of nowhere and taken me completely by surprise, which started as a really good thing, but had spiraled out of control for a while. In the end, I couldn’t imagine my life without Nathan in it, and sitting here, not knowing what was going on was driving me absolutely insane. I continued pacing, going over every possible scenario in my head and driving myself crazy as usual. When I saw his car driving toward the house, I didn’t wait. I threw open the door and ran down the walk, greeting him at the sidewalk. 

From his expression, I could tell whatever conversation he just had, it was a hard one. I reached up and wrapped my arms around his neck, doing the only thing I knew to do, comfort him. Though I could tell he had just been through something extremely stressful, he didn’t seem to be all that upset. What did that mean? Had he gotten his job back? Had he made up with his family, and if so, where does that leave us? I had so many questions, but I didn’t want to overload him as soon as he got back. 

“I left the company and the family,” he said expressionlessly. “I have put so much time and effort into them and their business that I never stopped to think about the years I was missing out on life. I had watched my mother pass away, your parents pass away, yet I still didn’t understand that there was more to life than just work. That is, until you came into my life. You showed me what it meant to live. You showed me that there was so much more out there that I was absolutely blind to. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, even before I realized you were doing it.”

“Don’t forget,” I said, laughing as he hugged me. “I’m a workaholic, too. Though I’m thinking it might be a good policy to have since we are now both unemployed.”

Nathan laughed for the first time since we were on the beach, and his comfort made me feel safe and secure. I knew I didn’t have to worry about anything with him by my side, whether he worked at the company or not. I loved the fact that his father’s money had no effect on him, and that he saw that there was more to living than waiting to die. Nick wasn’t so lucky to understand that, and I didn’t know if he ever would. As for now, it seemed it was just the two of us, and we had to start thinking about our future.

“You aren’t seeing the bigger picture,” Nathan said, calming his laugh. “We are both free to pursue our passions without rules and regulations. Without family and bosses looming over our heads. We can do whatever we want, and we can do it together.”

I liked the sound of that. I liked the idea of facing this uncertain and wavering world with Nathan by my side. I had done it alone for so long that the release of loneliness and worry was almost more than I could bear. I reached up and kissed his lips, tears burning at my eyes. I was excited for the future, even if I didn’t know what it would bring. 

“To start, I want to invest heavily in Maria’s bikini line,” he said, surprising me. “She does amazing work. With her creating and you managing, there is no way this company could fail. The only thing I ask is for a seat on the board.”

“Really?” I was more than ecstatic to have someone like Nathan on our team. “I mean, I have to ask Maria how she feels about it, but that is so amazing.”

“Well, what are you waiting for?” He laughed as he watched me turn and run down the walk to the house. I burst through the door calling out Maria’s name. She stuck her head out of her bedroom door, looking around for a fire or emergency of some sort.

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I said, laughing. “Come out here. I want to talk to you about something.”

We sat down in the living room as Maria entered cautiously, smiling nervously at the looks on our faces. She grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and sat down next to me on the couch. She took in a deep breath, readying herself for anything and clapped her hands together.

“Okay, kids, what’s this all about?”

“Nathan quit his job,” I said. smiling.

“Okay,” she said, looking over at him. “And this is a good thing?”

“Yes,” I said excitedly. “He has his sights set on something better.”

“I’ll bite,” she said, setting her water down on the coffee table.

“He wants to heavily invest in our company in exchange for a seat on the board,” I blurted out.

“Wow,” she said, her eyes getting big. “I mean, really? You are so fantastic with money. Yes, I mean. I would love to have you on our team. I’m assuming Ronni’s down with it.”

“Of course,” I laughed.

“Well, shit,” she said with a huge smile. “Let’s do this!”

“We’ll start talking strategy tomorrow,” Nathan said, standing, stretching, and then walking over toward me. “For now, though, I am going to need Ronni to model some of these suits.”

I laughed as he reached down and scooped me up out of the chair, cradling me in his arms. Maria giggled, shaking her head as he walked through the house and into my bedroom. He sat me down on the floor and pushed his hands through my hair, holding my face and looking down in my eyes. My stomach did flip flops as I waited for him to speak.

“I love you Veronica ‘Ronni’ Sanchez,” he cooed. “I loved you before I even knew you, and I’ll love you for the rest of my life.”

“I love you too, Nathan,” I said, tearing up and pressing my lips against his. I could feel my emotions bursting from my chest as our mouths touched together, and we walked backward, falling into the bed. 

Slowly, he pulled my tank top over my head and kissed my shoulder as he reached behind my back and unclasped my bra. He pulled the lace bra from my body and threw it to the side, cupping my breast in his hand and taking my nipple into his mouth. He sucked, nibbled, and licked at my tit as his other hand unbuttoned my shorts. I leaned my head back as he moved up, kissing my neck and caressing my body with his hands. He reached down and pulled my shorts off, running his fingertips through the wetness seeping through my panties. 

I gasped as he massaged my juicy mound, keeping his eyes on me and his lips on my skin. He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties and slowly pulled them off, tossing them on the floor. I watched as he sat up on his knees, pulling his shirt over his head and stretching his neck. His pecks moved up and down with his motions, and his now-tanned skin glimmered in the light of the setting sun out the window. He pulled his shorts off, and I could see his throbbing cock bulging in his black boxer briefs.

I reached up and ran my hand over his erection, pulling down on his underwear and watching as his cock bounced out. He grabbed onto his shaft and laid down next to me, running his hand down my body and between my legs. He was in no hurry and I shut my eyes, wanting to feel every second of his warm caress. I let my legs fall to the sides as he pushed apart my folds and rubbed his finger down through my wetness. I moaned as his warm skin rubbed over my nub and back down where he slipped slowly inside of me. 

I could feel his breath against my neck as he slowly pleasured my pussy. He nibbled at my ear, and I turned my head, passionately pushing my mouth to his. His tongue enticed my lips to open up, and our tongue intertwined in a lustful and emotional response. As our kissing began to become more heated, so did the motions between my legs. He cupped his hand and rubbed hard against my pussy, causing me to moan into his mouth. With every sound, his touch became quicker and heavier, and I knew he was pushing me toward orgasm. 

I lifted my hips slightly from the bed and moved them in a wave against his hand. He reached in and slid two fingers back inside of me, pushing them in and out as his palm slapped against my clit. I gyrated my body in motion with his fingers, feeling the heat of orgasm rising in my stomach. Our lips stayed firmly together, and I screamed loudly into his mouth. 

He lifted his body to a sitting position and grabbed onto my breast as I reached back and hooked my fingers into the headboard. He watched my body writhe and twist underneath him as he used his hands to make me come. His eyes darkened, and he licked his lips as my moans picked up speed, building and building to the climax my body was searching for. He pushed his fingers deep inside of me while rubbing my clit with his fingers. As my body moved faster and his hand met my speed, I arched my back and moaned out in ecstasy. 

Pleasure exploded from between my legs, traveling upward and through my entire body. I felt him pull his fingers down and push his face between my legs, heightening the effect and prolonging my orgasm. His tongue lapped my juices as they rolled out of me, my hips shaking at every stroke. My nub was hard and sensitive, and as he flicked his tongue against it, I shuddered and laughed, grabbing his head and sinking back down in the bed.

He continued to move his tongue over my pussy, tasting me, caressing me, and bringing a calmness to my shuddering body. His hands slid up my stomach and grasped my breasts as he licked one last time before moving upward toward my face. I reached up and grabbed his cheeks, pulling his mouth into mine and tasting a mixture of orgasm and lust. He laid there, kissing me passionately as he stroked his long, hard shaft. My body ached to feel him inside of me. I reached down and grabbed his cock, pulling it toward me as he rolled over on top of me and spread my legs with his. I lifted my hips toward him and gasped as he slowly slid inside of me, his eyes penetrating my soul. 

He slid his hands up my arms and pushed them over my head, intertwining his fingers into mine as he moved slowly in and out of my body. I could feel his bulging cock fill me up, and I leaned my head back as he ran his tongue down to my collar. He put his hand next to my head and lifted his body up, thrusting softly into my hips. He leaned his head down and passionately roamed my mouth with his tongue, giving me every part of himself. I opened my eyes and looked up at the ceiling as our bodies collided, feeling the passion of love mixing together as we twisted and turned to the light of the setting sun.

 





Chapter Nineteen

Nathan

 

Everything about this woman was amazing, from the way she walked to the way she smiled up at me while we were in bed. I could feel my cock pushing deep inside of her as we made love in her bed beneath the setting sun. Her moans made me never want to stop, and our entwined bodies were both erotic and emotional. I had never met a woman that could bring this side of me out, but as my mouth caressed hers, I felt as if I couldn’t get close enough to her. 

My feet pushed against the soft fabrics of the bed as I thrust forward, groaning against her mouth. Her mound was sopping wet, and it was taking everything in my power to not explode all over her. She grasped onto my right hand tightly as my left arm held me up. I slid my body up hers, feeling her tits rubbing against my chest, and I pushed as deep as I could, holding myself there for a moment before sliding back out and moving to my side. I reached out and grabbed her hips, turning her away from me. I lifted her leg high in the air as she pushed her ass back toward me and opened up. I slid my cock back through her juices and leaned against her back, growling at how good it felt. I reached up and held her leg, pushing faster and faster inside of her. She turned her head toward me, and I reached mine forward to meet her lips as my shaft slid in and out of her pussy. Her hand slid down between her legs, and she rubbed her clit with three fingers, pushing her hips back in rhythm with my thrusts.

Feeling my orgasm simmering inside, I pulled her leg over my shoulder and moved back over the top of her, keeping my motion going. She grabbed her ankle and pulled it toward her head as I reached down and grabbed her waist. Her curves fit perfectly in my hands as I pulled and pushed her back and forth on my cock. I could see her fingers clamp down on her leg as she arched her back and opened her mouth to scream out as she came. I lowered my head and pressed my mouth against hers, feeling the vibrations of her pleasure flow down my throat. The rush of juices and the tightening and clamping of her pussy pushed me over the edge. I growled as I thrust deep inside of her and held it, pushing my hips forward as much as I could. An explosion of pleasure rocked my world, and I closed my eyes, letting it filter through my body. 

This woman had blown my mind on every account, and as I sat there breathing heavy, relaxing my muscles and looking down at her, I realized that was the best sex I had ever had in my entire life. I didn’t know if it was the sex itself, her amazing body, the fact that I was in love with her, or a combination of all those things, but I knew right then I couldn’t ever walk away from this woman. 

I lowered her leg back down to the side and rolled over next to her, instantly grabbing her body and pulling her in close. She sighed as she curled up in the bed, her hair streaming all around her, still smelling like lavender. Her skin was smooth and radiant, and I truly felt like I was holding on to the most beautiful woman in the world. 

As she drifted off to sleep, I turned over on my back and stared up at the ceiling, thinking about how far everything had come over the last few weeks. Several weeks ago, when I received the picture of Nick and Ronni in our kitchen, I was livid, but I wasn’t capable of admitting to myself exactly why I was feeling that way. I pushed the idea of Ronni and me away, allowing the words of my mother to haunt me. I had this impression that my mother would have hated this or been disappointed in us, but in the end, she loved us so much, I was sure that she would have been more than ecstatic that two people like Ronni and I found each other in a sea of noise. 

She would have kissed us both and embraced the fact that if our relationship continued as it was going, one day, Ronni would have been actually considered her daughter, something my mother always wanted. I let my family blind me because it was all I ever knew. My mother used to tell me to lighten up and have some fun, but I never listened to her. I was determined to be successful, finding my brother’s lack of ability a burden on my shoulders when it should have been a burden on my father, not me. 

Now, lying here next to this woman, having said goodbye to the toxic people and toxic situations in my life, I never felt more peaceful or free. I could finally breathe a sigh of relief and know that if I really wanted to, I never had to put on another suit again. When I was in the thick of it, really going full steam ahead, day in and day out, I didn’t realize that there were any other options out there. I thought that the life I led was the only way to live, and making any kind of drastic change is terrifying and impossible. Then, when I finally let myself go free and made the jump, I asked myself why I hadn’t done it before. It was almost comical how easy it was to make the changes that I wanted for my life. All it really took was getting over the fear that dragged me down. Once that was accomplished, I realized how free I really was in this life.

I turned over to Ronni and rubbed her back, listening to her groan softly and reach her arms and legs out to stretch them. She turned over toward me and smiled, ruffling my hair with her fingers. I leaned down and kissed her softly.

“Want to go get some food?” I asked.

“Holy crap, I am starving,” she said with a very serious face.

“Okay,” I said, laughing. “Get dressed and see if Maria wants to come. You guys can pick where, and I’ll buy.”

“Deal,” she said, pulling herself from the bed and grabbing a pair of shorts and tank top from her drawer. She kissed me on the cheek and slipped out of the room. I laughed, hearing her call Maria’s name through the house and start speaking in Spanish. She didn’t speak much Spanish anymore, but when she did, it was fast, emotional, and pretty damn sexy. 

“Food!” Maria shouted from her room. “We should go to…”

“El Torero,” the girls yelled out at the same time. 

I corralled the girls into the car, and we made our way out to the restaurant on the edge of town. I sat there listening to Maria tell stories about Ronni in college. I hadn’t had any time seeing Ronni interact with anyone else, so watching her get into the groove of things with Maria was amazing. She lit up and came alive, singing, laughing loudly, and drinking margaritas like they were going out of style. After dinner, we were having so much fun that we didn’t want to call it a night. So I let the girls drag me to a salsa club in the underground of San Diego.

When I walked in, I looked around at the dim lights, the red velvet covering everything, and the amazing music that piped through the speakers. I watched as couples adorned in their best clothing moved their bodies in a way you wouldn’t find in most clubs. It almost seemed like they were attached by invisible strings, and when one moved, the other moved as well. Their sleek dancing and erotic moves made for a very interesting show. Maria seemed to frequent the place often, and as soon as she walked in, men were asking her to dance. She laughed loudly as they whispered things in her ear before taking one of their hands and allowing him to lead her out onto the floor. I watched in shock as she moved with ease on the tips of her toes, turning right and left, in and out, and dancing to the music. When the song ended, Ronni and I stood up, clapping and cheering for Maria. She bowed to us from across the floor and picked up with the next song. I turned toward Ronni and leaned in close, brushing her hair away from her ear.

“You are the sexiest woman in this entire building,” I whispered. “Every man in here turned and stared at you as you walked in.”

“You must be a lucky guy,” she said, smiling and laughing.

“You have no idea how lucky I feel,” I replied. 

After the club, we took Maria back to the house and then walked across the street to the beach. We laughed and talked about the night’s events and the one and only song I allowed her to pull me out on the floor for. If a man ever felt whiter, it was trying to keep the rhythm on a dance floor with some of the most charismatic men I had ever seen. I could see the laughter from the audience, but I didn’t mind because I could also see the happiness in Ronni’s face. I was willing to try anything if I had her by my side. 

We walked through the cool sand, listening to the waves crashing against the shore. It was the perfect night, and although the day had started out a bit rough, it ended in a way I never thought it would. I was free from the stress and craziness of the Landers’s lifestyle. I was free from the desk I had chained myself to for many years, and I was free to love Ronni with no control and no ultimatums. 

The wind blew across the beach, and I watched as Ronni took in a deep breath of sea air, letting her hair fly freely behind her. She was sincerely the most amazing woman I had ever met. Things may have looked bleak for many years, but they sure did have a way of turning around quickly. Here I was, standing with the love of my life on a gorgeous beach, getting ready for a new and exciting adventure, with no ties to the past. It was like Ronni’s light was seeping over to me, and I was more than happy to bask in it. She stopped and turned toward the moon, bright in the sky. The waves lapped gently against the shore, and I moved behind her, wrapping my arms around her chest and squeezing tightly. 

“Do you think our parents are up there, looking down on us?” she asked.

“Maybe,” I said, smiling. “If they are, I am damn sure of one thing.”

“What’s that?” Ronni asked, turning toward me.

“They are proud of us for what we are accomplishing,” I said, looking up at the moon. “And my mother is more than happy to see that the two people she loved the most found each other in this chaos.”

“That’s how I feel,” she said, laying her head against my chest. 

“I promise,” I said, pulling her back and looking into her eyes. “I will never allow anyone to treat you the way that Nick and my father treated you. I will do my best to shield you and protect you from everything bad in this world.”

“I know,” she said confidently. “I never for a second thought any different. I am excited about our future. And I am excited to spend it hand in hand with you.”

My sentiments exactly. 

 





Chapter Twenty

Ronni

 

 

I stumbled forward, giggling as Nathan led me blindfolded down the sidewalk. He had blindfolded me even before I got in the car so I really had no idea where I was. I could hear the ocean in the background, smell the salty sea air, but in reality, it was Southern California. I could literally be anywhere. 

I held tightly to Nathan’s hand, listening to the people passing us by in the streets. He stopped me for a moment and told me to stand right there. I heard the jingle of keys and the click of a lock in front of me. As he took my arm and led me forward, I shivered in the cold San Diego winter weather. Sure, it was way colder on the East Coast, but to me, this weather felt bitter. As soon as I walked in, warmth surrounded me, and I could smell the scent of lavender all around me. He moved me inside and shut the door behind us before walking back and pulling down my blindfold. I kept my eyes clutched closed for several seconds, almost too excited to open them.

“Okay, you can look now,” he said excitedly.

I opened my eyes and blinked several times before they came back into focus. I scanned the area with wonder. The floors were tiled with black and gray tiling, the racks were a bright white, and the seating throughout was accented with purples and grays. I walked through the large space, imagining our suits and outer wear lining the walls. We had expanded to outer wear when we realized that pushing our label further would only increase revenue. I shook my head, looking around the room, impressed by what I was seeing. Everything was perfectly decorated and brand new. I looked over at Nathan and laughed, giving him a huge hug.

“Where are we?” I asked. 

“We are at a strip mall in Ocean Beach,” he said, pointing toward the door. “It’s the closest shopping to the tourist beach and right next to the grocer that the locals use. It is literally the best spot in the entire town. Most of the shops that surround it have been here forever and don’t have plans to move. Your only competition is the beach shop three blocks down, but they don’t specialize in anything. It's pretty much a generic shop with expensive name brand suits. You would be the only designer swimwear and outer wear shop on the strip.”

“Nathan,” I said, shaking my head and running my hand across the counter. “This couldn’t be more perfect if we built it ourselves. It is exactly what we were looking for.”

I walked around the room, taking in every inch of the space. I walked back into the dressing rooms which were split one way for women, the other for men. The deep purple velvet fabrics that acted as doors to the dressing rooms hung across black steel rods and piled down on the floors. The mirrors were tilted just enough to pick up every good angle of the body. There was an area for clients to put the ones they didn’t want, and a rope that went across the entrance so we could check people in and out of the rooms. On the counters were two brand new computers, fully stocked with scanners, bins for hangers, a stack of boxes with our logos for wrapping the suits, and deep lavender paper to wrap them in. I shook my head, realizing that Nathan had really thought of everything, even down to the security system attached to the walls. I walked back over to Nathan and wrapped my arms tightly around his waist. I couldn’t believe how perfect everything was.

“You did an amazing job,” I whispered. “I love everything about this.”

“Want to hear a funny story,” he said, chuckling.

“Always,” I said cautiously.

“I actually bought this from my brother,” he said, laughing. “Of course, he didn’t know it was me until our lawyers had finished with the negotiations and I showed up to sign for it. You should have seen the look on his smug little face. I almost had to pick his jaw up off the floor. I got this place for half of what he paid for it. He was seriously bamboozled into buying this spot, and after months of not having anyone interested, he was forced to drop the price drastically. I knew if I personally showed interest, he might not sell, so I sent a lawyer in to represent me as an anonymous buyer.”

“Oh, I wish I could have been there for that,” I said. “How satisfied did you feel?”

“It was like strutting into a failing business wearing a thousand-dollar suit,” he said, laughing. “He didn’t know what to do, but our lawyers had already done all the contracts, and he knew if he took it back, then I could sue him hardcore. He was backed into a corner.”

“I’m surprised he even knew that,” I said, shaking my head.

“Well, he didn’t, but his lawyer let him know when he tried to walk out,” he said, chuckling. “Still the same old asshole doing exactly what I knew he would do with the company. He has absolutely zero business skills, and I don’t think he will ever learn them.”

“Well, jokes on him,” I said, smiling.

“But after I got this place, I pulled together a design team after stealing the info on your design ideas,” he said, lifting his eyebrows and smiling.

“I was wondering where those went,” I said, snapping my fingers.

“They put all of this together for me in such a short amount of time. They were really professional and I could see you and Maria’s vision coming to life every time I walked in the place. I was so impressed, in fact, I hired them to redo my loft, not that I spend much time there these days.”

“Wow,” I replied. “They did all of this in a couple of weeks?”

“Yep, furniture, computers, design, everything in two weeks,” he said, nodding his head. “Now, we could open the doors in just a couple weeks if Maria is down for it.”

“Are you serious? I thought it would take at least another six months!” I was completely elated. “We could have the place open in time for Christmas shoppers and then just sail right into tourist season. By the time warm weather comes, we’ll have all the kinks worked out, and we could have a fashion show to reveal the new line. Nathan, this is so awesome.”

“See,” he said, putting his arms out. “I’m useful for something, right?”

“I can think of a few things you are useful for,” I replied, winking and shaking my butt at him. 

“We could always break the place in,” he said, coming up behind me and grabbing my breasts. “Have a little fun in the dressing rooms? Christen the place behind the counters?”

“Calm down, stud muffin.” I laughed, feeling his cock harden against my ass. “We have work to do.”

“Fine,” he sighed. “You're always all work and no play.”

“That’s crazy coming from you,” I said, looking back at him. “Like I never in a million years thought I would hear you say that.”

We walked around the shop, and I smiled as Nathan enthusiastically showed me every nook and cranny of the place. He had already purchased the software for the store that not only kept track of sales, but did accounting, calculated taxes, and kept inventory all in one area. He showed me how the different systems worked and how they would help us cut down on theft, especially when we got to the point where were able to hire a staff to run the place. Everything was set up so perfectly.

“Okay,” he said with a deep breath. “That is everything down here. Let me show you upstairs.”

I smiled and walked up the steps, feeling his hand pressing warmly on my back. He seemed jittery all of a sudden, but I ignored it, figuring we hadn’t eaten anything that day and he was really excited to show me everything. We walked to the top of the stairs, and he led me left into the designer’s room. It was enormous, and he had it designed with shelves everywhere, a huge sketching table, lamps, track lighting, and a full-on desk in the back. The room was mostly white with splashes of black, green, and orange throughout. On the door, there was a placard with Maria’s name and the title of Owner and Head Designer. I knew immediately that she was going to freak out over this. 

“So, this space is for Maria,” he said, walking in. “She can go to town designing. I had the mannequins and fabric rods brought in over there, and a modeling space and dressing room over here. All she has to do is get with the fabric sellers and start filling up the space. I also contacted a friend of mine in New York who was a designer, and they sent me a list of all the tools she would need. I figured it would be better for her to start out completely fresh and new.”

I walked over and looked down at all of the pencils, ink, sewing material, the sewing machine, bright and new on the desk, a computer with CAD and other drawing programs, and everything she would need to create her masterpieces from paper to body. I shook my head, absolutely amazed at how much he had done in such a short amount of time. I looked up and walked over to the door with him.

“Then, across the hall is where I had our open-concept offices put in,” he said, leading me into the other room. “It’s our space to work side by side with each other.”

I couldn’t believe the space in front of me when I walked in. The ceiling was high, the paint was neutral and calming, and there were couches and chairs strewn all over in different hues of lavender and teal. The rugs on the floor were brand new and matched the accent pillows on the furniture. There were two desks that sat on opposite sides of the room but faced each other. They were large, dark, wooden casings with beautifully carved embellishments on the sides. Computers and office equipment peppered the desks and art covered the walls. It almost felt like walking into a fancy apartment you would see in a magazine. In both the design room and the office space, the back wall was nothing but large floor to ceiling windows, allowing us to look out at the beach and ocean behind us. I walked over to the desk and ran my hand across the wood surface before plopping down in the chair and sticking the end of a pen in my mouth.

“Do I look like a professional?”

“A fucking sexy one,” he growled. 

He walked over and stared at me, pulling open the top drawer of the desk. I smiled and leaned over, looking down at a small silver box. I scrunched my eyebrows together and pulled the box out, holding it in my hand. Slowly, I lifted the lid and stared down at a beautiful diamond ring with the biggest stone I had ever seen in the middle and tons of smaller stones surrounding it. I gasped and put my hand over my mouth, looking up to see Nathan on one knee in front of me.

“Ronni, you are the light of my world, and I can’t think of anything better than spending it with you,” he said, his hands shaking. “Will you marry me?”

“Yes,” I said with teary eyes. “Oh my God, of course, I’ll marry you.”

I stood up with Nathan and watched as he slipped the ring on my finger. I looked at it as it sparkled in the lights. I wrapped my arms around him, hugging him tightly as I thought about my forever. There was literally no one else on earth that I would want to spend my life with, build an empire with, and walk into the future hand in hand. 

 





Chapter Twenty One

Nathan

Bedroom to Boardroom

 

 

I thought the beaches in San Diego were beautiful, but looking out across the crystal blue waters as I stood on the white sand beaches of Hawaii was absolutely breathtaking. Everything from the birds in the sky to the sun closing in on the horizon, spewing hues of oranges, blues, and pinks everywhere, created a feeling beyond relaxation. I stuck my hands in my white linen pants and rubbed my toes through the sand, closing my eyes and taking in a deep breath. There hadn’t been a day since I left my father’s company that I regretted it one bit, and now, I got to live my life with the woman that kept me on my toes, showed me what life was really about, and had the same dreams and aspirations for the future as I did. I couldn’t feel luckier than I did right then.

Just looking out over the ocean, I couldn’t think of a more perfect place for a wedding. It was like this place was created just for us, knowing that some stuffy church wedding, surrounded by hundreds of people we barely knew, didn’t fit our love at all. We were brought together by unyielding and unbiased attraction, a love from a parent that transcended background or nationality, and now we were getting ready to join together as husband and wife. We had so many things planned for our future, from building an empire to building a family, and I really felt like this was going to be the first day of the rest of our lives. No one could have prepared me for meeting Ronni. No one could have prepared me for when my eyes finally opened and I saw who my family members really were. But, with Ronni patiently waiting by my side, I was able to push through all of that and set myself free from the chains of a miserable and lonely life.

Relaxing still wasn’t coming easily to me after living my entire life on the go constantly, since I was old enough to go to school, but the stress of that life had lifted off my shoulders. The loneliness I felt so long ago was nothing but a memory that has since floated into the distant past. Although I'm not surrounded daily by hordes of people anymore, I couldn’t feel more loved than I did in my simple little life with my amazing wife to be. Standing here, waiting for her to come join me to be married, I realized that I finally, after so long, felt at peace.

I looked up as I caught the glimpse of blowing fabrics out of the corner of my eye. I smiled as Maria walked forward, wearing a lavender bridesmaid bikini and carrying a small sprig of flowers. She looked over at her boyfriend, the guy that I met at the salsa club so long ago, and winked at him, putting a bit of pep in her step. Once she passed, I looked down the makeshift sandy aisle on the beach, and my jaw dropped. Ronni was standing in front of me in a white, specially designed bridal bikini with a sheer skirt tied around her waist. Her dark hair glistened in the sunlight, and her tan skin sparkled radiantly. Around her ankle was a bracelet of fresh white flowers that accented her skin perfectly. She had to be the most beautiful bride I had ever seen, and she was all mine. 

Emotions flowed through my body, and tears tugged at the edges of my eyes. I was more than overjoyed at the fact that this beautiful woman was going to be my wife. She was absolutely stunning in every way, and on top of all of that, she was a beautiful person on the inside. Looking back, I could now see that I had been drawn to Ronni ever since she came to stay at our house. At first, it was curiosity and empathy, wanting to make this young girl feel at home in a new country and a new place. As she grew older, I could see her blossoming into an amazing woman, and my thoughts about her shifted to a new reality. 

There were always beautiful women throwing themselves at me, mostly because they knew I was a billionaire, but none of them had stayed on my mind for more than a few moments. Ronni, however, continued to beat into my brain every day for a very long time. I never took that as anything more than lust until we finally freed ourselves from my family and got together. I realized that she was the one from the very beginning, and I knew that every time I was around her or near her, I felt calm and complete. Now she was going to be my wife.

She stepped forward beside me and smiled big as she handed her bouquet to Maria. Maria and her boyfriend stepped back and watched as the officiant began the ceremony. It was short but covered everything that made us who we were as a couple. The strength that we built between us was overwhelming, and the light that Ronni brought into my life couldn’t have been more of a beautiful thing. As she said the words, “I do,” I grasped her hands and pulled her close, pressing my lips deeply against hers. 

“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the officiant said joyously. 

Maria and her boyfriend clapped as Ronni and I embraced. From there, overjoyed at our union, we went to dinner at a local restaurant with Maria and her boyfriend, before retiring to our private honeymoon suite at the small resort that I had completely rented out. I wanted our privacy to be so absolute that I even took the time to book Maria and her guest at a separate resort where they would be wined, dined, and showed all over the island. The place was gorgeous and the staff was plentiful. As we approached the doors to the villa, the staff on call opened the double doors, and I lifted Ronni off her feet, carrying her over the threshold. She laughed and giggled as we entered into the luxury suite and looked around in awe at our accommodations. 

Everything was absolutely gorgeous, from the fresh flowers on the table to the light colors and beach decor. The ceilings were vaulted with large fans whose blades were shaped like the leaves of the palms outside. The smell of suntan oil and fresh coconut wafted through the room, giving it that extra feeling of an exotic nature. Our bags had already been delivered to the villa, and we walked into the bedroom where a large, four-poster bed sat in the middle of the floor and the doors opened up to a private beach. 

The water was rushing onto the shore, and the sky still shimmered, even in the light of the moon. Ronni walked out onto the terrace, looking out at the view and closing her eyes, taking it all in. I stood back and watched my beautiful wife as the wind whipped through her hair and over her scantily clad body. Her bathing suit cut in on the ass, and I couldn’t help but appreciate the way her luscious body curved in the illuminated string of lights on the railing. She was absolutely radiant. I set my bag down on the floor and walked outside, cloaking her in my body and kissing down her neck. 

“It was absolutely amazing,” she whispered with a smile. “And now we are husband and wife. Isn’t that crazy?”

She turned toward me and smiled, kissing me back as I leaned into her. She could feel the bulge in my pants beginning to grow as I reached for the string on her top. She grabbed my wrist and smiled, shaking her head. I looked at her with slight confusion and watched as she walked past me, grabbing her bag and disappearing into the bathroom. I walked around the bed and pulled my shirt off my back, folding it and laying it on the dresser. I untied my long white pants and let them fall to the floor. I stretched high and walked over to the bed, laying back against the headboard, and waiting for my bride to return. I could smell whiffs of her perfume coming from under the door of the bathroom, and instantly, my cock was erect thinking about what was about to come. I looked over as she creaked open the door and stood in the artificial lights, wearing a sheer nighty and a pair of white thong panties. Her nipples were hard, and I could see almost every part of her. 

She walked forward seductively and crawled across the bed. Her hand ran up my boxer briefs, pressing hard against my erection before grasping it through the cloth. I groaned at the feeling of her fingers wrapped around it and reached out to cup her breast. She shifted between my legs and pulled my boxers from my body, grabbing my dick with her hand and stroking it slowly as she fondled my balls. I reached my arms up behind my head and watched as she licked her lips before diving down and taking my cock into her mouth. 

At first, she was playful, licking up and down the shaft, swirling her tongue around the head, but after a few moments, she took the shaft deep into her throat and sucked hard as she pulled her head back up. I moaned, feeling her lips wrapped around my cock and feeling the shaft touch the sides of her throat. 

She looked up at me as she began to suck harder, slightly increasing her speed. I clasped my hands behind my head and watched her succulent lips slide up and down, her saliva dripping and pooling at the base of my cock. She pulled her lips away and grabbed on tight to my shaft while she gripped it hard and fast, causing me to jolt forward in pleasure. A coy smile pulled at her lips every time she saw my face writhe in ecstasy. 

I reached down and wrapped my hand in her hair, pushing her face back down. She smiled and looked at me as she opened wide and deep throated my erection. I pulled her head up and down, twisting her face as I pulled back up. I held her head high for a moment while I thrust my hips up and into her mouth. She moaned as I picked up the pace, fucking her mouth and feeling my cock deep down inside of her. Her eyes watered, but she kept going, groaning deeply as my cock touched the back of her throat. 

The noises coming from my wife were raw and uninhibited, and I couldn’t help but be completely turned on by them. I wanted her so badly in that moment. I wanted to feel her wet pussy wrapped around my cock. I wanted to feel her erupt in orgasm, squeezing my dick in her pussy. I wanted her to feel how it felt for me to explode inside of her, pushing my seed from my body, and letting my orgasm flow inside her. I looked down, fighting with myself about whether to keep feeling the amazing motion of her mouth or flip her over and fuck the hell out of her. As if she could feel the answer through my bulging shaft, she pulled her head up and slipped her nighty over her head. She slid her panties down and threw them on the floor, climbing forward and straddling me. I knew exactly what she wanted. 

 





Chapter Twenty Two

Ronni

 

 

Just putting on lingerie made me aroused, and now, as I slid my body down and took his enormous cock deep inside of me, I could feel my desire pulsing through my body. I started to grind against him, and my juices ran down his shaft. It had thrilled me to watch him writhe underneath me while I sucked his cock, and it had gotten my blood pumping like crazy. Now that I had his cock inside me, I was almost insane with lust.

I put my palms down on his chest and lifted my hips up and down, slamming his dick inside of me. My clit rubbed against his stomach, sending an extreme buildup through my body. The orgasm had already started to simmer, and I could tell it wasn’t going to be too long before I exploded all over him. He groaned loudly, and I pushed up and down against his erection before moving my hips back and forth. I ran my hands up my body and grabbed my breasts, massaging them as I pushed myself closer to orgasm. He looked up at me, and I bit my lip as I threw my head back, moaning loudly. 

I could feel his hands grasping onto my waist, moving me back and forth faster than I could move myself. I screamed out as the feelings grew more and more intense, bringing me to the top of my peak. I grabbed his arms and took in a deep breath as I felt myself exploding in orgasm. I leaned forward and pressed my mouth against his, letting out my moans into his throat. 

He growled and continued to move me hard and fast on top of him. I could feel his need growing as my juices erupted, flowing over his cock. As my orgasm released and simmered back down, Nathan reached up and tossed me onto my back, moving quickly between my legs and gliding right back into me. He pulled my legs straight up in the air in front of him and grabbed on to my thighs as he continued thrusting. I reached down and rubbed my clit, moaning at how full he had made me. It was complete ecstasy as he fucked me hard, my head leaning off the end of the bed. I opened my eyes and watched as the scene moved back and forth, our bodies slamming into each other.

The sound of our skin slapping echoed through the villa and out into the ocean, and I reached my arms over my head and moaned over and over as he pushed as deep as he could. I could feel his fingers clasping to my thighs as his body began to stiffen. He reached down and pulled my hips in, leaning forward and pushing in as deep as he could. I split my legs and draped them over his shoulders as he growled loudly and his body convulsed in pleasure. I could feel his cock throbbing and then the explosion inside of me. It was warm and sensual, and I closed my eyes, feeling his seed fill me. His hips continued to thrust forward as his body untensed, leaning into me. He opened his eyes and took a deep breath, pulling my legs to the side and rolling over next to me. We both laid sideways on the bed, our heads dangling over the edge, collecting our breath and feeling the warm Hawaiian air washing over our naked bodies. 

I turned my head toward him and kissed his soft lips, smiling as he looked up at the window. This man was my husband, and I couldn’t be happier about that choice. I would get to spend the rest of my life having amazing sex with my partner in life, and the only man I had ever been with.

We turned over in the bed and cuddled up under the light covers, leaving the doors open for the soothing sound of the ocean. It didn’t take long for us both to fall asleep after a day like we had. I could feel his warm arms around me, and I knew I would never feel lonely again. 

The next morning, I woke up to the alarm and slipped out of bed, jumping in the shower. I washed my hair and put on one of our new line of bathing suits. I applied some gel to my hair to keep that wavy beach look and snuck back to the bed. I slowly ran my fingers down Nathan’s chest, trying to wake him up softly. He smiled and moaned, trying to turn over, but I laid my body on his. He sniffed the air and touched my hair with a big grin. He always loved the way I smelled, even if I hadn’t taken a shower yet. He slowly opened his eyes and picked up his head, kissing me softly on the lips.

“Is it time for breakfast?” he asked groggily.

“Yes, and it’s a working honeymoon, remember?” I tapped him on the chest and stood from the bed. “Time to rise and shine. We want to catch the morning light as the sun begins to rise.”

“But it’s so early,” he whined.

“Get up, get up, get up,” I sang, pulling the covers off his body. 

I walked out onto the balcony where they had served breakfast. I picked up a piece of fruit, tasting it, and I rolled my eyes at its amazing flavor and juiciness. Everything here was perfect, even down to the fruit salad they served for breakfast. I grabbed a bottle of water and took a swig, pouring Nathan a cup of coffee with light sugar and a splash of cream, just how he liked it. It was time to get the photos taken for the new line of swimwear, and Maria and I had made the executive decision that we would be the ones to model the bathing suits because we wanted to see real women with real curves. Nathan didn’t like the idea of my body being splashed all over the place, but it was a bathing suit, and it was my company. I had to be proud of the clothes that we made and show that anything that we sell, I would gladly wear out in public. 

“Hey, girl.”

I looked up as Maria’s voice sounded in the distance. She was strutting her stuff down the walk, ready to get our hair and makeup done. The whole crew was tagging along behind her, carrying bags and boxes of makeup and primping tools. I waved and smiled, turning back to make sure that Nathan had put on pants. I didn’t really think the entire entourage needed to see his white ass this early in the morning. 

Maria snagged a piece of fruit and popped it into her mouth. “Oh my God, seriously is everything on this island perfect?”

“I know, right?” I looked around but didn’t see Diego, her boyfriend. “Where’s the love?”

“Oh, he wanted to sleep in,” she said, shaking her head. “He didn’t think he could deal with watching someone take pictures of my half naked body.”

“Morning, Maria,” Nathan said as he took his coffee from my hand. “Where’s your boy toy?”

“Morning, Mr. Married,” she said, grabbing another piece of fruit. “He’s back at the resort sleeping.”

“Lucky,” he said like a child. “How come I’m not allowed to sleep?”

“Because you insisted on helping run the company,” I said, squeezing his cheek and walking into the villa. 

“Damn it,” he said under his breath, making me laugh.

We sat around getting our hair and makeup done, laughing and talking, and waiting for the photographer. With about ten minutes to spare, he showed up looking pretty tired. He dropped his stuff in the middle of the floor and dramatically sighed.

“Ladies, I need coffee, stat,” he said to the staff standing around to help. “I spent way too much time at drag night last night.”

We laughed, glad to be around men that we didn’t have to be self-conscious around. They told us how beautiful we looked about a hundred times, and then we made our way down to the beach to start taking pictures. The main beach right outside of the resort was where we landed. As the sun peeked over the horizon, the constant click of the camera filled the air. Maria and I spent the next several hours posing for the camera, walking out into the ocean with that sassy look back, and rolling around in the waves, really testing the durability of my top. Nathan was standing on the side, watching every time our wardrobe guy had to fix my suit. He was being way overprotective, but for some reason, I actually found it endearing. He was jealous of anybody that even looked at me, but I just smiled and winked at him, letting him know whose attention I really wanted. 

As the sun rose, the beach began to fill up and a crowd started to gather. Maria and I ran out into the surf, frolicking around in the waves. The water was so warm, and the people seemed very entertained and curious about what was going on. Our marketing crew went to work immediately, handing out cards for our online shop. We knew we didn’t want the brand to just stay in California, so Nathan had an amazing website and online store put up days before our trip began. We made sure to set limits, just in case things took off. We didn’t want to get home and not have enough product produced to fill the orders. The women loved the ideas, and I could see them chatting amongst themselves excitedly as they looked at the cards. The men, well, they were men, and they were content with watching our small bikinis barely cover our bodies as the water ran down our dark skin. 

I could see the thunder clouds clashing in Nathan’s eyes as the men next to him whispered and gawked at me in the waves. It didn’t bother me a bit since I knew exactly what man I wanted to take me home. But Nathan, he was not having a very good time with it. I smiled at him and waved from the water, laughing to myself as he forced a smile back. His crossed arms and rigid smile let everyone know exactly who he was, and the men turned and walked to the other side. I didn’t want Nathan to be uncomfortable, but the idea that he was jealous was slightly thrilling for me. It made me want him even more, and I had to be sure that I let him know just who I belonged to. I waved to the photographer for a break and jogged up the beach to Nathan. Immediately, he wrapped a towel around me, and I smiled up at him with a big toothy grin.

“Aww, what’s wrong baby?”

“I don’t like this beach,” he said. “Why couldn’t we have done it on the private one?”

“We talked about this,” I said, chuckling. “We want people to see the bathing suits. It's killing two birds with one stone.”

“Two naked birds,” he scoffed.

“Aww, come here,” I said, pouting at him. I wrapped my arms around his neck and leaned in, kissing him deeply and passionately in front of everyone. When I pulled away, I stood on my tip toes and whispered in his ear. “I belong to you alone.”

I kissed him on the cheek and handed him my towel, ready to get this shoot over so I could get back to the honeymoon. Maria stood smiling with her hand outstretched, and I jogged over to her. We ended the shoot with some photos together that we planned on getting framed and putting up on the walls in the store. As we posed together for the camera, I watched Nathan look down at his phone, scrolling through the internet in search of something. Knowing him, it was probably some ridiculous, elaborate surprise, but at least, I knew it would be for me.

 





Chapter Twenty Three

Nathan

 

 

It was one thing to look at your wife in a club, all decked out, and have other men stare. In that situation, you were proud of the fact that she was with you. It was something completely different for your wife to be pretty much naked, frolicking through the waves of the ocean, and having skeevy ass hats standing around gawking at her huge tits and round ass. 

I couldn’t believe how incredibly sexy my wife was, and I truly felt lucky to be able to honestly say that. But the thought of her body splashed all over advertisements made me kind of sick to my stomach. I mean, she was my wife, not some woman that was meant for other guys to jack off to. I really didn’t know how the husbands of swimsuit models dealt with seeing their wives splashed all over newsstands every year. I would go around buying every single one of them before anyone else could. I tried not to talk about how uncomfortable it was for me around Ronni because I didn’t want to make her feel bad. Just by watching her in front of the camera, she was a natural at posing, and she was beaming with self-confidence, something I never saw in her while we grew up. 

Her conservative style as a young adult was definitely shed off when she hit college, and on a regular basis, I had no problem with watching her walk in front of me in a pair of cutoff shorts and crop top. However, out here on the public beach with a crowd, I was having a really hard time controlling my irritation. I did not want to be that guy, that jealous guy that beat up every man that stared at my wife, but right now, it was really hard to control myself. 

I just needed to continue to tell myself that while other men might be able to look, I was the only one that was allowed to touch. Her soft supple skin and the dark exotic look were just for me, and I couldn’t wait to get back in bed with her. I could already feel my pants getting tight just thinking about the night before, when she rode me until I could feel her juices running down my shaft. I took a deep breath and nonchalantly adjusted myself, trying to get the thought of her naked body out of my head. It wasn’t so easy with her nipples hard under that thin bikini top. 

As Maria and Ronni began the last part of the shoot, which was group photos for the shop’s walls, I looked down at my phone, realizing I hadn’t made any plans for later that night. I need to make sure I showed Ronni just how committed I was and how treasured she really was. I flipped through the options of restaurants on my phone, landing on the very famous five-star French Polynesian restaurant just a short helicopter ride to another island. I dialed their number and began to set my plans in motion while glancing over at Ronni, who was now chatting with Maria and the marketing team. I needed to make this night so special that she would never be able to forget it. 

We headed back to the villa where I pulled out a beautiful evening dress for her to wear for the surprise. She walked out of the shower, drying her hair, and she smiled at me, holding the dress up in front of myself. I quickly lowered it, my cheeks blushing.

“I don’t think that will fit you,” she teased.

“Then I think you should wear it tonight,” I said. “I have a surprise for you, but we have to leave in like twenty minutes.

She rolled her eyes at me and laughed, grabbing the dress from my hand. She hurried into the bathroom, and I could hear the blow dryer going while she stumbled around the bathroom getting ready. I pulled out a suit and tie and gelled my hair in the mirror on the wall. It was really easy for me to get ready, and I was glad I didn’t have to go through as much as Ronni did, even though I never understood why, since she was gorgeous all the time. When she was done, we walked across the resort to the helicopter pad where the pilot picked us up. Ronni shook her head at the amount of excess I was showing off and climbed inside, putting on her headphones. She gazed out the window as we took a short ride to the other side. 

We ate dinner all alone at the most amazing restaurant I had ever been to. I had called them and requested to have the place all to ourselves. Luckily, they weren’t usually open on Monday nights so I paid a bit extra and the chef and staff came in just for us. They set up a table out on the balcony overlooking the water and lit about a hundred candles around us. It was absolutely enchanting, and we sat feasting while talking about our day and how amazing the photo shoot ended up being. I wasn’t as jealous now that we were out of the situation, but I still didn’t like the idea of it all. When we were done, we decided to take a long walk on the beach, not having been to this island yet. I had paid the pilot to hang around until we called, not knowing when we would finish up. 

As we walked along the sandy shores hand in hand, I took Ronni’s hand and twirled her into my arms, dipping her low and kissing her softly. The full moon shone brightly over the ocean, lighting up her magnificent face. Her hair was shiny and long, and it blew in the light breeze off the ocean. I tipped her back up to her feet and pushed hair from her face.

“You are the most amazing, charming, intelligent—” 

“Yes,” she said, swinging her hair over her shoulder. “Go on.”

“Beautiful woman I have ever met,” I said, laughing. “I don’t know what I would do in this world without you.” 

Her heart immediately melted, and her love for me showed all over her face. I leaned in and tilted her chin upward, pressing my lips against her mouth. Her arms immediately wrapped around my neck, and she leaned into me, pressing her body against mine. Under the bright light of the moon, we explored each other like sixteen-year-olds at a summer fling. 

My hands moved over her body, touching every inch of her and grabbing her ass tightly. She squeaked into my mouth with surprise as I picked her up by the butt and wrapped her legs around my waist. I stood there on the white sand beach and made out passionately with my wife, groaning as she sucked on my lip seductively and pushed her hips into my hardening cock. I reached one hand up and cupped her large breast massaging it hard. She leaned her head back as I pulled one side of her dress down and took her exposed tit in my mouth. I looked around but didn’t see anyone else on the beach, though it was a public place. 

She hopped down off me and ran her hand down the front of me, squeezing my cock between my body and pants. As her fingers moved downward, she grabbed onto my shaft and began to jack it hard inside of my pants. She smiled as she bit my lip, feeling my cock get harder and harder in the palm of her hand. I groaned loudly as she stroked it up and down with force, her face looking aroused and determined. 

She undid my belt and slid her hand back in, loosening up the area, and she began stroking my cock long and hard. I growled out, thrusting my hips forward as her hand slid up and down the shaft. I wanted to fuck her so bad, and I knew there would be no way I could make it all the way back to the villa first. She looked up into my eyes as her hand steadily moved in my pants, and I could see she wasn’t willing to wait, either. I pulled her hand out of my pants, and we ran down the beach toward the cliffs where they would at least provide the coverage of shadows in the corners. As we approached, she reached out and grabbed my tie, backing up into the steep rocky side. 

I put my hand up against the stone next to her head and watched as she pulled her dress from her shoulders and let it fall to the ground. I reached out, but she slapped my hand away, smiling at me with glimmering eyes. She pushed me back and propped her ass up on one of the rocks. I watched as she split her legs apart and pulled her panties to the side, exposing her wet mound. She bit her lip and stuck two fingers in her mouth, sucking and wetting them before sliding them down through her folds. She moaned quietly as her fingers circled around her clit, dipping part way into her pussy before pulling out and circling back.

“You like watching me?” she asked.

“Yeah, baby,” I said, rubbing my cock outside of my pants. 

“Good,” she moaned. “I want to watch you, too.”

I walked over and leaned my shoulder against the rock next to her, unbuttoning my pants and dropping them around my ankles. I slowly reached down into my boxers and pulled my pulsing, engorged cock out into my hand. I reached up and unbuttoned my shirt so it would hang out of the way, and I draped my tie around her neck. She looked so fucking sexy sitting there fingering herself in nothing but her panties. I looked down at her pussy and began to move my hand up and down the shaft of my raging erection. She bit her lip, keeping her eyes glued to the motion of my hand, her own fingers plunging deep inside of her and coming back out to rub her clit. I could hear her breath increasing as my fist began moving faster over my shaft.

She groaned loudly and tilted her head back, rubbing her pussy wildly. I could tell she was about to come so I moved in front of her and pushed her hands to the side, thrusting my cock deep inside of her. As my body rubbed against hers, she exploded, her warm juices gushing over my cock and her mouth wide open, singing her song of pleasure. I kept thrusting, feeling her pussy pulsating around me. I gripped her waist, and her fingernails dug into my shoulders. I groaned, feeling the pain and ecstasy mix together. As her body began to relax, I leaned in and pushed my mouth against hers, passionately kissing her under the full moon. I could feel her heart beating wildly in her chest, and she smiled as she moved her hips against my slow, steady thrusting. It was extremely sensual, and we sat there against the wall, grinding in sync as our eyes locked on to each other. I could feel the hot steamy heat between us as I pushed hard and fast into her, watching her jerk beneath me. I looked over at the water lapping the beach in the shadows and reached down, picking her up and carrying her over to the water’s edge. She slipped off her panties and tossed them up to her dress, walking forward into the shallow waves. 

I grabbed her shoulder and took her to the ground, moving slowly and steadily on top of her. The water washed around us, and I knew I wanted to make this last.





Chapter Twenty Four

Ronni

 

 

The warm water washing over our bodies added to the exotic pleasure I was feeling, laying in the sand while Nathan hovered over me, thrusting his hard cock deep inside of me. The breeze howled through the cliffs, and I looked over at the beach, feeling a sense of titillation like I did the last time we made love in the sand. Anyone could walk out here at any minute and find us making love under the full moon. 

The sounds of Nathan’s groans brought me back to his eyes, and I breathed deeply, stretching my arms over my head. He took both of his hands and ran them up my wet naked body, stopping to play with my nipples. Bursts of electricity shot through me as he pinched and twisted my hard tits. I moaned loudly, arching my back and opening my legs wider, inviting his cock deeper inside of me. The look in his eyes was lustful and committed, and I could tell his slow movements were purposeful. As much as I wanted him to let loose, slamming into me like the waves against the rocks, I couldn’t help but hope this feeling wouldn’t be over so soon. The unwavering pleasure I could feel radiating through my entire body was unlike anything I had ever felt before. 

I tossed and turned beneath him, fighting myself to push him harder. He grabbed my hands and held them down as the water washed around us. As if he, too, were fighting the urge, he pushed as deep as he could and held it, looking down at me with a smile pulling at the corner of his lips. I bit my lip and pushed my hips upward, asking for more. He instantly delivered, grabbing me under the body and pulling me upward. I wrapped my legs around his waist as our bodies moved in sync, pushing and pulling against each other. I leaned back in his arms and threw my head back, closing my eyes and feeling my body grinding against his. He leaned back on his heels and pulled me in, grabbing me by the lower back and thrusting short and strong. I put my hands on his shoulders and pushed him down into a crossed-legged position, putting my knees to each side and wrapping my arms around his neck. He grabbed my ass and started to push and pull, thrusting his cock into me. I moaned loudly as another orgasm began to rise, and I hoped to feel his cock bulging at the same time. 

As my hips ground against him and thrust forward, I pulled back and pressed my forehead against his, looking deep into his eyes. The heat rose a thousand degrees in two seconds, and we found ourselves pushing deep and fast, longing for release. My mouth fell open, but nothing escaped as my clit rubbed against his stomach. As I reached my peak, I arched my back and screamed out into the waves. 

He growled and gritted his teeth, grasping my ass cheeks and pushing as hard as he could as my juices erupted over his shaft. As the waves of pleasure echoed through my body, I could feel him slam into me, holding me close and grunting loudly as his cock spasmed inside of me. He came hard and long, his body twitching in the waves as he held me close to his body. I couldn’t move and didn’t want to, wishing we could fall asleep right here in the sand and surf. 

Breathing heavily, he slowly pulled his body back, locking his eyes with mine and pressing his mouth against me. The kiss was deep and meaningful, and I could feel him telling me he loved me through his motions. We sat for several minutes, intertwined as the waves washed around us. After our bodies had recovered, I kissed him gently on the cheek and scooted back, standing and putting my arms out for him. He took them and stood up, wobbling a bit in the knees. We walked up the shore and got dressed, realizing we would now be wearing wet clothes and sand back to the villa. I didn’t mind at all since we just had the most amazing sex yet. It seemed like every time we made love, it just got better and better, and I couldn’t wait for the next time. 

As we walked, he texted the pilot to let him know we would be there soon. I carried my shoes next to me, holding his hand and enjoying the night air. We climbed aboard the helicopter, and as we flew through the air, I looked down at the lights coming from the islands. Some were artificial while others came from bonfires lit in celebration of summer. I smiled, thinking about all the young couples enjoying their nights in Hawaii while sitting around a giant bonfire, sipping exotic drinks and watching the natives dance. This was definitely an amazing place, and I could already feel myself wishing for a longer trip, and we weren’t even close to being done. Nathan reached over and took my hand, smiling out his window as we made our way back to the resort. I loved the fact that we had the whole place to ourselves, and I didn’t have to worry about who I would wake as I tiptoed through the grounds. 

When we arrived back, the staff had cleaned the room and put fresh linens on the bed. I called down to the front desk to let them know our breakfast selections and times for the next morning. Then I pulled my sandy, wet dress off my body. I rinsed off quickly in the shower and left the water running for Nathan to do the same thing. However, as I walked out of the bathroom to let him know, I found him completely passed out already in his pajama pants in the bed. I laughed to myself as I turned the water off and clicked the lights as I walked. I had really tuckered him out tonight on the beach, and in fact, I could feel the complete exhaustion start to wash over me as well. As soon as I laid down and pulled the covers over me, I was out, not dreaming or even moving until the light shone through the windows. 

When I woke, I opened my eyes and stared at the clock. My stomach rumbled under the sheets. I realized we had slept in a bit so I turned over to let Nathan know that breakfast would be waiting for us. As I looked to the other side of the bed, I realized he wasn’t there, and I laughed, listening to him talk to the staff about how amazing the food was there. I pulled on a pair of shorts and a tank top and walked out onto the deck, sleepy-eyed. The staff nodded their heads at me, and Nathan jumped up, pulling my chair out for me. I sat down at the table and squinted my eyes, taking in the air once again. It was an absolutely gorgeous morning, and it reminded me of the many mornings I woke up in San Diego. Although this was even better because of the amazing display of pancakes, omelettes, and fruit in front of me.

I reached over and poured myself a glass of fresh squeezed orange juice and began to fill my plate with all the goodies in front of us. As usual, the food was perfect, and I immediately realized I was eating way too much. If I wasn’t careful, we would have to make another size in the bikinis for me to fit into them. Nathan poured me a cup of black coffee and handed it over, taking a bite of his toast and propping his feet in the empty chair next to me. I leaned back from the table and smiled as the staff took my plate and wiped the place setting clean of syrup. Before they could leave, Nathan pulled out a wad of cash and tipped all of them.

“You’re so generous,” I said, leaning back in the chair. 

“I want to make sure they are well taken care of,” he said, smiling. “They keep my life in order, even if it's only for a short time.”

“I’m going to start accepting tips,” I said, laughing. 

“What’s mine is yours, Wifey,” he said, winking at me from across the table. “So, what’s on the agenda for today?”

“Well, after breakfast, we have to run inland and meet Maria and the photographer to go over the shots from yesterday,” I explained. “And then, I thought maybe we could go to one of those super touristy luaus they have on the island.”

“Okay,” he said, chuckling. “Whatever you want is yours.”

“Why thank you,” I said, pursing my lips. 

We sat talking on the deck for only a few more minutes before going inside and grabbing our things to meet Maria. I pulled my wavy hair up in a messy bun and looked at my even tanner skin than normal. You could really see my Mexican descent in the contrast between my brown skin and dark features. I actually thought it suited me quite well. 

The resort provided transportation to the small café in town, and I stepped out of the car with my arms wide, hugging Maria as she giggled, walking forward with a croissant hanging out of her mouth. I swear the girl was always eating but always in amazing shape. It would take me three weeks at the gym after this vacation to even get close to where I was before we left. But I didn’t want to harp on that because I was on my honeymoon, and that meant I could let loose and be free.

We all sat down around the computer as Philandro, the photographer, flipped through the photographs he had picked out as the best. I was shocked at how absolutely amazing they came out, and though I tended to be a bit self-conscious, I was completely comfortable with every single photo. As he rounded out to the end, both Maria and I were in awe of the photo of her and me standing arm in arm, smiling big as the waves splashed around us. It was the perfect picture for the wall in the shop, and when I said wall, I meant it was going to be seven feet high and five feet wide. 

“So,” Philandro said, leaning back in his chair. “Are we doing any editing or touch-ups here? These photos are already edited for optimal colors and brightness, but I did not touch your bodies.”

“Good,” Maria said, shaking her head. “And we want to leave it that way.”

“Yeah,” I explained. “We want women to see us as regular women. We want to show that our skin bulges when we jump in the air, too. We want them to know that curvy, busty women with big butts can look just as sexy in our bikinis as the others.”

“If not more,” Maria added.

“I absolutely love it,” Philandro said. “Then, ladies, my work here is done. I will get all of these sent over to your marketing manager, and I will get the one for your shop blown up for the wall.”

I looked at Nathan as he leaned over and whispered in my ear.

“I worship those curves,” he whispered, kissing me on the cheek. 

I could feel my cheeks burning red, and I smiled big as Philandro leaned down and hugged me goodbye. All the crew except Maria would be leaving tomorrow, going back to San Diego to get things going. When we returned, we would put the final touches on before we had our big release. I leaned back in the chair and smiled at Maria as she took my hand and Nathan’s.

“We are really doing this,” she said, laughing. “This is all so amazing.”

It was more amazing than I ever could have imagined.

 





Chapter Twenty Five

Nathan

 

 

I pulled the cotton t-shirt with company logo over my head and slipped on sandals, getting ready for dinner. Ronni had the bright idea that it would be a good experience to have dinner at one of the touristy luaus on the beach. I had never been to something like that, and my comfort level was at about a two. But this was what she wanted, and I was going to smile through it. 

Who knew? She had managed to get me out of my stuffed shirt mode and into a more relaxed atmosphere. Maybe I would actually enjoy watching dancing Hawaiians in grass skirts and fire juggling natives, though I really had my reservations. But still, looking back at the man I was when Ronni came back into my life, I felt proud of how far I had come. I still wasn’t at a place where I felt completely comfortable with all of the free time this new life change had brought me, but I was working on it slowly. 

Every day I could feel myself taking life a little less seriously, relaxing my shoulders just a tiny bit more, and allowing Ronni to convince me to step out of my comfort zone. It wasn’t like it was that hard, after all. Between Ronni’s amazing personality and her killer smile, I was pretty sure she could talk me into moving into an igloo at the South Pole. Hell, if it meant I could keep myself warm by snuggling up to her naked body, I might be down for it.

I turned and looked at myself in the mirror, barely recognizing the man standing in front of me. I think I had actually worn a t-shirt about ten times in my life, and they were all before the age of six. We had packed a bunch of the new outer wear to strut around town in, hoping to build a little brand awareness far from home. But still, it felt weird not buttoning up my dress shirt, tying my tie, and polishing my shoes. Life at the Landers’s business was anything but relaxed, and I had come to terms long ago that I would probably live the rest of my life in either a suit and tie or a polo. My father still dressed in a suit and tie, and he barely ever left the house anymore. At least in retirement, you would think the old man would loosen up and put on a pullover or something, but unless he was headed to the golf course with his buddies, he was ready to go for meetings that would never come. After waking up every day for so many years and doing the same thing over and over again, he must have gotten used to it and didn’t want to change. 

Speaking of change, I was right in the midst of it. It had been a huge change leaving the company and parting ways with my family. But I had new goals and new things to look forward to, and I was more than happy to be taking on those responsibilities. I was building an empire with my wife and planning a future for our own family, one that was less rigid and more loving than how I grew up. I could barely remember Ronni’s parents, but it was always amazing to me as a child how different they were. They really acted like they loved each other, and I found myself slightly jealous of Ronni as a kid. But now, here I was, building this empire, making waves, embracing change, and hoping that I got used to the more quiet hustle and bustle of our business than I experienced with the real estate company. 

I was drawn from my thoughts as the phone buzzed on the nightstand. I thought it was strange, since everyone I talked to was here on the island with me. I walked over and looked down at the name, shaking my head in disbelief. It was like the old man could sense I was thinking about him, and I tried to decide whether or not to answer my father’s phone call. I sighed and pressed the button, bringing the phone to my ear.

“Father,” I said without emotion. “How can I help you?”

“Nathan, I’m glad I caught you,” he said in a more than tired voice. “Look, I need to see you as soon as possible. It’s urgent. You know I wouldn’t call if it weren’t.”

“Well,” I said, trying to keep my irritation of his summoning to a minimum. “I’m on my honeymoon. Nick is in control of everything now. Have him get you whatever you need. He is more than capable of following strict and specific instructions.”

My father breathed heavily into the phone, and I couldn’t help but notice that his voice was ragged and tired, moreso than usual. I sat patiently waiting for his response, slightly curious as to why he would call me in the first place. I did understand that he had no idea I was on my honeymoon, but I could have been in his front yard and still wouldn’t have come running when he beckoned. I was no longer under his control, nor did I need to drop everything and come running when he thought it was important. Nick wanted to be the big man in charge so he needed to step up and do his job.

“Nick can’t help,” he said with a deep cough.

“Are you sick?”

“I’m fine,” he grumbled. “Like I said, Nick can’t help. He’ll only hinder this cause. In fact, he is the main reason for this call.”

I sat there silently, waiting patiently for my father to ease up and actually ask me for my help. He seemed to still be under the impression that I was at his beck and call. I was no longer a child, vying for my father’s attention, learning the ropes of the company, and hoping to be part of it one day. I had been part of it. In fact, it was my entire life, but my life had changed, and I didn’t feel as if I needed to ask “how high” whenever my father told me to jump. I had broken those chains months ago, and I was just starting to let drift away into memory. 

“You need to return home now,” he said angrily and sick. “There is no time to lose in these matters. You’ll understand when you get here.”

“Will I?” I said with attitude. “Because it has been thirty-three years, and I still don’t understand you. I don’t understand where you develop the kind of audacity that you do. I don’t understand how you think you can call me like this and expect me to drop everything going on, which is my celebration of marriage by the way, and come running to you. I told you Ronni was the most important thing in my life now, not you, not Nick, and definitely not the company.”

“Why are you being so difficult? Can we just skip the games this time? I need you here and it is your responsibility—”

“Responsibility?” I scoffed. “Need I remind you that you not only erased my name from your will and took my job, but you blatantly disrespected a woman who loved you like a father figure. A woman who I am now married to. So, why in the fuck do you think I would drop everything and just run home? I am at no one's back and call anymore.”

With those words, I hung up the phone, trying to control my anger and not bash my phone against the wall. I turned and found Ronni standing in the doorway, looking at me with confusion. I didn’t want her to hear that, but I just got so angry, I couldn’t control the level of my own voice. I hadn’t been this angry since Nick threw Ronni on the floor. Only this time, I had nowhere to go with my anger. Ronni stepped forward and rubbed my shoulder, looking deep into my angry eyes.

“I heard the shouting from the other room,” she said. “What is going on? Who was that on the phone?”

“It was my father,” I said, sighing and sitting down on the bed. “He told me he needs me to come home. I told him to get his boy Nick to do whatever he needed, but he said he couldn’t because it was about Nick. Well, partially at least. He didn’t tell me more than that, but he had the audacity to summon me like one of his servants. He didn’t ask me. He told me, and I don’t owe him a damn thing. Even after telling him twice that I was on my honeymoon, he didn’t offer any congratulations at all. It was like he wasn’t hearing what I was saying. Same old situation.”

Ronni bit her lip and looked down at the floor. I could tell she was thinking about how to say what she wanted to say. From the look on her face, she was being careful because she knew I wouldn’t like whatever advice she was going to give me. But every time she gave me advice, no matter how painful, it always turned out to be the right thing to do. She took a deep breath and sat down beside me, taking my hands in her lap.

“Look, I know you don’t like how he treats you, and neither do I, but you have to admit it’s strange that he would call you,” she said. “You know your father, and you know how long he can hold a grudge. Whatever is going on has to be major enough for him to put aside his pride and dial your number. For that fact alone, it concerns me that he is calling. What if someone is hurt or ill? What if something has happened to Nick? I know what regret feels like, Nathan, and it’s not something I ever want you to feel.”

“What about him?” I said angrily. “Why can’t he step forward and say he’s wrong? Why do I always have to be the responsible one out of the three of them?”

“Because it is who you are,” she said, smiling. “You don’t do it because you feel they deserve it or require it. You show respect and strength because of who you are on the inside. I think we should return home.”

“But it’s our honeymoon,” I protested.

“Yes,” she said, running her hand over my cheek. “And in case you’ve forgotten, you are extremely rich. We can come back here, literally anytime that we want to.”

“Fine,” I grumped. 

I changed my clothes back into a polo and slacks and went to work packing up our things. I called the hotel and let them know we would be leaving early but to keep the entire amount I paid them plus add a thirty percent gratuity for all the shifts the workers would miss when we left. They were very thankful, but I couldn’t kick the bitterness I felt on the inside. I had finally gotten the life that I wanted, and I had finally settled into it. Then out of nowhere, my father calls and turns my whole world upside down. Just from the sound of his voice, I could feel the calm and serenity I had been collecting slip right down the drain. 

The staff came to help take our bags to the car, and I sighed as I closed the villa behind us. We were on our way to the airport and back to reality. This time, though, it was a reality that I had no interest in being a part of. 

 





Chapter Twenty Six

Ronni

 

As the plane flew over the islands, I gazed out the window at the same bonfires I had seen the night before. I was really disappointed that our honeymoon was over, but at the same time, I was insanely worried about Nathan’s family. One thing I think Nathan forgot was that I’ve known him since he was a young boy, and I can read him better than anyone. Sure, on the outside he acted like he was completely at peace, and even relieved, to have separated himself from his family and company. But on the inside, I knew he wasn’t happy with how he left things. Who could be? Nathan’s father was a hard ass, and he had become a bitter and grumpy old man, but he hadn’t always been that way. 

I could remember a time where he would pick Nathan up and toss him in the air, laughing at his stories about school. I could still see the man that coddled me in his arms after my parents died, letting me cry it out, wishing he could take the pain that I was feeling. That man, regardless of the last few years, would always hold a special place in my heart. Somewhere in my gut, I had a feeling that something serious was going on. It was my duty as Nathan’s wife to push him to do the hard things that I knew were best for him. 

I was orphaned so young, and although the Landers family provided me with a home and an education, they were never truly my family. I knew what it felt like to be all alone in the world and not be able to change that. Until Nathan came back in my life, that feeling still ran rampant in my chest. I would do anything I could to have my family back, even for just a little while, and I knew that if something happened to Nathan’s family, he would have some really deep regrets. 

There was nothing worse than regret, and I knew that first hand. Everything in me wanted to protect Nathan the same way he went out of his way to protect me. Though I wasn’t the root of the falling out between them, I was definitely one of the causes, and I felt it necessary to make sure I helped bring them back together, at least from the sidelines. The way I saw it, by going home and facing his father, Nathan had nothing to lose. If he didn’t and we stayed behind in Hawaii, not only would it be constantly on his mind, but he might never have the chance to even know what his father needed. Sure, Nick was a definite sore spot for him and his dad, but now his dad needed help, and he couldn’t turn to Nick. Big surprise. Nathan didn’t owe them anything, but I knew with the type of man Nathan was, he would want to help in one form or another. 

The plane ride home was silent, and I looked over at Nathan as we rode along. He sat quietly with his hands in his lap, staring out the window into the darkness of the night. When we got back, we went to my house since we still hadn’t figured out living arrangements, and Nathan didn’t seem comfortable at his apartment. I was pretty sure it was because it reminded him of his past life, one that he was desperately trying to forget. By the time we got back to San Diego, the sun was starting to peek out so we grabbed some coffee and headed over to the house. We unpacked our luggage and changed our clothes, all in silence. I knew Nathan needed to think so I let him be.

“I want you to come with me,” he said, looking up at me as I filled the laundry basket.

“Are you sure?”

“You are my wife, and I have no secrets from you,” he said. “I could really use your strength and light in that dim, dark office.”

“Of course,” I said, walking over and kissing his cheek. 

I changed my clothes quickly, and we headed out to the Landers Estate. As we pulled through the gates, I thought about the last time I was there. When I left, I thought I would never come back here. We pulled up out front and were greeted by the service staff. I smiled kindly at the women from the kitchen who were always so kind to me when I came to visit. I looked around at all the faces, realizing there seemed to be quite a few more service staff than normal. I wondered what one man could possibly need this many staff for but shrugged my shoulders, figuring it was his normal excess and attempt to make the house not seem so quiet and empty. 

As we walked into the giant foyer, I looked up at the beautiful marble arches, remembering feeling so overwhelmed by them as a child. I had come from a two-bedroom home on a farm in Mexico and ended up in a seventeen-bedroom home in the hills of San Diego. It was a bit of a change for a little girl. Now, though, the surroundings seemed hollow and almost sad, the shadows darker than before, and the faces in the crowd quiet and somber. 

I was nervous as to how Noah was going to accept my presence, especially after the way he treated me last time I was in front of him, or behind him for that matter. I was pretty sure he never found out that I had come over there that day to confront him, but now, seeing how things turned out, I was glad I never made it in front of his desk. I took a deep breath as I followed behind Nathan and entered Noah’s office. I was surprised to find a different man sitting in the chair behind the desk. Where once sat an angry, but healthy man, now sat a thin and frail person. His skin was more wrinkled, his eyes had dulled to a gray, and the color in his cheeks had faded away. The look on his face was somber, not angry, and he looked less vital than he did the many times I had seen before. I glanced up at Nathan’s face, and I could tell he was hiding his shock at what his father looked like. His face was straight and stern as he approached Noah’s desk. 

“Have a seat,” Noah said. “Please.”

His voice was raspy and rough, leading to an even darker realization that he may not be well at all. I wasn’t sure if it was life in general, Nick, or his health, but something had drastically changed Mr. Landers, and it was not for the better. However, as his eyebrows relaxed and he folded his hands in his lap, I realized there was no hidden bitterness left inside of him, and it took me by surprise. Six months was a very long time for someone like Noah, and it could lead to many changes, including, as it seemed, a completely different viewpoint on life. 

Nathan motioned to the seat next to him, and I smiled politely, sitting down and crossing my legs. Noah looked at me for a moment and back at Nathan, but I couldn’t tell what was going on in his mind. He seemed to be distraught, but my being there didn’t seem to bother him at all.

“First, I would like to thank you for coming,” he said with tired eyes. “And I would like to congratulate you both on getting married. I had no idea. I’m sorry you had to cut your honeymoon short.”

I was surprised by his words, but I kept my mouth shut. Instead, I smiled kindly and nodded. Nathan reached over and took my hand, squeezing it tightly in his. I could tell he was having a hard time already, and I couldn’t blame him. Noah looked and sounded terrible, and it was heartbreaking.

“A lot has happened,” he said, grabbing a handkerchief and coughing into it. “Your brother, Nicholas, is being investigated by the FBI for fraud surrounding some questionable international investments. Luckily, he did that on his own and not through the company. If that had been the case, there would be no company to discuss today. Since I kept control of the company and Nick had no ability to control where the money went, they did not freeze our assets. That being said, you can only imagine what this kind of scandal can do to a business’s reputation. Our quarterly profits are at rock bottom, and Nick has run off to South America with, what I am assuming is no real interest in coming back. Things are very bleak.”

Nathan sat there for a moment, taking all that information in. That was a lot of news for one tiny office, and even I was shocked, sitting there with wide eyes. Nathan looked around the room at the pictures on the walls and the books on the shelf. The room had been the same way since I had moved in here, with the exception of a couple of awards and some lame Father’s Day gifts. Nathan took a deep breath and looked back at Noah, shrugging his shoulders and shaking his head.

“And how does this affect me?” he asked coldly. I could tell it was an act, and a really hard one for him to put on. “You tossed me out of everything, remember? You put yourself and this company in this position.”

I reached over and patted Nathan on the arm, feeling that he was starting to let his anger run loose inside of him. He needed to listen to everything and really take it all in. Otherwise, he would let his emotions rule him and make a decision he might not be happy with later. The entire point of this was not to get him his old life back. He had a life with me. But it was to allow him to face the turmoil in his family and come out the other side feeling satisfied and without regrets at the decision he made. The touch of my hand seemed to calm him a bit, and he leaned back, staring at his father who had turned and looked out the office window.

“Why can’t you take over the helm again and bring the struggling company back from the brink?” Nathan asked. “That is what you have been known for your whole life. You are known as the man who built an empire and survived the darkest days of the economy since the great depression. You were known as one of the top businessmen in the world. I know that sitting around all day and playing golf with your buddies can soften you a bit, but I’m sure you have it in you.” Nathan looked at his father in the eye as he turned back toward us. “I don’t know what you want from me. I am not the cleanup crew anymore. I did it once when mom died because I wanted to do it for her, but I don’t owe you or Nick anything. Anything you might think I owed you from being your son has been more than paid off.”

“All right,” his father said sadly. “I can’t take over the company because I’m sick.”

“Sick? What do you mean sick?” Nathan sat forward in his chair and stared at the old frail man on the other side of the desk. I had a feeling that what Noah was about to say next was going to knock us off our feet. I reached over and grabbed onto Nathan’s hand, squeezing it as Noah looked him straight in the eye.

“I have colon cancer,” he replied. “It has spread everywhere, and there is nothing they can really do.”





Chapter Twenty Seven

Nathan

 

 

The words flowed so easily from my father’s mouth, but they hit me like a blow to the face. I leaned back in my chair, unsure if I really heard what I thought I heard. Everything in the room immediately sounded muffled and felt as if it were in slow motion. I looked down at Ronni’s hand grasping mine, but I couldn’t feel it. My father was dying of cancer and from the looks of it, he had known for a while. To make matters worse, while our father was here trying to handle the fact that he was dying, my brother was trying to fuck the company before the FBI caught on. 

He must have realized he was driving the company into the ground and decided it was better to take the money and run than face my father and a federal prison. Since Mom died, it was hard to face my father, but to completely screw him over while he was facing a death sentence was low, even for Nick. My father had always been so full of life, living it on the edge, unlike me. It was so hard to wrap my head around the fact that he was dying. It almost felt like a bad dream that I couldn’t shake myself awake from. And even with all that information, my father was looking to me to save the day again. He wanted me to bring his company back, just like I had done when the great recession had hit us hard. 

I had been the hero last time, bringing the company back, saving the family fortune, and raising us higher than when we started. It sounded great on the outside, but in reality, it was absolutely miserable on the inside. I didn’t even know what to say. I couldn’t get my mind clear enough to even think straight. They expected me to do this, but did I want to? Did I want to drag Ronni through hell by spending hours a day at the office, coming home late, grumpy, and tired? Did it mean enough to me to put everything we had worked so hard for on hold just to appease my dying father? 

And after everything my father and Nick put me through, how they tossed me from the will, from the company, and forced me to choose between the love of my life and them? I didn’t even know if they deserved my help. Suddenly, all the noise of the house came rushing back into my ears, and I looked up at my father. His face was solemn, and he wouldn’t meet my gaze. I looked over at Ronni, unsure of what to do in that moment. That was a lot of information to take in at once, and I couldn’t just make a decision right here on the spot.

“I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head and standing from the chair. “I need to think about all of this.”

I walked lifelessly back to the car, shock seeping into my system. Ronni took the keys from me and hopped into the driver’s seat, seeing that I was in no shape to drive. As we moved through the streets, I sat in silence, staring out the window. I wished I could say my mind was full of thoughts, but all I could feel was an emptiness inside. When we got back home, Ronni and I sat down on the couch. She wrapped her arms around me and kissed me on the forehead. I could feel her love surging through me, and it helped me push forward. Had she not been there in that moment, I probably would have just sat there, staring at nothing, letting my mind go in all directions. She always knew exactly what to say. She always had good advice, and in that moment, that was exactly what I needed.

“Help me,” I said, leaning into her. “Tell me what to do. I don’t know what the right move is here. Should I just jump back in and take charge, forgetting all the terrible things that my father and brother have done to me? Should I turn my back and walk away from my family just like they did to me? Neither one of those choices seems like the right one. My father just told me he is dying, and I am supposed to be able to think clearly enough to make a life-altering the decision? I can’t blame my father for having cancer, but it’s just like him to drop something like this on me without giving me any options. I am completely at a loss, Ronni.”

“First,” she said, rubbing her hands through my hair. “You need to take a deep breath. Remember how calm we felt lying on the beaches in Hawaii. Remember how important it is to really understand what you are facing and not go forward emotionally. You are an amazing man with an amazing future. You just need to figure out what future you want. Take a deep breath and sit there for a moment. I want you to really hear what I have to say, and right now, you can only hear what’s in your own head.”

I closed my eyes and focused on Ronni’s fingers running through my hair. I took in deep breaths, imagining the crystal blue waters and white sandy beaches we’d been forced to leave behind. I thought about our wedding day and how beautiful Ronni looked walking through the sand, holding a small bouquet of flowers. I thought about the feeling I had when we were finally confirmed as husband and wife. All of these things had just happened recently, but they were the best things to ever happen to me. I could feel my heartbeat begin to slow, and my mood begin to shift. Slowly, I opened my eyes and nodded at Ronni.

“You know just as well as I do, especially from your mother, how important family is to your life,” she said. “You have seen firsthand how different things are when you have a strong family relationship versus a bad one. That being said, not all family relationships are healthy, nor do all family relationships end well. We have seen time and time again how relationships with toxic people can bring you down with them. That’s why I don’t have a lot of close people in my life. I never want to be put in a situation where my life ends up a certain way because I got dragged down by someone who never really cared in the first place.”

“But how do I know if this is one of those situations?”

“Not everything is black and white,” she said softly. “This is one of those times where everything is not as it seems. You need to take some time and really think about it. Take the emotion and put it to the side and really dive into the inner workings of who you are. You need to think long and hard what you want out of your life, and where you want to go in the future. Not everything is about the here and now. Many things are about how the here and now affects the future.”

“But shouldn’t I be thinking of more than just what I want? Shouldn’t I be thinking about what my father wants, too?”

“What people want and what people need can often be two different things,” she whispered. “Sometimes when you take the time to really think about things, you realize that what is best may not be the most ideal choice for everyone. But, if they are given that as their only option, in the end, they will find that what is best turned out to be the right decision. You might be surprised how similar those decisions are between you and your father. You need to decide what kind of future you envision for your life.”

“You’re all I want in life,” I responded, smiling up at her. 

“And I will always be here, no matter what path you choose,” she replied with a grin. “Remember that when two people get into a relationship, they don’t just magically become one person. What makes a relationship strong is having two individuals working on the things they want in life and having those things intersect. We don’t have to have the same dreams or timelines. We just have to have our lives intersect at the perfect point. When that happens, everything falls into place. Don’t think about me and us. Think about what you want. You always think about what I want, and now, it’s time to understand that no matter what choice you make, I will be right there, cheering you on the entire way. And at the end of the day, our lives will intersect, bringing us back together.”

“You are a wise woman,” I said, looking up at her and feeling much calmer. “I think I’m going to go for a walk on the beach, clear my head, and really think about things.”

“Sounds like a perfect plan,” she said, smiling. “I’m going to get dinner started so we aren’t starving in an hour.”

I stood up from the couch and kissed Ronni on the lips, walking to the door and looking back at her before I closed it behind me. I crossed the street and took my flip flops off before stepping into the moist, cool sand. It didn’t feel the same between my toes as the sand in Hawaii did, but it was still just as nice to be by the ocean when the sun was getting ready to set. The beach had always been such a big part of my life, and it was funny how I always reminisced about my mother taking me to the beach and never thought about the millions of beach trips my father would take Nick and me on. The three of us were thick as thieves, and no matter what was going on at home, or how much Nick and I fought, as soon as we were out there in the sand with our father, we were brothers to the end. Noah and I really had a strong and special relationship when I was a boy and I always was in awe by the fact that my father was so strong and so ready to always be there for us. 

I really wanted to have that bond again, that feeling that no matter what life threw at us, we had each other to lean on. I just didn’t think, at this point, anything with Nick could be salvaged. As far as the company was concerned, I didn’t know if I really wanted to dive in and bring it back from the brink of disaster yet again. It would take long, hard hours repairing a company that was not even my legacy. It was my father’s. My father was smart enough with money that he didn’t need the company. He just wanted the company. My thoughts were drawn from my father as I looked ahead at a family walking through the sand. They were laughing and talking, and the dad reached down to swing his little boy up and onto his shoulders. 

I stopped and watched them for a few moments, smiling as they passed. They were the perfect example of a happy family. The mom was shining brightly from her husband’s obvious love for her, and the child was carefree and happy to be with his parents. I watched as the boy clung to his father’s head, looking around in wonder at how different the world looked from that height. It was at that moment, everything faded away, and I knew exactly what my choice had to be.

 





Chapter Twenty Eight

Ronni

 

 

I stood there in the shop, staring out the front window, completely lost in my own thoughts. Nathan had been very quiet the last couple of days, and I didn’t want to push him for an answer to what was going on. The retail location was really coming along, and we had all come in today to see what we could do to get everything up and ready as fast as possible. Things were really starting to come together, and I was starting to get really excited about our future with the company. 

We had already gotten several orders just from the photo shoot and handing out business cards. There were even orders placed by husbands who saw us there and wanted to get their wives something sexy for their next trip to the beach. When we had arrived this morning, there was a truck sitting outside, and we realized that it was our first shipment of suits arriving from the tailors. We immediately opened every box and sorted them by size, color, and style. We placed the stacks throughout the store, excited to get them on hangers and on the shelves. It was going to actually look like a store in here for the first time, and I couldn’t wait to stand back and soak it all in.

We grabbed a large tub of hangers and went to work, getting them hung up perfectly and uniformly, and placed neatly on the racks, with all the hangers going in the same direction. One thing I loved about working with Maria was that she was just as anal retentive as me about having everything sleek, smooth, and the least messy we could possibly get it. When you walked into a store to buy clothing, you didn’t want to have to search through loads of clothing just to find one piece that you are looking for. You want the customer to come in, pick out their favorite thing, and go right to the register to buy it. The longer they had to think, the worse off the store was. 

I looked over at Maria and smiled as she pushed the first rack to the side and began working on the next color. 

“Okay,” she said. “Spill it. What’s wrong with you?”

“Nathan’s dad is dying,” I said, sighing. “And Nick ran off to South America after being chased by the FBI. He was involved with some international sales he shouldn’t have been.”

“Oh, wow,” she said, looking at me with wide eyes. “That’s nuts!”

“Well, now Nathan’s father wants him to run the show again and save the company,” I replied. “But Nathan hated it when he was there, and he is having a really hard time deciding what to do while also mourning the fact that his father is dying.”

“Nathan doesn’t own anyone a damn thing,” Maria said proudly. “He has done so much for his family, and that includes giving up on his own life to make sure their legacy lived on. But that being said, he would be a damn fool to walk away from all that money.”

“Nathan has money, remember,” I said, chuckling. “He doesn’t need the money. He just feels guilty, and that is really messing him up when it comes to making a decision on where to go next.”

“You guys think too much about things,” Ronni said, laughing. “Do what’s best for the future. Put everything else to the side. I don’t know why people latch on to things in life so much. Mr. Landers, when he’s dead, is he really going to care if the company is running or not?”

“Well, if he is the same man in the afterlife that he is in this one,” I said. “I would not be surprised in the least.”

I looked down at the bathing suit I was folding and began to think about Mr. Landers when he took care of me as a child. It was weird. I was spending so much time making sure that Nathan was doing okay, I hadn’t even stopped for two seconds to think about if I was okay. When Noah died, it will be the last piece of family connection I have, and my fond memories will be all jumbled up with the most recent ones. 

I didn’t want to think about death. It made me uneasy, especially since I had dealt with so much of it over the years. This would be the fourth parent figure I lost, which was way too many for any twenty-three-year-old woman to deal with. I turned as I heard Nathan’s footsteps coming down the stairs. He smiled at me as he walked forward and kissed my lips, rubbing my arms up and down with his hands.

“I am having dinner with my father tonight,” he said. “Would you like to join?”

“Do you want me there?”

“Of course,” he said, chuckling. “I want you by my side always. You are my wife, and I love you very much. You should be just as much part of this as I am, especially since I know you have a special place in your heart for my father.”

“Then, of course, I will come.” I smiled, kissing him on the cheek.

We went through the rest of the day folding, clamping, and hanging the suits on the shelves. Maria and I were like speed demons when it came to getting things done, so we were more than happy that Nathan came down and wanted to help. When we were done, we stepped back and looked at our handiwork. The place actually looked like a real store, and it sent excitement bubbling all over my body. Just a few more touches like the art mural and the rugs, and this place will be ready to go for Christmas holiday shoppers. Nathan walked up behind me and kissed me on the forehead, signaling it was time to go so we could get ready. Maria agreed that she was done for the day so we all rode back in Nathan’s car. It was starting to be that exciting time in San Diego where lights were going up for the holidays and Hawaiian shirt-clad Santa Claus’s could be seen on every corner. 

When we got to the house, we changed into our fine dining clothing and headed out for the restaurant. When we arrived, Noah was already sitting at the table, sipping his glass of water. He looked even more frail and ill than he did the other day, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was going to make it long enough to see his company rise or fall. 

The dinner felt awkward, and everyone sat around the table in silence, picking at our personal appetizers and sipping our drinks. Nathan ordered a double whiskey on the rocks, and I got a martini, while Mr. Landers stuck with his water. I wanted to ask him if he was on any kind of treatment, but I knew it was none of my business, and I didn’t want to upset him or the situation any more than it already was. Nathan reached down and squeezed my hand as he sat up straight and cleared his throat.

“For many, many years,” Nathan began. “As far back as I can remember, running your company and bringing it to greater heights was my dream. As a young boy, I would sit back and imagine what it would be like to be as good in business as you were. And in the end, I found that it was very lonely. I had big dreams for the company, but dreams change, and so do people. I’ve grown so much over the last year. You would be proud of everything I have accomplished. I’ve learned how to take a deep breath and realized that I am way happier without the weight of that company on my shoulders. With that weight gone, I have been able to put my talents in other areas, and my wife, Ronni, and I have been busy working on building our own empire. The things we have been able to do with our combined knowledge have been leaps and bounds above what I expected, and we still don’t wake up in the morning feeling stressed and lonely. So, for those reasons, I want to respectfully decline your offer for me to take back over the business.”

Nathan took a drink of his whiskey and watched as his father’s face hardened. As Mr. Landers opened his mouth to protest Nathan’s lack of interest in saving the company, Nathan put his hand up and shook his head. He swallowed his whiskey hard and smiled at the waitress as she set his food down in front of him. 

“I’m not done,” he said, wincing at the after bite from the liquor. “I don’t understand why you are so obsessed with keeping the company busy. It can’t be for the money. You are dying, Nick is running from federal prison, and I have my own money. Don’t you have enough money? Your bank accounts and investments total so much that you could live six lifetimes and still not run out. Is it about the power? If so, that would be a change, because until now you didn’t want the power. You were the guy sitting back and just letting things go with the flow. You trusted me to do the right thing, but I didn’t even realize what the right thing was until last night. While you are over there still striving for more, pushing for a better company, a stronger bottom line, and a company that will stand the test of time, everyone else is moving on with their lives. Wouldn’t it be better to let this go in its glory and try to enjoy the time you have left, without the stress of a company and legacy? None of those things will be worth shit when you aren’t there to enjoy them.”

Nathan stopped and took another drink of his whiskey. Mr. Landers sat in his chair, staring down at his food. His face did not portray anger, but instead, showed a deep sadness I hadn’t seen in years. He had clung to that company because it was built with Mrs. Landers at his side. It was their idea and their hard work that pushed the company to greatness in the first place. I realized that this never actually had anything to do with money or legacy. It had to do with grief and the inability to let go. Mr. Landers wanted to fix the company because it was the only thing he had left of his wife. 

“Look, Dad,” Nathan said, setting down his drink and putting his hand on his father’s shoulder. Go home and really think about it. If you agree and you want to dissolve the company, I will help you. I will take the reins, dissolve the company, sell the assets, and let you retire in peace. The payout, even after the 401Ks and the pensions we are obligated to pay, I’m sure there is enough in there that you will never have to want for anything. “

The rest of the dinner was quiet, but I could tell that Nathan had touched Mr. Landers by figuring out exactly what I already knew. It was time to let go. 

 





Chapter Twenty Nine

Nathan

 

 

As we sat there quietly eating our dinner, I thought about how proud I was for making the choice to go in the direction that I knew was best. It took a lot of courage to stand up to my father, and it was the first time that I had ever done it. Through the years, I had folded to every single one of his wishes. 

Our father was like a god to us growing up. This man could turn nothing into gold. We were taught to always listen to him, take his advice whether we wanted to or not, and be there anytime he needed anything. I lived my life feeling like I was the only one that could keep the family and the business on the right track, and letting that burden go was extremely hard. I wanted my father to be proud of me, to look at me as someone he could come to, lean on, and know that he could count on me to do what he thought was best. The problem with that was, when I got older, I was still living my life based on what my father thought was best for him, not what I thought was best for me. So, without thinking I dove into the life that had been laid out for me since birth and engrossed myself so much in that life that I didn’t even have time to see the world around me. When I met Ronni, that world that had been built for me started to crumble away, and the world I wanted to build for myself began to take shape.

I didn’t tell my father to dissolve the company because that was in my best interest. For all intents and purposes, he could have easily gone out and hired someone to do the job that I wouldn’t. But I told my father that it was the best choice because I truly believed that it was. He needed to be free from this burden, especially now that he was quickly losing time. I wanted to see him flourish in the last days, months, or however long he had left, without sitting in his office and stressing over a legacy that wouldn’t matter once he was gone. Sure, he could sell the company, but I knew that wouldn’t do any good. He would still keep himself engrossed in what was going on with it. It would kill him more to watch someone else change his company into their own, than watch Nick take it down in a blaze of glory. 

I watched my father across the table as we finished our desserts, and I asked for the check. His face was solemn, and I could see the anguish in every glance. It was not what he thought he wanted, and he wasn’t happy with my choice to turn him down, but he knew there was no way, at this point, he could fight me on it. In reality, he was tired. He was tired of missing my mother, he was tired of fighting his children, and he was tired of living half of a life. 

He had done it for so long that it hadn’t even hit him until he was given a death sentence. So, facing the end, he clung to the only thing he had left, a company that would hold no meaning for anyone once he was gone. It made me sad to think that he didn’t feel that he had his own sons to go to instead of holding on to his own company for dear life. I know he didn’t like my opinion or offer, but I could only hope that when he got home, he really took a hard look at himself and his life and made peace with letting the company go. At this point, he was the only one that could make this decision. I had spoken my mind, and now, I would have to wait and see what he decided.

When dinner was over, I hugged my father and kissed him on the cheek before getting him into the limo and sending him back home. As we drove back to the house, many thoughts flew through my mind, but I was distracted by Ronni’s beautiful face. She reached over and grabbed my hand, pulling it into her lap. I could tell she had questions, especially since it was the first time she had heard my decision as well.

“How did you come to the conclusion that you did?” she asked.

“My first instinct this entire time was to jump right in and do exactly what my father wanted. My whole life, that is exactly what I did, and the thought of making any other decision, with his life coming to an end, made me feel so damn guilty. Then, when I went for that walk on the beach, I let it all work through my mind. I thought about my father taking Nick and me to the beach as kids. I thought about how much love he gave us on a daily basis. I thought about how he always pushed us to be better, smarter, and stronger. I thought about everything going on in his life right now, and then, I stopped in my tracks and stared at this adorable little family walking down the beach. The father had put his son on his shoulders and grabbed his wife’s hand. They looked perfect, happy, and prepared to face the world.”

“Did that make you think even more about your own father’s role in your life when you were younger?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head and smiling. “It made me think about the future I really wanted. It made me answer those questions you gave me before I walked out to the beach. I knew if I took that job at my father’s firm, I would have no time for anything, especially a family. And I don’t know your thoughts, but a family is what I really want with you, Ronni. I want to start a family together. A family we can build together, just like the empire we are building.”

I looked over at Ronni and held her hand tighter. I could see how touched she really was with the decision I had made. Tears were flooding her eyes, and she sniffled, trying to hold them back. Ronni knew what it felt like to never have someone there making choices that were for her. She knew how it felt to be running in circles with no way out. Now, she knew what it felt like to have a man in her life that truly appreciated and loved her for everything she was. I wanted a life with Ronni, not a half marriage where I was always gone. 

When we pulled up to the house, I went around to Ronni’s side of the car and helped her out of the car. She wrapped her arms around my neck and leaned up, kissing me hard. Tears flowed down her face, and she laughed as I reached down and picked her up, cradling her in my arms. She laid her face on my shoulder as I walked her up the sidewalk and into the house. Maria wasn’t home, having gone to the salsa club with her boyfriend, and I gently set Ronni down on the floor, grabbing her hand and leading her back to the bedroom.

I shut the door behind us and leaned in, kissing her neck softly as I unbuttoned her blouse. As I slid her top off her shoulders, I kissed her collarbone and down her skin, tasting the saltiness of her body. I reached back behind her back and undid her bra, spilling her breasts out and pulling her close into me. As our mouths connected and our tongues explored, I unzipped her skirt and let it fall to the floor.

I stepped back away from her, holding her hand and smiling at her beautiful body. I pulled my shirt over my head and took off my shorts, tossing them to the side. I stepped forward and picked Ronni back up off the floor and turned around, laying her gently on the bed, her head pressed into the pillow. Slowly, I pulled her panties down and off and pulled my boxers to the floor before crawling over the bed and running my lips down her tanned supple skin. 

As my kisses grazed her, goosebumps peppered her body, and she reached up, running her fingers through my hair. I loved her touch more than anything in the entire world. As I moved downward, I sucked lightly on her nipples, massaging her breasts with my hands. She breathed heavily beneath me as I worshipped every inch of her body. I turned and moved down to her legs, lifting her ankles to my lips and kissing softly down past the knee and onto her thigh. 

I could feel the tension building as my lips moved closer and closer to her wet mound. I laid down on my stomach and pushed her legs apart, pushing my finger through her folds. Feeling her soft lips against my fingers, I moved forward, running my tongue through the juices and up around her nub. She moaned softly, her voice taking a higher octave, something I never heard from her before, but I definitely wanted to hear again. My tongue ran over her pussy, bringing her body to a point where she could no longer help but sway her hips to the motion of my mouth. She tasted amazing, and as I pressed my fingers inside of her, I thought about the way my shaft was going to feel inside her tight wetness. My cock was hard and throbbing beneath me, but I wasn't going to give in to its needs. I wanted this woman to really know how I felt about her. I slid my fingers slowly in and out, as her hips continued to move in a melodic motion. Her high-pitched moans sent chills down my back, and I pulled my tongue up to her clit and began to suck and nibble on it. She giggled between sighs as her body prepared for the orgasm that was coming.

I dove face first into her juices and rubbed my mouth all through her lips and back up to her clit. I opened wide, caressing her nub with my tongue and kissing her pussy like I kissed her mouth. She reached down and grabbed my hair, feeling the heat of her orgasm getting stronger and stronger as the seconds passed. I moved my fingers out of her and stuck my tongue where they had been, giving her a completely different sensation than before. She breathed heavily above me, pushing her pussy harder into my mouth. I wanted so badly to taste her as she came so I buckled down, replaying the same pattern with my tongue over and over again while fingering her slowly and deeply. I could hear her moans getting faster and needier as my tongue slipped through her juices in the pattern of a figure eight. She moved her hands from my hair and reached around, grabbing her sheets and holding on tightly. 

I could feel her body begin to tense as she reached the edge of the cliff. I instantly began moving my fingers faster and faster until she exploded over the edge. Her body shook and shuddered underneath me, and she reached up, grabbing my hair as her legs pulsated against my head. I could taste her warm juices running from her tight pussy as the orgasm washed over her. She laid there, breathing heavily, letting the last of the sensation run its course. I loved licking her pussy, but now, it was my cock’s turn to explore.





Chapter Thirty

Ronni

 

 

I had never felt this kind of touch from Nathan before. It wasn’t lustful or needy. It was soft and kind. He was touching every part of my body with his, and I couldn’t help but feel closer to him than I ever had before. His strong hands turned gentle, and his kisses floated over me like the Hawaiian breeze in our villa. I felt no need to rush or hurry, and when he brought me to orgasm, I laid back and let the feeling flow over me like water. 

He moved his body over top of me, cloaking me in his masculinity as he carefully pushed deep inside of me. His eyes locked with mine as our bodies moved in sync, feeling every inch of each other and taking our time to really know each other’s bodies. I ran my hands up his strong muscular back as he breathed heavily into my skin. Our legs intertwined as we rolled across the bed. I straddled his hard body and caressed his chest as I moved my hips melodically to the sounds of our moans. I tossed my head back, enjoying every wave of pleasure that surged through me as his body met mine. 

Nathan reached up and ran his hand across my chest and up to my face. He pulled my head toward him, pressing his lips against mine and kissing me passionately as I moved up and down on his hard cock. I could hear his groans echoing through my mouth as my juices flowed down his shaft and over his balls. He moved his hands down to my waist and rolled back on top of me, wrapping my legs around his waist and pushing deep inside. He stopped for a moment, completely immersed in my body, and ran his tongue over my poised lips, tasting my sweet breath on his tongue. Slowly, he pulled his dick out until only the tip sat inside of me before pushing back in and groaning at the feeling. He gyrated his body against me like a snake, rubbing my clit with his skin and bringing me closer to pure pleasure. I reached down and grabbed his ass, holding him down on top of me as his hips swirled in circles and his cock filled me completely. I moaned loudly, not even recognizing the sounds coming from my throat. It was a completely different level of arousal, and I didn’t want it to stop. 

He reached his arms under my back and lifted me up off the bed, pressing our bodies tightly together as he thrust in short bursts in and out of me. I could feel my body reaching the tipping point of orgasm, and as my muscles began to tense, he laid me down and thrust deep and long inside of my wet mound. I arched my back and threw my head backward, closing my eyes tightly and letting out a squeal of ecstasy as my body erupted in orgasm. The waves ran through me at a speed I could barely stand, and I felt his hands clenching my sides as he pushed down deep inside of me and allowed himself to release. As his lungs expelled, he growled deeply, his body feeling the release of his seed. His cock pulsated hard inside, and I could feel every single part of his orgasm. His eyes became heavy, and his head bobbed as he laid gently down on top of me, his head resting on my breasts. 

I reached down and stroked his hair as we both fought to control our wildly beating hearts. That was the most erotic experience of my life, and instead of my normal, lustful satisfaction, I felt extraordinarily close to Nathan. Our bodies had connected in a way they never had before. As he got his footing, Nathan rolled to the side and pulled his body up next to mine. He pushed the hair back out of my face and held my cheeks while he kissed me gently. I could see the same look in his eyes then, that he had the first time he told me he loved me. Only this time, I was fully his with no drama, no secrets, and no one there to try to keep us apart. Everything that had happened before had led us to this moment, and we had found solace, love, and friendship in each other’s arms. 

“I love you so much, Ronni,” he whispered, still holding my face. “And I will love you for the rest of my life.”

“I love you too, Nathan,” I responded with a smile I couldn’t hold back.

He kissed me again and rolled onto his back, pulling me onto his chest. He wrapped his arms around me and held me close, lying there and enjoying the silent bond between us. I rubbed his chest gently, feeling the peace in the room around us. The stress of the past few days was still there, but together, we were able to handle them with strength and class. It was definitely no secret that we were better as a team than we were apart, and I could never imagine a day without him. I knew he was hurting, knowing his father was very close to the end of his life, but he had made a decision that would leave him without regret. He had done the best for his father, for himself, and for his family, and I was so very proud of him. I only hoped that Noah went home and really understood how much Nathan loved him. They may not show it in a normal, conventional way, but their bond was still there, and they still cared about each other so very much. I yawned deeply, feeling the exhaustion of the day’s emotions flooding over me. 

Nathan looked down and smiled, his eyes getting droopy himself. Before either of us could fall asleep, we heard the humming of Nathan’s phone on the floor. Nathan grunted as he pulled himself out of bed and pulled his phone from the pocket of his shorts. He looked at me strangely as he answered the phone, and I couldn’t tell if it was concern or excitement. I sat up in the bed, alarmed by his initial reaction, and watched as he began to pace the room.

“Dad,” he said, answering. “Everything okay?”

Nathan listened, shaking his head and saying “okay” several times. He stopped and took in a deep breath, his face falling to a serious expression. I could hear his father’s voice on the other line, but it wasn’t the normal angry tone that I was used to. This was a tone I hadn’t heard since I was a little girl, staying in the bedroom next to theirs after my mother and father had died. It was a fatherly, loving tone that had endeared me to that man from the beginning. 

“I understand,” Nathan said into the phone. “I’m really happy for you, Dad. And I can’t wait to hear all about it. I’ll talk to you soon.”

He paused, listening, and glanced up at me with a smile.

“Okay,” he said, chuckling. “I’ll let her know. Bye.”

Nathan hung up the phone and stared at me in amazement. He smiled as he walked over to the window and looked out at the road. I wrapped the sheet around me and grabbed his boxers, handing them to him and glancing down at the street. He looked down at his naked body and jumped back from the window, laughing. He was in such a daze that he didn’t realize he was flashing the entire neighborhood. This daze, though, was completely different than before, and I could sense a sincere peacefulness surging through him.

“Okay,” I said impatiently. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“That was my father,” he said, rubbing his hand through his hair. “He, uh, he said that he went home and really did some soul searching. He said he talked to Mom, he talked to God, he talked to himself, and in the end, he knew what he needed to do. He agreed with my suggestion and wants me to go ahead and start the process of dissolving the company. He realized his intentions were selfish, and it would be a terrible legacy to leave a broken company for his family to clean up. He said that he wants to spend the rest of the time he has left on this earth traveling around, seeing the world. He told me that he realized that he had been lonely and empty for far too long, and he wanted a new adventure to close out his amazing life on this earth. He told me to tell you he was sorry, that he was a monster, and that he really does love you.”

Instantly, tears began to flood from my eyes, and I walked over and laid my face against Nathan’s shoulder. I could hear his heart beating fast and his breath catching in his throat. He took a deep breath and looked down at me. 

“He told me he was proud of me,” he said, tears running down his cheeks. “In the end, I’m just as proud of him. It was that strength that I've known him to have our whole lives. I just was waiting for it to come back out. It had been in hiding for a very long time.”

I hugged Nathan tightly, and he pressed his face into my neck, calming his soul. He pulled back, wiped the tears from his face, and grabbed his shirt. He kissed me hard, over and over again, on the lips, and I giggled loudly. 

“What are you doing?” I laughed.

“I want to get this started for him,” he said. “I don’t want it to be something looming over him.”

“Okay,” I said, smiling. “I’ll be here when you’re done.”

“I love you,” he said before turning and walking from the room.

“I love you, too,” I whispered.

I climbed back in the bed and laid there, staring at the ceiling and thinking about my future. I always knew I wanted a business, and now I had one with the man I loved. But even more exciting than building an empire, was the thought of building a family with the man I love. Having those loving arms wrapped around me and our children was a new dream for me, but something I craved to have with Nathan more than anything else. I knew he was going to be a phenomenal father as well as an amazing husband for the rest of my life. Just the vision of the beautiful babies we could have, made me want to get started right away on a family. If my parents could see us now, they would be so excited to know that they would be grandparents. Part of me was sad that I would never share that with them, but the other part of me knew they were there somewhere, guiding me, watching over me, and smiling down at the kind of woman I had turned into. 

Bringing a new life into this world and forging an even stronger bond with Nathan was something that I just couldn’t help but smile about. I ran my hands over my belly, thinking about the last few days and thinking that for all I knew, there could be a life starting inside of me as we spoke. The spark of light that turned into a beautiful person could be happening already, and that child would be a child of love and laughter. The child would have been made from pure love of two people that happened to find each other in the strangest place. I knew right then that I had found my happily ever after, and I was never going to let it go.
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Chapter One

PAIGE

Not a lot of people can say it, but I love my job. I really do. Bringing art into the lives of children wasn't always my goal in life, but now that I was doing it, I had to admit it brought a certain, undeniable joy to my life. A level of joy that working in my own studio probably hadn't ever brought me. 

Or maybe I was just telling myself that to help me get through the days of cleaning up paint spills and disciplining students who thought it would be funny to write the word “Poop” on the kid next to them in bright, red marker. 

Because, truth be told, most days, it wasn't about creating masterpieces. No, most days it was about surviving the day with as little mess as possible. It was never possible to have a day with no messes at all, but a good day was being able to limit the disasters. 

I liked to think I was doing some good though. That maybe I was helping these kids tap into their creative potential and learn how to think outside the box a bit. Perhaps, I was encouraging future artists, the next generation of Van Gogh's or Monet's. But even that was something of a bittersweet thought. 

Given just about how impossible it was to make a living on your art alone, I wanted to encourage them to explore their creativity, but didn't want to get any of their hopes up. Science, math, reading – those were the classes that mattered the most to parents. The classes that led somewhere. That children could build a smart, practical career on. My class was meant to be fun and help their children learn to color between the lines. To them, it was a fluff, filler class that wasn't really the foundation of a solid future. 

Which was why I felt burnt out at times. Art was my life. It was everything to me. And to have it marginalized and looked down upon the way some people did made it tough sometimes. Between the parents and their attitudes, as well as the kids who saw my art class as nothing more than fun time, it sometimes wore me down. 

I loved what I did, there was no question, but it also left me feeling a little unfulfilled. A little – empty.

And that day was no different. The burnout and frustration, in fact, were a little higher than normal. As I picked up all the crayons from the tables, the floor, and a number of other places they shouldn't have been, I tossed tehm all into the giant buckets of crayons I kept – because honestly, I did not have the time or inclination to sort through them all anyway. Mostly because I would have to turn around and do the same thing the next day. The monotony and rigamarole of it all could be exhausting.

I'd just snapped the lid back on the last bucket when I heard a knock on my classroom door. 

“Come in,” I called, putting on my teacher voice.

I'd expected to see one of my students looking for their backpack or jacket come marching in. But instead of a student, I came face-to-face with a grown man who was wearing a leather jacket and was covered in tattoos. His dark hair was long, falling to his shoulders, and he looked very out of place in my classroom, which was filled with bright colors, and childish examples of “art.” 

It took me a moment to get my wits about me, but I had an idea who he was. 

“Ms. Cleary?” he asked. 

“Yes, that's me,” I said. “I believe that you're Harley's dad?” 

“Yes, m'am,” he said. “I was told there was a problem with my daughter and I needed to come in?” 

“I'm glad you stopped by, Mr. Jones – ” 

“Please, call me Eli,” he said, running a hand through his dark hair. “Or Elias. Mr. Jones makes me sound, well, like my dad. And I don't think I'm quite that old yet.”

He gave me a good natured smile that seemed to transform his face. He carried a hard edge to himself. His mouth seemed to be etched into a permanent scowl. Yet, when he smiled, it was like his entire face lit up. It was remarkable and striking. 

I cleared my throat and focused on him again, pushing out all of the other stray thoughts that were straggling about. 

“It's a pleasure to meet you, Elias,” I said, trying to feign a smile. “And I'm glad you decide to stop by. To be honest, I'm a little concerned about Harley. She's a bright, gifted girl. But lately, her artwork has gotten rather – grim and dark.” 

“Grim?” he asked. “How so?” 

“Well, let me show you,” I said, pulling Harley's portfolio out of my desk.

Inside, there were pages and pages filled with drawings of skulls, bones, and other grotesque monsters I couldn't make out. It wasn't the typical first grade art by any stretch of the imagination. I'd found that kids that age, for the most part, gravitated toward bright colors, rainbows, sunshine – things that reflected a brighter, cheerier worldview. Which, was why Harley's art struck a real chord inside of me.

“While your daughter is talented,” I started, “and truth be told, she can draw better than most of the kids in my classes, I have a concern for the subjects she's choosing to draw.” 

Eli looked over the drawings, an almost proud smile creeping across his face. “Skulls and monsters are a problem? Since when? If she were drawing gruesome murders or something else that was entirely inappropriate, I could see that we might have a problem, Ms. Cleary. I'd understand that. But I'm not seeing a problem here. I dont see the reason for concern.” 

I could see that we were going to have a problem. And it was clear that he didn't quite understand child psychology. It wasn't like I did all that well either, but having worked in a classroom for a while, I was getting some serious on the job training. And every instinct I had was telling me that what Harley was drawing wasn't normal. That it pointed to something that was perhaps – troubling. 

The trick was going to be in convincing a parent who, unless there was violence or sex, wasn't going to see a problem. 

“This one, for example,” I said, handing him one of her drawings. “I'd asked the class to draw the rainbow outside our classroom window. And while she did the assignment I'd asked, she also added her own personal touch – ” 

“Is that a – leprechaun?” 

I nodded. “Yes, it's a leprechaun,” I confirmed. “With blood pouring out of his mouth and lasers shooting from his eyes.” 

“Oh,” Eli said, doing his best – and failing – to stifle his laughter. “Still, I don't see the problem? She's a little girl with a wild imagination. How is that a bad thing? You're an art teacher, I thought you're supposed to be encouraging that sort of thing.” 

He wasn't getting what I was saying. Didn't understand my concern. That much was obvious. Not that I was surprised by looking at him. He seemed like the kind of guy who would have drawn the sort of things I was trying to show him back when he'd been a kid. Maybe even worse things than what Harley was drawing. 

Given Eli's somewhat rough appearance – and the lifestyle I assumed went along with it – perhaps, I shouldn't have been surprised that Harley had developed an appreciation for the dark and macabre. I had little doubt that she'd been exposed to it regularly enough. 

“May I ask you a personal question, Elias?” 

“Sure, go ahead.” 

“What is Harley's home life like?” I asked, doing my best to be delicate about it. “She mentioned that her mom is gone and that it's just the two of you. I only ask because I'm concerned that she's struggling with that a bit.” 

“Listen, Ms. Cleary,” he said, his voice harder and colder than before. “Yes, her mom is gone. She's getting the help she needs – far away from us at the moment. Which, believe me, is in everybody's best interest. And I make sure that Harley sees a therapist a few times a week. According to her counselor, she's doing just fine.” 

“Who watches your daughter while you're at work?” 

“What's it matter?” he asked, sounding defensive. 

“It's only a question, Elias,” I said. “Please don't misunderstand me. She's a bright, talented girl and I'm just worried about Harley, that's all.” 

“Not that it's any of your business, but she comes to work with me most evenings,” he snapped. “I don't have anyone to watch her, so I either work during the day or take her with me – ” 

“What do you do?” 

“I'm a tattoo artist over at Skinz Ink,” he said, the hard edge and defensiveness in his tone growing by the second. 

Why was I not surprised? Trying hard not to roll my eyes or sound condescending, I asked him bluntly, “Do you think a tattoo shop is a suitable place for a little girl Harley's age? I mean, I can only imagine what she's being exposed to – ” 

“Why wouldn't it be suitable?” he asked. “Listen, I'm trying to do the best I can as a single dad – ” 

“I don't doubt that,” I said. 

“Yes, yes you do. I can see it all over your smug face,” he spat. “She's in the back of the shop. I make sure to keep her well away from customers. It's not like she's sitting there watching me ink somebody. She's in a place where she can watch TV, work on homework, or play with her toys. Some of the others bring their kids to play with her from time-to-time. Do I pass your parenting test, Ms. Cleary?” 

I was taken aback by the harsh tone of his words. “I didn't mean – ” 

“No, you didn't mean to come off like a judgmental bitch, but you did anyway,” he said. “Because, while you're comfortable living in your three bedroom home in the nice part of town, I'm struggling to keep my daughter fed and housed, working any job I can right now. I bust my ass to provide for my daughter, only to have the likes of you judging and condemning me for it, no matter what I do. I knew I should have transferred her out of this prissy ass school a long time ago – ” 

“I don't think that's wise, Elias. Stonebrook is the highest rated school in town,” I said. “It's the best school for your daughter. And it's not as bad as you think, even though you think we're all snooty and rich. Let me assure you though, that your assumption in that regard is very wrong.” 

His assumption was way off the mark. I wasn't even close to rich. If only he knew that I too, was living in the seedy part of town, stuck in a one bedroom apartment barely larger than a shoebox, and was paying out my ass for student loans for a degree that was pretty much as worthless as the paper it was printed on.

“I won't change schools,” he said after a long moment, slowly regaining his composure. “Because whether you choose to believe it or not, I care about Harley. I care about her a lot.” 

“I do believe it, Elias. I'm not saying that, it's just – ” 

“Just what?” he asked, that sharp edge creeping back into his voice. 

“I'm just worried about her, that's all,” I said. “Because believe it or not, I care about Harley too.” 

“Oh yeah? Well I worry about her too,” he said. “And not over some stupid drawings. She prefers to draw monsters instead of rainbows and smiling goddamn stick figures. So the hell what? You and your liberal arts education sees something wrong with that, while I see a creative child who thinks outside the box. One who doesn't feel the need to conform to society's definition of beauty.” 

“Well then,” I said, biting my lip and tucking the drawings back into their folder before I stood up. “I guess that settles it then. I guess we're done.” 

“Yes, I guess we are.” 

Eli walked out of my classroom in a huff, muttering something under his breath as he exited. He was young – a bit young to be a single father of a first grader, in my opinion. I couldn't fault him for any of his problems, but I had to do what was in the best interest of my kids. And sometimes, the parents didn't like to hear what I had to say. Didn't like to hear the truth of a given situation.

But never, in my three years as a teacher, had anyone ever talked to me the way Elias had done. As soon as he was gone, I sat back down in my seat feeling like I'd been punched in the gut. I buried my face in my hands as I broke down and started crying, wishing I could be stronger. Wishing I had stood up for myself. But it was too late now. The damage was done and I was left in a sobbing puddle. Again.

He was gone, and I was relieved it was Friday. 

I had two days to recover from all of what had just happened. Two days to relax and forget about Eli Jones. 

 




 


Chapter Two

ELI

 

“How's my silly girl?” I asked, stepping into the back room of the tattoo parlor. 

While I'd been meeting with her teacher, I'd  had to leave Harley at the shop and she was hanging out with Mitch, one of my friends at the studio. 

“I'm feeling extra pretty, thanks for asking,” Mitch said. “Oh, you were talking to Harley.” 

Harley had put lipstick on Mitch, along with some bright blue eye shadow. She giggled like it was the funniest thing in the world. And Mitch looked so ridiculous, that it was probably pretty close to it.

“He's very pretty, don't you think, daddy?” Harley asked, staring up at me with her big, brown eyes. 

She still had the eye shadow brush in her hands, holding it up like an artist, ready to put brush to canvas. 

I stared at Mitch and scrunched up my nose. With a long, ZZ Top-style beard, a septum piercing and several eyebrow piercinga, he was by no means a pretty man. And as a woman, he was downright hideous. But he grinned back at me and I couldn't help but laugh. 

“Sure, baby, he's beautiful,” I said. “Absolutely beautiful.” 

“I always knew you had a thing for me,” Mitch teased. 

“If I ever decide to date a big, burly man, you're the first person I'm gonna call,” I said. “But seriously, thanks for keeping an eye on Harley, man. I appreciate it and will pay you next Friday, as promised.” 

“No worries,” he said. “I had fun. And I think she had fun, didn't you, Harl?” 

“Uh huh!” she said. “Mitch lets me eat all the Cheetos I want – ” 

Mitch playfully covered Harley's mouth with his hand. “You're not supposed to tell your daddy that. That was just between us.” 

“Oops, my bad,” she said with a laugh that never ceased to fill me with joy. 

And to think, according to uppity Ms. Cleary, my kid wasn't being raised right. All because she spent a few evenings a week around this place. The people I worked with were all cool, they were clean, and they were friends of mine. Despite Ms. Cleary's snotty attitude and very obvious assumptions about me, I wouldn't bring Harley to an environment that wasn't safe for her. 

Considering the high price of childcare, there wasn't any alternative for me anyway. And tattooing was what I was good at. It's what paid the bills. No one else at a reputable place would hire me anyway – not given my lack of skills or my past. 

“Do you have any homework, Harley?” I asked. 

“Just some stupid drawing thing for art,” she said, rolling her eyes. 

“Stupid? Why do you think it's stupid? You love drawing,” I said. 

“I'm supposed to draw my family,” she said. 

“Well, that's not all that hard, is it?” I asked. “You have me, you, mom – ” 

“Mom isn't my family anymore,” she said softly. 

Mitch gave me a look of sympathy, and then excused himself from the room to give Harley and I a little privacy.

“I gotta client coming in soon,” he said. “Better get set up. I'll let you know if we need you up front for anything.” 

“Thanks, Mitch,” I said, joining Harley on the couch. Once he'd gone, I turned to her. “Why do you say that? Why do you think that mom isn't family anymore?” 

“Because she's gone,” she said simply. “She left us.” 

“She didn't want to, Harley. Believe me, she didn't leave us willingly, baby,” I said. “Well, not really.” 

Truthfully, she had absolutely left us willingly. I couldn't tell Harley that though. It would absolutely shatter my little girl. But when I told Amy she had to choose between the drugs or us – perhaps, stupidly believing she'd choose her daughter over heroin – I'd been very wrong about what she'd choose. It took me a minute to get over the rage within me about it – truth be told, I was still trying to get over it. But I knew I had to hold it together for the sake of my little girl.

Last I'd heard, her parents had checked her into a treatment center – one of the best in the country for addiction services. But she hadn't gone in voluntarily – or very willingly. 

“Yeah, I guess so,” Harley said, pushing a strand of her dark brown hair from her face. She looked just like her mother with the barest dash of me thrown into the mix. “It just makes me sad.” 

“Is that why you usually prefer to draw monsters and stuff? Because you're sad about your mom?” I asked, remembering the drawings Ms. Cleary had showed me. 

She shrugged. “Not really. I just like them. It's fun to draw them.”

“Where do you get your ideas for your work then?” I asked. 

She looked at me and cocked her head, the expression on her face telling me the answer was as obvious as the nose on my face. When I shook my head and gave her a lopsided grin, she rolled her eyes and sighed.

“From the walls around here,” she said. “The artwork on the walls.” 

Ahhh. She meant the flash on the walls and in the books the customers could flip through before they decided on a design. I remembered that Harley had spent some time flipping through the books – and studying the walls around her. It all made sense now. 

“So do you want to be an artist someday?” I asked. 

“A tattoo artist? Heck yeah,” she said, her smile returning. “Just like daddy.” 

Just like her daddy. Hearing her say that made me balloon up with pride. Granted, she was a kid and her career path would change about a thousand times, but still. To know that she wanted to emulate me made me feel good. Of course, I hoped she might lead a better life than the one I lived right now, but it was all up to her. Whatever she decided to do, I was going to support her. I'd also do everything within my power to keep her safe from falling into the same traps I did. I had to. She was all that I had left in my life. In my whole world. And I wasn't going to abandon her. I'd be there with her and for her every step of the way. 

And damn that Ms. Cleary for bring out more of my insecurities and self-doubts about my ability to raise her. I already feared I wasn't cutting it as a dad, that I was doing more damage than I was good for my little girl. And yet, in my heart, I knew I was doing the best I could with what I had. No, we weren't living in the lap of luxury with all of the latest, fanciest things. But Harley never had to question whether or not she was loved. 

And that had to count for something, right?

ooo000ooo

Harley was asleep, curled up on the couch in the back room, by the time we headed home. I carried out to the car, drove home, and then carried her inside. She was so tired that she didn't stir – not once. Holding her in my arms, I looked down at her little form and couldn't help but smile. No matter how big she got, she was always going to be my little girl. No matter how old she was, I would never be able to see her as anything but that. 

Harley was my little girl. My princess. My world. She was the only good thing I'd ever done in my life. One of the only things I could point to and be proud of. She was my reason for living and she was my reason for finally cleaning up my act and getting back on the straight and narrow. 

Once inside our apartment, I gently placed her in bed and tucked her in, pulling her blankets up to her chin. To think, her mother was missing out on all of that – all of those special little moments that only came around once and would never come around again.  

Hell, at one time – not all that long ago, realy –  I might have missed everything just like Amy was. Had things not changed for me. Had I not grown up and made sure things changed. It was because my little girl was worth it. She was worth changing for. She was worth being a better person for.

Harley slept peacefully, wrapped up tight in her Harley Quinn bedding – picked out because she'd been tickled that the comic book character bore her name, of course. I kept the bedroom door partway open as I walked own the hall, into the kitchen, and grabbed a beer from the fridge. Popping it open, I was about to turn on the television when I noticed I had several missed calls and some text messages. Groaning because I recognized the number of a few of the missed calls, I checked them out.

Phone call wise, it was like I figured it was – mostly Amy's mom. And the voicemails were all from her. I couldn't bring myself to call her back though, not after her daughter had abandoned Harley and me for her drugs. It wasn't like I had anything in common with her folks and honestly, I really didn't have anything to say to them. Eventually, I supposed I'd need to deal with them – for Harley's sake. 

Sighing, I punched the button listened to the most recent voicemail. 

“Elias, this is Debbie, Amy's mother. Again,” even her recorded voice carried the same condescending tone I hated about her so much. “I've been trying to reach you to discuss Amy, as well to talk about visitation with my granddaughter. Please call me back when you get this.” 

Visitation? Like hell. As much as I'd love for Harley to get to know her grandparents – the only grandparents she had left – there was no way in hell I was going to allow them visitation. I despised Amy's parents. They were controlling. Manipulative. And they were the biggest reason Amy was as fucked up as she was. There was no way in hell they were going to get anywhere near my daughter. Not if I could help it. 

I deleted the messages. Next, I checked my texts and rolled my eyes at a lot of the usual bullshit. The first one was from a guy named Terry – a guy I used to deal to back in the day when I was doing that sort of shit.  

Hey man, I know you're not into that life anymore, but I really needed to check and see if you have anything to sell me tonight?

Delete. 

“No longer in that business, dude,” I muttered. “I've told you that a million times already.”

The next message came from a number I didn't recognize. And all it said was, Elias, we need to talk.

I looked at it for a few moments, curious – but also wary. There was only one way to find out who it was and what they wanted though, so I texted the mystery number back. Who is this?

I didn't expect a response, since it was getting late in the evening. But my phone buzzed a few seconds later with a response. 

We need to talk. Soon. 

I ran a hand through my hair and sighed. It was probably just another drug addict expecting me to help him score his fix.

“Sorry, bro,” I said. “Not my deal anymore.”

 I went to delete the message, but another one popped up. 

I'm with the Black Torment MC. We need to talk. 

I felt a stab of adrenaline shoot through me like a lightning strike. Shit man, really? I was done with that life too – all of it went hand-in-hand. I just wanted it to go away. Forever. I wanted to make sure my daughter didn't get caught in the middle of it all. I didn't want that world even touching her world. I wanted her to remain completely ignorant of it all. 

And just in case Amy's parents decided to come after my daughter, I didn't need my criminal record being a reason to lose custody. It wasn't lengthy and it wasn't especially terrible, but I'd accrued a few petty charges over the years. Things I knew they could use against me. Would use against me given half a chance. Knowing that was one reason I'd stepped away from the MC, and they'd let me. For the most part. 

I typed out a quick reply. I'm done with the MC. Have been for years, so lose this number. 

I expected another text, but instead, my phone rang. Same number as before. I rolled my eyes and contemplated not answering, but I needed to get it through this guy's head that I was done and that he needed to leave me the hell alone, so I answered. 

“What part of I'm done was in any way unclear,” I snapped. “Does Mav know you're calling me?”

“Maverick's actually the one who told me to call, asshole,” the voice said on the other end of the line. 

The voice was familiar enough, but I couldn't quite place it. Not at first. 

“Who is this?” I asked. 

“It's Jay,” he said. “And frankly, I'm a little hurt that you don't you remember me, Eli. Has it really been that long?” 

“Nah, I just didn't realize you'd moved up the ladder high enough that you were washing Mav's balls now, that's all, princess,” I said. “What's this about? I'm done. I was done when I left five years ago. Maverick signed off on it and you know it because you were there. I'm out of the life entirely.” 

“You're never out entirely, shithead,” Jay said, cackling as he spoke. “Mav needs a favor. Nothing major, but you owe us, kid. You owe us a lot.” 

I didn't owe them shit, but my voice caught in my throat and I had to work hard to keep the dark anger bubbling up inside of me from flowing over. I knew that the MC was full of bad guys who could ruin my life in no time flat. They could do the unthinkable. And most of them wouldn't hesitate to do so.

I stared down at the hallway, to the door at the end. Harley's door. They could take everything away from me if I didn't do what they wanted. But I also knew that working for them could cause me to lose everything, anyway.

It was a lose-lose situation no matter which way I turned, and I wasn't sure how to handle it. 

“I'm done, Jay. Done. I can't be doing anything for the MC anymore,” I said. “I have my reasons.” 

“We know your reasons, dude,” he said. “We know that Debbie and Patrick Archer are trying to get custody of your kid?” 

“How did you – ” 

“We know a lot. More than you realize,” he said. “And we can help you with that. Or we can make things worse for you. Your choice.” 

 

 




 


Chapter Three

 

I waited for Maverick at the place they'd told me to be at. It was hard to believe now, but once upon a time, we'd been buddies. Good friends, actually. But our lives had taken radically different turns, and mine no longer included running drugs and guns with the MC. I got out  before I got caught – or killed. For the most part, my record was clean of anything major, and I intended to keep it that way. 

We were meeting at an old warehouse that I was familiar with – it was one that we'd used to house the heroin and cocaine we cut and sold. If the cops rolled up on me, just being there could get me in trouble. But, I had no choice – that was where they'd told me to meet them. Maverick himself was coming, and I prayed I could talk some sense into the guy. Make him see I couldn't be part of his shit anymore.

After about fifteen minutes of waiting, Maverick rolled into the parking lot, along with Jay and another guy I didn't know. Obviously, somebody who'd joined up after my time. The three of them were tall, big men. They had a hard edge and an air of violence around them. They were the type of men you didn't want to run into in a dark alley, that was for sure. 

I was a little surprised to see that Maverick was getting a little grayer in his otherwise dark hair than I remembered him being. His facial hair had gone almost completely gray. Damn. It was amazing what five years could do. Or maybe it was life in the MC that happened to age people faster than normal. 

Jay was older than I remembered him being as well – he had a face I hardly recognized. So much had changed in the MC since I'd left, membership and leadership changes and whatnot. Mav was still the president, of course, but it looked like Jay was the new VP, his right hand, and that was bad news for me. We'd never gotten along very well because Jay was a dick. A straight up dick, often for no reason at all other than he could get away with being a dick. 

The other guy, the one I didn't know, was shorter than Jay and Mav. He looked to be quite a bityounger too. Probably a newer recruit, someone brought along to learn the ropes maybe. Maybe he was there as a backup in case things got ugly. It wasn't going to get ugly though – I wanted to return to my daughter alive, not in a casket. 

“Eli, long time, no see, bud,” Mav said, pulling me into a one-armed hug. “You remember Jay, right? Well this is his little brother, Dean. He joined us last year.” 

“I'd like to say it's nice to meet you, but given the circumstances – ” 

“Nah, man, it ain't like that,” Mav said to me, patting me on the back. “It's all good between us. I promise you.” 

I looked over at Jay, remembering the threats and intimidation he laid on pretty thick when he'd called earlier. 

“Yeah, that's not how it sounded when I was invited to this little party in the first place,” I said. 

Mav scowled at Jay and shook his head. “Jay can be a bit heavy handed, but trust me, Eli, as long as you work with us, it's all good.” 

“As long as I work with you?” I said. “I left the club, Mav. You signed off on it. Why are you dragging me back into things now, after all this time?” 

“Because we need you, man,” Mav said. “We need you real bad. And maybe you don't recall, but I was clear that a condition of letting you out was that we could call on you, as needed, from time to time to help us out with some shit.” 

I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “What kind of shit do you need help with?” 

“You still with that broad, Amy?” 

I scoffed. “Not really,” I said. “She left us for her dope. And last I heard, she's locked up in some treatment facility. Parents had her committed or some shit like that. Haven't talked to her in over a year.” 

“Well, that makes things a bit more difficult than I would have liked,” he said. “But we can work it out.” 

“Work what out?” I asked, narrowing my gaze. “And what's Amy got to do with any of this?” 

“She used to hang out with some guy named Carl Gillespie,” Mav said. “Does that name ring a bell with you?” 

“Can't say that it does,” I said. 

That was a partial lie – I'd heard of Carl. Just never from Amy. Not directly, anyway. I saw his name and number on the missed calls screen of her phone a lot, but I'd always just assumed it was her dealer.

“I'm not in that life, remember?” I said. “I stayed the fuck away from Amy's friends.” 

“Well Gillespie seems to know you.” 

That statement piqued my interest. “What do you mean?” 

“He's mentioned you a few times, in passing, when we talked business,” Mav said casually. “Asked how we knew you and shit. Not that it matters, but – ” 

“It does matter. I don't want dirtbags like him knowing my name.” 

“We can fix that for you,” Mav said. “Carl used to work with us. Key word – used to.” 

“Bad business deal?” I asked. “Everything to go south because of him?” 

“Something like that,” Mav said. “He's now apparently working for the Kings. And he's apparently passing on some of our personal information in his new job.” 

I knew where this was going already and I felt the knot in my stomach tighten. “So let me guess, you need this Carl guy gone?” 

“You got it, bud,” Mav said. “But of course, he's not going to trust any of us enough to let us get close to him. Let's just say, we left things with ol' Carl on not-so-good terms. But we were thinking if your gal Amy – ” 

“Amy can't do shit, I'm sorry,” I said. “She's locked away and as far as I know, isn't getting out anytime soon.” 

“Do you still have access to her old cellphone?” Mav asked. “Or at least know the number? If you have that, we can spoof it – ” 

I did have her old phone, but it no longer had service. I'd disconnected that line entirely once she got back into drugs and stopped working. I could easily reactivate it though, if needed. 

“So you want me to call and pretend to be Amy?” I asked, arching an eyebrow. “How's that going to work? It's not like we sound alike or anything.” 

“Call? Mav said, laughing as he looked at the others. “Who said anything about calling anyone? That's just asking for shit to go sideways. Nah, man, all we need you to do is text him – just like Amy did. Shoot him a text and set up a meeting somewhere, that's it. That's all you have to do. We'll take care of the rest.” 

“Take care of the rest?” I scoffed. “As in kill him?” 

Mav shrugged, scratching his beard as he stared me in the eyes. “We'll take care of it,” he said. “That's all you need to worry about, brother.” 

I said nothing, but Mav could probably see the look on my face – and understand my hesitation – because he continued. 

“Come on, man,” he said. “This is the drug dealer who got Amy hooked on the stuff in the first place. Don't you want a little payback on him anyway?” 

Truth be told, I'd love to get some payback on the man who'd ruined my family. But indulging in that little fantasy, I risked everything I'd fought for. Hell, I'd be risking my own freedom.

“I can't get involved with this shit, man. I can't risk getting caught,” I said. “I have a daughter, and I'm the only person she's got. If this shit goes sideways and I get implicated in this, it's going to be bad all the way around.” 

“I know, I know,” Mav said. “But trust us, Elias. We'll take care of you. Have we ever done you wrong?” 

That was a loaded question. I could think of many times the welfare of the club took precedence over the welfare of its members. I remember several times when I'd been left behind to have the shit beat out of me by a rival club or some other pissed off person.

I remember times when I'd almost been arrested for crimes I barely played a part in. That was why I got out in the first place. But to say that to these men was a dangerous proposition. Mav wasn't the kind of guy who liked hearing the word “no.”

“You also know it's not just about me, Mav,” I said. “I got to jail, Harley gets put in the system. Or worse, she goes to live with Amy's folks. And you know what they did to Amy – I can't let that happen.” 

“It won't go down that way, man,” Mav said. “Trust me, brother. We'll take care of anything. All we need from you is to send that text.” 

Sounded easy enough alright. One text and I was done. But if I knew anything about Mav and the MC, things were never that easy. There was always some angle to be played. Some hidden agenda. Or some hook in the bait that couldn't be seen until it was too late.

And I knew he wasn't telling me everything. Knew it right down to my bones. Mostly, because he never did. But at the same time, I knew that if I refused them, they could make my life a living hell. Harley's life a living hell. They would keep twisting that knife they had in me until they got what they wanted. That was just the way they operated. 

“So you in, man?” he asked me. 

I sighed and shook my head. “It doesn't sound like I have much of a choice.”

 

 




 


Chapter Four

PAIGE

 

“Good morning, Ms. Cleary!” 

Working bus duty on a Monday morning meant getting into work thirty minutes earlier than usual – which sucked, but was part of the job. The children always made it worthwhile though. I loved seeing them coming back to school all bright eyed and bushy tailed. I loved their energy and excitement. No matter how bad I was dragging on any given morning, their energy was infectious and never failed to make me smile. 

The kids were one reason – probably the biggest reason – I'd chosen elementary school over high school. These kids had yet to figure out that Mondays sucked, they were hopelessly optmisitic, and their cheerfulness often rubbed off on me. 

“Good morning, Kylie!” I said, smiling wide. 

Working at a small school also meant I knew most all the kids by name. And a lot of the parents who tended to be more involved with their child's education also knew me. I did like that the parents were involved with their children's education, but honestly, I preferred the kids to their parents – they just made my day.

Kylie's mom waved at me as she dropped her daughter off, speeding away in a shiny red BMW – probably on her way to Yogilates or Barre or some other trendy fitness class. I imagined that most of the parents of these kids lived pretty privileged lives – the perks of having enough money to afford to send your chidl to a small, private school. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Harley and her dad arriving. Elias seemed so out of place in a school like that, pulling up in an older model Mustang when everybody else was driving Mercedes and Beemers, or some other expensive car.

As soon as they approached the door, I waved and called out to Harley. 

“Good morning, Harley!” I said, walking over to them. “And good morning to you too, Elias. Do you mind if we chat after you drop Harley off?” 

“Sure,” he said, looking slightly annoyed, and gave me a curt nod. “In your classroom?” 

“Yes, I have first period off,” I said. 

I felt bad how we left things on Friday and wanted to make sure he knew I didn't mean to offend him, if I had. I wanted to assure him that I had Harley's best interests at heart, but never meant to overstep my bounds.

“Alright. See you in a few,” he said. “Come on, Harley.” 

I watched as he took her hand and they walked into the building together. For a younger father, Elias was doing more than most single fathers I knew. I'd heard other parents talking about him before, and while he assumed everyone was staring because had didn't fit in, I knew many mothers at the school were staring because they thought he was hot. 

Because, as cliché as it was, bad boys were always sexy. Even the snooty moms at our private school could agree on that. 

Of course, not everybody was on the same page – namely, me. Maybe with a haircut and a few less tats, I would probably date him. Or, I'd at least consider it. He was an attractive man with chiseled features and gorgeous eyes. And that body – well, it was obvious he worked out. He was fit and took good care of himself. That much was more than obvious to the soccer moms at the school as well as to me.  

“Ms. Cleary?” a voice spoke up from behind me, pulling me away from my thoughts on Elias – which was probably a good thing. 

“Yes?” I said, turning to find Mikayla Dunmore and her mother standing there. Personally speaking, I loathed Mikayla's mother. She was one of the most pretentious and biggest condescending snobs around – which was saying something given the crowd of snobs who had kids at that school. 

“Oh hello, Mikayla!” I chirped. “How are you?” 

Mrs. Dunmore stared back at me, looking down her nose at me as if somehow I was a lesser being – which was par for the course with her. She carried a Coach purse and wore shoes that probably cost more than I made in a month. Her blonde hair was pulled into a perfectly coifed, tight, high bun. She didn't say a word while Mikayla excitedly told me all about her weekend. When she told me about her trip to Disneyland with her grandparents, her face positively lit up. She was happier than I usually saw her and it warmed my heart.  

“Come on, Mikayla,” her mother said after she'd gone on a few minutes. “Ms. Cleary doesn't want to hear about your weekend – ” 

I glared at her, but then smiled down at little Mikayla, “I'd love to hear all about it, but you do need to get to class before you're late. Tell me all about it later, okay?” 

Mrs. Dunmore sighed and rolled her eyes as she pulled her daughter away from me and dragged her inside. She probably had some shopping to do, or something far more important to deal with than making sure her daughter had a good day at school. 

As they walked away in a huff, I heard her mutter angrily, “I can't believe Lupe would call out sick.” 

Lupe was the nanny, the woman who often dropped little Mikayla off every day – a really lovely and friendly woman. I couldn't imagine the hell she endured on a daily basis in the Dunmore household. My heart most definitely went out to her. 

It broke my heart to see so many of these kids pushed off on nannies and caregivers, rather than get the love, attention – and most importantly, validation – from their parents that they so desperately craved. That they deserved. 

That was one reason I thought it was so vital for me to talk to parents these days to make sure they really got it – yet, many of them didn't seem to. I understood when parents had to work and were under the pressure of time constraints. I got that. But I knew Mrs. Dunmore didn't work and had all the time in the world. She just didn't care to put in the effort. 

Her husband was a banker and they lived in a nice house in the most expensive part of town. While Mikayla obviously didn't want for much in the material sense, I could see the desire – the need – inside of her for that positive attention from and interaction with her mother. 

Yet, the only time I ever saw Mrs. Dunmore at the school was when the nanny was sick. It was beyond heartbreaking to me. But there was nothing I could do about it. About the only thing I could control was how I ran my classroom and making sure the kids got the positive reinforcement and validation they should have been getting at home.

I knew though, that it wasn't nearly enough. 

When the bell rang, I walked into the building and headed for my classroom. My mind was still on Mikayla and how sad her eyes had looked when her mother dismissed her like she had. I'd almost forgotten that I'd asked Elias to meet me, so when I turned the corner and came face-to-face with him, I stopped short and stared for a few moments in shock. 

He was sitting at my desk, arms crossed over his chest. But when he saw me standing there, he stood up and walked over to me. And that was when I noticed how tightly fitted his black t-shirt was – and couldn't tear my eyes away. His shirt hugged his body tightly, showing off those strong arms and that chiseled chest beneath it. For a moment, I forgot how to speak. 

“Everything okay?” he asked, giving me a cockeyed glance. “You asked to meet with me, remember?” 

“I did. That's right, I did,” I stammered, letting my gaze fall lower on his body. 

His jeans were oh so tight and left very little to the imagination. It should be illegal for a man to dress like that – and look that good. He ran a hand through his long, black hair and flashed me a crooked smile – because he'd caught me looking. 

I felt the heat rushing to my cheeks and just had to hope that I didn't turn some unnatural shade of red. I cleared my throat and tried to avoid his gaze for a moment until I had my wits back about me.

“Here,  have a seat,” I said. 

I walked past him and I noticed for the first time that not only did he look really good – he also smelled really good too. I had no idea why that was so surprising to me, but it made the breath catch in my throat. I stopped, for a split second, but then hurried past him, sitting down behind my desk. Elias sat across from me and started in on me right away. 

“If this is about Harley's drawings, I talked to her and she says she gets her inspiration from the pictures of the tattoos in the shop,” he said. “She wants to be a tattoo artist like her father. And I'm trying to steer her down whatever path makes her happy, Ms. Cleary. And if that's becoming a tattoo artist, then I – ” 

I held up a hand to stop him. 

“I think that's great, Elias,” I said. 

Unbidden, my mind quickly shifted back to Mikayla – but the message was clear. There were obviously worse things in life than having a father working in a tattoo shop. Even I had to admit that now.

“And that's not why I asked you in here, you don't have to explain yourself to me,” I said. “I'm in no position to judge you. My only concern is for Harley and it's obvious that you love her very much and are very involved in her life. And I can't tell you how wonderful I think that is. But what I also wanted to say was that whether you believe it or not, I'm also an outsider here.” 

He raised an eyebrow and flashed me a smirk that said, “Yeah, right,” but didn't say a word. 

“What? You don't believe me?” I asked. 

“Well, call me cynical, but you look like you fit in around here pretty perfectly to me.” 

“With these people?” I said with a laugh. “Really? I'm flattered you think that. But just so you know, I drive a Toyota Camry – and not a new one – and live in a one bedroom apartment on the other side of town.” 

He shrugged. “The car you drive and where you live doesn't matter to me.”

“I'm very glad to hear that,” I said. “And I'm glad you think I fit in around here, because to most parents, where I live and the kind of car I drive does matter. If they knew where I came from – I doubt they'd want me teaching their kids. I apparently, don't come from the right stock.” 

Elias' eyes softened a bit. “Why would you say that?” 

“Because I'm not like them. At all,” I said, eyes wide. “And I see them judging me for it too, trust me. I get it. I'm not part of their little world and that's fine. But I think it's fantastic that you take your daughter's education so seriously, and I give you all the credit in the world for that, Elias. I really do.” 

“I don't need your admiration, Ms. Cleary – ” 

“Paige. Call me Paige, please,” I said. “It's so weird going by my last name with other adults and I don't particularly like it.” 

“Paige, then,” he said, leaning forward to stare me dead in the eyes. “While I appreciate your honesty, I have no idea why you're telling me all of this. Honestly, I really couldn't give two shits what you – or anyone here – thinks of me. I just want my daughter to get the best education possible, that's all. And I don't need your – or anybody else's – approval for that.” 

I nodded. “I know,” I said. “I just didn't want you thinking I was judging you. After our conversation the other day – ” 

Elias' phone buzzed and he pulled it out of his pocket, a look of pure annoyance crossing his face.  

“Excuse me,” he mumbled as he read the text message. He didn't look entirely happy with what he'd read, but he put his phone face down on my desk and said, “Listen, Paige, I don't really care what anyone thinks of me, and I really don't have time for small talk right now, so unless you've got something to tell me about Harley – ” 

Whatever he'd read seemed to have rattled him because his entire demeanor changed. The cocky, confident man from before was gone, replaced by someone who was jittery and on edge. It was as if whatever he'd read hadn't set well with him. Perhaps even scared him a bit. 

But it wasn't my place to ask him about his personal life. We certainly didn't have that kind of relationship. We actually had no relationship whatsoever – it was clear he wasn't my biggest fan.  

“Well then, I'm sorry to have wasted your time,” I said quietly. “I just wanted to apologize, that's all because I know we didn't exactly get off on the right foot. Believe it or not, I appreciate art in all its forms – even if tattoos aren't for me exactly.” 

He scratched the scruff on his face, and I could tell he felt bad. “Maybe we can change your mind about that sometime,” he said. “Come by the shop and we can – ” 

“No thanks,” I said, stopping him before he even considered giving me a tattoo. “I'm not interested in getting a tattoo.” 

“If you say so,” he said, standing up and walking toward the door. “Just thought I'd offer.” 

Once he was gone, I let out a deep breath and cleared my head. Being around him did something to me. I didn't think very clearly and it put me on edge. I had no idea what, but when I was around him, I always felt like I had something to prove to him. Prove that I wasn't like everyone else here. Why did it even matter though? I racked my brain for a reason, but came up empty. I shouldn't care what Elias thought of me as a person. But for whatever reason, I just didn't want him to think of me like that. 

It was strange. Normally, I spent all my time trying to fit in by pretending to be like the others. But not with Elias. When I was around him, it was the exact opposite. It felt like I was waging this battle inside of me, and honestly, at times, I wasn't even sure who I was anymore. 

ooo000ooo

As luck would have it, Harley's class came in on Mondays. The first art class of the day, actually. She came into the room, her head down, refusing to meet my eyes, and took her seat right away. While the other kids around her were talking and laughing – I normally had to ask this class several times to calm down before they listened – I noticed that Harley remained quiet and aloof. 

Normally, I'd assume the child was having a bad day or was just upset about something. I'd do my best to keep an eye on them, just in case. I wasn't going to worry about Harley too much at the moment, but if she didn't perk up soon, I'd check on her.

I walked to the front of the class, but someone tugged at my shirt. 

“Ms. Cleary?” a small voice spoke up behind me. I knew who it was before I even turned around. 

“Yes, Harley?” 

“Am I in trouble?” 

“Why would you be in trouble, Harley?” I asked. 

She shrugged her tiny shoulders and avoided my gaze. “Because my daddy asked me about my drawings,” she said quietly. “And then he talked to you again this morning.” 

“Oh no, sweetie,” I said, resisting the urge to reach out and hug the little girl. “It's nothing like that. We talked about your artwork, but it was because I was just curious about where you got your ideas. You're not in trouble. I promise.” 

She looked up at me and looked not only relieved, but much happier. And as she looked at me, a wide smile spread across her face. 

“Good, I'm glad I'm not in trouble,” she said. “I'll try to draw more normal things from now on though.”

“Just be yourself, Harley. Draw whatever inspires you,” I said quietly. “That's all that matters, sweetie.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a little boy – Dalton – messing with something on my desk. 

“Dalton, what are you doing?” 

The kid grinned. “You're not supposed to have your phone out at school, Ms. Cleary,” he said. 

“My phone?” 

I walked over to him, confused since my cell phone always stayed tucked away in my purse. And I hadn't taken my phone out of my bag, so I had no idea what he was talking about. And when I reached Dalton, taking the phone away from him, I realized that it wasn't mine. 

It was Elias' phone.

I took the phone and slipped it into my my back pocket, quickly wondering how I was going to get it back to him. I didn't want to send it with Harley for fear of it getting lost or broken, so I hoped he'd realize he left it here and come back for it. 

“What have I told you before? You're not supposed to be messing with things on my desk, Dalton,” I said, “Now sit down, please. We need to get started.” 

I couldn't believe that Elias had left his phone on my desk – and neither one of us had noticed. I was sure he'd be back in to get it – he was boudn to notice that it was missing. Which gave me yet another chance to see him. It was a thought that made me smile a bit. Not that it should. We didn't really get along and there was a tension between us – and an almost competitiveness when it came to Harley. It seemed like we were both intent on one-upping the other in the “I just want what's best for Harley” sweepstakes. He could be a rude, abrasive jerk – but he was nice on the eyes. 

And whether I liked it or not, I'd be seeing Elias again soon. 

 

 




 


Chapter Five

ELIAS


After dropping Harley off at school, I had to rush to work. I had clients booked all day for custom work. Custom pieces were alwaysa time consuming pain in the ass, but they paid pretty well. Still. It meant that it was going to be a busy day. And it wasn't until I was getting out of my car in the parking lot of the parlor that I realized my phone was gone. 

“Shit,” I said, patting down all of my pockets. 

There was only one place it could be – Paige Cleary's classroom. I had an appointment early that morning, so I couldn't get back to the school to grab it. I couldn't skip out on my client, which meant that I'd have to head over later. If I got a lunch today, I might have just enough time to drive across town and pick it up. Maybe. Depending on how things went at the shop. 

Being in demand meant I got a lot of work. But the flip side of that meant that I stayed busy. I did my best to book most of my appointments during the school hours. Which meant that I was usually the only person at the shop most mornings. Which was fine, because when people thought of getting some ink done, they typically didn't think about getting up at the crack of dawn to get it done. Most people came in later – many of the artists did too. 

So, when people requested me specifically, they had to fit it in during my schedule. Most days, I liked it. It allowed Harley to spend less time at the shop and I could see my daughter after school. It wasn't always possible to schedule things that way, but I did what I could. 

My first client of the day was a regular of mine. We were going to finally finish up that sleeve we'd been working on for months. There was no way I was going to be able to call and reschedule, so I did the work. Not like I had much of a choice, but I couldn't turn my client away.

The work, of course, took longer than anticipated, especially because we were so close to finishing up and there was a lot of fine detail that had to be done. So, I just went for it, lost myself in my work as I worked my magic on his arm. 

As I was working though, I heard someone enter through the front door. 

“I'll be back Charlie,” I said, pushing away from the client. 

No one came in that early without an appointment, so I was curious who was stopping by. But once I stepped out front, I realized they weren't there for a tattoo. 

“What are you doing here, Jay?” I said. “Come to get some work done?” 

“Nah, already have a guy, thanks,” he said. 

“Then why are you here?” 

“Checking in on you,” he said. “Mav was worried when you didn't get back to his text this morning. Was getting a little worried you were getting cold feet, so he sent me to find you.” 

“I left my phone at my daughter's school,” I said. “I'm going to try to head over there later and pick it up.” 

“Don't need me to run by her school for ya, do you?” 

He gave me a menacing look, so I just rolled my eyes.

“No, I got it covered,” I said. “Thanks anyway.” 

“Good,” he said. “Mav would appreciate it if you'd respond quickly when he contacts you. Just until he knows he can trust you again.” 

“Have I ever given him a reason to not trust me?” 

“When you left the MC, you gave us reason to not trust you.” 

Good point. They never trusted outsiders. And to them, I was an outsider now. 

“Tell Mav I'll be in touch once I can swing by and get my phone,” I said. 

“Will do,” he said, turning on his heels to leave before turning back as if he'd just remembered something – a move I knew was calcuated for dramatic effect. “Oh, and Elias?” 

“Yes?” 

“Be careful where you leave your phone. Wouldn't want the wrong person getting ahold of it,” he said. “Not with what's stored in there.” 

Clenching my hands at my side, I wanted to beat the shit out of him for that idle threat. But there was no way I could do that and get away with it. The MC was dangerous, but I knew that the less trouble I caused them, the less trouble they'd cause me. Or so I hoped. I just needed to play ball.

Jay turned and left the shop. Watching as he walked toward his bike, I kept hoping and praying he'd get hit by a bus. Was that too much to ask? I waited until I heard the roar of his engine and then went back in to finish Charlie's sleeve. 

ooo000ooo

“Someone's here to see ya,” Mitch said, calling back to me from the front. 

I'd just finished up with Charlie and was prepping for my next appointment – who I assumed was the person up front asking for me. I was hungry and hoping to grab a quick bite, but there's apparently no rest for the wicked. 

“Tell him I'll be right there,” I called up to Mitch. 

“It's a chick,” Mitch said, lowering his voice as he stuck his head into the studio. 

“What? It's not Dixon?” I said, wiping my hands off and walking to the front. 

Once I pushed past the curtain, however, I found myself staring at my daughter's art teacher. Paige smiled at me and I gave her what I was sure was an awkward smile in return. Mitch side-eyed me, giving me a knowing look and a sideways smirk. 

Yes, Paige was an attractive woman – although, she was a little too clean-cut for my liking. But I had to admit, with her auburn hair and pale skin, not to mention those curves, she was a looker. Though, in her somewhat modest and conservative dress slacks and button-up shirt, she definitely didn't fit in at a place like this. 

“Hey,” I said, giving her a incredulous look. “Aren't you supposed to be enriching young minds or something?” 

“And aren't you supposed to keep track of your belongings better than most of those young minds I'm supposed to be enriching?” she teased, handing my phone back to me. “It's my lunch hour. Thought I'd swing by and drop it off for you. It's been buzzing nonstop, figured it might be important.” 

Jay's warning from earlier came back to me, and I wanted to ask her if she'd seen any of the messages that came through, but decided against it. She was acting normal, so I highly doubt she read anything troubling. 

“Uhh yeah, thanks,” I said, running a hand through my hair. “I'm sorry you had to drive all the way over here. I feel like an ass for leaving it in the first place.” 

She shrugged, flipping through a photo album sitting at the front desk – the album of my designs and work.

“It's fine,” she said, flipping back to the cover of the album again. She saw my name on the cover and then looked up at me, “So this is all your work in here?” 

“Yep, that's my work.” 

“Wow. You're very talented,” she said. 

“Thank you,” I said. “Though I have to admit, that sounds kind of odd coming from someone like you – ” 

“Hey now,” I said. “I used to have my nose pierced once upon a time.” 

“Wow. How edgy of you,” I teased her. “Was this before you started teaching at SnootyBrook Elementary?” 

She laughed. “Something like that, yeah,” she said. “But seriously, you don't know the first thing about me, I'm not nearly as uptight as you think I am. I used to have a bit of a wild streak in me.” 

“Oh. So you're here to get a tattoo then?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. 

“Uhh no,” she said, an amused look on her face. “But if I were, I have to say, you'd be the man for the job. You have some seriously great work in here. I see where Harley gets her talent from.” 

“Thank you,” I said. “I may only be a tattoo artist, but I actually do take my art very seriously.” 

She started to say something, but then stopped and started again. “You know, I used to not consider this artwork, but the more I look at it – ” 

“Believe it or not, there's more to art than what your liberal arts education taught you.” 

She shot me a look of death – one that she said she was tired of having me knock her education or artistic training. Truth be told, I had no idea what her education or training background was. It was just one of those things I used to jab her.

“I know that,” she snapped, and then took a breath and seemed to collect herself again. “Which is exactly what I was about to say. I'm opening my eyes to new and different things. And I have to say, some of this is truly breathtaking.” 

I leaned over her shoulder and flipped to the back of the book. I found a specific piece of work – one I was exceptionally proud of – a watercolor tattoo that blended a few of Van Gogh's works together in one, intricate sleeve. As soon as Paige's eyes landed on the page, she gasped and looked up at me with eyes that were wide 

“That's amazing,” she said. “It's absolutely gorgeous.”

“I thought you might appreciate it,” I said, a knowing grin. “And thank you.”

She touched the photo, tracing her fingers along the page, seeming to be picking out the different works in her head. 

She tilted her head up and stared into my eyes with a strange look on her face. It looked like she wanted to say something – was about to say something – but then bit it back and remained silent for a moment. She cleared her throat and when she looked at me again, that strange look on her face was gone.

“I have to get going,” she said, biting her lip, “but I also need to grab some lunch. Care to join me?” 

I looked at the clock behind the counter and strangely enough, felt a pang of regret. “Can't,” I said. “I have an appointment in ten minutes. Rain check though? Maybe another time?” 

“Oh, sure,” she said, her cheeks coloring. “Another time. Totally.” 

Mitch had left us alone, and without even realizing it, I found myself standing incredibly close to Paige. Close enough that I could count the freckles that dotted her face – freckles I hadn't even really noticed she had until that moment. 

“Well, I better get going,” she said, closing the album and stepping away, “Need to grab some food and get back. I'm not really supposed to leave the school anyway.” 

“Okay,” I said. “Well, thanks for dropping my phone off. I appreciate it.”

She gave me an awkard smile and a nod before turning and heading for the door – muttering to herself the whole way.  

“Hey, Paige?” I said before she stepped outside. 

“Yes?” 

“Thank you. For bringing this over – but more for caring about Harley,” I said. “And I'm sorry if I came off like a dick earlier – ” 

She held up a hand to cut me off and gave me a warmer, more genuine smile. “And I'm sorry I come off as pretentious and snobby.” 

Another time. As I watched the door swing shut behind her, I thought I might actually have to make time to meet up with her at some point in the near future. But before I could let myself delve too far into that fantasy, I remembered my reality. 

Things were far too messy and complicated to get involved with anyone right now. I needed to focus on keeping myself out of jail, on keeping custody of my daughter, and making sure we all came out of this alive and in one piece.

It was most definitely not the time to think about dating. 

Not now. And hell, given my current situation, probably not ever. Not until Harley was in college far away from there, anyway.  

 

 




 


Chapter Six

PAIGE

 

I wasn't sure why I'd decided to drop by the shop in the first place. I'd been on lunch, his phone was buzzing like crazy, so on a whim, I'd decided to run it over to him. I probably shouldn't have, especially because I had so little time for lunch. But it was too late to worry about it – it was already done. I walked to my car and tried to push any and all thoughts of Elias out of my head. 

As I climbed into my car, I noticed someone standing outside the shop. He was just standing there with his arms crossed over his chest, staring at me. He was watching my every move and he didn't even look away even though I'd caught him staring. 

A chill ran down my spine as he continued looking at me intensely. I fumbled around and finally manged to get my car doors locked. Taking one last quick look at the man, I started the engine and drove out of the lot quickly. 

What a freak, I thought to myself.

Guys like him were one reason I didn't hang out at places like that normally. I looked in my rearview and was well away from the parlor, but even still, just the thought of him continued to freak me out. As soon as I got back to the school, I decided to give Elias a heads up – just so other women who happened to be around the shop wouldn't feel threatened or intimidated like I had. 

Before my next class came in, I pulled up his contact info on my computer. I grabbed my cell phone, punched in his number and held the phone to my ear. He answered on the first ring. 

“I'm with a client,” he said gruffly. “I'll call you back later.” 

“Uhh I'm sorry,” I said. “Didn't mean to bother – ” 

“Who is this?” he asked suddenly. 

“It's Paige,” I said. “I just wanted to let you know that there's a creepy looking guy standing outside your shop, acting all intimidating to women who walk by. Or at least he did to me. I don't know about anyone else. But I'm sorry to bother you – ” 

“No, I'm sorry,” he said, his voice suddenly gentler. “I thought you were someone else. A guy outside, you said? I'll check it out. What did he look like?” 

“He was wearing a leather jacket,” I said. “Long hair pulled back with a bandana. Scars on his face – ” 

“Did he say anything to you?” 

There was a tone in his voice that made my pulse quicken. He was tense all of the sudden and I wasn't sure why. It was like maybe he'd recognized the guy from my description and it set him on edge or something. 

“No, he didn't say anything. He just stood there watching my every move,” I said. “I'm probably overreacting, but thought you might want to know.” 

He was quiet for a few moments, but then said. “I appreciate it, Paige,” he said. “And don't worry, I'll check it out.” 

I was getting ready to end the call given that my next class arriving any second, when he said, “Do you mind if I stop by after school today? To talk to you? Maybe we can go out and get that bite to eat you mentioned earlier?” 

My voice caught in my throat. Mrs. Peabody and her class were almost to the door. I watched them approach, seemingly unable to move or unable to speak. I sat there in stunned silence for a moment, still in utter disbelief that Elias had just asked me out to dinner. 

“I'm sorry, I should have asked – ” he said. 

“Yes,” I blurted out. “That's fine. More than fine. That's great, actually.”

In that moment, I felt like the world's biggest buffoon. I was positive that I'd sounded like a blithering idiot, at the very least. I cleared my throat and tried to regain my composure – and the tiny shred of dignity I had left.

 “I've got a class coming in so I have to go,” I said quickly. “So, I'll see you later.” 

I hung up the phone, my heart racing. Even though I wasn't entirely sure why – it wasn't like he asked me out on a date. He just wanted to see me. Grab a quick bite to eat. I puzzled through it in my head as the kids started to file into my room.

He wanted to see me after school, which probably meant he wanted to talk about something. And as I turned it over in my head a little more, I realized that whatever he wanted to talk about likely to do with Harley. No, it wasn't a date. Nothing like that at all. And I suddenly felt like the world's biggest idiot. I'd made a fool of myself. 

But still, even though it likely wasn't going to be a social call, the idea of seeing him – of him stopping by to see me – made me more than a little anxious. 

ooo000ooo

There was a knock on my classroom door, and I looked up to see Elias standing there with Harley, with a wide smile on her face, in tow. 

“Hey there, you two,” I said in my friendly, elementary school teacher voice. “Come on in.” 

Harley bounded into the room and sat down in her normal seat, smiling up at her dad. “I sit here when I'm in Ms. Cleary's class,” she said. “And see that picture over there?” 

Harley pointed across the room at one of pictures – one that was the most child-friendly – hanging on the wall. 

“Is that yours, Harley?” Elias said, walking over at looking at the drawing of a dinosaur. 

“It is,” she said, standing up and rushing over to where her father was standing. “And this one is Ian's. He sits next to me in art class. And this one – ” 

She went down the line, naming off everyone in her class and pointing out which piece of art was theirs. I watched as her father remarked over the pictures, smiling happily. In that moment, he looked like any other father – even in the leather jacket and with his long, shaggy hair hanging in his eyes. He may have been clad in leather and covered in tattoos, but he beamed like the proud father he was. 

“Hey, Harley-bug, mind if I talk to Ms. Cleary for a bit?” he said after she went down the line. “Only need a moment.” 

The little girl looked at me, then at her dad, her eyes suddenly wide with fear. “Am I in trouble?” 

“Why do you always think you're in trouble, Harley?” I asked, laughing. 

“Because you guys like to talk about me a lot.” 

“Who says we're talking about you this time?” Elias said, winking at his daughter. 

“Are you going to ask Ms. Cleary out on a date then?” Harley asked, her wide smile returning as quickly as it had vanished. “Because that would be fun! We could all go to a painting class or – ” 

“Whoa there, slow down,” Elias said and ruffled her hair. “You know I'm a one woman kinda guy.”  

My heart started to race at the mere mention of a date. “Oh no, Harley,” I said, jumping in. “I couldn't date your dad, it's – ” 

“Why? You don't like him?” she asked. 

I stared at Elias who stared back at me, both of us speechless – neither one of us quite sure how to answer her question. 

“No, I like your dad just fine, it's just – I don't date my student's parents,” I said. “It might give the wrong impression and that wouldn't be good now, would it?” 

“I think it would be fun,” she said, still smiling. 

“Yeah, well, you don't get to decide who your daddy dates, little girl,” Elias said, scratching his face and shaking his head. “Which is a good thing because if not Ms. Cleary, I might be dating the fairy princess down at the mall.” 

I couldn't help but laugh. But when Harley turned to me with a serious expression on her face, I did my best to hide my smile – which, of course, only served to betray my nervousness. A moment later, she turned back to her father with the same serious expression. 

“Why?” she asked. “Don't you like Ms. Cleary?” 

This was getting worse and worse. I threw my hands up in defeat, figuring it might be easier for Elias to answer her questions himself. 

“No, it's not like that – ” Elias said. “She's just – not my type, that's all.” 

For some reason, his answer hit me like a pile of bricks. I stared, mouth open, wanting to argue with him.

Excuse me, Elias, I wanted to say. Not your type? Well, you're not my type either, mister! 

It was petty, of course, but it still hurt my feelings. But I didn't say a word. I just stared at him, feeling like he'd rejected me – even though I hadn't even asked him out. 

“Why don't you sit down and color, let me talk to Ms. Cleary, sweetheart?” Elias said, looking at me to provide the paper and crayons to keep her busy. 

“It's okay, Harley. You can get the crayons out and color at your desk,” I said. 

Harley walked over to where I kept the art supplies and picked up a box of crayons. Elias and I sat down at my desk, and he leaned in close to me. 

“That man earlier,” he whispered, almost too quietly for me to hear, “You haven't seen him anywhere else, have you?” 

I was taken aback by the question and wasn't sure how to answer that at first. It seemed like such a random question and not at all what I was expecting. 

“No,” I said. “Why would I have?” 

Elias shrugged. “I was just curious.” 

“No, why would you even think to ask such a question, Elias?” I narrowed my eyes and focused me gaze on him, sensing that something was wrong. 

Something was very wrong. I just felt it. 

“Am I in danger, here, Elias?”

“Of course not,” he said, shaking his head. “Listen, I'm just looking out for you since you seemed concerned, that's all.” 

He leaned back in the chair and looked a little more relaxed, but I couldn't tell if that was an act. I got the feeling he was simply trying to allay my fears. And that something much bigger and scarier was going on. But without any evidence of that, I couldn't just accuse him of lying or trying to placate me. 

The mood between us though, grew decidedly frosty. He was busy playing it cool and I was – admittedly – a little on edge and defensive. 

“I appreciate that,” I said. “But I don't need anyone looking out for me. I'm fine.” 

“Okay then,” Elias said. “If you do happen to see that creeper around though – ” 

“I won't,” I said. “Not unless I plan on hanging out at your shop again – which I likely won't.” 

“Fine. Then I guess I'm done here,” he said, standing up to leave. “Come on, Harley. We're going home.” 

Harley walked over to me and handed me her drawing, smiling wide. “It's the three of us. On a date,” she said with a laugh. 

Elias shook his head, but didn't say anything else. I watched him take Harley's hand and then the two of them walked out of the room, leaving me to wonder what in the hell had just happened and how things had gone sideways so quickly. 

 

 




 


Chapter Seven

ELIAS

 

I knew I was being paranoid. I shouldn't have even mentioned anything to Paige. I'd probably scared her and hadn't intended to do anything of the kind. I was actually a little bit worried about her. But as usual, I did a pretty shitty job of conveying that.

Jay's threats earlier had left me a little bit rattled, if I were being honest. And then Paige mentioning the biker outside my shop watching her had me concerned. But I hadn't found anything, and assumed it was probably just some random creep checking out a hot woman – and not anyone related to the MC. 

That is exactly why I left the club to begin with though, and why I didn't appreciate being dragged back into their business. Because when you did business with the MC, you always had to watch your back – as well as the backs of anyone associated with you. 

And I was done with that shit. I was done worrying if my daughter was going to grow up without her father. I was also done worrying about the safety of people who dared get close to me. 

Not that Paige and I were close – which was why she was probably safe. 

“Why isn't Ms. Cleary your type?” Harley asked as soon as we were in the car. “You both like art. And she's pretty.” 

“Yeah, well, honey – we like different kinds of art,” I said. “She's a teacher and I'm a tattoo artist – two completely different things. And besides, I'm not really looking to date anyone right now anyway.” 

“Why not?” she asked. “Is mommy coming back home?” 

I cringed at my daughter's question. I honestly didn't know whether Amy would ever be a part of Harley's life or not. I did know, without a doubt, that Amy and I would never be a couple again. That ship had sailed and then burned. And I was better for it. Unlike her, I was clean and had absolutely zero desire to ever be around that lifestyle again. 

In my opnions, two ex-junkies should never be together. Not only would they possibly feed each other's addictions and cravings, the temptation to step back into that lifestyle would always be too great. 

And I had to look out for Harley. That was all that mattered to me.

“I'm sure you're mommy will be back to visit you soon,” I said. “Once she gets better.” 

Harley remained quiet and the shadow of sadness crossed her face. I knew she missed Amy dearly, and it killed me that my little girl was growing up without a mother figure. 

“I really like Ms. Cleary though,” Harley said. “If you do date anyone, I hope you date her. She's really nice.” 

As cute as it was, my daughter playing matchmaker was just too much for me. I smiled at her, but did my best to drop the conversation. Or at least divert her in another direction. 

Truth be told, I liked Paige. I liked her a lot. She was a beautiful woman – even if she was a little too goody two shoes for my liking. If my situation was different, hell, I'd probably take her out on a date or two. 

I didn't see us going anywhere though, mainly because women like Paige typically didn't end up with guys like me. Not for long anyway.  Guys like me were a distraction. A fun little diversion that made them feel like they were living on the edge. 

They ended up with nice, clean-cut businessman or bankers or someone with lots of money. They lived in two story houses with picket fences and two and a half kids. And the truth of the matter was that even if I tried to clean up my act, I was never going to be that guy. I wasn't cut out for that life. I was doing the best I could, and even though at times I wasn't sure if that was good enough, I also knew that it had to be. 

For Harley's sake. Because no matter what, my little girl would always come first. 

Always. 

ooo000ooo

“Got any homework?” I asked as soon as we stepped inside our apartment. 

Harley groaned, which meant that yes, she did. She looked up at me, preparing to plead her case or try to cut a deal, but I just shook my head and smiled.

“Homework first,” I said. “Get it out of the way, then you can watch some TV.” 

“Fine,” she sighed ever so melodramatically as she plopped herself down in a seat at the kitchen table. 

My phone rang so I stepped into my bedroom, closing the door behind me. 

It was Amy's mom. Reluctantly, I answered. 

“Oh look who finally decided to pick up the phone,” she said sarcastically. 

“Sorry, I've been busy,” I said, my tone dripping with contempt. “Being a single dad isn't easy, you know.” 

“I'd been hoping that you'd call to check in,” she snapped back. “Don't you even care to know how Amy's doing?” 

“Yeah, of course,” I said, sitting down on the edge my bed. “How is she?” 

“Her counselors say she's doing well, that she's recovering at a nice, steady pace and should be able to be released into our care soon,” she said. “Which is why we need to talk.” 

“About?” 

“About Harley,” Mrs. Archer said. “Don't you think she'd be better off being close to her mom?” 

I clenched my jaw. I should have known it was going to come to this. “Do I think she'd be better off staying with her junkie mom? No, I don't actually. I'm kind of funny like that.” 

“She wouldn't be staying with Amy directly,” she said. “She'd be with us. Her grandparents.” 

“Oh, you mean that man who molested Amy and the woman who let it happen?” I snapped. I shouldn't have snapped, but I couldn't help myself. “Yeah, no thanks. I'd rather my daughter not be anywhere near as fucked up as her mom. She's fine with me.” 

I hung up the phone. There was no reason to even speak to those people. I wanted to give them the benefit of the doubt, I wanted updates about Amy, but I really, truly, hated them with ever fiber of my being. And to think they wanted to take my daughter away from me? Over my dead body. 




 


Chapter Eight

PAIGE

 

Elias' concern seemed rather random, but at the same time, I couldn't help but wonder if there was a reason for it. Did he come by my classroom because of some random creep outside his shop? Did he know something I didn't? Was I actually in danger and he just wasn't telling me?

As I walked to my car after school, I couldn't shake the feeling that someone was watching me. I looked around, but didn't see anyone out of the ordinary. I certainly didn't see any hulking men in leather staring daggers through me – thankfully. All the same, I hurried to my car and locked the doors the second I got in. 

Silly girl, I told myself. You can't let Elias' paranoia seep into your brain. You'll drive yourself crazy. Who'd be following you anyway? You're an art teacher – not some master criminal or something. 

I was an absolute nobody. That's who I was. I was just a school teacher, nothing more and nothing less. I lived a boring life, had very few ex-boyfriends, and truthfully, all of them pretty boring and nerdy. Hell, I was pretty boring and nerdy, for that matter. Nothing to worry about. Nothing at all to worry about. 

I drove home and parked outside my apartment complex. I lived in a quiet neighborhood, for the most part. No, it wasn't the wealthier part of town – the area the school I worked at sat in. But I felt safe enough. I knew most of my neighbors – most of whome were other working class people, like myself. There were a few troublemakers in my apartment complex – at least one couple I suspected of doing drugs – but there was nothing all that serious. There certainly wasn't anything I suspected I should be worried about.

Still, even knowing that, I felt uneasy walking from my car into my apartment. When I unlocked my apartment door, I slipped inside and locked it right behind me. 

Why was I letting this get to me? 

I laughed at myself as I dropped my purse on the kitchen table. I was being silly, that was all. No one was following me. No one was watching me. The creep outside of Elias' studio had just rattled me pretty good. But I told myself – more than once – that there was nothing for me to be all that concerned with. 

My phone buzzed, making my heart race as I just about jumped out of my skin. “Jesus Christ,” I said, then once I realized what it was, I laughed even harder. 

Picking it up, I saw that it was my mom calling. I rolled my eyes and considered not answering, weighing out all of the pros and cons. I was tired after working all day and didn't really feel like conversing with anybody – but she was my mom. 

“Hey mom,” I said, walking through my house. “What's up?” 

“How's work today, sweetie?” she asked. 

We talked for a while, about nothing in particular. It was more of just a check in with one another and gossip session. Typical fare for most of our phone calls. But I had to admit that it was good to hear her voice. It made me feel a bit reassured – and that everything I'd been fearing all day wasn't all that scary after all. 

“Your cousin is getting married in May and we've been invited to the wedding,” she told me. “It's in Florida though.” 

“I'm going to have to pass,” I said. 

“School should be out by then,” my mom asaid. It's not until late May.”  

“Yeah, it's not that.” 

I hated to admit to my mother that even though I had a nice, stable career, I still couldn't afford to travel to Florida on a whim like that. Unfortnately, there was no money in the budget for a trip to Florida. Not now. Probably not anytime soon. Not while I was still drawing a teacher's salary, at least. 

“Are you going?” I asked. 

“Probably not,” she said. “Your father says we can't afford it.” 

My dad was always the practical one in the family – my mom was the dreamer. I'd somehow gotten a mixture of both. It was why I'd studied art – even though I knew an art degree would lead me nowhere except teaching. Which incidentally, was why I'd also gotten a teaching degree – thus illustrating my mom's sense of whimsy mixed with my dad's more pragmatic side. 

“I'm sorry,” I said to her. “Maybe we can go in on a gift for them, get them something nice.” 

“Yeah, they'd like that,” she said. 

I was now in my bedroom, kicking off my shoes, when I noticed that my dad's old pocket watch sitting out on my dresser. I walked over, picked it up and turned it over in my hand, examining it closely. My mom was talking about gifts we could get the happy couple, but I was too busy trying to figure out how his pocket watch had gotten out of my jewelry box and out onto my dresser. 

And when I reached for the jewelry box to put it away, I froze. My pulse quickened and adrenaline began to pour through my body when I noticed things had been moved around inside of it. 

“Honey? You there?” my mom said. 

“Uhh yes, sorry,” I said, closing the jewelry box. “Sorry, Chester made a mess in my room while I was at work.” 

“How is the old guy?” mom asked. 

I scanned the room, looking for my large, cantankerous, fourteen year old cat – but he was nowhere to be found. My heart raced. If someone had entered my house and searched my things while I was away, what if they'd let my cat out? What if they'd done something worse to him? Something horrible?

Yes, my first thought went to my beloved feline – not my stuff. Stuff could be replaced, but Chester was my baby. There was only one of him.

“Umm, I have to go, mom,” I said. “Love you.” 

Hanging up the phone quickly, before she could speak again and I carried it with me as I searched my house. Nothing else seemed out of place, as far as I could tell. But there was no sign of Chester. 

“Here kitty kitty,” I called out. “Where are you, Chester, buddy?”

I ran into the kitchen and pulled out a can of wet food, praying that my fat boy would run in at the sound of the can opener. And like magic, as soon as I opened the can of foot, a big gray furball came running into the kitchen – after squeezing himself out from where he'd been hiding behind the bookcase. He rubbed against my ankles, happy to see me. 

Picking him up, I scratched his chin and mumbled, “Why were you hiding, Chester? You never hide.” 

Unless he was afraid. And Chester was only ever afraid when strangers came into our home. He always hid when I had friends over. 

The pocket watch. My scared cat. 

Knots formed in my stomach as I was hit with the reality of the situation. Someone had been in my apartment at some point that day. But who? And more importantly, why?

As I held my cat close to me, I couldn't shake the feeling that it had something to do with the man at the tattoo parlor earlier that day. Or that it had to do with Elias. 

ooo000ooo

“Elias? It's me, Paige.” 

I stared down at the pocket watch on my dresser. I suddenly felt incredibly silly for making that call ni the first place. It's possible that I could have been paranoid and overreacting. After all, it could have been Chester, messing with things on my dresser. He sometimes did that. It wouldn't be the first time I'd found something out of place because of my furry little klepto. 

“Everything okay?” he asked. 

“Uhh I'm not sure.” 

My voice was shaky and my knees were weak, so I sat down on my bed and tried to gather myself. I didn't want to come off sounding like a complete moron – although, it may have already been too late for that.

“Earlier, when you were asking me all those questions – about whether or not I'd ever seen that guy outside your studio before – was there a reason? Is there a reason I should be worried? I need you to be straight with me here, Elias.” 

“I told you – ” 

Before he could make another excuse, I blurted out. “There was someone in my apartment while I was at work today, Elias.” 

He was silent for a moment, then asked, “Are you sure?” 

“I'm pretty sure, yeah,” I said. “But it's possible that I'm being paranoid. I mean, I've been feeling on edge ever since you asked me about the creep earlier today. But I'm standing in my place, and stuff was moved around on my dresser, my cat was hiding – ” 

“Any sign of someone entering forcibly?” he asked. 

Duh. It was probably the first thing I should have looked for. I quickly glanced around the room and saw that my bedroom window was open. I often slept with it partially open and sometimes left it cracked for Chester. But it was more than just cracked now – it was completely open. And I knew that I hadn't left it like that. Not in a million years. 

“Yes!” I said, standing up. “Oh God, yes. My window is open. That's how they got in – should I call the cops?” 

What a stupid question. Of course I should call the cops. 

“Is there anything missing?” he asked. 

“Not that I'm aware of – nothing seemed to be missing,” I said. “Even my jewelry was still in place – just moved around a bit. It's like whoever was in my apartment wanted me to know they'd been here.” 

Elias sighed on the other end of the phone. “They were probably just checking you out. Trying to get inside your head a little,” he said. “Listen to me really carefully, you hear? Close that window and lock it tight. Lock your doors, don't leave anything open and unlocked while you're gone. Do you have a gun?” 

“What?” I scoffed. “Really? You think I have a gun – ” 

“Of course not,” he said. “You probably won't need it. Still, if you hear anything – anything at all – call the cops. But, you should be fine. Really.” 

“Should be fine?” I asked. “Yeah, that's real comforting, Elias. What are you talking about? Who are these people?” 

“Listen, I can't tell you any more, Paige,” he said. “And honestly, you'd be better off not even talking to me again. These people, they're only dangerous if you cross them and you're not going to cross them. You're not going to have anything to do with them or me. You hear me?” 

“I hear you, but I have no idea – ” 

“Good. Let's keep it that way, Paige. You know nothing. You lose my number and don't even look at me when I'm dropping Harley off at school, okay?” 

Nothing about this was making sense. And honestly, it was doing nothing but scaring the shit out of me. There was so much adrenaline coursing through my body that I was trembling and my head was so dizzy that I could feel a bitch of a headache coming on. 

“Okay, but are you safe?” I asked, squeezing my eyes shut and trying to keep myself under control. What about Harley?” 

“I'm going to figure it out, Paige,” he said, irritation and perhaps, even anger in his voice. “Don't you worry about it. My daughter will be safe, I'll make sure of that.” 

The line went dead. He'd hung up.

I stared at the phone in my hand, even more confused than ever before. As much as I wanted to forget about everything, I couldn't. It just wasn't that easy. 

Someone had been in my house while I was at work, and somehow, they were connected to Elias. That was all I knew. I had no proof they were connected to Elias, but I knew it down deep in my gut.

Maybe he was right though. Maybe I did need to forget he existed, if only to protect myself.

But it wasn't that easy. 




 


Chapter Nine

ELIAS

 

Cutting Paige off without any sort of explanation like that was rude. And doing it made me feel like an asshole. But it was for her own safety. The less she knew about any of what was going on, the better. The safer she'd be. The last thing she needed was to get caught up in my bullshit. Hell, it was the last thing I needed or wanted, but at least with Paige, I could help her stay clear of the whole mess.

“Jesus Christ, what have I gotten myself into now?” I said, cursing under my breath. 

Actually, it was more like, what had I gotten everyone else into this time. My past, while not perfect, was my past. And I wanted it to stay there. I'd worked hard to bury it and move forward from it. I wanted nothing more than to forget about Mav and the MC, to try and live a clean, legal life. 

A life with my daughter. A life where I could be an example for her. Somebody she could be proud of and look up to. Was being left alone to do that too much to fucking ask?

“Daddy, what's wrong?” Harley said, standing in the hallway. 

“Nothin' pumpkin,” I said. “You're supposed to be in bed. You okay?” 

“I'm thirsty,” she said, wiping her eyes. 

There was my whole world, standing in the hallway looking at me with sleep eyes. She was adorable in her My Little Pony nightgown, holding the stuffed T-Rex I bought for her when we'd visited the science center last year. So little, even for her age, and so fragile. As I looked at her, I feared what that life could do to her. I feared the bad things that could happen to her if I let myself get sucked back down that rabbit hole. 

 The last thing I needed was for her getting caught up in any of this and getting hurt because of it. I really had no idea what I'd do if she did. The only thing I knew for certain was that if my little Harley  got hurt because of the MC or anybody in it, I was going to lose my mind – and somebody was going to wind up hurt. At the very least. 

“I'll get you a drink of water, babygirl, but then it's back to bed, alright?” 

Harley nodded and gave me a small smile, obviously still caught in the grips of sleep. I stood up just as my phone rang again though. I declined the call before even seeing who it was from. My daughter was going to come first. She would always come first. In everything. 

After getting Harley some water, I let her drink it before putting her on my back and carrying her back down to her bedroom. I gently laid her down and pulled the sheets and blanket up to her chin, tucking her in good and tight. She stared up at me with eyes that were wide awake and curious about something. I could see the questions firing through her brain – though I had no idea what the questions were. 

“What is it, sweetheart?” I asked. 

“Why were you upset, daddy?” she asked me. 

“Daddy wasn't upset,” I said gently. “Just annoyed at my phone. You know I have bad luck with technology – ” 

She looked at me and the skepticism in her face was clear. Sometimes, my little girl was too smart for her own good. Precocious was one word to describe her, but with Harley it seemed to even go farther than that. Most people would probably say I was completely biased, but I didn't think so. Harley had an intelligence and a wisdom that most adults didn't seem to have. She could just cut through the bullshit and see things how they actually were.

“You sure, Daddy?”

“I'm positive,” I said. “But, thank you for being so worried about me.”

She was quiet for a few moments and I thought that would be the end of things, but then she surprised me when she asked a question I wasn't ready for.

“You didn't talk to mommy, did you?” 

Her words cut straight through me – right to the core. And seeing the expression on her face, the way she looked at me – with something like hope in her eyes – it just killed me. 

“No, sweetie, I haven't heard from mommy in awhile,” I said. “She's in the hospital, getting better.” 

Harley nodded, adjusting her T-Rex so it was covered up next to her. “If you do talk to her, tell her I love her.” 

My poor, aching heart – it felt like it might break right then and there. The way she handled it – handled herself – with such composure and assuredness, it was something uncommon in people. Let alone kids her age. 

“Of course I will, baby,” I said. “But don't ever worry – I know your mommy knows you love her, and she loves you too. Now go to sleep, you have school tomorrow.” 

Planting a small, soft kiss on her little forehead, I shut off the light – making sure to leave her Harley Quinn nightlight on for her – and closed the bedroom door most of the way. As soon as I was back in the living room, I checked my phone again and sighed. This time, it was Mav. At least it wasn't that asshole Jay again. I wasn't in the mood to deal with his half-assed threats and intimidation tactics. 

I didn't want to, but really had no other choice, so I called him back. 

“What the fuck man?” he asked me by way of a greeting. 

“Sorry, my daughter woke up, had to take care of her,” I muttered. I hated owing him an explanation at all. “What's up?” 

“We need to talk,” he said. 

“Then talk,” I shot back. “I'm listening.” 

“Not on the phone,” he said, sounding like he was explaining himself to a five year old. “We need to talk in person, Elias.” 

I glanced down the hallway at my daughter's room. There was no way they were coming here, and I wasn't about to leave my daughter alone. Not in a million fucking years. 

“I can't tonight, man,” I said. “You know I have my daughter – ” 

“I know,” he said, the tone in his voice saying he was very clearly annoyed. “But you need to work with us, man. We need you. So you need to work that shit out.” 

“I still don't know why I need to be involved in all of this,” I said. “It makes no sense. Listen man, I can give you the phone – ” 

“Because shit's changed and it's more than that, man,” he said. “Which is why we need to talk. In person.”

“Look, man,” I said. “It's late and I don't have – ”

Mav sighed dramatically, letting me hear loud and clear, just how pissed he was. “Fine. It can wait until tomorrow while your kid is at school,” he said. “But no bullshit, man. We need to have a face to face. No excuses.”

“Fine,” I said. “Name the time and place, I'll be there.” 

Shit changed? And now, he needed more than just a simple text from Amy's old phone? What in the hell was up with that? I suddenly had a very bad feeling about all of this and a knot in my stomach that was constricting tight. 

“Listen,” I said before hanging up. “I don't want to get dragged into any bullshit. I don't need it in my life and I certanly don't need it in my daughter's life. I'm done with the MC and that whole world, man. You let me go, Mav. I'm a father now and my daughter comes first.” 

“Yeah, I know,” Mav said. “You keep telling me that. But even you should know, you're never out of this life. Not completely.” 

The line went dead in my hand. He'd hung up. In his mind, he'd cut me some slack by giving me until tomorrow, but there was no pushing it with Mav. I could call him back, but I guarantee he wouldn't answer. He'd said his part and had put me on notice. Now, to hear the rest of what they were expecting me to do for them, I was going to have to meet him in person.

Honestly, I didn't like the sound of that one little bit – but what choice did I have? All I could do was to keep playing the game for now and try to find some way out of it all before I was done. I needed to find something, some piece of leverage I could use to get them out of my life once and for all. 

Until then though, what choice did I have but to play the gam by their rules?

ooo000ooo

“Good morning, Harley!” a familiar voice said the moment we stepped from my car and I cringed. 

“Good morning, Miss Cleary!” Harley said. “I didn't know it was your day to be on bus duty!” 

I smiled politely and tried to pretend that everything was normal, but Miss Cleary – Paige – wasn't having any of it. 

“Oh, Mrs. McPherson is out sick today, so they asked if I'd mind stepping in for her,” she said, standing – purposely, it seemed – in the way of the doors that led into the school. “And how are you this morning?” 

“I'm good,” Harley said. 

“And you?” she said, finally smiling back at me. 

“I'm good too,” I said, “Just running late for work, so if you don't mind – ” 

She put her hand up to stop me from walking by, her expression stern, serious. “If you don't mind, I really need to speak with you.” 

“I do mind, actually,” I said, giving her a weak smile as I ran a hand through my hair. “The whole work thing? I mean it, I'm late. I've got clients – ” 

“People get tattoos at seven thirty in the morning?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

“Some do, yes,” I said. “Now if you'll excuse me.” 

She finally – and reluctantly – stepped aside, but as we walked inside. But as we made our way down the corridor, I heard her voice calling to me.

“Well then, I guess I'll just have to catch you later,” she said. “And I will.”

 Her voice sounded a little annoyed – and perhaps, even a little scared. Not that I could blame her. She wanted answers. Hell, she deserved answers. But I didn't have them to give her. Why anyone would be going through her house was beyond me. It was disturbing, sure. But I didn't have any direct evidence saying it was the MC involved in that. For all I knew, it was some stupid kids in her building screwing with her. 

Deep down though, there was something in me telling me that I knew the real answer. Knew who was behind it. I just didn't know why. 

“Yeah, maybe,” I muttered to myself. 

I made sure to leave out the back door of the school, going out of my way to walk around the entire building just to avoid Paige's classroom just to get to my car. Truthfully, I didn't have to be at work until later. But the less time she spent with me, the better. It was safer for her that way. I knew she had questions, probably lots of them, but I couldn't give her the answers. Which was why it was probaby better to avoid her from now on. 

I didn't want to, but if I didn't show, there was going to be hell to pay. So, I drove over to the MC's clubhouse, even though it was way too fucking early for anyone to be up over there. Most of those assholes would be sleeping off last night's hangover and wouldn't be up for hours yet.

But I knew Mav would be up and waiting for me. I told him I'd be over as soon as I dropped my daughter off at school. He seemed fine with that. Or at least, as fine as he could be given that I'd made him wait for our face to face. 

I got out of the car and fought back the feeling of trepidation that was washing over me. But the feeling that something bad was going to happen persisted. Not that they were going to do something to me, but that they were going to ask me to do something unthinkable. Which meant that I'd have to say no and then they might do something to me. But I had my daughter to think about. My life wasn't my own anymore and they were going to have to deal with it.

Stepping into the old clubhouse brought back so many memories. Not all bad ones either. This was where I'd met Amy after all. She'd been hanging out with some other girls, drinking and flirting with the bikers. She was one of those types – a biker groupie who was looking to find herself an old man. Someone to take care of her, to spoil her, to treat her to a life of partying and drugs. In her eyes, that was the epitome of the good life. 

And at one time, that's the route I was taking too. At one time, our idea of the good life were pretty much in sync. Life was a big party and we were both enjoying the hell out of it.

The difference between us though – well, one of many as it turned out – was that I grew the fuck up once Harley was born. She never did. Even with a little girl, Amy wanted to keep living the party life. Wanted to keep drinking, doing drugs, and pissing her life away. 

I supposed that was what I got for dating someone I'd met at a biker club. Somebody with as many red flags as Amy had waving above her head. 

When I walked in, the bar was mostly empty. The only people I saw were a guy who was passed out on one of the tables and a girl who was passed out on the floor next to him – missing her top, of course. Her breasts were exposed for the world to see as if she couldn't care less who saw them. Probably didn't. Yeah, I'd run with a real classy bunch back in the day. 

I walked through the bar and saw no sign of Mav – which irritated me. He'd been so insistent about meeting that the fact he wasn't there waiting grated on me. I had half a mind to turn around and leave, but figured there was one more place I needed to check.

I stepped out back and saw someone working in the shop. From where I was, it looked to be Jay, but I heard Mav's voice coming from the building as well, so I knew they were both out there. The knot in my stomach tightened and I had to force myself to walk across the yard to the shop where they were.  

“Nah, I didn't see shit – ” Jay said, stopping when I walked up. “Oh hey, look who decided to drop by. Didn't think you could let yourself be seen here with us biker types though – ” 

“I invited him,” Mav said. 

“He comin' back to the club?” Jay asked, raising an eyebrow at Mav. 

Before Mav could answer, I said, “No way in hell.” 

“Good,” Jay snapped. “We don't need anybody who can't be loyal to the MC anyway.”

Jay went back to work on his bike without another word as Mav motioned for me to follow him back into the bar. I just shook my head and rolled my eyes before turning and following him back across the yard. 

“So what's going on?” I asked, as Mav sat down with a beer for us both.

I looked at the bottle – it was way too early in the morning for beer. Or at least, it was way too early for me now. Once upon a time, it wouldn't have even crossed my mind to have a beer after rolling out of bed. But, things hand changed. I'd changed. 

“You know the plan we had? Well it's shot,” Mav said, taking a long pull from his bottle. “It all went to sideways in a hurry. I guess Amy reached out to Carl somehow and he knows she doesn't use that phone of hers you got anymore. Knows that's not her number.” 

Relieved, I shrugged it off. “That sucks,” I said. “Sorry to hear that, man.” 

That was a lie. I was happy the plan had fallen through since it let me off the hook. My part in their little melodrama was over since I couldn't help them with anything after all. 

“That's exactly why we needed to talk, man,” Mav said, scratching his beard. “We still need to get rid of Carl, by any means necessary. He's a huge problem and he's only getting worse. I know that he's not going to work with us, but you, on the other hand – ” 

“No,” I said before he even finished his sentence. “I can't have anything to do with someone like that. I'm on the verge of a custody dispute with my Amy's parents about my daughter. If I'm even suspected of handling drugs, let alone arrested for it, I'm going to lose, man. And if I lose, my daughter will be taken away from me. I can't have that. I won't.” 

Mav looked at me and I knew him well enough to know that he was simmering with anger. He'd always done a good job of stuffing it down and not melting down on people, but below the surface, he was a raging inferno. Mav's anger was a quiet anger – which, in my mind, made it all the more volatile and dangerous. 

“What if I told you that your daughter will be taken away if you don't help us?” he asked.  

“Are you threatening me?” 

My mouth went dry and my blood pressure went through the roof. I wanted to reach out and choke the fucking life out of him for dropping a veiled threat like that on me. But I managed to rein myself in – just barely. 

Mav shrugged. “It's not a threat, man. But let's just say – Amy's parents might have a stake in all this too. They want Carl out of their daughter's life, once and for all, because they blame her for the relapse. And they're afraid once she gets out, she'll run straight back to him. So if we can get rid of him, maybe there's some wiggle room to negotiate custody terms for your kid too.” 

“Amy's parents are in on this?” I asked. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

Suddenly, I just wanted to get the hell out of there. Pack Harley up and get as far away as humanly possible. Because nothing involving Amy's parents would ever work out in my favor. They had money, they had the right people in their back pocket, and now even Mav was working for them. I couldn't escape them. They were like a goddamn octopus with all of those tendrils wrapping me up tight.

I couldn't move. I couldn't breathe. A dark rage bubbled up within me and I wanted to destroy something. Or somebody. 

Mav shrugged. “They're not really in on this whole deal,” he said. “But let's just say, we all have a shared interest in taking out the trash.” 

I wanted to beat Mav to a bloody pulp and knew that in my current state, I could do just that. I'd never been one to back down from a fight and I was as tough as they came. If I'd wanted to, I could have killed Mav with my bare hands then and there.

But Harley's face flashed through my mind and I had to throttle myself back. I needed to maintain my cool. My composure. Killing a piece of shit like Mav would earn me the same time in prison as killing a banker. I couldn't kill anybody. I needed to maintain myself for Harley's sake. 

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and did my best to clear my head. 

“I can't help you,” I finally said. “I really can't, Mav. I left the MC for a reason. And that reason is my little girl. And if I do something like you're suggesting, it's going to jam me up like a motherfucker. You have to understand where I'm coming from, man.” 

“I do understand,” he said. “And that's why I know you'll do it. You don't really have a choice, Elias. Not if you want to keep your little girl. And helping us is the only way that's gonna happen.” 

 




 


Chapter Ten

 

Later that afternoon, I had so much on my mind that I wasn't even thinking about Paige when I went to pick up Harley. Lost in my own head, I walked by her classroom and Paige's voice called to me, stopping me in my tracks.

“Elias!” she called. “Can we talk?” 

I sighed and walked back, standing in her doorway. She looked at me with an expression of irritation, but I could also see the fear in her eyes. But, I couldn't help her. I coudn't involve her in any of this shit. Especially now, with everything going to hell. I had a bad feeling that things were going to get dangerous and I didn't want her caught in the middle of all that. 

“I need to pick up my daughter,” I said, wanting to be out of there quickly and turning to leave. 

“The last bell doesn't ring for twenty minutes, and it's another ten or fifteen after that until they're ready to be picked up. You have time,” she said, chasing after me. “And we need to talk.” 

She grabbed hold of my arm, looking up at me with an overly pleasant smile on her face. 

“I don't want to bother you with it because I know you have so much going on already,” she said. “But I'm seriously freaked out and you seem to know what's going on. Or at least have some sort of idea – ” 

“Listen, I really do have a lot going on right now, Paige,” I said. “And I really can't talk about it.” 

Her eyes softened and her expression fell. She looked scared and I couldn't help but feel bad for how I was treating her. For what I was putting her through. She was such a sweet woman who had no idea what kind of trouble I could bring her way. She reached out and stroked my arm gently, still gazing into my eyes, searching for some sort of reassurance. She was asking me to tell her that things were going to be okay – but I couldn't in all honesty do that because I didn't know what was going to happen. Especially if she got involved. 

“I understand, but can I just have a moment of your time?” she asked. “Please?”

I wanted to say no. Wanted to turn and walk away. But I could see that she needed – something. I didn't know if I could give it to her, but I felt like I owed her at least something. A minute of my time if nothing else.

“Fine,” I said, as I let her drag me back to her classroom. She shut the door behind us, and we were alone. 

“My last art class ends at two so the kids can go back and get ready to leave for the day,” she said, pacing the room instead of sitting down. 

There was paint all over her desk, as if she'd been working on something. But the canvas on her desk was mostly blank – which made me curious.

“Painting something?” 

She nodded, biting her lip. She looked genuinely frightened and I didn't know what to say to ease her mind. 

“Thought it might distract me. Help me to stop thinking about last night,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “But I can't focus long enough to get anything on the canvas. I can't stop thinking about the fact that there was someone in my house.” 

Without thinking, I pulled her close to me and hugged her, comforting her because I'd never intended to cause anyone this amount of pain or fear. Especially Paige. She just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time and of course, the MC probably checked her out. They probably wanted to see if she could be used against me. Because that's what they did. That's how they operated. 

She let me hold her, though her body was stiff. After a few moments, Paige wiped her eyes and looked up at me with a sheepish grin on her face.

“Thanks, I'm sorry, I don't mean to be so emotional right now,” she said. “It's just – I've never been so scared, you know?” 

“I know,” I said. “And I'm sorry you feel that way.” 

I'm sorry I made you feel that way. 

Her breath was warm against my cheek and I had to admit, I liked holding her close to me. It felt nice. It had been so long since I'd held a woman in my arms and I realized for the first time that I missed it. I hadn't held anybody ever since Amy left. And honestly, it was because I couldn't bring myself to introduce another woman into my life, into my child's life. It didn't seem fair to either of us.

But I found myself feeling fiercely protective of Paige for some reason, and I didn't know why. Maybe it was because she seemed to care so much for my daughter and tried to do right by her. It was so rare to see that in a world where I felt like I was the only one who cared for Harley. I mean truly cared. Her grandparents – Amy's folks – claimed to care, but they wanted custody for their own reasons. Not because they truly cared. I could see that a mile off. 

But Paige went above and beyond. Regularly. Even if we didn't agree on everything, she actually put effort into getting to know Harley, and that meant a lot to me. 

But it was more than that. 

Much more. 

“Uhh, I should probably – ” she started to say, but without letting myself even think about it, I leaned down and kissed her. 

And after a brief moment of hesitation – probably shock – she kissed me back. 

Holding her face in my hands, I gently kissed her, our tongues dancing and swirling together in my mouth. She was hesitant and almost seemed afraid to touch me, but when she did, she slowly worked at my shirt as if she wanted to remove it from body. 

I knew I wanted to do the same to her, but not there. Not in her classroom. Or at least not in that exact moment. The bell rang, and we both flinched, pulling ourselves apart from each other. We were silent and at each other – her with eyes I was sure were as wide as my own. 

“I'm sorry, I - I don't know what got into me – ” she started to argue, but I kissed her again to shut her up. 

“Doesn't matter,” I said when I pulled back a moment later. “But I liked it.” 

“I - I liked it too,” she whispered, giving me a devious smile. 

“And I'd still be kissing you if the bell hadn't gone off,” I said. “But, I need to pick up my daughter.” 

“Oh yeah, I understand,” she said, her face bright red. “I'm sorry.”

I shook my head. “Nothing for you to be sorry about. At all.”

The corridor outside her classroom was already filling with kids, their voices loud and excited as the rushed through the hallways to freedom. There was no window on the door, so no one could see inside, but it still felt incredibly weird to be making out with her inside of the classroom with kids filling the hallway. 

Weird, but also a little bit hot, I had to admit. And judging by the way she looked at me, I could tell she was thinking the same thing. As much as I didn't want to do it, I knew I had to cut things off right there or risk us being caught. I'd already potentially gotten her into the middle of my shit, the last thing she needed was to lose her job because she got busted making out with me in her classroom too. 

“Well, I better get going,” I said, clearing my throat as I stepped away and walked toward the door. “But umm, I'll see you around most likely.” 

“Yeah, see you around,” she said softly. “And listen, Elias? Don't be a stranger, okay? Seriously.” 

Easier said than done. I may have messed up and kissed her, but the last thing I needed was to continue allowing myself to get close to her. With all the shit going down already, that was the last place she needed for me to be. And that was the last thing I needed. 

Even though it was what I wanted. 

 

 




 


Chapter Eleven

PAIGE

 

My lips tingled from where his had touched mine. I didn't even know what happened or how – we'd just ended up together, kissing each other. And truth be told, it had felt nice. Really nice. I stood there, staring at the door after he'd gone and felt terrible. I knew that he'd insisted we not see each other and it made me sad. 

And scared. After all, we'd never gotten a chance to talk about what was going on. I was never able to get the answers to the questions swirling around in my head. And as I thought about it, I began to wonder if maybe that had been his intention with the kiss all along. To distract me and keep me from asking those questions. 

Even still – it had felt nice. Really nice.  

I turned to clean up my desk when I heard a soft knock on the door. For a second, I was hopeful it was Elias coming back to talk to me. Or even better, to ask to get together with him later. 

But no, it was our principal. I groaned inwardly when I saw him standing in the doorway. 

“Miss Cleary, can we chat for a moment? 

“Yes, Principle Fisher?” I asked, doing my best to hide my disappointment that it wasn't Elias. “What can I help you with? 

My nerves got the best of me and my pulse raced. My nerves never failed to go haywire whenever the administration was involved. Being a new, fairly young teacher in such a prestigious district meant we were watched constantly – and we were critiqued nonstop. I felt like my job was always on the line because there were any number of other graduates out there who'd be happy to take my job. 

I knew that I had gotten lucky when I applied for the position in the first place. Well, not so much lucky since my father knew someone on the school board. Somebody he'd worked with a long, long ago and they'd remained in contact. It was an important resource that had worked in my favor. 

“Please, call me Chad,” he said, closing the door behind him. 

Chad Fisher was an attractive man, a little older than myself. Okay, maybe more than a little, but he didn't look all that much older, honestly. His slightly graying hair was a nice touch to an otherwise young face. It made him look a little more distinguished. He was very well put together, always wearing designer suits or nice slacks. He represented the school and the parents had high expectations of the man in charge. And honestly, he looked the part. 

He looked like an All American school principal, straight out of central casting – right down to his charming smile and bright, blue eyes. 

“May I have a seat?” he asked. 

“Oh yes, of course,” I said, pulling out the only adult-sized seat in the room aside from my desk chair. “It's a very pleasant surprise to have you stop by.” 

“I'm glad you feel that way, Miss Cleary, I – ” 

“Please, call me Paige,” I said. “I mean, if I'm calling you Chad, it only seems fair.” 

“Of course, Paige,” he said, a dimple in his left cheek appearing when he smiled. “I just wanted to stop by and let you know that I've personally been watching you and how you conduct yourself. And I have to say that I'm impressed with your work ethic and dedication to your kids. I hear nothing but good things about you from them. The kids absolutely love you.” 

“Thank you,” I said, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks. “I love my job and the kids make it so well worth it.” 

“I can see that,” he said. 

He looked at me as he spoke and his smile faltered a bit which sent a jolt of fear through my heart. He hadn't come here to simply compliment me after all. Which meant – what exactly? Was he going to fire me? Had somebody complained about me?

“What? What is it?” I asked, my anxiety racing. 

“Well, I don't even want to bring it up, but I feel like I have to,” he said. “It's been brought to my attention that you've been spending time with a parent – Elias Jones, I believe?” 

I was taken aback, not knowing where this was all coming from. “Spending time with him? Not really. Not unless you consider our meetings to discuss his daughter, Harley,” I said, feeling totally flabbergasted. “But aside from that – no, I haven't ever spent time with him outside of the school.” 

“Good,” he said, nodding his head. “I figured it was something like that, but there were a few rumors making the rounds, so I thought it best to nip them in the bud right then and there,” he said. “But I have to be honest – there are some of the other parents who are also worried about Harley Jones. Frankly, as am I. So tell me, what is your take on the girl?” 

“My take?” I asked. “I'm not sure what you mean?” 

He sighed. “What I'm asking is, does she seem to fit in here?” he asked, obviously fishing for the answer he wanted – or rather, the answer some of the snobs wanted. “Or does she seem to struggle with things? Since most of her peers here come from a – different background – we've been worried about how Harley is acclimating here. Not to mention our concern about her influence over some of the other children.” 

“Harley Jones is an impeccable student,” I said, feeling more than a little defensive all of the sudden. “She's bright, very sweet, and honestly, pretty popular too. Her classmates seem to adore her.” 

“Then may I ask why you and Mr. Jones were meeting just a few minutes ago? Was there a problem?” he asked, steeping his fingers in front of his face as he spoke. “Because a few concerns have been brought to my attention, and I just want to make sure I have all the facts.” 

“All the facts about what?” 

“About Harley and whether or not she's a good fit for our school,” he said. 

I opened my mouth to speak, but the words didn't come out at first. I racked my brain but couldn't find the words to adequately express my horror at what he was saying – at the bigoted attitude I was witnessing.

“But Mr. Jones pays the tuition,” I said. “She was accepted to this school and there are no behavioral issues that would warrant such a question.” 

“She was accepted via a scholarship,” he said. “A scholarship for lower-income students. And every year, we have to reevaluate whether or not these scholarships are being put to good use. Whether the recipient is truly benefiting from being in our school.” 

“And you think Harley Jones' isn't?”  I asked, feeling my blood pressure start to rise. “And can you tell me why you'd even think that?”

“I'm merely asking the question, Paige. I'm just doing my job,” he said. “And part of my job is looking into some claims that perhaps her presence here might be causing problems for other students. That's all.”

“I can assure you that those claims are absolutely without merit, Chad,” I said. 

“Okay, then” he said. “Again, I ask, what was the meeting with Mr. Jones about? What did the two of you discuss?” 

I knew if I told him the truth – that I'd been concerned about her drawings in my class – it would have just been more fodder he used against the girl. And Harley was a good kid. A really god kid. And she deserved to be in that school as much as anyone else did – more than many, actually, if effort were the measure we judged by. 

 She might need some help to handle things going on in her life, but to turn my back on her and to send her to another school – a school that had even fewer resources than we had – seemed to be giving up on her. Tossing her aside. Telling her she didn't matter because she was on scholarship and wasn't born with a silver spoon in her mouth. 

So I lied. Or at least, shaded the truth a little bit. 

“She's a very talented artist,” I said. “Especially given her age. And I met with Mr. Jones because I wanted to talk to him about encouraging her skills. Honing and shaping them. We have had a couple of discussions about how to further her talent, that's all.” 

“Do you regularly meet with parents of talented students?” he asked, his gaze narrowing. 

I could tell that he didn't fully believe me – or perhaps he just didn't want to believe it. Perhaps he was of the same mindset as the other snobs at the school – more concerned with image than with substance or the heart of a student. 

“No, not really,” I said. 

“Then why Harley?” he asked. “Is she having trouble keeping up? Is that why you think she needs to extra attention – ” 

“No, not at all,” I said. “Harley is different. She's special. He talents are unique and she's incredibly gifted, very advanced for her age. And I saw something in her that I think needs to be developed even more. Something I wanted to bring her father's attention to so he can work on it with her outside of the classroom. Is there something wrong with that?” 

“No, not at all,” he stammered, clearing his throat. “May I see some of her work? I'd love to display it for the other parents to see if it's that good.” 

“Of course,” I said, wheeling my desk chair around to my filing cabinet. 

I opened the drawer and pulled out some of Harley's work – all of it a little too dark to show off to the principal of the school. Instead, I stealthily reached into my own pile – my samples that I made for the students – and found my rainbow painting. 

It was a simple piece. Just a quick rainbow with a pot of gold at the end of it, nothing too special for an adult. But the lines and the colors were more advanced than a typical first grader would normally pick up on. 

I held it out to Principal Fisher and he took hold of it, scrutinizing it carefully. 

“Harley Jones painted this?” he asked. 

“She did,” I said. “Right here in my classroom.” 

I felt terrible for lying. Harley was talented, that much was very true. But her art was a little too dark for someone her age. And considering the circumstances, I didn't need to give the school anymore reason to pull Harley's scholarship. 

“You're right. She is talented,” he said, keeping hold of the painting. “If you don't mind, I think I'm going to feature this at the open house next week.” 

“Okay,” I said brightly, feeling terrible for my lie. 

“I'm sure Harley will be so pleased to see her name besides her work, displayed for all to see,” he said. 

He was watching me closely, as if hoping to catch me in a lie. But I smiled, placing my hands in my lap and didn't walk into the obvious trap he was clumsily trying to set. 

“I think that's a fantastic idea.” I said. “I'm sure she'll be very proud. As will her father.”

Deep down, I felt like an asshole. But what choice did I have? If I didn't stand up for Harley, they were going to cast her aside – Chad was simply looking for an excuse to do just that. And there was no way in hell I was going to give that to him. 

But I knew there was going to be another conversation with Elias in the very near future. This time though, it was going to be me giving him a heads up that the school was looking closely at Harley – and likely him as well. That they were looking for any excuse at all to yank her scholarship. 

The last thing he needed was for his daughter to be removed from her school – the school she'd been going to for her entire life. The school where all of her friends were and where she'd carved out a comfortable little niche for herself.

 




 


Chapter Twelve

ELIAS

 

That night, after Harley was tucked away in bed, I finally had a moment to stop and think. And to freak out about everything that was happening. I paced the living room, my heart going a million miles a minute – which was barely keeping pace with my mind.

Maybe I really should consider packing up and leave everything behind. Just get the fuck out of there and start somewhere fresh. Maybe we could run away, go overseas. England. Spain. Germany – I bet there was a lot of work to be had for tattoo artists in Germany. Fuck if I knew where. But somewhere. Anywhere.

Pacing the living room of my apartment, it really hit me how much trouble we could be in if we stayed there and did nothing. 

I'd run far away – to another country, another planet if needed – before I ever let Amy's parents take Harley away from me. Knowing what I did about them, about how terribly they'd fucked Amy up, I wasn't about them anywhere near Harley. And I sure as hell wasn't about to let Amy's dad near my daughter without supervision. Without my supervision. He'd completely fucked his daughter up and there was no way in hell I was going to let him fuck Harley up too. 

Which was a certainty if she were exposed to that toxic as hell environment.

As I paced the room, I found it hard to resist the siren call of alcohol. Or worse. Back in the day, it had been my coping mechanism. It had been my escape. My way of escaping the reality of my life. At least for a while. Eventually, the buzz had worn off and I was still stuck in the same pile of shit I had been before I got drunk or stoned – but at least, for a while, I'd been able escape it.

But that was the difference between my life then and my life now. I was no longer looking to escape reality. I was taking it head on and dealing with it. I hadn't had a sip of beer or liquor – or anything else, for that matter – since Amy had gone away. 

Knowing how easy it was for me to fall down the rabbit hole of substance abuse, I stayed clean for Harley. It was hard as hell – and sometimes, like right that moment, when it was harder than others – but I managed it. For her. I was all she had left in this world, the only person to put her first. The only person who loved her like she should be loved. 

And now my past was coming back to haunt me, threatening everything I'd built with her. Threatening to tear everything down. 

There was an unexpected knock on my door that made me jump out of my skin. 

“Holy fuck,” I muttered to myself, glancing at the clock.

It was a little after eight in the evening, but it felt later. Still, no one ever stopped by my place, which made me worry – and not without good reason, given everything that was happening. With my pulse racing, I looked over at the gun safe and considered grabbing one just in case it came to that. 

But then a voice called from the other side of the door, stopping me in my tracks. I looked at the door, considered who was on the other side of it and felt a rush of paranoia.

“Elias? It's me, Paige – ” she called softly. “We need to talk.” 

With a heavy sigh and more than a little trepidation, I opened the door. I quickly glanced behind her to make sure she was alone and not being forced to stand there. I felt a small wave of relief seeing that she was alone. I stared at her but didn't invite her inside. Instead, I stood in the doorway and looked at her for a long moment without saying anything. Her face was a mixture of annoyance and concern, but she seemed content to wait me out, to wait for me invite her in.

“What are you doing here?” I finally asked. 

“I'm sorry for dropping by like this,” she said. “You weren't answering your phone and – ” 

“My phone is on silent,” I explained. “I don't take calls while I'm with my daughter usually.”

It was a new rule. One I instituted ever since this shit with Mav started. He was already stirring up enough shit in my life, so I just wanted some alone, quiet time with my girl to focus on her and only her. But as I looked at Paige, another thought occurred to me.

“How did you know – ” 

“Where you live? Your name is in our database at the school,” she said, biting her lip. “Along with your address. I'm sorry I invaded your privacy like this, but I needed to talk to you and was I desperate, okay? It's about Harley.” 

As soon as she mentioned my daughter's name – in a nearly panicked tone – I opened the door wider and invited her inside. She stepped inside my apartment and looked around, obvious surprise coloring her features. 

“Not what you expected for someone who attends your prestigious school?” I asked, taking her astonishment for judgment.  

“No, it's not that,” she said. “It's actually – nice.” 

I shrugged. “What can I say? I make a decent living,” I said. “Not exactly what you expected from a tattoo artist, huh?” 

“Honestly? Not really,” she said, looking away from my gaze. “I mean, not that I was judging – ” 

“You were judging me,” I said with a laugh. “It's okay. A lot of people do. Especially at that school. I've got thick skin. It doesn't bother me all that much anymore.” 

Her face turned pink, and I suddenly felt bad for making her feel bad. 

“Listen, I don't make a lot of money, but I do okay,” I said. “I do the best I can, anyway.” 

“I can see that,” she said, meeting my gaze for the first time. “Which is why I'm here to talk to you about Harley.” 

She sat down on the loveseat, I took the couch and leaned forward, clasping my hands in front of me. 

“Okay,” I said. “So, talk.” 

“Principal Fisher stopped by my room today and wanted to talk about Harley,” she said with a sigh. “I guess some of the other parents are concerned about her, thinking maybe the school isn't a good fit for her – ” 

“You mean they're concerned about me,” I corrected her, rolling my eyes.

Self-righteous pricks. I figured it was most likely the dads who were raising a stink. They were probably jealous that I made their wives think dirty, dirty thoughts. That wasn't ego or cockiness talking, either. I'd seen the way they looked at me. Had even had a few of them offer to take me for a ride to a local hotel in their nice luxury cars. I knew some of those women were into me and that it probably made their husbands insanely jealous – not to mention, more than a little insecure. 

“That's not what he said,” she said. “He actually said – ” 

“I don't give a fuck what he says,” I said. “I know what he means. When they see me, they see nothing more than a lower class person. One step up from a bum on the street – a small step, mind you. They look down their noses at me and think I'm not deserving of being on their sacred school grounds. Everyone there thinks lesser of me. I've known it from day one, but I don't give a fuck. My daughter's education is the most important thing to me, so they can all just fuck off.” 

“I don't,” she said, her eyes softening. “I don't think of you that way.”

“You did,” I said. “And sometimes times, I swear you still do.”

“Maybe a little?” she said softly. “But not for the reasons you think. Believe it or not, I don't come from money either. Honestly, I barely make enough to get by. No, the reason I judged you at all is silly and ridiculous – ” 

“If not about the money, then what is it?” I asked, genuinely curious. “The way I look? The way I dress?” 

“No, it's just – well, as an artist, as somebody who spent a lot of years studying art, I thought lesser of your art form,” she said. “I admit, it was snooty as hell. And that was before I saw your work. It's stunning, Elias. Incredible. You're a very talented artist. That's when I realized art can come in any number of mediums – it doesn't have to be confined to a canvas. You opened my eyes to that.” 

I leaned back in my seat and stared at her, practically in shock. I knew she viewed my work as a lesser form of art. Knew she looked down on it. Or at least, had. So, to hear her admit that she'd been wrong and was actually very complimentary of my work – it actually meant a lot to me.

“Thank you,” I said quietly. “And now I feel bad because I haven't seen any of your actual work.” 

“It's nothing special,” she said, shrugging it off. “I'm not as good as I thought I was back in high school. I'm a better teacher than an artist.” 

“Well you are a good teacher,” I said. “But I don't doubt your artistic abilities aren't just as good.” 

“Nah, I don't – ” she started. “Well, if you would like to see it sometime...” 

“I'd love to check out your work,” I said. “Who knows, maybe you'll inspire me? I wouldn't doubt it. You are after all, a trained artist.” 

She blushed and stared down at her hands. “Come by after you drop Harley off sometime this week,” I said. “And I'll show you some of my work.” 

I knew I should stay away from her. I didn't want to put her in any sort of danger. And for a second, I considered making an excuse to avoid going by her classroom. But I could tell by the look on her face that me simply asking to see her work made her feel good. I got the impression that not many people had. And I couldn't take that away from her. 

“Sounds good,” I said with a smile. 

“Oh, drats,” she said, and I tried not to laugh at her using the word “drats”. “We need to be careful though. Principal Fisher is looking for any reason to think Harley is struggling in school as a reason to revoke her scholarship. And he mentioned that somebody said we'd been talking a lot, taking that as proof that she was having trouble.” 

“He did?” 

“Yeah,” she said, rolling her eyes. “But I told him we only talked about how talented Harley is, and that I only had good things to say about her. He's apparently on a witch hunt, so we need to be careful.” 

We need to be careful. The story of my life these days. 

“They can't kick her out,” I said. “Can they?” 

She shrugged. “He said it had more to do with her scholarship,” she replied. “I guess they reassess those every year? I had no idea honestly. But I got the impression that if she weren't doing well in school, they could revoke it and you'd have to come up with the full tuition on your own if you wanted to keep her there.” 

Placing my face in my hands, I sighed and cursed under my breath. Yes, Harley was on a scholarship to pay her dues at the fancy, private school. Our local school wasn't very good or safe, and I doubted the quality of education she'd get there. The classroom sizes were way too big, the teachers were overworked and being pulled in a million different directions. 

It wasn't their fault, it was just how things were. And I wanted better for my girl. I wanted her to have options I never had. I wanted her to have a good, quality education – something that could help open doors for her.

So when I'd filled out the scholarship application, I didn't have high hopes, but thought it was worth a shot. Amy's mom had connections and yes, I'd utilized those connections to help make sure my daughter had a shot at getting the education I wanted for her. Now, of course, I had to wonder if Amy's parents weren't also the reason they would reassess my daughter and possibly revoke the scholarship. They knew I wouldn't be able to afford her tuition – but they could. 

I was competely consumed by my thoughts and worries, and it was only when I felt a presence next to me that I looked up to find Paige sitting beside me, a sad look in her eyes. 

“I'll do anything in my power to help you, Elias,” she said. “Because I don't think it's right. Harley has every right to be in this school, she's a bright, talented little girl. She works harder than half the spoiled little brats that go there. And I'll work with Principal Fisher, doing everything I can to make sure she keeps her scholarship in place.” 

“Thank you,” I said.

I yearned to reach out and to touch her, to kiss her again. To show her how much her concern meant to me. But I knew that was just asking for trouble. Knew that was opening a door neither one of us should walk through. Not with everything going on and the potential for things to get real bad, real quick.

“That means a lot,” I said softly. “I appreciate it.”

“I adore Harley,” she said. “I mean, I know I was concerned by some of her artwork initially, but at the same time, I can see that you're raising her right. That you're raising an incredible little girl. And doing it on your own, which makes it all the more impressive. And I believe she deserves a good education. And you – well, you're a good father, Elias. One of the best I've met at that school, quite honestly.” 

She leaned forward, and for a second, I thought she was going to kiss me. But instead, she wiped something off my cheek with her fingertip.

“Sorry, you had an eyelash – ” 

I took her hand in mine and held it, staring deep into her eyes. 

“Elias – ” she started to say, but then she leaned forward just as I leaned closer.

I felt her warm breath on my cheek again, and it felt just as good as it had earlier. Closing my eyes, I pressed my lips to hers. 

“I don't know if we – ” she said, pulling away from the kiss. 

“Yeah, you're probably right,” I said, pulling away and feeling sheepish about kissing her, yet again. 

“I mean, I want to – ” 

And when she looked up at me, I saw it in her eyes clear as day. She wanted me. She wanted this. But she was scared. Scared I would push her away again. Pulling back and making me take that step to bridge the divide was her way of making sure I was into it. 

“I want to too,” I said softly. 

“Really?” she asked, biting her lip as she stared up at me. “I mean, you just seem so – and well, I seem so – I mean, I don't seem like your type.” 

Laughing softly, I shook my head and was forced to admit that she was right. She was a little too uptight, a little too sweet. Normally not the kind of girl I fell for. No one – and I mean no one – I'd ever dated before was as clean-cut and goody-goody as she was. I didn't usually pursue the girl-next-door types – I usually chased the bad girls.

But, there was something about Paige that appealed to me. Maybe I'd grown up and had learned from experience that the girls I used to date – girls like Amy – weren't good for me. They were actually everything I didn't need in my life. And I knew they wouldn't be good for Harley. 

What I did need? Stability. Someone sane enough to deal with my crazy life and keep me on the straight and narrow. 

Someone like Paige. 

Except, of course – my life was currently a shitshow and that was the last thing she needed. Hell, she didn't even know what she'd be getting herself into by getting together with me. 

Still, I couldn't resist reaching out to her, stroking the soft skin of her cheek and looking deep into her eyes. 

“You're beautiful, smart, artistic,” I said. “What's not to like about you?” 

My praise seemed to embolden her, and she reached over and without a word, pulled my t-shirt off over my head. With a naughty littlel grin, she ran her fingernails down my chest and abs, tracing the outline of the anchor tattoo on my chest with her fingers. 

“And here, I thought I wasn't your type,” I teased. 

“You're not,” she said, giving me a cheeky grin. “But you're sexy as hell, so I think I can let that slide.” 

“You're pretty sexy yourself,” I said, feeling myself growing hard just looking at her. 

To imagine bending her over and having my way with her was tempting. So fucking tempting. But I wasn't good for her. I would be inviting a whole host of shit into her life if I did what I really wanted to do in that moment. It would be better for the both of us if I pulled back. I had to resist. I had to – 

She kissed me, climbing onto my lap and straddling me as she did so. With her hands in my hair and her body pressed tightly to mine, there was no way I could fight back. And I realized in that moment, as I squeezed her ass with my hands that I didn't want to. I was already too far gone. 

She pulled her shirt off, exposing a pair of perky breasts that were just the right size for my hands. Her smile grew sultry and she ground herself against my ever hardening cock. And in that moment, I knew that I was a goner. 

“Is Harley asleep?” she asked, nibbling my ear. 

“She's out cold,” I whispered. “In the room down the hall.” 

“So we have to be quiet, huh?” 

I glanced down at the hallway, and I knew I could use my daughter as an excuse if I wanted to stop what was happening. She was literally right there and her door was open a bit. I knew she could come out at any moment, wanting a drink of water, or having had a bad dream, or any other host of reasons. If I wanted to stop what we were doing – and my rational mind told me that I absolutely should – I had an easy out.

But it wasn't my rational mind that was in charge at that moment. 

“I don't think we should – ” 

I started to turn her away, but she pressed her body down on my cock and the sensation was too much for me to continue with that particular train of thought. Instead, I finished the sentence much differently than I'd intended.

“I don't think we should do anything in here,” I said. “Let's go to my bedroom.” 

Paige nodded, hopping off of me and taking my hand. She was obviously very eager, and I couldn't say no. Well, I could, but my stupid man brain made it impossible to resist a sexy woman like Paige who was literally dragging me to bed with her. I was a warm blooded man with needs and desires, after all. And watching the way Paige's ass fit in those jeans of hers – she ticked off quite a few of my needs, that was for sure. 

“Are you sure about this?” I asked her. “I mean, are you sure you want to get caught up with me? You've seen the trouble I bring along for the ride. Or at least, you got a little taste of it. So, are you – ” 

She kissed me again, pushing me into my bedroom and shutting me up in an instant. 

“Does this look like a woman who has doubts?” she asked, dropping her pants as she kicked the door closed. 

“No, but – ” 

I wanted to tell her it was more complicated than all that. Way more complicated than she was probably thining. I wanted to tell her that I was caught up in some heavy shit and I was afraid that if she hooked up with me, she was inviting the blowback onto her as well. But I could tell there was no way to change her mind – and honestly, I didn't want to. In that moment, all I wanted was her.

I dropped my pants and pushed her down on my bed, kissing her lips, then her neck and collarbone. She gasped as I moved lower down onto her, stopping to suck on her nipple. Her body arched upward as she gasped, then she laughed as if surprised by her own sounds. 

“I'll try to be quiet,” she said. 

“Hopefully, I make it very, very hard for you to do that,” I said, moving lower until I was situated between her legs. 

As I stared up at her from between her thighs, I could smell her. And she smelled so delicious and amazing. My cock already felt like it was going to explode with yearning. But I wanted to make her feel good. Wanted to get her off like she'd never gotten off before. 

Sinking down between her soft, smooth thighs, I circled her clit with my tongue, teasing her as much as I could until she begged me for more. 

“Please, Eli, please!” 

She pulled on my hair, pulling me up on top of her, and as I stared down into her beautiful eyes. I wanted nothing more than to be with her. Be inside of her. Be completely joined with her. All thoughts and fears of my shitty life were gone, and all that mattered was Paige Cleary. 

My daughter's teacher. 

And for some reason, the idea of fucking a teacher only made things sexier for me. 

 

 




 


Chapter Thirteen

PAIGE


What had gotten into me? My intention had been innocent and sincere. I'd simply come by to talk to Elias about his daughter – warn him about what was going on down at the school – and somehow, we ended up in bed together. Not that I was complaining all that much. He was very, very nice on the eyes after all, even if he wasn't entirely my type. His eyes were so vivid and blue, and his smile had the power to melt any woman. Yet, he was smiling down at me of all people. 

We were naked. In his bed. And his cock was only a few inches from being inside of me. My breath caught in my throat and the fire inside of me grew ever hotter, waiting for him to plunge that magnificent cock deep into me.

I was dripping wet and more than ready and yet, he hesitated – teased me. I wrapped my legs around him and pulled him close, kissing him deeply as I tried to guide him inside of me. I wanted him. Needed him. Had to have him in me. I couldn't wait any longer.

Sensing my need and my desire, Elias reached down, positioned himself perfectly against my opening and in the blink of an eye, slipped deep inside of me, filling me to the brim. I bit down on the side of my hand, doing my best to avoid crying out – I didn't want to wake Harley – but having his cock inside of me felt so damn good, I almost couldn't help it. 

Elias groaned as he plunged inside of me, his head falling forward as our bodies became one. Gently, he started rocking back and forth, pumping his hips, moving in and out of my body as both of us writhed in pleasure. 

I still couldn't believe that this was even happening. It went against my principles, yet there I was fucking the parent of one of my students. And not just any parent, but Elias Jones of all people. The bad boy father the mothers all talked and gossiped about. The bad boy even the most uptight of those moms fantasized about. And there I was, fucking him. Oh, what I wouldn't give to rub that in their faces.

But I knew I couldn't. I couldn't share this little tryst with anybody. 

I gasped as Elias took one of my nipples between his lips, sucking it and sending ripples of pleasure throughout my entire body. The heat within me grew and having Elias' mouth on me drove me absolutely crazy. 

Moaning, I whispered his name, “Elias...Elias...” over and over again, to resist the nearly overwhelming urge to cry out. 

I had to be quiet. We couldn't afford to wake Harley and have her walk in on us. But it was so damn hard. I just wanted to scream out his name, to let him know how amazing it all felt – to let him know how good it felt to have him inside of me, feeling him moving within me. 

His breathing was growing heavier, and he was moaning right along with me. I wrapped my legs around his waist even tighter and I held him close, raking my nails down his back. He hissed but smiled at me, enjoying the sensation.

As he pumped his cock into me again and again, I felt my eyes roll into the back of my head and what felt like a bolt of electricity shoot through me. I felt my pussy spasming around his cock as my orgasm hit me hard, coming out of nowhere and causing me to bite down on his shoulder to prevent myself from screaming. 

And Elias wasn't far behind. With one more deep thrust, he buried himself deep inside of me, groaning and letting his head fall to the side as he came, hard. Our bodies continued shuddering in pleasure as we came together, and it wasn't until every last drop of his cum was inside of me that he pulled out and rolled over, flopping down on the bed beside me. 

He pulled me close, and I rested my head on his strong, chiseled chest, listening to his heartbeat. Neither one of us spoke for the longest time, we just basked in the afterglow and enjoyed the comfortable silence between us. 

“I umm – ” he said, clearing his throat. “That was amazing, but I should have worn a condom. Everything happened so fast and I wasn't thinking. I'm sorry--” 

“It's fine,” I said. “I wasn't thinking either. I'm on the pill, I promise. And I'm clean, clean as they come.” 

That was an understatement. I hadn't had sex in a very long time, and I'd had several checkups since then. Every test came back clear – my ex never gave me anything and I certainly hadn't picked anything up on my own. I looked over at Elias and prayed he was also a good, clean man. 

“Good,” he said. “Well, I mean, I figured you were clean, but the whole baby thing – I love my daughter, but I really don't need another kid right now.” 

“Oh, and I don't need a child either,” I said. “Trust me. I have enough going on in my life as it is. A child doesn't exactly factor into my plans.” 

“And yes, I'm clean too,” he said, as if he could read the worries floating through my mind. “Just to ease your mind. I got tested after Amy left and I haven't been with anyone since.” 

“Amy?” I asked, rolling over to stare up at him. “Is that Harley's mom?” 

He nodded, but didn't say anything. I could see the tension and anger smoldering in his eyes and knew it was a sensitive subject. I wanted to ask about her, but knew that it that wasn't the right time. I wasn't sure there would actually ever be a right time, but either way, I knew it wasn't a conversation to have while we still laying in bed together after having just had sex. 

I sat up in bed and looked for my shirt. 

Elias sat up too. “What are you doing?” 

“I figure I should probably go – ” 

I knew guys like Elias, and wanted to make this as easy as possible for him – and ultimately, for me. I wanted to avoid the awkwardness of overstaying my welcome. But he surprised me when he reached out and pulled me down into the bed with him, which made me laugh as we fell together. 

Kissing me softly, he whispered, “Don't leave just yet,” he said. 

“I figure you wouldn't want Harley finding me here,” I said. 

He seemed to think about it for a moment, then nodded – though, I thought I saw something like regret in his eyes. But that could have just been wishful thinking on my part.

“I guess you're probably right about that,” he said. “But stay a bit longer. Don't rush out, otherwise you make me feel like a dick. Or like you'd just used me for some great sex. And you wouldn't want that, would you?” 

I shrugged. “Maybe I did just objectify you and use you for great sex,” I laughed. “But I also don't want to overstay my welcome.”  

Elias laughed and pulled me toward him again, enveloping me in his big arms and crushing me against his massive frame. If I were being honest, it felt nice to be in his arms. Better than nice. It somehow felt natural. Right. And as much as that scared me, it also made me happy. 

“No way,” he said. “Don't even worry about that. As long as Harley doesn't catch you here, we're good.” 

Already, I heard his voice growing thicker as he started to get sleepy. I smiled as I listend to his voice was trailing off. I told myself that I should leave. But staring up at that beautiful man made it so hard to actually do it – especially when he had his arms wrapped around me and I felt so cozy and comfortable. 

“Okay, just a few minutes,” I said, curling up with him. “But once you start snoring, I'm outta here.” 

“Fair enough,” he said, doing his best to stifle a yawn. “Because I don't snore.” 

I never found out if he snored or not, because at all once, a wave of exhaustion swept over me, pulld me under, and I fell asleep at about the same time he did. 

ooo000ooo

The next thing I knew, the alarm going off – and I realized with a jolt of fear tearing through methat it wasn't my alarm. It was different. I rolled over and looked at the alarm clock and gasped – it was six in the damn morning. 

“Oh shit!” I said, climbing out of his bed and managing to fall on the floor in the process. “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit – ”

Elias was also jumping out of bed and throwing on his clothes from the night before. “Harley will be up soon – ” 

But it was too late. I heard her voice from in the hallway, singing a song and coming our way. I looked at Elias with an expression on my face I was certain could be translated to – “WTF do I do?”

“Bathroom,” he said, pointing behind me. 

“Yes, good idea,” I said, grabbing my clothes from the floor and running into the bathroom. 

I shut the door behind me and dropped down onto the toilet with a sigh of relief. Harley didn't catch me in bed with her dad, but it had been close. Way too close for comfort. 

As I sat there, doing my best to not make a sound, I heard muffled voices coming from the bedroom I'd just dashed out of. 

“You're up early, pumpkin,” Elias said with a bit too much forced cheer in his voice. “And already dressed for school too. Wow.”  

Oh crap. How was I going to get out of there and get home so I could get myself ready for school without Harley seeing me? Dammit. I was kicking myself for sleeping through the night with Elias and I had no idea how I was going to get out of that mess. My heart raced as I sat there and waited for some signal that it was safe for me to make my escape. I hurried and put my clothes on anyway, thinking maybe – just maybe – I'd get my chance to slink out the front door. 

“Yep! I'm excited about art class today,” Harley said. “We're going to tie dye shirts, remember?” 

Oh yeah. It was tie dye day in class. 

“Well you don't want to forget your shirt, do you?” he asked brightly. “Why don't you run on into your room and grab it. Then we can go get some breakfast before I drop you off for school.” 

“Melody's Cafe?” she said, her voice rising in excitement. 

“Of course, kiddo,” he said. “And you can get anything you want.” 

Harley screeched happily, and then I heard the bedroom door close behind her followed by her little footsteps bounding down the hall. I waited for Elias to give me a sign that it was clear, and a moment later, he opened the door and glanced inside. 

“When we leave, feel free to leave behind us. Just give us a few minutes and lock up behind you, please,” he said quietly. 

I nodded, feeling incredibly silly in that moment. I felt like a teenager hiding in a boy's room from his parents all over again. Elias stepped into the bathroom, closing the door behind him, and kissed the top of my head. 

“I'm sorry it had to work out this way,” he said. “You deserve better.” 

I stood up to meet his gaze and we kissed, a chaste kiss, before we heard Harley yelling, “I'm ready!” 

“I better get moving,” he said, looking a little sad about it. “Have a good day at school, and I guess we'll see you in a little bit.” 

“I guess so,” I said. 

He stepped out of the bathroom, closing the door behind them, and a few minutes later, I heard them leave. I waited a few minutes, just as he'd asked, and as soon as I thought the coast was clear, I left his apartment and locked it up behind me. 

That was close. 

We'd have to be more careful next time. And then I caught myself and giggled at my assumption that there was actually going to be a next time. 

 




 


Chapter Fourteen

ELIAS

 

We could never do that again. What in the hell had I been thinking? I mentally kicked myself throughout breakfast and kicked myself a little more as I drove Harley to school. I was a man with needs, that much was true, but I needed to be smarter. My life was a shitstorm at the moemnt, and they were already watching Paige. I didn't need her dragged into my mess. She didn't need to be dragged into my mess. She deserved better than all of it. I'd meant it when I'd told her that in the bathroom. 

She deserved better than me. 

Whatever it was between us had to end. And it had to end right then and there. But I needed to be gentle with how I ended things. Paige was a good girl – one who didn't deserve to be hurt or feel like she was being carelessly tossed aside now that I'd slept with her. I didn't want her to ever feel bad or like she wasn't worthy. And I had the feeling that I was going to make her feel exactly that. Which was exactly why I had to end things. 

I had to hurt her to stop her from getting hurt worse. What a Catch-22.

Ending things between us before they ever really got going was going to be fun – especially since I saw her almost every day at school. Sure, I could do my best to avoid her, but it would be very obvious I was doing that and it wouldn't be very nice. Especially since we'd slept together. It would make me a jerk. And she'd be justified in calling me every name in the book if I did something as callous as that. 

I needed to talk to her, to tell her what was going on as best I could. I needed to make her understand that I was not the kind of man she wanted to get involved with – and after that, I had to cut her loose. Maybe once this whole thing with Mav was over and done with, I could give her a call again. Maybe then it would be safe to get involved with her. But not until then.  

But I knew that she was a great girl, a hell of a catch, and she probably wouldn't wait for me. Not that I blamed her. And again, she deserved better than what I had to offer. Much, much better. 

“What's wrong, daddy?” Harley asked, looking over at me as I parked the car. 

“Nothing, sweetie,” I said. “I'm just tired.” 

“Does this have anything to do with Miss Cleary stopping by last night?” 

My heart stopped – how in the hell did she know? We'd been so careful. So quiet. How could Harley have known, unless... 

“What do you mean?” I asked slowly.

“I heard her last night,” she said. “The two of you were talking in the living room when I woke up from a dream.” 

“And you didn't come out and say anything?” I asked. 

She shrugged. “You guys sounded like you were talking about something serious and I didn't want to bother you.” 

“Oh sweetie,” I said, pulling her into me for a hug before we got out of the car. “You'd never bother me.” 

“Why was she at our house?” Harley asked, concern coloring her voice. “Am I in trouble?” 

“No, babygirl, you're not in trouble. It was just grown-up stuff.” You could say that again, I thought to myself with a laugh. “Everything is fine. I promise you.” 

I hoped that was true. With the school breathing down our neck about the scholarship, I couldn't guarantee everything would be fine for long. While I covered part of the cost of Harley's tuition, I couldn't afford it all. We relied on this scholarship to keep her in that damn school. I did it because the other schools in the area weren't nearly as good and I didn't want my daughter to grow up like I had. I wanted her to have better. I wanted her to have options. And only a solid education could give her those options.

Like Paige, my Harley deserved better too. 

“Don't forget your shirt for tie dying,” I said, ruffling her hair as she got out of the car. 

“In my bag, dad,” she said, giving me an eye roll that reminded me so much of Amy. 

She was growing up so fast. It didn't seem right to have a daughter as old as she was. I still felt like a child myself most days, and there I was, a father to a little girl. Responsible for another life. Some days, it still took me by surprise and I felt horribly inadequte. That Harley was turning out as well as she was, was a testament to her strength and spirit. 

As we walked inside together, I saw Paige getting out of her car and crossing the lot. She waved at us, smiling in a way that caused me to smile back. And of course, we reached the door at the same time. 

“Running late this morning, Miss Cleary?” I asked, trying not to sound too amused or knowing. 

“Just a little,” she said. “I overslept.” 

“I bet you did.” 

Her hair was pulled back in a messy bun and she looked a little disheveled – which was only noticeable because she was so buttoned up and well put together most of the time. It was as if she hadn't have time to wash her hair or really get herself together. Soft tendrils of her hair fell around her face, which seemed freshly washed and free of makeup. Something else she apparently hadn't had time for that morning. Still, even a little bit disheveled and makeup free, she looked absolutely beautiful to me. Stunning, actually. 

I let her go inside first and she was quickly followed in by Harley. The two of them talked about the tie dying project as I followed behind, content to stare at Miss Cleary's ass in her fitted dress pants. I had to fight the urge to grab that tight little ass – one I already knew felt incredible – but I resisted. Mainly because my daughter was there. 

We walked past her classroom, and she turned to smile at me. “When you're done dropping Harley off, maybe stop by so we can have a quick chat, Mr. Jones?” 

“Sure thing, Miss Cleary,” I said. “I'll be right back.” 

“You better be,” she said, leaning against the door frame of her classroom with her arms folded across her chest, smiling at me. 

God, why must she be so beautiful, so adorable, and so flirtatious? I knew we needed to talk about what had happened the night before – what we'd done – and the fact that it should never happen again, but that was going to be difficult. 

Because the truth of the matter was that I liked her. And she liked me. And in a perfect world, we could potentially pursue a relationship together. But my life was far from perfect, and I needed to protect her and my daughter – not think about my own wants and desires. 

But damn, that was hard. 

I dropped Harley off at her classroom and hurried back to Miss Cleary's art class. I knocked on the door, and she heard her voice.

“Come in,” she called.

And when I stepped into her classroom, I found her standing over the same blank canvas I'd seen on her desk the day before. But this time, there was actually a painting on it. Or, at least, the start of one. 

I walked over and stared down at it and nodded appreciatively. It was a portrait of an older woman – a sad woman with tears in her eyes, not yet falling. My heart ached as I stared at the image then back up at Paige. It was so powerful and so emotional that I knew the subject of the painting was somebody who meant something to Paige. Something very dear. 

“It's my mother,” she said before I even asked. “It's how I'll always remember her – sadly. She never recovered once my father passed. After he died, I never saw her smile again.” 

“I'm sorry,” I said softly. 

I yearned to reach over and comfort her, to console her and make her feel right – but I knew it was dangerous and neither one of us could afford to take that risk, so I stayed on the other side of the desk. 

She shrugged and wiped the tears from her eyes. “I don't know why I decided to paint it,” she said. “I guess because I feel like her, in a way. I sometimes have that same sense of loneliness now that they're both gone. I understand it now.” 

“Being alone in this world sucks,” I said. “Trust me, I know it all too well.” 

“You have your daughter,” she said, smiling slightly. “And what you two have, the little family you two have carved out – it's a beautiful thing. I hope you know that.” 

“Thank you,” I said. 

She moved the painting and placed it underneath her desk as if to hide it away. Perhaps it was too personal for her to allow her students to see it. 

“You mentioned wanting to see some of my work,” she said, pulling out another canvas and some drawings. “Well, have it. Tell me what you think.” 

There was a portrait done with charcoal – a simple black and white portrait of a child. The eyes, everything about it, felt so real. So lifelike. There was a dimension to it that most people couldn't capture that Paige did so well. 

As I looked at the portrait, I could feel the actual emotion in the eyes of the child as they smiled gleefully, at something in the distance. 

I looked through all the drawings, most of them were similar. Portraits. All of them really, really good. The other painting she'd brought for me to see was the only thing she showed me that hadn't been a charcoal portrait, and it was an abstract painting done in bright, vivid watercolors. Paige was incredibly talented. Most of what I saw could be hanging in a gallery somewhere. Probably should be hanging in a gallery somewhere. Which made me wonder why they weren't. 

“Wow,” I said, staring down at everything. “You're very talented. You could seriously make a living with your portraits alone.” 

“You mean working at an amusement park, right?” she rolled her eyes. “Been there, done that. I worked that gig in high school and college – it barely paid minimum wage. There's no way in hell I could make ends meet on that in this day and age.” 

“No, I mean custom work,” I said. “And charging what your worth, of course.” 

“No one appreciates art anymore,” she said. 

“I disagree.” 

“Okay, fine, yes – they appreciate body art and they're willing to pay for that,” she said. “But for portraits to hang on the walls of their home? Nah. They want cheap. Or photographs. Nobody apprecitates my medium anymore.” 

“Have you tried advertising your services? Especially in this community?” I raised an eyebrow as I asked. “Because I'm willing to bet these rich people would pay an absolute ton for custom family portraits like some of the ones you showed me. You could make a killing at it.” 

“Yeah?” she looked down at the drawings again and sounding like she just might consider it. “I just don't know where to start.” 

“I can help you,” I said. “I know all about getting your name out there and advertising – ” 

I stopped short once I remembered – I was supposed to be spending less time with Paige, not more. Working with her on something like getting an art business up and running for her meant we'd be spending more time together. Which wasn't what either of us needed at that point in time.

“You'd do that? For me?” she asked, giving me a look that said she was doubtful. “I mean, after what happened last night, I figured you'd want to run away before I got the wrong idea.” 

I did need to run away, but not for the reason she was thinking. 

“Paige, we really need to talk about last night – ” 

“I know,” she sighed, staring down at her desk. “It can't happen again, right?” 

“We probably shouldn't let it,” I said. 

“Because of Harley and the mysterious stuff going on in your life, huh?” 

I heard the sarcasm dripping from her voice, as if she thought all of it was just an excuse. But it wasn't. She just didn't understand the danger she could be putting herself in if she got involved with me. And the last thing I wanted was for her to get hurt – or worse – because she got caught in the crossfire. Because of me.

“Paige, you have no idea what – ” 

She stopped me. “I get it. You don't want to date me. I'm an adult, a grown woman, I can handle that,” she said. “That's why I'm surprised you would want to help me with my art business. You normally don't offer to help out with stuff like that. Especiall not after a one night stand.” 

“You're not just a one-night stand though – ” 

She pursed her lips and stared at me, hands on her hips. “It can't happen again, you need to keep your distance. You said those things,” she said. “So, what about it makes it more than just a one-night stand?” 

“Because – ” 

But she was right. And I looked like an ass. 

“My first class will be here any minute,” she said. “As much as I enjoyed this conversation, I think you might want to go.” 

I wanted to argue. I wanted to stay. But I knew I couldn't. 

I knew I shouldn't. 

“I'll see you around, Paige,” I said, feeling lousy and walking toward the door. “And let me know if you'd like help with your business.” 

“Yeah, sure,” she muttered, putting her artwork away. “See you around, Elias.” 

Her voice told me all I needed to know. She was hurt and angry, and she had every right to be. I should have put a stop to it before we'd slept together. But now, it was far, far too late. 

I'd screwed up, yet again. As usual.

 

ooo000ooo

 

“We still on, Elias?” Mav asked me over the phone that afternoon. 

“Do I have a choice in the matter?” 

“Not really,” he replied. “Not if you want to keep your kid, you don't.”  

I let out a long, deep sigh, but didn't say I was in or out. Instead, I put the focus on getting answers for Paige. Answers she was entitled to. Answers she deserved. 

“So my daughter's teacher said someone broke into her house the other night. She said nothing was taken, but somebody went through her shit,” I said. “You wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you?” 

“The hot, young redhead? Yeah, maybe,” he said.

“What the fuck, Mav?”

“Look, we just wanted to check her out,” he said. “See what her deal was.”

“Why, man?” I asked, pacing the room. “What could she possibly have anything to do with any of this?”

“Why are you so concerned about her if she's just your daughter's teacher?” he asked me. 

“Because she's innocent in all of this,” I said. 

“But she means something to you, yeah?” 

“No, of course not,” I said, lying through my teeth.

“You sure about that?”

“Yeah, I think I'd know, man,” I spat.

“Then what was she doing at your shop?”

“I left my phone in her classroom when we had a meeting about my daughter,” I said, hoping I wasn't giving myself away. “She dropped it off at the shop for me. But aside from talking about Harley – ” 

“So she didn't just sleep over at your place last night?” 

I froze in place and looked toward the window that looked out onto the street. Someone had been watching me. Clearly, someone had been keeping tabs on me and watching my apartment. Were they out there now? I walked over to the window and stared out at the street. I looked both ways, seeing the cars I usually saw most days. There was nothing unusual out there that I could see. There were no strange vans or other vehicles and there was hardly anyone on the street. 

It was the same view as it always was. But somewhere, out there, a spy for Mav and the MC was hiding. Watching me. And reporting my every move back to those assholes. 

“Doesn't mean she matters to me,” I said, a chill running down my spine. “Like you haven't ever hooked up with somebody you weren't into.”

“She means enough for you to bring her up in this conversation,” he said. “Maybe we need to keep an eye on her as well. Just in case things go south with you or you try to weasel out of this deal. I'd really hate to see that happen, man. She's a beautiful girl. It'd be a shame if anything – ”

“Shut the fuck up, man,” I growled. “Don't even start throwing out threats like that.” 

Mav laughed softly on the other end of the line. I'd given myself away – he knew Paige meant something to me. But it wasn't like I had a choice. He'd threatened her and I'd simply reacted. I sighed and turned away from the window – but closed the blinds, making sure no one could see inside. It was a little like closing the barn door after the horse was already out, but what the fuck else could I do? At least I could keep anybody from seeing inside anymore.

“So, are we going to have a problem?” Mav asked.

“It's not gonna be an issue, man,” I said, my voice barely more than a whisper as I spoke. 

“Good,” Mav said. “That's real good. For everybody involved.”

I had very little choice in the matter. Which was to say I had zero choice in the matter. Even without Paige, they had Harley to use against me. They had me painted into a corner, knowing I was stuck. Even if I tried to run away, tried to head for another state or leave the country outright, I'd be leaving Paige behind. And if I blew them off or just ran, Paige would endure the wrath of the MC. My actions would blow back on her in a big, nasty way. And I couldn't let that happen.  

Everything was unfolding just like I feared it would. Despite doing what I could to keep her separate and apart from it, she was now fully caught up in my shit. Her life was in danger because I couldn't keep it in my pants. I'd let the fact my wants and desires overcome my reason. I should have turned her away, never let her in. And I sure as hell should never have fucked her. Because now, she was firmly in the crosshairs and anything I did would rain down on her. 

Just like always, I'd fucked things up in tremendous fashion. Go me.

 

 




 


Chapter Fifteen

PAIGE

 

“Alright, we have to let the shirts dry,” I said, helping the kids put their newly tie dyed shirts on a drying rack. “Make sure your name is on the collar, and once they're dry, I'll give them to your teachers to give to you.” 

It was the last class of the day, and my room was a mess. It was more of a disaster than usual, which was really saying something. Why I'd thought tie dying shirts would make for an easy, fun activity was beyond me. 

I looked down at myself and saw that I was covered in dye from head to toe, which was impressive given that I hadn't even dyed myself a shirt. But I had a million little hands grabbing at me and touching everything in sight – which meant there was dye everywhere. There were brightly colored stains all over the room and I knew it was going to be hell to clean up. The janitor was going to absolutely hate me.  

I walked the kids out to the hallway to wait for their teacher, who was running a little late. As the kids got themselves all lined up, chatting excitedly amongst themselves, I noticed someone lurking at the end of the hall. A man. A man I'd never seen before. I had no idea who it was, but I suddenly got a very strange, very ominous feeling about him. I suddenly didn't feel very safe – which terrified me given the herd of children I was responsible for. 

“Come on, kids,” I said, ushering them back into the classroom. “Let's go back inside and clean up while we wait for Mrs. Wells, okay?” 

The kids grumbled and groaned, but they filed back into the room and started to pick things up. With all the threats of school shootings and other acts of violence flashing through my mind, my heart was racing. As soon as we were inside the classroom, I locked the door and called the office. 

Whispering into the phone so the kids didn't hear me, I told them “There's a strange man pacing the halls. I think you need to send somebody to check it out. Quickly, please.” 

Given of all the threats and violence in the news lately, I knew the administration would take things seriously. I assured the woman I spoke to that my door was locked, and they said they'd send someone down to check the man out right away. 

The doors to our building were usually locked during school hours and required anybody coming to the school to be buzzed in by the office. Usually, visitors had to be logged and ID's checked before they were allowed access to the classroom areas. 

But I knew that some parents knew how to get around it. Oftentimes, back doors and side doors were left cracked open or unlocked, giving anybody and everybody access to all of the classroom and all of the children. I'd raised the point with administration more times than I could count, but they'd never done anything about it. So, just to ease my own mind, I usually checked all the doors I could and made sure they were latched when I walked by. But the fact that some people continued to leave them cracked open or unlocked posed a serious safety problem. 

A knock at the door startled me, nearly causing me to jump straight out of my skin. I stifled a cry of surprise and fear and hesitated before answering, just in case. The kids heard the knocking and figured it was probably Mrs. Wells. They looked at me, wondering why I was still standing there and not opening the door.

Clearing my throat, I walked over to the door, but didn't unlock it. Instead, I tried to speak to whoever was on the other side first.

“Who's there?” I asked, my voice cracking. 

“Mrs. Wells, of course,” she said. “Who else would it be?”

The voice was familiar and I felt a wave of relief wash over me, but still, I didn't want the kids walking the halls with a stranger running loose. I wanted to get the all clear from security before I let them go. I opened the door and quietly explained what was going on to Mrs. Wells. She looked up and down the hallway ebfore looking back at me like I'd lost my mind.

“I haven't seen anybody out here,” she said. “Maybe it was a janitor or security?”

I let out a nervous laugh. “Yeah, maybe,” I said. “I just figured, better to be safe than sorry.” 

“Absolutely. You did the right thing,” Mrs. Wells said and smiled. “I'll be sure to keep an eye out.” 

I really, really didn't want to let them leave the relative safety of my classroom. Not until I'd heard from the administration. I leaned out and stared down one side of the hallway and then the other. I saw security guard walking my way and felt a little more relieved. At least there was somebody waling the halls. 

We waited until he got to where we were standing at my classroom door and I asked, “Is it clear?” 

He shrugged. “I can't find anyone,” he said. “I saw someone leave out this way. Looked like it could have been the father of Harley Jones.” 

Maybe I was overreacting and whoever had been in the hallway had been there for any devious or nefarious reason. It could have been anybody. But Elias? He had no reason to be there, and I would have recognized him in the hallway. I'd have recognized him in a heartbeat. And who I'd seen wasn't Elias. I would have bet every last cent I had on it. 

“I'm pretty sure it wasn't Elias Jones,” I said haughtily. “Just because he was wearing a leather jacket like he does – ”

The guard held up his hands. “Okay, okay,” he said. “Maybe it wasn't Mr. Jones. But there's nobody in the halls now. It's safe to let the kids out.” 

With the security guard's word, I let the children follow Mrs. Wells back to her classroom. Still, watching them walk away with the image of the mysterious man in the hallway made me a nervous wreck. I continued watching them until they reached the end of the hall and turned away, out of my sight. 

I'd seen someone, and it wasn't Elias. I knew that much with absolute certainty. As I closed the door, I found myself alone in my classroom. The silence was profound and carried an almost oppressive weight to it. I felt like there was something bad coming our way. It was out on the horizon like a storm, but that storm was rushing in quickly. And I worried that it would be upon us sooner rather than later, and when it arrived, it was going to pack one nasty punch.

The overwhelming urge to call Elias and ask him about it – just in case it had been him for some strange reason – came over me. But I didn't want to come off sounding needy, or like I was making up an excuse to talk to him. Besides, he wanted to keep his distance and I needed to honor that request. Honestly, I knew I should probably do the same. There was no use chasing after a guy who wasn't interested in you, after all. Doing that would only lead to frustration and heartache in the long run. And I sure as hell didn't need that in my life in the least. 

Still, I found it hard to stop thinking about him. Especially after everything we'd done and shared last night. When I closed my eyes, I could still feel his body against mine. Feel him inside of me. Smell his skin and hear his voice. The memory was enough to reignite the fire that burned between my thighs for him, but I had to stifle it. Squash it. I couldn't afford to let myself go there again. Not anymore. He'd made himself clear about that and as much as it sucked, I needed to respect it. 

But damn, if it hadn't been an amazing night. 

 

ooo000ooo

 

I was in the middle of cleaning up my classroom – my door still shut – when someone knocked. A chill passed through me as I remembered the creepy guy in the halls earlier and hesitated. But, it was also after school so the hallways were crowded – there were parents and their kids about as well. 

“Yes?” I said. 

“Paige –  err – I mean, Miss Cleary?” 

Damn. It was Elias. For someone who wanted to keep his distance, he sure stopped by a lot. Not that I was complaining all that much. I had to admit that I enjoyed seeing him. And if I  had my way, I'd see a lot more of him. 

“One sec,” I said. 

I muttered under my breath as I wiped my hands off on some paper towels. I unlocked the door and opened it to find Harley and Elias standing there staring back at me. Harley had a huge smile spread across her adorable little face.  

“Harley has something to ask you,” Elias said, very pointedly not meeting my gaze. 

“Yes, Harley?” I asked.

“May I have my shirt, please?” she asked sweetly. “I know you said to wait until you gave them to our teachers, but I wanted to wear mine out tonight, and – ” 

“Sure thing, Harley,” I said with a laugh. “Go grab yours. Just make sure it's dry first.” 

Harley's class was at the beginning of the day, so chances were good that it was probably dry by now. 

“So what are you doing tonight?” I asked her. 

“I'm hanging out at daddy's work with Mitch while he goes out.” 

Harley looked through the drying racks one-by-one, checking the tags as she searched for hers. I stared over at Elias. I tried to bite it back, but a sudden spike of jealousy lanced my heart. I couldn't help it.

“Oh yeah?” I asked, doing my best to keep the bitterness out of my voice. “Going out tonight, huh?” 

“Yeah,” he said, shrugging as he stared at Harley. “No big deal though.”

His hands were in his pockets and he seemed awkward, uncomfortable. Honestly, it seemed like he wanted to just get the hell out of there. Not that I blamed him. I wanted to ask him if it was a date he was going on, but I knew it wasn't a question to ask in front of his daughter. And it probably wasn't an appropriate question for me to be asking anyway. But yeah, it was probably a date. 

“Well, have fun,” I muttered. 

Harley squealed when she found her shirt and was showing it off to Elias as I sat back down at my desk, pretending to work and fighting the tears that were suddenly stinging my eyes. 

“Paige, I mean – Miss Cleary – ” 

“Yes, Mr. Jones?” I replied without looking up at him – the last thing I needed was for him to see that I had tears in my eyes because of him. 

“I'm uhhh – ” he started to say something, but stopped and scratched at the scruff on his face. He looked to be at a loss for words – or like he wanted to say something else entirely – but what came out was, “Thanks for letting Harley get her shirt. She couldn't wait to show it to Mitch – he wears a lot of tie dye himself and she thought it'd be cool if they matched.” 

“No problem,” I said. “Always happy to help.” 

Elias was almost out the door when I decided to ask him the other question that was nagging at me, “Hey listen, you weren't here at the school earlier today, were you?” 

He shook his head. “No, why?” 

“Oh nothing,” I said, shrugging. “There was just some guy in the hallway. I didn't get a good look at him, but security thought it might be you. He was wearing a leather jacket, but from what I saw, he didn't look anything like you in my opinion. I just thought I'd ask.” 

“Did you get a good look at him?” 

“Not really,” I said. “As soon as I looked down the hallway at him, he stepped around the corner and kind of vanished. I had my kids to look after, and honestly, he gave me a creepy vibe. But security didn't find him, so like I said, it's probably nothing. I was just curious.” 

Elias stood there, staring at me, contemplating something. I could see a million different thoughts rolling through his head and he looked like he wanted to say something, but then the moment passed. The curtain fell down over his eyes and he just gave me an awkward smile. 

“You be careful, okay?” he said. “And call me if you see anything weird or anything.” 

I waved him off. “Yeah, thanks,” I muttered. “I'll be careful.”  

Call him if I see something weird? Yeah, not likely. Not anymore. I see how things were now – I seemed to be just another sexual conquest for him. I'd thought maybe things could have been different. He was sweet. Gentle. Wanted me to stay and cuddle. I'd thought that maybe my impressions of him and what he wanted had been wrong.

But he sure proved me wrong and maybe even naïve in a heartbeat. I was infuriated and humiliated. The fact that he was going out on a date, after telling me to basically forget he even existed, was like a slap in the face. It was silly considering the fact that we weren't even together, but knowing I was so fucking disposable to him hurt like hell. 

Maybe he was right. Maybe I'd be better off if I forgot he existed. 

 

 




 


Chapter Sixteen

ELIAS

 

“What the fuck are you doing, Mav?” I almost shouted. “Sending a guy to my daughter's school? Really?” 

“We weren't there for your daughter, Elias,” Mav said. “You know who we were there for and you know why.” 

I paced the clubhouse, furious beyond words, my fists clenched at my side. I wanted to punch someone, or at least punch something. But I was smart enough to know that I was surrounded by men with guns and the means to dispose of my body in a heartbeat if Mav told them to do so. I didn't want to fuck with them. I wanted to get home to my daughter. Which meant that I needed to maintain my cool. Keep my composure. But in my head, I had already killed Mav a hundred times over. Killed them all. 

“Sit down, Elias,” Mav said. “Jesus fucking christ, man. You're making me nervous the way you're pacing around the joint like you are. Settle down, man.” 

“I'm making you nervous?” I pointedly stared at the men standing around the room, watching me, their hands not too far from their guns. “That's fuckin' rich, man.” 

“We're all friends here, Elias. There's nothing to be nervous about,” Mav said. “So, come on. Sit down, have a beer – ” 

“I don't drink anymore,” I said. 

“Since when?” 

“Since I decided to stop being a jackass and be a father to my daughter.” 

Mav shrugged. “Well, good for you, man. I mean that. Walking the straight and narrow now. Look at you. You're so much better than all of us. You're above us all.”

The saracasm dripping from his tongue was thick, and others gathered around the room laughed, sneering at me. 

“I didn't say that,” I said. “Stop twisting my words.” 

“You might as well have. Now sit the fuck down before I have one of our friends here make you sit down,” Mav said, his tone getting less and less friendly by the minute. 

One of the guys nearby – some behemoth I didn't know – cracked his knuckles and smiled at me, as if ready to do whatever it took to make me sit down across from Mav. He was larger than me – one of the largest men I'd ever seen before in my life, if I were being honest. And he was completely new to the MC. His mere presence was intimidating and he fit the stereotype of the outlaw biker to a t. I could see why Mav wanted a guy like him around. 

I glared at everybody around the room, the rage in me boiling just below the surface. But I kept remembering that it was more important to home to Harley. That was all that mattered. Reluctantly and with a big sigh, I sat down at the table across from Mav and stared daggers at him.

Mave looked at me, a bemused smirk playing upon his lips and I feared that rage was going to boil over and make me do something rash. Something stupid. Something that was likely to get me killed. I took a deep breath and forced myself to relax. Forced the anger down into a box deep inside of me.

“What do I have to do to make you leave Paige Cleary alone?” I said with forced calm. 

“You know what you have to do, Elias,” he said. “The same thing you have to do to make sure your daughter doesn't grow up without her daddy. All you have to do is exactly what I tell you to do. It's real fuckin' simple, man.” 

“You need me to help you set up Carl Gillespie so you can get rid of him, right?” 

“No, I told you, the situation changed,” he said. “Now, I need you to kill Gillespie.”

My blood ran cold at his words and I stared at him in disbelief. I had a feeling it was going to come down to that, but hearing him actually speak the words was something else entirely. 

“Why don't you kill him yourself?” 

Mav leaned back in his chair and smirked. “We have our reasons,” he said. “Reasons that don't concern you, frankly.”

“I'm not a killer,” I said. 

“You are if you want to keep your little girl,” he said. “Besides, this is the trash that ruined Amy's life, remember? The one who keeps her addicted, keeps her coming back for more. The reason your little girl is growing up without a mommy. Personally, I'd think you'd enjoy killing him.” 

Maybe at one time, I would have enjoyed gutting Carl. But that person – the person I was before – was long gone. I wasn't that guy. It was another life in another world – a world I'd pulled myself out of and had no desire to return to. 

And though I did some terrible, unspeakable things in that other life, I no longer had a desire to hurt anyone. I knew full well that Amy's life wasn't ruined by Carl. But I also knew that she bore some responsibility for that. Her demons were her own, and although she was responsible for letting them live and fester, most of them originated with her father. Not some drug dealer. 

Carl was simply giving her what she wanted. What she asked for. Sure, it pissed me off that he kept selling her the drugs, kept feeding her demons, knowing what a fucking mess she was. But had her parents not fucked her up to begin with, who knows where she'd be today. She likely wouldn't be the steaming pile of shit she'd turned out to be. 

“Listen, I'm sorry it comes down to this, but you really don't have a choice, Elias,” Mav said. “Not only can we make sure your daughter is taken away from you – for good – we can kill your girlfriend and then we can kill you. Or maybe, we'd just let you live your life knowing what you brought down on yourself and the people who died because of you. You need to know just how disposable you are to us unless you do what we're asking.” 

No one would ever take my daughter away from me. Not for any reason. I didn't care if I lived or died, but the fact of the matter was, I was all she had. And she was all I had. She needed me every bit as much as I needed her. 

She needed me to kill Carl Gillespie so she could grow up happy, healthy and not end up like her mom. She needed me to kill Carl Gillespie so she could simply grow up and live a normal life. If killing Carl Gillespie was what I had to do to make sure she survived and got a chance to grow up, then so be it.  

I looked up at Mav, anger coursing through my veins. “Fine. I'm in,” I said. “Just tell me when and where. But you need to know that this is it. I do this, you don't ever fucking call me for anything ever again. Once this is done, my last tie to this fucking club is cut and you lose my goddamn number. Forever. You got me?”

Mav shrugged. “Yeah, sure thing, chief.” 

 

ooo000ooo

 

The next morning, I took my daughter to school like normal. Like nothing was wrong and everything was right in the world. No one who saw me would have ever guessed that I was plotting the murder of a man while I drove Harley to her fancy, private school. No one would ever suspect that I was going to kill a man at some point in the next few hours. 

But first, I had some business to take care of. I had some alternative plans to make and some things to settle. Just in case everything went to shit and I didn't walk out of the situation alive, or in case something went south and I ended up in handcuffs, facing a murder charge, I needed to set up some insurance. A safety net. 

I dropped Harley off at her classroom, kissing her goodbye, and giving her a big smile to cover my fear. I tried to hide the tears welling up in my eyes. 

“I love you, Harley-bug,” I said, kneeling down beside her. “You know that, right?” 

“Of course, daddy,” she said, distracted by a classmate who was showing off a new toy nearby. “I love you too. See you after school. Maybe we can even get some ice cream?” 

I hope so, babygirl, I thought to myself. God, I hope so. 

“Of course we can get some ice cream,” I said. “We may even get a double scoop if you're good.”

She squealed and threw her arms around my neck, hugging me tight. “I'll be extra good, daddy!”

“I know you will, baby.”

She smiled again and rushed off to join her friends, a happy and well-adjusted little girl, and I wanted to make sure she stayed that way. Even if something were to happen to me, she needed someone to watch out for her. Someone I could trust – which was a very short list. 

I wanted to stand there and watch her forever, but her teacher shot me a strange look. It wasn't normal for parents to stick around in the classrooms, but I couldn't bring myself to leave knowing that it was entirely possible that was the last time I was ever going to see my precious little girl. Once I walked out that door, I had no idea what was going to happen. No idea if I was going to survive the coming ordeal. It was possible that I might not ever see Harley again. She might not ever see me either. And I wanted to cherish our last moments together forever. 

“Mr. Jones,” her teacher asked, giving me a strange look. “Is everything okay?” 

“Oh yes, everything is fine, sorry,” I said, turning away so she didn't see the pain in my eyes. “I just can't believe how fast she's growing up sometimes.” 

“Oh, I hear that a lot,” she said with a laugh. “But don't you worry, she will always be your little girl no matter how big she gets.” 

“Yeah, I hope so.” 

“I know so,” she said with a friendly smile. “You're a dedicated father, Harley will always appreciate that. She's a good girl and I can see how devoted you are to her. It's rare these days.” 

“Thank you,” I said, looking over at my little girl one last time. 

She didn't even notice me standing there still, she was too busy talking to her friends to even see me. The drawn out silence with her teacher was growing a little awkward – a sign that I needed to go. Sticking around would look weird, and I didn't want to stand out anymore than I already did. Acting strangely and standing out wasn't the best idea right before you murdered someone. 

I walked out of Harley's classroom, but didn't go to my car. I had one more stop to make. One more loose end that I needed to tie up. 

The door was already open, so I peeked my head into the classroom. “Paige?” 

There she was, at her desk, painting again. She looked up at me and smiled, lighting up her face. Her smile was beautiful, engaging, and warm – and made it hard not to smile back. She stood up from her desk and walked over to the doorway. Her hair was down around her shoulders in soft waves and she was wearing makeup. And a dress too. A cute polka dotted dress that showed off her curves beautifully. I did my best not to stare, but failed miserably. She was a striking woman and I felt incredibly drawn to her. 

“Yes, Elias?” she said, standing there with her hands on her hips. “May I help you?” 

“I, umm, well, I was hoping we could talk?” I stammered. “Just for a minute?” 

Her smile faltered a bit, but after a moment, she motioned for me to come into the room, closing the door behind us. She walked over and stood next to her desk. I made no move to sit down, and just stood there like an idiot. She cocked her head and looked at me with a curious expression on her face.  

“Is everything alright with Harley?” she asked. 

“It's not – well, it's kind of about that,” I said, running a hand through my hair, suddenly feeling more nervous than I ever had before in my life.

Her brow furrowed and she gave me a concerned look. 

“What's going on? I don't have a class for a little while, so talk to me, Elias,” she said. “You're worrying me.” 

“First, I want to talk about something else,” I said, standing up and closing the distance between us. 

“Okay?” she said. “Can we sit down at least – ” 

I cut her off with a kiss. She made a startled little noise, but didn't fight back. She actually melted into the kiss and it grew a little more heated. A little more passionate. As I pulled away, she was blushing, but looked – pleased.

“What happened to keeping your distance?” she asked with a shy smile. 

“My life has already gone to hell,” I said. “And there's no way I'm getting out of it, so I'm here to say fuck it all. I know we hardly know each other, Paige, but I just wanted to tell you, I'm falling for you. I'm falling for you hard, and I want to be with you...” 

“But?” she asked, giving me that look all women do when they expect to be let down. 

“No buts. If everything works out the way it should, I will walk back into this classroom tomorrow and ask you out for a date,” I said. “A real, honest to goodness date.”

“And if things don't work out the way it should?” she asked. “What then?”

“Let's not talk about that, alright?” I cringed just thinking about it. “I can't afford to think that this isn't going to work out.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “I don't get any of this. I really don't. This is all just so confusing.” 

“You don't need to get it, Paige,” I said. “Just know, I have feelings for you. I might even be falling in love with you, but it's too soon to tell. I just know... Well, I just know I want to be with you. I want to explore the possibility of having something deeper with you. If you'll have me, that is.” 

Biting her lip, she stared up at me with a sweet expression on her face. “Of course, I'll have you, Elias,” she said softly. “I want to be with you too. Even if you do drive me batshit crazy sometimes.” 

She stood on her tiptoes and kissed me, and I kissed her back. I held her face in my hands and kissed her with everything I had in me. For all I knew, that might be the last chance I had to kiss her. The last chance I had to feel her body pressed to mine. The last chance I had to – 

I wasn't sure who reached for my belt first, but Paige removed it and unzipped my pants quickly. She reached into my pants and took hold of my cock, stroking it nice and slow as I grew hard in her hand. I moaned as she squeezed it tight, a sultry little smile on her lips. 

“I don't have a class for the next forty-five minutes,” she said, nibbling my ear. “The door is locked from the inside. I suggest we make the most of the time we have.” 

Not needing anymore encouragement, I pushed her up against her desk. I pushed up her dress up as we kissed and her panties slid down her legs like butter. Picking her up, I sat her down on the desk and parted her thighs, trailing my fingertips along her smooth skin, making her shudder and moan softly. And before I knew what was happening, I was between her legs, pressing my cock against her warm, wet opening. She laid down on her desk and stared up at me with a look of absolute want and desire in her eyes. And I had to admit, it was the sexiest damn thing I'd ever seen. 

With my hands on her hips, I buried myself between her lips, shoving my cock inside of her as I watched a look of pure pleasure, pure bliss cross her face. The tightness of her pussy around my cock was almost too much and I thought I was going to lose control right then and there. But I managed to rein it in and started to move in a slow, easy rhythm, slipping my cock in and out of her. She bit the side of her hand, knowing we had to be quiet. Extremely quiet. If any of the students or the faculty happened by and heard what was going on in her classroom, we risked getting caught – and who knew what would happen to us if we got caught fucking on her desk. 

Slowly, I moved in and out of her tight little pussy, trying not to rock the desk too much. But it was so hard to maintain control, especially considering the circumstances. The risk of being discovered and having to be as quiet as possible only made things hotter. More intense. I pulled Paige back up to a seated position so I could kiss her and hold her close as I fucked her. I'd meant it when I said I was falling for her, and if that was the last time we ever made love, I wanted her to know how special she was to me. 

I kissed down her neck as she wrapped her legs around me tight, muttering in my ear, “Elias, oh yes, Elias...” over and over again, making me hotter and hotter for her. 

I felt the pressure growing in my balls as I continued pumping my cock into her. I already knew I wouldn't be able to last long, but I wanted this to go on forever. I wanted to cherish that moment with her, savor every second of sensation. She pulled back my head and stared into my eyes, smiling as I fucked her. I felt her pussy start to spasm around my cock, and her head fell forward suddenly.

Her moans were growing louder, so I lifted her head up and kissed her, filling her mouth with my tongue, doing everything I could to keep her quiet. She was coming, I could feel it around my cock. It was intense and the feeling of her coming was incredible. I felt her body stiffen and then begin to shake as she came. Her breathing was ragged and shallow and she was doing all she could to stifle her cries, to remain silent. 

And as the sensation of her pussy squeezing me tight intensified as her orgasm tore through her, it sent me over the edge. Holding her close to me, I grunted as I exploded inside of her, filling her with my seed as she writhed and rocked against the desk, climaxing hard against me. 

Once every last drop of my cum was inside of her, I pulled out, deflated and content, and held her close. She buried her head on my shoulder as we both came down from the high of fucking on her desk. 

“Wow,” she said after a few moments. “That was amazing, and had you told me we'd be doing that today, I'd have called you a liar.” 

“Yeah, me too,” I said. “That was incredible, Paige. You are incredible.”

I reached down and pulled my pants back up, suddenly feeling very exposed in the classroom. I looked around and thankfully, all the windows had blinds that were shut tight. There was no way anybody could have seen us. We'd just fucked at school, on her desk, and had gotten away with it. There was something that was deliciously naughty about that. And it made me crave her even more.

Damn. It wasn't anything close to what I'd expected when I started the day, but it was everything I could have wished for if it were indeed, my last day on Earth. 




 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Carl knew my name, but beyond that, I had no idea what Amy had told him about me. Had no idea what he knew – or thought he knew – about me. But when I called his number, he didn't seem all that surprised to hear from me. Didn't seem put off by it either. Which made me hope that this was going to be an easy job. Yeah, I was out of the murder busines, but given that I had no choice, at least the mark was somebody I despised. It would likely make it a little bit easier for me. 

“You're Amy's old man, aren't ya?” he said, seeming to remember me – or at least, my name.

“Ex old man,” I said. Maybe I should have left the ex part out – that could possibly have killed everything. But I breathed a sigh of relief when it didn't. “We split recently. She's in treatment.” 

“Yeah, heard about that,” he said. “Her parents locked her away. Damn shame, too.” 

“Yep,” I said. “But we both know she won't be in for long.” 

“Yeah, I talked to her. We've already talked about what she's gonna do when she's released,” he said. “I should tell her you called – ” 

“Nah, please don't,” I said, cringing. “I'd rather her not know what I'm up to. Like I said, we split up and we're just doin' our own things now.” 

“Fair enough,” he said. “I'm nothing if not discreet. What can I do for you?” 

“I was hoping you might hook me up,” I said. “I need to get my hands on some party favors.”

“Say no more, buddy. A friend of Amy's is a friend of mine. Even if you are her ex,” he said with a chuckle. “If anything, I should be thanking you. Maybe this is my chance with her. You wouldn't mind, would you, bro? Now that you're all broken up and shit?” 

The idea of Amy with a drug dealer killed something inside of me. Not because I still loved Amy – far from it. It killed me because I loved our daughter and wanted Amy to pull her head out of her ass and be a mother for once in her life. Not that I had much hope for that, nor could I force the issue. She had to want it if anything was ever going to change. And if she wanted Carl Gillespie – and the lifestyle he represented – and chose him over her daughter, what could I do about it?

Not that poor Carl would be alive long enough to score Amy, but he didn't know that. And if it helped my cause to let him think he and Amy could live happily ever after, all the better. 

“Sure, man,” I said. “I'm cool. I don't mind. Hook me up with some good shit and I can put in a good word for you.” 

Yeah fucking right. 

“Sure thing,” he said. “Want me to drop it by your place?” 

“Nah, I have a kid, man,” I said. “Let's meet somewhere. How about Elm and Cedar, down at the river front? Say, in about an hour?” 

“Sounds good to me,” he said. “There's an old factory there, isn't there?” 

“I think so,” I said, feigning ignorance. 

The truth was, I knew so. Knew there was a derelict old factory out there. Which was exactly why Mav picked that place. It was abandoned and no one hung around out there. It was falling down, filthy, dirty, and far enough away from civilization that I could do what had to be done, confident that I wouldn't be seen or overheard all the way out there. I could have probably dropped a bomb on Carl and nobody would have heard it go off. 

“Wanna just meet there?” he asked.

“Fine by me,” he said. 

We hung up, and my hands were trembling and my heart was racing. I'd just set up a drug deal. Not only that, I'd set up a drug deal and was going to kill a man. Two crimes in one. My record was filled with charges that were mostly ridiculous up to that point. Little things, nothing too serious. The heaviest charge on my record was Grand Theft Auto. 

Meaning what I was going to do was not only out of my league, it was playing an entirely different sport. If this went to shit, I was going to spend the rest of my life in prison. If I was caught, that was.

But there was also the chilling possibility that I didn't come out of it alive. Knowing Mav and the gang the way I did, I knew that this could very well be a trap. Once I did their business for them and put Carl down, it was entirely possible that they would take me out as well. In their view, it could be killing two pains in the asses with one stone.

Which was why I'd made sure to get my affairs in order before I made the call to Carl.  

One hour. One hour until it all went down. 

And you better bet, that hour fucking crawled by slower than a sloth with two broken legs. As I watched the minutes dragging by at an agonizingly slow crawl, I thought I might just lose my shit waiting. 
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The old, abandoned factory I'd chosen used to make dog food, once upon a time. That was back before they started shipping most of that work overseas, anyway. Now it was just a derelict old factory sitting on the outskirts of town that just sat there waiting to be used once more. 

And as I looked at it, I guessed that in a way, it was being used. For drug deals, a shelter for homeless people at night, and the odd place teenagers went to go when they wanted to fuck but couldn't do it in their parent's homes. It wasn't what it had been intended for a long time ago, but it was still being used in a way.  

The doors were all boarded up, the building condemned, but that didn't stop people from entering to do whatever they needed to do. Which worked to my benefit, for the most part. The boards over the windows kept getting torn down as people climbed in through windows. And there was a large pile of trash filled with used condoms and needles sitting in the middle of the floor. 

How anybody could think to screw in that kind of filth was beyond me.

I got there before Carl arrived. Or at least I think I did. For all I knew, he was there, watching me. Making sure I was alone. Making sure the coast was clear, and this wasn't an undercover deal with the police. 

I paced the inside of the factory, checking several times for my gun. Just making sure it was still there. It had been years since I'd fired a gun, and honestly, I really had no desire to do it again. None. Guns usually meant trouble in my world. Trouble I was taking great pains to avoid. Because that kind of trouble usually meant that someone ended up dead. 

Thankfully, I'd never had to kill someone personally, but I'd witnessed a few murders in my time, and it was never something you got used to. 

It had never been something I was okay with. 

Deep down, I knew all along that I wasn't cut out for the MC life, but it was much, much too late for me when I came to that realization. I'd joined the MC to be cool, to get the ladies, to have a family – I never knew it would wind up costing me so much though. 

But I also wouldn't have Harley without having gone through life with the club. So, in a way, it made enduring my time with the MC well worth it. 

I tensed when I heard footsteps outside the boarded up door, and then the board was pulled away. Carl Gillespie entered the same way I had and placed the board back in place when he entered. 

When he stepped in, I realized that it was my first time seeing him live and in the flesh – at least close up. The only times I'd ever seen him, he seemed to be keeping a healthy distance from me – whch wasn't a bad idea.

Carl was older than I imagined him to be. Or perhaps, the drugs he took just made him look older, rougher  – a little used up. Frankly, it was hard to tell. His eyes were sunken in and his cheeks were even more so. His skin was sallow, he had a general air of ill healthe about him, and he looked like a skeleton more than  a living human being. And when he opened his mouth to speak to me, I noticed that a lot of his teeth were either missing or black with rot. 

“Nice to finally meet ya, man,” he said, shaking my hand. 

I could smell the body odor on him, he just had a general unclean stench about him, and his breath was about as fresh as a porta-pottie on a hot August afternoon. He was a real peach, this guy. 

“Nice to meet you too,” I said. 

Not really. The last thing I wanted was to be anywhere near this asshole doing what I had been ordered to do. But it was the polite thing to say and about the only thing I could say to keep him at ease. And it was the only want to guarantee that my daughter was safe.

“Got the cash?” he asked, lickig his lips nervously.

Carl bounced from foot to foot seemingly unabe to settle down in one spot. He picked and scratched at the scabs on his arms and his face, and he looked like had a bad case of the jitters. He looked like an addict in bad need of a fix. 

“Yeah, uhh hold on a second,” I said. 

That was the point I was supposed to pull out the gun and pop one in his head. Mav told me everything I was supposed to do and the way the whole scenario was supposed to play out from start to finish. Pretend to be reaching for your wallet, pull out the gun and shoot. Then get the hell out of there, as fast as humanly possible. 

I reached for the gun, but then looked back at Carl and hesitated. 

He was just such a pathetic excuse for a man. A pathetic excuse for a human being. If he fell off the face of the Earth – or took a bullet to the head and ended up in a shallow grave somewhere – someone like him wouldn't be missed. By anybody. He was a drain on society. And given his chosen profession, a cancer upon that society. A plague. The world would be better off without drug dealing scumbags like him in it. 

I pulled out the gun, and as soon as Carl saw it, he stepped back, hands in the air, a look of pure terror upon his face.  

“Whoa there, Elias,” he said. “If your plan is to rob me, you don't need to do that, man. I'll give you whatever you want. I just want to walk away alive. Just tell me what you want and I'll give it to you, man. It doesn't have to go down this way.” 

“Why?” I asked him. “So you can ruin someone else's life like you did Amy's? You deal poison, man. You're destroying people.” 

His face softened and his eyes shone with tears. “I have a daughter,” he said, “Her name is Sarah. I just want to get home to her, Elias. I just want to go home to my Sarah.” 

Of course he had a daughter. And I had no doubt he was ruining her life too. That's what scum like him did – ruined lives.

“What kind of father can you be, huh?”  I asked. “You can't be a good one, given the shit you do.”

“I'm the best father I can be,” he said, still holding his hands up. “Since she doesn't have a mom. I try to do everything I can to make her life good and make up for her not having a mom, man.” 

Uh huh. Sure. Use my story against me. I had to give Carl some credit though, he was smarter than I thought. He thought he knew how to play on my heartstrings. But I knew he was full of shit. 

I clicked the safety off the gun, but hesitated. In the distance, I heard sirens. And they sounded like they were coming closer.

Carl looked at me in shock and I returned his gaze, fury coloring my face. 

“Did you call the fucking cops?” he asked. 

“No. Why in the hell would I do that?” I asked. “I have a gun – ” 

Then it hit me. 

This was a set up. 

I had been set up all along. That son of a bitch set me up.

Wiping my prints off the gun as fast as I could, I dropped the gun and told Carl, “Run. Get the hell out of here. Now. Go.” 

He didn't stop to ask any questions, he just took off toward the door. I took off in the opposite direction, but that's when I heard a gunshot. It echoed around the deserted old factory – and was quickly followed by the sound of Carl screaming in agony. 

I shouldn't have – my survival instinct told me to just keep running – but I couldn't And when I turned around, I came face-to-face with Jay. He had a predatory grin on his face and a gun in his hand. He looked at me like the only thing he wanted to do was put a bullet in my head.

“Not so fast,” he said. “You had a job to do. And the way I see it, you ain't done it yet.” 

Carl was on the ground, bleeding from a wound in his abdomen, writhing in agony. The sound of his pained whimpering filled the air. He wasn't dead, but he was dying. Luckily, the sirens were getting closer. Well, lucky for him. They'd probably reach him before he bled out. It wasn't so lucky for me though.  

Jay raised his arm and pointed the gun at my face. 

“You're going to finish the job,” he said. 

“Like hell I am,” I said. “You hear the cops coming this way, don't you? Not even you can be that deaf or stupid.” 

“Of course I do,” he said. “I'm the one who called them.” 

Of course he did. I wasn't sure if Mav was behind this shitstorm or not – not with any certainty. This felt too smooth, too smart for something Jay put together. Which made me think that Mav was the one pulling the strings and that  had been the plan all along. That the real plan was not to get rid of Carl – that would have been a happy by-product – but to get me arrested and sent to prison for murder. 

“Did Amy's folks put you up to this?” I growled. “I knew she wanted custody of Harley. Is this their fucking doing?” 

“Smart man,” he said. “Too bad you've already gotten your babygirl sent away to her grandparent's place. Oh, and your girlfriend is going to get a little visit from – ” 

“No, she's not,” I said, a smirk on my face. “So go ahead and shoot me. Pull the trigger, asshole. Because no matter what happens here, Amy's parents will never see Harley again. I've guaranteed that.” 

“Liar,” he said. 

I put my hands in the air and folded them on top of my head, intertwining my fingers – assuming the position. 

“Amy's folks don't get Harly and then Mav and you don't get the big payout from them either,” I said. “And who's fault will that be? So go ahead, kill me. Either way, I'm fuckin' winning, man. But more than that, my daughter wins because she won't have to live with those fucked up, twisted assholes.” 

Mav spoke up from deeper in the shadows of the factory, his voice echoing to us from the darkness like some damn malevolent spirit or something.

“Don't do it, Jay,” he said. “Not yet at least.” 

Ahh, of course. Mav was there too. Of course he was. There was no way he wasn't going to be there to watch his victory unfold. He was like one of those kings in Medieval times who watched their armies fighting and dying on the fields below them, safely removed from even the remotest hint of danger. Fucking prick.

Mav walked out into the open, gun in hand as well, and shook his head. “I'm so disappointed in you, Elias,” he said. “I had high hopes. Thought you might finally have grown some balls. But I guess not. Same old Elias – pussy to the end.” 

“I told you,” I said. “I'm not a murderer.” 

“Kill him and let's go before the cops roll in,” Mav said. 

But it was too late. For them, anyway. 

“POLICE! Drop your weapon!” 

The booming voice echoed around the inside of the factory and I watched as a dozen cops flooded into the factory, guns drawn, flashlights in hand. Jay kept his gun on me, while Mav turned his toward the police. 

I heard him growl as he squeezed the trigger. Shots rang out, echoing through the darkness. The muzzle flash from his gun chased away the shadows for a moment. Knowing what was coming, I threw myself to the ground and covered my head with my arms – a futile gesture, but all I could think to do in the moment. 

The sound of several dozen guns going off thundered in my ears and I heard Mav grunting as each bullet tore through him. He hit the ground with a wet, meaty thud. I looked up and was staring into his wide open eyes that were fixed and unfocused as he stared off into eternity. Blood seeped from his mouth and from the multiple gunshot wounds in his chest. A pool of blood was spreading out from beneath him and was slowly rolling my way. It was nauseating, but there was no way I was going to stand up in that moment. If I got Mav's blood all over me, so be it.

I looked up and saw that Jay had thrown his gun down and had his hands in the air.

“I give up,” he shouted. “I surrender.”

Multiple voices were shouting at him to get down onto his knees and put his hands on top of his head. Jay complied, though he turned and looked at me and I could see an expression of pure hate and rage upon his face. The cops swarmed in and took him down, pushing him face down onto the concrete as the slapped cuffs onto him.

I stayed exactly where I was, my hands up and over my head, waiting for them to come to me. It wasn't long before I had several cops putting cuffs on me, hauling me to my feet and marching me out of the factory. I complied with everything they said, not resisting, not so much as looking at them funny. I simply did as I was told. I hadn't done anything and they had nothing on me. All I could do at that point was hope for the best. 

As I sat in the back of the police car, I knew I could very well be in trouble. I was in a bad place at a bad time and shit went sideways. And I knew everything that happened in that factory could be bad for me. Could be bad enough to cost me my daughter. But at the very least, I also knew she was still alive and well, and there was no way Amy's family would ever put their hands on her. 

No matter what, she and Paige were safe. And that was all that mattered to me in that moment.
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Earlier that day

 

Paige slid off her desk and wiggled back into her panties. She was so sexy and I felt the stirrings deep within me again. If she'd given me a couple more minutes, I might have just taken her right then and there one more time. 

But we didn't have time for that. The clock was ticking and I needed to get some things squared away. Quickly. 

“We still need to talk about Harley,” I said. 

“What about her?” Paige asked, growing concerned. 

“You know that trouble I'm caught up in?” I asked. “Well things are about to get very bad. And I'm afraid you're already caught up in it too. It's my fault for getting inolved with you in the first place and dragging you into my shit. I'm sorry for that. For everything. ” 

I sighed and then told Paige everything. I held nothing back. I told her everything from Mav blackmailing me, to Amy's parents, to how they were watching her. 

“We need to get you out of here,” I said. 

“And Harley too?” she said, her voice rising in fear. 

“Yes, please,” I said. “You're the only person I trust with my daughter, and if I don't survive – ” 

“Don't say that,” she said, wiping at her eyes. “You will survive. You'll find a way, you have to. Your daughter needs you. I need you.” 

“Just in case,” I said, reaching for her hands. 

“Just in case,” she said. With a dry laugh, she said, “You know, I always said I wanted to get out of here, but I never thought it was possible. And this wasn't quite what I'd had in mind.” 

“You have to leave everything, Paige. Your job, everything,” I said. “I don't know how this is all going to shake out, but I need to know you and Harley are safe. That they can't touch you.”

“I know,” she said. “And trust me, it's going to kill me. But if it'll keep Harley safe, I'll do it.” 

Kissing her hand, I thanked her with all of my heart. 

“They're after me too, right? So I guess I need to leave to be safe anyway,” she said. 

“I'm sorry.” 

“It's not your fault, you tried to warn me – I didn't stay away. I couldn't stay away.” 

“Still, if I could have avoided all this – ” 

“Then you'd have no one to take Harley,” she said. “Everything works out for a reason.” 

Of course, that would require a plan. A plan to sneak both of them out of the school without anyone noticing. 

 

 




 


Chapter Eighteen

PAIGE

 

Sitting on the bus, Harley asleep beside me, I wondered how I got there. Everything had happened so fast that my head was still spinning. I looked down at Harley with her newly short hair. She was breathing softly, sleeping peacefully. Not having the time to go by a salon, I'd cut her hair in my classroom – and I'd cut it short enough that she could have probably passed for a boy on that alone. 

But we needed to solidify the illusion, so her school outfit had been switched out for a tie dyed shirt from my class along with some gym shorts I stole from the gym class. Complete with a baseball cap, she looked like a little boy. 

It was a little extreme perhaps, but it was also the only way to sneak her out of the school. Of course, I had to change my appearance as well. My red hair was now temporarily dyed black, thanks to some paint I had in my classroom. It was messy, but it worked. A quick change of clothes thanks to the theatre department and I was a whole new woman. 

As we hustled out of the school, I remembered Chester, my cat. Because my place was being watched, I couldn't go back for him and my heart ached. But there was a key hidden for my mom to find. I couldn't text her and give her a heads up, but once she heard I was missing, I knew she'd go over there. She'd take my baby with her. She'd take care of him until it was safe for me to come back. My mom had a big heart and she knew how much that cat meant to me. 

It killed me to abandon Chester like that. But, it wasn't like I had a choice. I had to leave everything behind. My car was still in the parking lot at school. My apartment was still as it was when I'd left that morning. It broke my heart, but I knew that if things went badly, I might never see my parents again. 

Please, don't let things go badly, I thought to myself. Please, pretty please. 

I had to trust in Elias. I had to trust that he'd figure a way out of this mess – even if he didn't even trust himself to do it. 

Harley opened up her eyes and stared up at me, then out the window. Wiping at her little eyes, she tried to figure out where she was. 

“Where are we, Miss Cleary?” 

“Shhh,” I said, holding her close and looking around to see if anyone heard her say my name. Just in case someone had followed us. “We're headed somewhere fun. You're dad is going to meet us there. We're on a grand adventure, Harley. Isn't that exciting?”

She nodded but I could see a look of concern in her eyes – as if she wasn't quite sure what to make of it all. But, that was okay, I wasn't sure what to make of it all either.

Our grand adventure was going to take us to Mexico. Eventually, that was. We had several more hours until we made it to San Diego. And from there, if we didn't hear from Elias, we'd head down across the border. But hopefully, we were going to hear from him and everything would be fine. Maybe we wouldn't have to cross the border. Maybe we'd be able to go back home and get back to our normal, everyday lives. 

She yawned. “Daddy told me we'd be going somewhere fun, but he didn't say where.” 

“San Diego,” I said. “Ever been there?” 

She shook her head. 

“It's in California,” I said, trying to sound excited. “We'll be able to see the ocean.” 

Her eyes grew wide with excitement as she stared out the window. It was nothing but desert all around us at the moment. Nothing but boring, hot, desolate desert. 

“Not yet, silly,” I said. “We still have a few hours to go. Have you ever been to the ocean?” 

“No,” she said. “I've never been anywhere really.” 

“Well, that's about to change,” I said. “I haven't been to the beach since I was a kid, but I always loved it. And I just know you're going to love it too.” 

Her first time at the beach was a memory she should have been sharing with her father. Not me. There was still a lot of memories he needed to be there for. And once again, I felt myself slipping back into my little prayer, my plea to the universe that everything would come out alright in the end. 

“Why are you coming with us?” she asked me. 

“Because, well, your father and I are umm well, we're seeing each other.” 

Harley flashed a devious little smile. “As in you're dating?” 

“I guess you could say that,” I said, a small giggle escaping me. “Would it bother you if I date your father?” 

“Not at all,” she said. “It makes me happy.” 

“Good, because it makes me happy too,” I said. 

Two weeks ago, I never would have dreamed of dating a man with kids – much less one of my students. But my life as I knew it was about to change in so many ways. Was I ready for it? I had no idea. But either way, it was happening. And it was happening faster than I ever imagined it could. 

“Will you wake me when we see something interesting?” she asked me. 

“Of course,” I said. 

“Promise?” 

“I promise,” I said. 

She looked at me skeptically, so I crossed my heart for her just to seal the deal. Harley curled up next to me, pulling the baseball cap over her eyes to block out the sun, and fell asleep. Peaceful, calm and without a care in the world. 

That's how life should be for her. 

And I was going to do everything in my power to make sure it stayed that way. 
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Harley was watching TV, but I couldn't focus on anything she was watching. I kept pacing the room, checking the windows, the doors. I was terrified that someone had followed us. I was also waiting for Elias to show up. The plan was for him to meet us here if it was safe for him to do so. We were going to wait a day or so and if we hadn't heard from him, we were going to head across the border and wait for him at our secondary rendezvous point. 

“Where's daddy?” Harley asked me again. 

“He'll be here soon,” I said and checked my watch again. 

We'd been there for six hours hours already. Although, truth be told, it felt like days already. And there had been no word from Elias. Nothing.

I was starting to get antsy and fear the worst. 

I sat down on the bed and tried to watch Spongebob Squarepants with Harley. It was almost time for her to go to bed, even though she'd already slept most of the day away. I knew I wouldn't be able to fall asleep though. I was too keyed up and anxious. Every sound caused me to jump out of my skin. 

My entire life was on hold until I heard from Elias. 

If I hadn't heard from him by some point tomorrow, I was going to have to take Harley into Mexico. After that, Elias knew where to find us in Tijuana. All was set up and ready to go, if needed. But I hoped it wouldn't come to that. I hoped we wouldn't even have to cross the border. I hoped that he'd get in touch with us and we'd be able to go back home sooner rather than later.

“Can we go to the beach tomorrow?” Harley asked. 

I hadn't taken her to the beach yet. I'd been delaying it because I wanted that to be something she experienced with her father. But the poor girl was growing impatient, and I didn't blame her. Having never seen the ocean before, she was chomping at the bit to go play in the waves. And honestly, I would like to go do that as well. But I also wanted – no, needed – to wait and see what was happening with Elias. 

“Sure, sweetie,” I said, biting my nail as I glanced over at the window. 

A car had pulled up in the lot outside our hotel room. A bolt of anxiety shot through me as I heard the engine shut off. It was likely no one I needed to worry about. But then I hoped that maybe it was Elias. That hope was suddenly overwhelmed by dread though, when I thought that maybe it was the people after Elias. Only time would tell. 

I looked down at my phone. No new messages. No nothing.

People got out of the car and walked past the room, their voices dwindling as they kept walking and allowed me to breathe once more. It was a man and a woman, both sounding drunk and laughing, probably enjoying their vacation. 

“Okay, Harley, time for bed – ” 

I cut myself off when the phone buzzed in my hand. It scared me, like legit scared me, and I jumped, letting out a small squeaking noise. Harley groaned and went into the bathroom, dragging her feet. 

It was Elias. 

I answered the phone, my hand shaking as I did so. 

“Elias?” I said, almost fearing it wouldn't be him, fearing it would be one of the men who'd been after him who'd maybe killed him and taken his phone. 

“Yeah, it's me,” he said. 

Relief washed over me and I sat back down on the bed, finally able to breathe. The sense of relief was so overpowering that it left me trembling as I sat there.

“Is everything okay?” I whispered, hoping Harley wouldn't hear me or pick up on my stress. 

“Everything is fine,” he said calmly. “I'm on my way to San Diego now, should be there in a few hours.” 

“So you didn't have to – ” I stopped short of saying it, not wanting to say the words. Not wanting to believe that Elias was capable of it.

“No. Listen, it's a long story, but everything is fine,” he said. “We can come back home now.” 

“Is that daddy?” Harley asked, coming out of the bathroom with a wide smile on her face and excitement in her voice.  

“It is,” I said, feeling like I might cry with relief. “Do you want to talk to him?” 

She rushed toward me and took the phone from my hands, happily talking to her father as if everything had always been fine. 

“Where are you?” she asked. “We want to go to the beach, but we're waiting on you.” 

I heard him laugh on the other end. I laughed too. 

Everything was fine. 

Everything was going to be okay. 

When Harley was done talking, she handed the phone back to me. 

“We are in room 104. Right next to the lobby,” I said. 

“I'll be there late,” he said. “I can sleep in the car until – ” 

“No, no, you better get your butt in here,” I said. “Just call me or knock and I'll let you in. Then we can all go to the beach tomorrow. We can make a day of it.” 

“Sounds good,” he said. “And Paige, thank you.” 

“You're welcome. I'd do anything for Harley,” I said, looking over at the little girl. “And you.” 

There was a long pause on the line and I thought the call had been dropped. But then Elias spoke and I felt my heart literally skip a beat in my chest. 

“I love you,” he said, taking me by complete surprise. 

My heart felt like it did a complete flip flop inside of me. Had I heard him right? Had he really said what I thought he said?

I wasn't sure, but the rush of warm feelings that washed over me were overwhelming and I told him, “I love you too.” 

Because life can be unpredictable sometimes, and I needed to tell him. 

Even if that wasn't what he'd really said, I needed him to know that was how I truly felt.

As crazy as it sounded – and I knew it sounded plenty crazy. But it was the truth and it was how I felt. So, why hide it or deny it?

 




 


Chapter Nineteen

 

“My first family vacation with Harley,” Elias said as we walked onto the beach together, hand-in-hand. “And my first vacation with you too. It's a beautiful day and I feel really fortunate to be here with the two most beautiful women in the world.” 

Harley ran ahead of us, skipping through the sand and giggling as she dashed right up to the edge of the water. But then she stopped and stared at the ocean in awe. When the waves broke on shore, rushed  in, and lapped at her toes, she squealed and rushed back to us. 

“Are you guys coming?” she asked. “I want to get in the water!” 

“Go ahead, Harley-bug,” Elias said. “We're right here. I'll be sure to keep an eye on you.” 

I pulled out my phone, eager to take some photos of her first time at the beach. Harley laughed and danced in the water, playing in the small waves as they broke on shore. I couldn't help but smile as I watched her having the time of her life out there.

“You know, I was thinking,” I said. “I have some buddies from high school who own a tattoo shop down here, and – well – I was kinda thinking maybe Harley and I might relocate to San Diego. Since she's probably going to lose her scholarship over missing these last few days anyway. So, why not start somewhere fresh? Somewhere clean. Somewhere well away from the MC.” 

“Oh yeah?” I side-eyed him. 

“Yeah, and since you are probably out of a job anyway – ” 

“Are you asking me to move to San Diego with you?” I laughed. “Don't you think it's a little too soon?” 

He shrugged. “Maybe? But what else do we have going for us.” 

He had a point. I'd walked out of my school without much warning. I'd told the office I wasn't feeling well, that I was going to the emergency room, and they'd cancelled all my art classes for the day. 

I could probably go back. But the question was – did I want to? 

“Just think about it,” he said. “Maybe finish out the school year back at home, see where life takes us, and – ” 

“Yes,” I said before he could finish. “I mean, after the school year. I'll start looking for jobs down here. I'll see if I can find something in the area. It doesn't have to be teaching, but – well, just see where life takes us, right?”

The idea scared the daylights out of me, to be honest. But I wasn't happy back home. I liked teaching well enough, but it wasn't my dream. It wasn't my calling. And I hated everything about the school I worked at – even if it was prestigious and would probably look good on a resume. 

Harley was now ankle deep in the water, laughing and smiling and splashing in the waves. She was having the time of her life. The idea of living there, with them, made my heart swell with joy. 

“This isn't about what happened back home, is it?” I asked. “You said everything was cleared back there.” 

“Oh, it was,” he said. “I can go back. There's no danger anymore. The MC is pretty well DOA. After what happened, Carl was a witness for me and he told the cops that Mav and Jay were blackmailing me. They'd discovered a link between  Amy's folks, and the entire MC and they had all been implicated in some serious shit. It was a crazy thought to have in that moment, but I shouldn't have to worry about them anymore.” 

“Good,” I said. “I'm glad. What about Amy?” 

He shrugged. “I mean, I can't keep her from her daughter,” he said, sounding like that wasn't even close to realit. “If she cleans up her act, maybe one day she and Harley can have a relationship. But until then – I think it's better if she doesn't come around.” 

“I agree.” 

“Besides, she has a better female role model in her life now,” he said, kissing my hand and smiling at me. 

“I'll do my best,” I said. “But I'm not her mom.” 

“I know,” he said. “And she knows that. But she still adores you.” 

“And I adore her,” I said, watching as she plopped down in the sand, letting the waves lap at her heels now. “I think it's time we both went and joined her. What do you think?” 

“I think that's a great idea,” he said. 

Life can be unpredictable at times, but it's worth it. 

Sometimes it feels like a punch in the gut, but sometimes it can also surprise you in the most marvelous ways.  

And together, hand-in-hand, we walked toward the ocean and toward our future together. Which made the day seem like one of those days where life surprised us for the good.


HOT SELLER: Train Me Daddy
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Blurb

June

I’ve never been in love, but when I see him, I think this could be real. 

The only thing is,…

He’s not just a single dad, he’s the father of one of my students. 

He’s rich, gorgeous, and charming. 

What would he want with a naïve little girl like me?

All I know is that I’ve never been this turned on in my life. My body is begging for more. But somehow I know that playing with fire is only going to get me burned.

 

Thomas

After my divorce, I swore off women. 

That is, until I saw her. Petite, pale, with masses of black hair and intense eyes. 

I know I have to have her. Her sweet body is begging for me to dominate her, to make her mine. 

The problem? 

I think I might be falling in more than just lust. 

 

 





Chapter One

 

June

“Come to order, please!” I stood up and clapped my hands together, staring at my kids and waiting for them to calm down. My words had no effect – the room full of fifth graders was just as loud and noisy as it had been thirty seconds ago. 

“Calm down!” I yelled, clapping my hands again and smacking my palms on the desk. This time, thankfully, the room fell silent. 

“Thank you all,” I said, smiling tightly. “I know the day is almost over, and tomorrow’s--” 

“Tomorrow's Friday!” 

“Yes,” I said. I could feel my smile fading. “Tomorrow is Friday, and that means we've got a lot of work before the weekend.” 

My class let out a collective groan. “Miss Rogers, it's so warm outside!” 

“Yeah, it's like summer!” 

“Except not as good 'cause the pool's not open!” 

“Please!” I yelled, holding my hand in the air. “Please, guys, calm down. We've only got one more assignment for the day, okay? And then if you all are good, you can have a treat from the Treat Apple.” I pointed to the small, plastic apple on my desk filled with individually-wrapped candies. 

The class let out a collective enthusiastic murmur and I sat down behind my desk. Grabbing a handful of photocopied papers, I handed them over my desk to my teacher's assistant, Ruth. 

“Thanks June,” Ruth said. She rolled her eyes. “They're really a handful today, aren't they?” 

I nodded. “Just tell them to read the paragraph and write a short summary at the bottom – no more than fifty words, okay?” 
Ruth nodded. I sighed as she began walking around the room and passing out the papers. I had no idea what was in the water of P.S. 151, but whatever it was, I hoped it wouldn't be around for much longer. This was only my second year teaching, and I was already starting to feel like I needed a vacation. 

The year had started off well. Kids were always so well-behaved during the first month or so of school. But now that we were well into October, they were starting to bounce off the walls. It didn't help that the weather outside in New York City was still as warm as summer, albeit with less humidity. Seeing the kids get all excited to go home and play was making me a little nostalgic for my own youth. 
Soon, the room was filled with the sounds of pencils scratching on papers. Ruth sat down heavily at her desk and rolled her eyes. She was an older woman – probably in her mid-fifties – who had come back to work after going through a surprise divorce. When she'd first been assigned to me, I'd been nervous. After all, I was only twenty-two...I couldn't stop thinking about how difficult life would be if Ruth tried to boss me around. But thankfully, Ruth had always been a perfect coworker. She was good at calming the kids down, and honestly, I think they respected her a little more than they respected me. It's probably her age, I thought as I watched her. These kids are probably used to teachers as old as their grandparents. 

Back in college, I'd had no idea that I wanted to teach fifth-graders. I'd initially thought about younger kids. But I'd been assigned to a sixth-grade classroom for student teaching, and something about the older kids really intrigued me. They weren't babies anymore, but almost on the brink of becoming real little people. I loved the idea of influencing kids, for the better, and helping them to become better people. 

The sudden sound of a girl crying out made me snap my head up and stare. Brett March, a particularly difficult student, was standing beside Lily Bulger and tugging at one of her pigtails. Lily's face was red and streaked with tears, and Brett was staring down at the little girl with a cruel, mocking smile. 

“Miss Rogers!” Lily cried. “Brett won't leave me alone!” 

“She started it!” Brett retorted. “She wouldn't let me do my work!” 

I leapt from my chair and strode over. “Brett, you leave Lily alone right now!” 

Brett glared at me defiantly. I wondered what his deal was – at the beginning of the year, he'd been so sweet and well-behaved. But over the last few weeks, I'd noticed a definite change in his personality for the worse – almost like he'd become a different person. I knew children at this age were right on the cusp of puberty, but Brett exhibited such anger that it almost frightened me. 

Lily was looking up at me, her green eyes filled with tears. Truth be told, I found her fairly annoying. She was a little princess who cried if she didn't get her way, but she was too much of a goody-two shoes to have initiated anything. I sometimes had a feeling the other children were just as annoyed with her as I was, but still – that didn't warrant an attack from Brett. 

 

“Miss Rogers, I wasn't doing anything, I swear!” Brett howled. “I told you, she started it! She wouldn't stop sticking her tongue out at me!” 

I sighed. “Brett, I'm going to have to call your parents about this,” I said slowly. “This is the third time this week you've deliberately harmed another student!” 

Brett gave me a sulky expression. “Fine,” he said. “Do it. Call them. See if I care.” He turned on his heel and slouched back to his desk. 

“Brett,” I said in a warning tone. “Aren't you forgetting something?” 

Brett turned to me with a sullen look on his face. “What?” 

I jerked my head towards Lily. She was still sitting at her desk, pouting, her cheeks red with anger. 

“Apologize, please,” I said. 

Brett groaned. “Sorry, Lily,” he muttered. 

I knew I should make him do it again, but I was tired. It had been a long day – honestly, I was just as excited for Friday as the kids, but only because I needed a break. 

“Thank you, Brett,” I said. “You may take your seat now.” 

Ruth collected the papers and shortly after, the bell rang. The kids screamed and ran from their seats. I didn't even have the energy to make them line up at the door like usual, while they waited for their buses and parents to bring them home. I was so drained – part of me even wanted to call in sick tomorrow, or ask Ruth to cover most of the day. But I knew I couldn't be getting so lazy. After all, it was only my second year teaching. 

When the kids and Ruth had gone, I settled behind my desk with a feeling of dread in my stomach. I knew Brett's home situation was slightly unusual – he lived alone with his father – and I wondered if in part, that was the reason why he was acting out. Maybe there was something odd going on at home – maybe there was something beyond my control. 

I looked up Brett's father's number, then dialed and held the phone to my ear. 
“Hello, this is Hannah. How may I help you?” 

I frowned. On Brett's contact page, his mother was listed as Marlene. 

“I'm calling for Thomas March,” I said. “I'm June Rogers – Brett's teacher.” 

“Oh,” Hannah cooed. “Want me to take a message?” 

I frowned. She sounded annoyingly chipper. “No,” I said curtly. “I really need to speak to Mr. March, if possible.” I cringed – if possible? Really? I knew I needed to start being a lot more assertive if I was going to make it as a teacher. 

Hannah sighed. “Fine,” she snapped. “Hold please.” Before I could agree, I heard a click followed by elevator music. After just a few moments, there was another click and a deep masculine voice filled my ear. 

“Hello, this is Thomas.” 

“Hi, Mr. March,” I said. “I'm calling about your son – Brett.” 

“Oh. What's the problem?” 

I sighed. “Mr. March, I'd really rather discuss this in person. Would you be able to come by the school tomorrow evening, say around three-thirty?” 

“Of course.” I shivered. Thomas's voice was thrilling and deep. After listening to the sound of ten-year-old kids all day, it filled me with a kind of pleasure that made me blush. 

“Thank you,” I said. “I really mean it.” 

“Not a problem. Brett is my first priority.” 

We hung up and I shivered again, suddenly nervous about tomorrow. I hadn't had very many parent-teacher conferences, and they'd all gone pretty well...but I'd never had to call a parent about a child's behavior before and I wondered how Mr. March was going to take the news. 

When I got home, my roommate Angela was sitting on the couch and watching a movie. She grinned when she saw me. Angela worked at an investment bank, from six-thirty in the morning until three in the afternoon. She was the only person I knew who had a similar schedule to me. That wasn't why we lived together, though – we'd been best friends ever since college, when we'd been assigned as roommates, freshman year. I wouldn't have survived Hunter College without her, and I was still grateful that we were close friends. 

“What a day,” I groaned. “I felt like I was behind that desk forever!” 

Angela smiled sympathetically before yawning. “I know,” she said. “I opened a bottle of wine. It's in the fridge, you want?” 

I hauled myself off the couch and walked into the kitchen, kicking off my heels on the tiled floor. Sure enough, there was a jumbo-size bottle of a white blend in the fridge, and I poured some into a plastic wine glass sitting on the counter. 

“How was your day?” 

Angela rolled her eyes. “Not any better,” she said. “I had to deal with some really needy clients over at the clearing firm.” 

We clinked glasses and I told her all about Brett and Lily. 

“You did the right thing,” Angela said. “Don't worry about that, June.” 

“It's not that.” I shook my head. “I’m not worried that I did the wrong thing, exactly, but Mr. March...I dunno. His voice was so powerful and intense.” 

Angela snickered. “Sounds like someone has a crush,” she teased. 

I blushed hotly and shook my head. “It's not that,” I told her. “It's just...I don't know. I wonder if he's going to be angry that he has to come in and deal with his son.” 

Angela shrugged. “Well, he's a parent, and his kid screwed up,” she said. “Don't beat yourself up, June. You'll be fine. That kid was being a little brat.” 

I nodded. As much as I knew Angela was correct, that didn't quell my nerves about the meeting tomorrow. After dinner, when I went to bed, I lay there for hours, staring at the ceiling and wondering how it was going to go. 

In the morning, I wore my favorite outfit – a grey pencil skirt with a cream blouse – and put on my highest pair of heels. Teachers were allowed to wear jeans on Fridays, but I had a feeling that Mr. March was going to come in looking incredibly professional, and I didn't want him to think that I was just a kid. There was also the fact that I was so young – I wondered if he would blame me, for being an inexperienced teacher? Plus, my wide eyes and pale face had a habit of making me look even younger. My stomach sank when I realized that no amount of fancy clothing would make me look professional enough to teach a billionaire's son. 

I didn't know very much about Brett's family, but I did know that his father was incredibly wealthy. Thomas March worked for Steel Visions, Inc – a high-dollar consulting firm. There were always whispers about him at school. One of the other teachers, Michelle, had taught Brett the year before and I remembered her talking about Mr. March in the teacher's lounge. She'd been blushing the whole time. 

Thankfully, my students were well-behaved – even Brett, who kept his head down for most of the day. He still seemed sullen and quiet, and I wondered if he'd already gotten into trouble despite the fact that I hadn't disclosed yesterday's events to his father. 

By the end of the day, I was a nervous wreck. Thankfully, Ruth had helped out a lot – she'd taught the kids a new song during their music hour, and then she'd taken them to play soccer for the last hour of the day. They were exhausted and sweaty as they waited for their buses, and I sat nervously at my desk, trying to make myself look as organized as possible. 

At three-thirty on the dot, there was a knock at my door. I glanced up to see a gorgeous older man walking towards my desk. I guessed he was in his late forties, with tanned skin, brown eyes, and dark brown hair shot through with silver. 

“Hi, are you Miss Rogers?” 

I flushed. “Please, you can call me June.” I stood up and tried to make myself as tall as possible. I'm not a short woman, but Mr. March was so tall that I only came up to his shoulder. 

Mr. March gave me a tight smile. “Call me Thomas,” he said. “Hannah, in here!” 

I expected to see a little girl run into the room, but instead a gorgeous girl in her mid-twenties came waltzing in, wiggling her hips from side to side. She was beautiful, with long blonde hair and pale skin. I flushed again – was this his wife? His girlfriend? 

“This is my assistant, Hannah,” Thomas said. “Hannah, this is June – Brett's teacher.” 

Hannah smiled with her mouth but not with her eyes. “Pleased,” she simpered. She sat down and scooted close – very close – to Thomas. 

“Hannah's just helping me out with some things this afternoon,” Thomas said. “I hope you don't mind that she came.” 

Hannah glared at me. 

“No, it's fine,” I said quickly. “Look, I know you're probably really busy, so I'll get right to the point. Brett is a smart kid – I can tell, just by listening to him talk. But he's been picking on another student, even going so far as to yank her hair. He made her cry yesterday,” I added. “I'm sorry to be the one to tell you.” 
Thomas scowled. 

“That's just how kids are,” Hannah said flippantly. She tossed her blonde locks over one shoulder. “He probably has a crush on her.” 

“Hannah, please,” Thomas said curtly. “This isn't about you.” 

Hannah sulked and I had to suppress a grin. 

“That's a pretty outdated way of looking at things,” I said, trying to keep my voice as even as possible. “We take physical assault very seriously at P.S. 151, and Brett can't attack this girl again without being written up and sent to the principal.” 

Thomas nodded. He looked very stern, and a thrill shot down my back. 

“Of course,” Thomas said. “Please, discipline Brett as you see fit.” He sighed, raking a hand through his silver-threaded hair. “The family is...going through a bit of a rough time right now,” he added. “And it isn't fair for Brett to take his frustrations out on any of his classmates.” 

I nodded, feeling a mixture of relief and curiosity. Just what was going on with the family, and why was it bothering Brett? I glanced at Hannah again, wondering if she was Thomas's mistress. 

“Again, I apologize,” Thomas said. I could tell that despite his apparent lack of emotional warmth, he was sincere. 
“It's nothing,” I said. “I just want to make sure Brett is doing alright.” 
Thomas nodded. A muscle ticked in his clenched jaw. “Of course,” he said. “I promise, I'll have a talk with him and get this sorted out.” He sighed, checking his watch. “I'm sorry, but I have to run. Hannah, is everything ready for the Johnson appointment?” 

“Yes,” Hannah said in a chirpy voice. She looked at Thomas and I watched her eyes fill with passion. “But we'll have to leave now or else we'll be late.” 

Thomas gave me yet another apologetic-yet-distant smile. “Thanks again, June,” he said. “I hope you'll be in touch.” 

I nodded automatically. I couldn't help feeling stunned. The meeting hadn't gone the way I'd expected at all, and suddenly I was wondering whether or not that was a good thing. Thomas obviously cares about Brett, but it seemed like he was so busy that he hardly even had time for his son. 

Thomas stood up and reached for my hand. When I slipped my palm against his, I felt a spark leap from his body to mine. My stomach turned to a pile of warm mush inside my body and I shivered as Thomas gently squeezed my hand. No doubt about it, he was one of the most attractive men I'd ever seen in my life. 

“Thanks for coming in,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

Thomas smiled, showing a mouth full of straight white teeth. “Any time,” he said perfunctorily. “Come, Hannah.” 

Hannah gave me a mocking smile before clicking out of the room on her five-inch heels. Thomas looked at me and for a moment, I could have sworn he was about to say something else. Then he sighed, turned on his heel, and followed Hannah out of the room. 

 

 

 




 

 


Chapter Two

June

Thomas stayed in my head the whole day – the whole weekend, in fact. By the time I went home, I couldn't stop thinking about his handsome face. He was beautiful in a sensual way that I didn't often see in American men. He looked distinguished, educated – almost like some professor of French literature. 

Angela was, of course, no help. She teased me endlessly as soon as she heard about “hot Mr. March” and I spent the whole weekend blushing at her jokes. Even when we went out to the movies, I couldn't stop thinking about him. It was totally inappropriate, and borderline creepy...especially considering the fact that he was likely sleeping with Hannah, who had seemed only a year or two older than myself. 

Monday morning, I was in the teachers' lounge when Andy, another fifth-grade teacher, came up to me and sat down. He was younger – probably late twenties – than a lot of other teachers at P.S. 151 and we'd sort of bonded over this in the past. But truthfully, I found him pretty uninteresting. He was one of those guys who seemed to only know how to talk about himself, and I could tell that we didn't have anything in common. 

“Hey, June,” Andy said. “How was your weekend?” 

Well, I spent it obsessing over the father of one of my students, I thought, blushing hotly. 

Andy smirked when he saw my blush. “That good, huh?” 

His comment made me blush even harder. “Nothing like that,” I said. “I just went to the movies with my roommate, that's all.” 

Andy nodded. He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. Suddenly I could tell that he was nervous. 

“Hey, listen, you wanna go to a play with me next weekend?” Andy kind of shrugged, glancing down. “I mean, I got the tickets from a friend – but he can't go now, and I thought you might want to.” 

My heart sank. I'd never suspected Andy of having a crush on me – he was one of those guys who was seemingly friendly but distant to everyone around him. But now I was starting to wonder if I'd been too naive. 

“I'm sorry, Andy,” I said. I swallowed. “I don't really feel right dating a coworker.” 

Andy frowned. “It doesn't have to be a date,” he said stubbornly. 
“Ask someone else,” I said gently. “I’m sorry, Andy, but I'm not looking for a relationship right now.” At least that much was true...even if I hadn't been able to get foxy Thomas March out of my head since Friday. 
Andy scowled. “Okay,” he said. “Sorry I bothered you.” 

I winced. The sarcasm stung, even though I probably deserved it. “Sorry,” I said, feeling lame. Andy pushed his chair back from the table and got up, striding purposefully away. For a moment, I felt guilty. But then the bell rang, and I leapt up from my desk to get to class. 

Brett's behavior was much improved. He was quiet all day, even raising his hand to answer a few pre-algebra questions during math hour. I was still dying to know what was going on at home, but I didn't dare stick my nose where it didn't belong. 

When the kids were dismissed at the end of the day, I called Angela. She answered on the first ring. 

“Hey girl,” Angela said. “What's going on?” 

“I was thinking about going out for a happy hour or something,” I said. I gnawed my lip. Bars – especially bars in New York City – weren't really my thing, but after the week I'd had, I like I deserved a drink...or three. 

“Sounds good. If you can get to Brooklyn before five, we should go to Tio's,” Angela said, her voice rushed with excitement. “They have a deal – a slice of pizza and two beers for five bucks.” 

“Oh wow, definitely there,” I said. “I'll be there as soon as I can, meet you?” 

“Sounds good,” Angela said. “See you soon, girl.” 

As luck would have it, I ran into Angela while we were walking up from the subway. The grimy smell of the streets mixed with the garbage and fast food stalls. I'd always loved New York, but it was only just starting to feel like home. I'd grown up in New Jersey, and sometimes the idea of living in such a big city was still frightening...but with Angela, I was starting to really find my way around. 

“Tio's is right down here,” Angela said, pointing towards the crowded street. We quickened our pace, darting along the sidewalk as if we were running from something. By the time we got to the crowded bar, I was out of breath. 

'This is a nice area,” I said. I glanced around, seeing expensive hotels and restaurants. “I haven't ever been here before.” 

Angela nodded. “Yeah, I don't come this way very often myself,” she said. “But a bunch of guys from work told me about this place and it's off the chain.” 

I wrinkled my nose and peered inside. “It's really crowded. Should we try somewhere else?” 

Just as Angela was about to reply, I turned to the street and gasped. There, in a hotel bar right across the street from Tio's, was Thomas March. He was seated in front of a laptop with a pint of beer next to him. My heart skipped a beat and my breath was shaky for a moment as I watched his toned, hairy arms typing furiously away at the small computer. 

“That's Thomas,” I said, grabbing Angela's arm and pointing towards the bar. Angela cried out, dropping her hand. 

“Oh my god, June, don't be so obvious!” Angela stared, licking her lips. “Wow, you weren't kidding. He's really gorgeous.” 

I nodded, blushing furiously. I couldn't believe that I'd just shrieked and pointed at Thomas, like he was an exhibit in some kind of human zoo. 

“We should go say hi,” Angela said. She raised her eyebrow and smirked. “You know, just introduce ourselves.” 

“Oh, Ang, I can't,” I whined. “Come on, that's embarrassing!” 

But Angela was already crossing the street, her long legs making purposeful strides towards the hotel bar. Before I could catch up, she was darting into the hotel lobby and into the bar. 

My heart sank. I knew this was a bad idea – besides, what the hell would I tell Thomas. Oh, we just saw you from outside and wanted to say hi?

I groaned. This couldn't be good. 

By the time I got inside, I was crestfallen to see Angela standing at the bar, flirting with Thomas. When she saw me, she gave a jerk of her head to the side. 

“Hey, June, over here!” 

Thomas turned around. When he saw me, he narrowed his eyes. I felt like melting into a puddle of June on the expensive hotel carpeting. After a few seconds, he smiled – but warily, almost the way you'd smile at a dog you suspected might bite you. 

“Hello, June,” Thomas said politely. I cringed. He couldn't have made it any more obvious if he'd tried. 

“Hi,” I said shyly. 

“Will you and your friend join me for a drink?” 

Angela made a wide-eyed face behind Thomas's back and I blushed. 

“This is my roommate, Angela,” I said nervously. 

“Hi, Angela. Very nice to meet you.” 

As soon as we sat down, I was sure Thomas was going to want to talk about Brett. But instead, he steered the conversation towards neutral topics. I could barely tear my eyes away from his gorgeous, leonine face. When he touched the back of my hand, I shivered. 

“Hey, June, you should tell Thomas about Sundays in the Park!” 

I wanted to cringe. “I'm sure he doesn't care about--” 

“What?” Thomas gave Angela a charming smile and turned in his stool. I cringed as Angela started talking about Sundays in the Park – a local event every week in the summer, sort of like an open mic in the Brooklyn park across from our apartment. 

As Angela talked, I realized that Thomas's glance kept turning back to his computer. Eventually, I grabbed Angela's hand. 

“Angela and I really should be going,” I said nervously. Angela kicked me under the bar and I yelped. 

Thomas gave me an amused grin. “Everything okay?” 

I nodded quickly. “We were just on our way to another bar,” I said. 

Thomas nodded. For a moment, I thought he was going to beg me to stay and I felt my heart swell inside my chest. But then he nodded and pulled out his wallet. 

“Please, allow me to pay for your drinks,” Thomas said. He smiled. “If I may.” 

Angela nodded quickly. “Of course!” 

I yanked her arm and glared as Angela mouthed 'what' to me over Thomas's head. 

“It was nice seeing you,” I said quickly. “We've really got to go, though. 

Thomas looked at me and grinned. It was the first genuine smile I'd ever seen on his face, and it sent warmth shooting through my body in a way that made me tremble. 

“Bye, June,” Thomas said. The way he said my name sent shivers down my spine. “I'll see you soon.” 

When Angela and I got out to the pavement, she burst out laughing and I glared. 
“What?” Angela demanded. “He's nice! And god, he's hot!” 

“I know,” I said morosely. “Trust me. I know.” 

 

When I woke up the next morning, I knew that something had to change. I couldn't keep moping around, wishing for Thomas to suddenly think that I was the most desirable woman on the face of the planet. I was going to have to take matters into my own hands – and really make sure that I stayed as professional as possible. 

Andy was in the break room when I got into work. He was reading the paper and sipping coffee, and suddenly he seemed much more approachable than I'd originally thought. He didn't look up until I'd sat down next to him. 

“Hey,” I said. 

Andy didn't reply. 

“You mad at me?” 

Andy shook his head. “No,” he said. He gave me a funny smile. “Why would I be mad, June?”

I blushed and shrugged. “I don’t know. Hey, I was thinking that maybe after school, we could get coffee.” 

Andy cocked his head to the side. “Like a date?”

I nodded, blushing harder. See, that wasn’t very hard, I thought as I bit my lip. I just need to learn how to be confident around men. But I didn’t want to let my confidence get the best of me – after all, Andy was nothing like Thomas March. 

“Yeah,” I said finally. “I felt bad that I had to say no the other day…I just wondered if maybe we should get to know each other better.” 

Andy grinned. “Yeah,” he said. This time, he sounded more enthusiastic. “That sounds great.” 

I smiled. “Great,” I said. “Well, I’m going to class now. See you, Andy.” 

“Where should I meet you?” 

“Just come to my room at the end of the day.” I smiled, then I thought of Ruth. “Actually, no – you know what? I’ll meet you out front, how does that sound?” 

Andy nodded. “Cool,” he said. “See you, June.” 

I smiled at him one last time, then turned on my heel and walked down the hall. 

The day seemed to drag on and on. I couldn’t stop thinking about how I’d boldly (at least, I thought so) asked Andy for a date. I was feeling confident and excited…but part of me wondered if I was really doing the right thing. 

To make matters worse, Brett was behaving horribly. He dumped paint on one of the other kids, and he pulled Lila’s hair and made her cry twice in one day. Whenever I closed my eyes, I thought of his handsome father…but that didn’t mean I was going to let Brett off the hook. In the end, after multiple time-outs, I sent him to the principal’s office. 

Thomas is going to be angry, I thought as I gathered my things together at the end of the day. As much as I knew that I shouldn’t care, I couldn’t help it. After all, teaching Brett was my responsibility as a teacher. I couldn’t worry about what parents would think – even though teaching in modern times was nothing like it had seemed when I was growing up. Ruth, my teaching assistant, had almost gotten fired last year after disciplining a student for bratty behavior. The kid’s parents had threatened to sue, and it had taken a meeting with the school board in order for them to calm down. The worst thing was, Ruth had been praised for her actions by our principal…but now, New York City had become so litigious that we really had to be careful. 

After glancing around my classroom to make sure it was in order, I walked down the hall and out the main entrance of P.S. 151. Andy was waiting by the steps, sitting with his legs splayed open and a tattered paperback in both hands. He looked cuter outside than he ever had in the break room, and a nervous thrill of excitement made my stomach twist and cramp. 

When Andy saw me, he grinned. “Hey, June,” he said. “You wanna go to the diner around the block?”

I frowned. “It’s so nice outside,” I said. “I was thinking that maybe we could go somewhere with outdoor seating?” 

Andy grinned. “Yeah, sounds good,” he said. He stood up and stretched. When he came closer, I realized he was a full head taller than me. “Where to?” 

I shrugged. “There’s a little café a few blocks over,” I said. 

Andy nodded. “Don’t think less of me,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “But I might have to get a beer instead of coffee. Today was fucking rough.” 

I nodded. “Tell me about it,” I said as we began walking in the direction of the café. 

Andy chuckled. “Oh, yeah? You too?” 

“Yeah,” I said. I rolled my eyes before launching into the whole saga of Brett March and his bad behavior. As I talked, I felt a streak of guilt – what if I shouldn’t be talking about this? What if it somehow got out and Thomas found out? Then he really would be angry with me. 

“Wow,” Andy said. “That kid has problems.” 

I shrugged. “I had a meeting with his dad last week, and he mentioned he’s going through a divorce,” I said. I puffed out my cheeks and blew. “That’s probably pretty typical for kids, right? To misbehave because they’re acting out?” 

“Probably,” Andy said. He grinned. “Hey, thanks for asking me out,” he said. “I’ve really been wanting to go out with you, June. You’re hot.”

I blushed. “Thanks,” I said awkwardly. 

We lapsed into silence as we rounded the corner and crossed the street. One of the things I loved most about teaching was the schedule – even if I had work after class, I could always take it home and be in the front door of my apartment by four. I especially loved it in the winter…no more coming out of an office at five-thirty to be greeted with gloomy, dark skies. I’ve always been a cheerful, optimistic person…to the point where Angela makes fun of me. But I can’t help feeling sad whenever it’s dark outside. 

“Come on,” Andy said. “This way.”

I nodded and trotted after him. So far, I wasn’t regretting my decision to ask him out, but I did wonder if maybe I’d opened a can of worms that was better left alone. Andy was a nice guy, sure, but I didn’t feel very much of a spark with him. You’re being silly, I chastised myself as I followed Andy inside the café. Sometimes a spark takes time. Your life isn’t a movie – some dreamy guy isn’t just going to walk up and pull you into his arms for a kiss. 

Andy and I asked to be seated outside. A cute, young hostess led us in the direction of the outdoor tables and I couldn’t help but notice Andy sneaking a glance at her backside. A flash of irritation crossed my mind. It wasn’t jealousy, though. I knew that realistically, most people check other people out all the time. But I was annoyed – this was our first date! Weren’t you supposed to put your best face on for a first date? 

“This is nice,” Andy said. He sat next to me and peered intently into my face. “Are you having a good time, June?” 

I laughed nervously. “We just got here,” I said. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of blonde hair and cringed. Hannah, Thomas’s beautiful assistant, was standing there with a smirk on her face. 

Please don’t come over here, I thought. Please leave us alone. 

As if she could read my mind – and wanted to make me as uncomfortable as possible – Hannah began striding over. All I could do was pray that she was alone, and Thomas was nowhere in sight. 

“Oh hi,” Hannah said. “May I sit?” 

Andy looked at her with eagerness. “Yeah,” he said. “Come on down.” 

“Actually we were just about to leave,” I lied. “I’ve got to get home and get back to work on something.” 

Andy narrowed his eyes at me. “June, we just got here,” he said slowly. “What’s going on?” 

Hannah snickered. “Thomas is so upset with Brett right now,” she said, raising her perfectly-groomed eyebrows high on her face. “He’s even thinking of other options. I keep suggesting private school – of course a child like Brett shouldn’t be in public – but Thomas is so stubborn.” 

I felt weak. If Thomas and his ex-wife took Brett out of P.S.151, I’d never see him again. Why can’t I stop thinking about Thomas, I wondered nervously, clenching my hands into fists under the table. It’s like I’m obsessed with him!

“We have a great school,” Andy said, somewhat defensively. “It’s gotten the highest ratings for any public elementary school in New York City.” 

Hannah laughed and tossed her beautiful mane. “Sure,” she simpered. “But private education is just so much better,” she said. She stood up. “I mean, I can’t even imagine how stupid I’d be if my parents had forced me to go to public schools,” she added, emphasizing the word like a curse. 

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, Hannah,” I said. “It was great to see you.” 

Hannah peered at me with renewed interest. Then she looked at Andy and smiled. “Oh, June,” Hannah said in a voice dripping with fake sweetness. “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend!” 
“I don’t,” I said quickly, trying to ignore the hurt look in Andy’s eyes. “This is a coworker of mine.” 

“It’s the first time we’ve gone out,” Andy added, sounded wounded.

Hannah’s smile shrank. “I see,” she said curtly. “Well, it was nice running into you,” she added. “I’ll have to tell Thomas all about it.” 

Inwardly, I groaned. But on the outside, I forced a fake smile. “Right,” I said. “Well, thanks again.” 

Hannah lingered uncomfortably for a moment and I could tell that she wanted to say something else. She had a gift of getting under my skin, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of knowing that she was able to do so. 

“What was that all about?” 

I shrugged. “I have no idea,” I said honestly. “I really have no clue.” 





Chapter Three

 

Thomas

“Thomas? Are you ready to go?” 

I barely heard Hannah’s voice as she stood in the doorway of my office, knocking loudly at the door. 

“Just a sec,” I called, not taking my eyes off the latest expense report, filed just after my most recent business trip. Despite the fact that I was a self-made billionaire, spending money on myself still felt squeamish at times. And looking down at the receipt, I couldn’t believe that I’d spent over four thousand dollars of company money entertaining clients at a steakhouse. 

“Come on, we’re going to be late,” Hannah said. She sighed and strode into the room, her heels clacking on the Italian marble floor of my office. 

Steel Visions, Inc. hadn’t always been this opulent, but I’d worked my ass off to bring the company into the twenty-first century. Right out of college, I’d started my own consulting firm, mostly working with defense companies. And it had taken years for Steel Visions, Inc. to even be on the map. But I was proud of what I’d done – I thought that I’d really built a solid world for myself, my wife, and my son, Brett. 

 

“Thomas,” Hannah said sweetly, putting her hand on my arm. “I know this isn’t exactly going to be fun for you, but we’ve got to get it done.” 

“Please don’t touch me right now,” I said testily, stepping away. 

Hannah frowned. “Did I do something?” She batted her eyelashes. “I’m sorry, Thomas,” she said. “I didn’t mean to get in the way.” 

I bit my lip. The fuck you didn’t, I thought. You’ve been gunning for me since the first day I hired you. 

Hannah had been my assistant for years. I’d initially hired her at the request of Marlene, my ex-wife. She hadn’t been my ex-wife then, though – we’d still been happy together, or so I’d thought. Marlene had wanted me to hire Hannah, someone to “manage my schedule” and give me more time at home with the family. 
Thinking of now all made me ill. 

Hannah was beautiful – I had to give her that. She had long legs, tanned skin, and long blonde hair. But I hadn’t hired her for her good looks. I’d hired her because she’d been a whiz at scheduling. Despite her dumb-blonde looks, she was one of the brighter women at Steel Visions. I respected her. 

But lately, things had been getting really out of hand. Over the last few years, Hannah’s personality had changed. She’d become more forward, less timid – and she wasted no time flirting with me whenever she got the chance. 

I was used to the attention of women. I knew I was a reasonably attractive man, and I’d heard Hannah joke more than once that I was “at that dangerous age.” I was forty-six, but I worked out four times a week and kept as fit as I could. And apparently, that was some kind of strange aphrodisiac on the young women of New York City. 

Things hadn’t always been this way. When I was younger, I’d had to work my ass off just to get a girl’s number…and it was likely a fake one, at that. Hell, even Marlene had taken a lot of convincing just for one date. But luckily (at least, I’d thought that way at the time), by the time I asked her to be my wife, I’d amassed a sizeable fortune in consulting. 

“You’re fine,” I said curtly. “Just please, don’t act up today.” 

Hannah made her eyes wide and she licked her lips. “Why would I act up?” 

I groaned. “You know what I mean,” I said. “Do you know that Marlene actually told my son after our last meeting that I was sleeping with you?” 

Hannah’s cheeks flushed and she couldn’t hide the hint of a smile that spread across her face. “I wonder why she’d think that,” she said sweetly. 

“Because you flirted with me the whole time,” I said. “Hannah, look – I can’t have you act like that in front of Marlene, and if you’re going to do it again, please just let me know ahead of time so I can make additional arrangements.” 

Hannah looked sulky but she nodded. “Yes, Thomas,” she said. “I understand.” 

I went to my closet and pulled my jacket free as Hannah gathered my papers and put my laptop into sleep mode. 

“You want me to get you a coffee before the meeting?” 

I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I’m fine.” 

The truth was, I wasn’t feeling fine at all. My stomach was a tangle of nerves and I felt sick – which was always how I felt right before I had to meet with Marlene. Brett was only ten years old. How the fuck was I supposed to co-parent with a woman I couldn’t stand for at least the next eight years?

Hannah and I rushed downstairs, then into a waiting Lincoln Town Car. The day was sunny and bright and Hannah took off her cardigan, rubbing her bare shoulders and smiling at me in a manner that I knew she thought was enticing. 

I ignored her. 

The car seemed to take forever crawling through Manhattan traffic. I tried to keep my mind on the most important thing at hand – Brett, and how Marlene and I were going to do our best to raise him without letting our shit get in the middle. 

After what seemed like an eternity, the car slowed to a stop in front of Marlene’s office building. Until the divorce, she’d been a stay at home mother…and I know she’d been angling to keep that up with alimony payments. But luckily, the judge had been on my side. While I still awarded her a hefty fee every four weeks (a fee that no doubt would have bankrolled the lifestyle of someone less greedy), Marlene had had to return to work. Now, she worked as a secretary for a fancy law firm.

I just wondered how many of the law partners she was sleeping with at once. 

Hannah and I breezed inside. To my shock, Marlene was already standing in the lobby. Her flame-red hair was piled high on top of her head and her narrow face looked pinched when she saw me. She was wearing bright red lipstick. 

“You’re late,” Marlene said. “I’ve been waiting here for over five minutes!” 

“I’m sure that was very taxing on you,” I said dryly. “Where are we going?” 

Marlene sighed heavily before turning on her heel and leading the way through a large, mostly unfurnished office. She turned a sharp left and pointed to a conference room. 

“This is reserved for us,” Marlene said. 

“Oh, great.” Hannah pushed past her. “Could you bring me a coffee?” 

Marlene turned to me and raised her eyebrows. “Thomas, you have to be kidding me,” she said. 

“Don’t worry about her,” I said. “We’re here to talk about Brett, Marlene.” 

Marlene and I followed Hannah inside and I shut the door. 

“Brett hasn’t been doing well at school,” I said. “He’s gotten in trouble a few times over the past week, for teasing and tormenting this little girl.” I stared right at my ex-wife. “Do you know anything about this?” 

Marlene sighed. “If you’re asking whether the school has called, yes, I’m vaguely aware of something like that.” 

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I narrowed my eyes. “You knew about this?!”

“Well, Thomas, I’m not sure what you want me to do,” Marlene said coolly. “He’s just going through a phase right now, it’ll pass.” 

“He could get thrown out of that school!” I could feel my face turning red with anger but there was nothing I could do to stop myself now. “That’s the best goddamn public school in the city! I had to work so goddamned hard to get him accepted!” 

Marlene shrugged. 
“I’ve suggested a private school might be better for him,” Hannah simpered. “I went to private school, and I just think it’s such a better idea.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Private school is off the table,” I said sharply. 
“I don’t know, Thomas, maybe she’s got a point.” Marlene was picking her cuticles, she didn’t even deign to look at me as she spoke. “Maybe we should reconsider where we placed him. You know, a change could do the boy good.” 

“It’s not happening,” I said firmly. 

Marlene’s eyes flashed with anger. “You’re being a cheapskate,” she said. “You don’t even want to spend money on our son’s education!” 

“It isn’t about that,” I said hotly. “It’s about his attitude! I don’t want to reward him for this shitty behavior. Like, oh, son – you’ve been acting out but it’s okay because Daddy is going to put you in an expensive school full of other little rich shits!” 

Marlene and Hannah were both staring at me. 

“Sorry,” I muttered. “Dealing with all of this is really fucking stressing me out at the moment.” 

The rest of the meeting didn’t go much better. Hannah and Marlene turned on each other, and then I was suddenly the mediator. By the time we were done, I was exhausted. I felt a huge amount of resentment towards both of the women in my life, and I knew it was irrational, but I didn’t care. 

“In the future, you’re not coming to these meetings unless you can behave,” I told Hannah sharply as we left the building. 

Hannah batted her lashes at me. “Oh, Thomas,” she said sweetly. “I just want what’s best for you and Brett.” 

I stared at her. My anger was rolling over me in strong, palpable waves. 
“I trust that you’ll let me make those decisions,” I said sharply. “Because I’m sure as fuck not going to let you start parenting my son.” 

Hannah’s cheeks flushed and eventually, she dropped her gaze. 

“Fine,” Hannah muttered. “God, I was only trying to help.” 

“We’re done for the day,” I told her. “I’m going home to see Brett, he’s been waiting for me and I know I’ll be late if I don’t hurry.” 

“Want me to come?” Hannah looked hopeful. “We can order a pizza, I’ll watch Brett while you work out?” 

“No,” I said sharply. “I need to start spending more time with my son.” 

Hannah looked at me expectantly. 

“Alone,” I added in a sharp voice. “Without you around, got it?” 

Hannah nodded meekly. “Fine,” she snipped. “I’ll see you in the office tomorrow.” 

I groaned and ran a hand through my hair. I hadn’t looked in a mirror all day, but I could tell that the stress was really getting to me. My skin felt puffy and old, and when I closed my eyes, a dull ache began to spread through my whole head. 

I knew that I was going to have to do something about Hannah, but for the moment, I was stuck with her. I couldn’t find another personal assistant who would be as knowledgeable and helpful as Hannah – at least, not without weeks of searching. And with a big project coming up at work, I wasn’t going to be able to take that kind of time off. I supposed I could always organize a committee and put them in charge of finding me a new person, but that would have to wait until things calmed down, just a little. 

And Marlene! She was a fucking cipher – she always had been. When we’d first divorced, she’d been almost pleased to be out on her own. But I could tell that it was taking a toll on her, too. She obviously hated the fact that she was “forced” to work in order to maintain her luxe condo, and I knew she probably blamed me.

I also knew that I shouldn’t care. But it was difficult – after all, we had a child together. And Brett was the most important part of my life. I wasn’t going to write off his mother just because she’d been a shitty wife. That would have been incredibly unfair to him. 

It was dark by the time I got home. Isabelle, Brent’s nanny, was just starting dinner in the kitchen and the delicious smell of chicken enchiladas flooded my senses when I stepped in the door. When she saw me, she smiled. 

“Hi Mr. Thomas,” Isabelle said. She grinned at me. “We had us a nice long day, didn’t we baby?” 

Brett nodded and smiled. Isabelle had been with us since shortly before the divorce, and Brett really cared for her. Some of my friends had joked about her – she was young, curvy, and a lot of fun to be around. But dating the nanny was such a cliché…I wasn’t going to become that kind of man. 

“I’m glad,” I said. 

“Dinner almost ready,” Isabelle said, swinging her hips as she flung a dish towel onto the counter. “Just bake for twenty more minutes and you’re good. I’m going to clean up and then I’ll head out.” 

I nodded. “You want a ride home?” 

“No, thank you Mr. Thomas,” Isabelle said. 

“Alright, then,” I said. “Thanks for everything.” I pulled out my wallet and handed her a crisp fifty. “This is for a good week,” I said, handing the folded bill to Isabelle. She tucked it inside her pocket and smiled. 

“Wow, thanks!” 

“Don’t worry about it,” I said dryly. “Work is really ramping up, and I think things are only going to get busier from here on out. You okay with spending a lot of time here next week?” 

Isabelle nodded. “We’ll have fun, won’t we, Brett?” 

“Yeah!” Brett looked ecstatic. It was hard not to take it personally – he was obviously closer to Isabelle than me or Marlene. But I knew I shouldn’t care – at least the boy had someone to be a positive role model, even if she was the nanny. 

Isabelle grabbed her coat and left, leaving a wake of heavy orchid perfume behind her. As soon as she’d left, Brett seemed to clam up. He hopped onto a barstool at the island and slumped over a piece of paper, furiously scribbling with a crayon. 

“Hey buddy,” I said, walking over and taking off my jacket. I loosened my tie. “How’s it hanging?” 

Brett barely glanced up. “Fine,” he said. 
“Just fine?” 
Brett sighed. “Dad, I’m fine,” he said. 

I forced a smile. “Okay. You hungry?” 

Brett shrugged. 

“How was school today? And don’t say it was fine,” I added quickly. “Because I know it wasn’t.” 
That got Brett’s attention. When he turned to face me, his cheeks were pink with guilt. 

“I’m trying, Dad,” he said after a long pause. 
“I know.” I cleared my throat. “I know you’re trying, but sometimes that’s not good enough. Brett, you know I want the best for you.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” 

It was difficult not to get angry, but I took a deep breath and tried to let my frustration drain. 

“I know I haven’t been around as much as I should be,” I said. “Things are really busy at work, but I’m thinking of taking a really long trip over the summer.” 

“Oh.” Brett sounded glum. 

“With you, together,” I said. “I was thinking about Disney World. Or maybe San Diego, wouldn’t that be fun?” 

Brett looked up and nodded. He smiled. “Yeah, Dad. That would be great.” 

I tried to smile back. I knew that I shouldn’t be bribing him like this – with offers of a fancy vacation – but sometimes, it was too easy. 

“Well, you think about it and let me know,” I said. “I’m going to check on dinner and then get changed.” 
“Can we order a pizza?” 
“Brett, Isabelle made this just for us.” 

“I know.” Brett wrinkled his nose. “But I want a pizza. It’s Friday, Dad. Come on!” 

I sighed. “Only if you promise you’ll eat the leftovers,” I said. “We’re not going to be wasting any more food in this house.” 

Brett nodded enthusiastically. I stared at him for a final minute, hunched over his paper in concentration and scribbling hard. He was such an intense kid – I knew he’d gotten that from me – but I hoped we wouldn’t ever get to the point where he refused to talk to me. Growing up, I hadn’t been particularly close to either of my parents. But they’d never really tried, either. It had always been about them. 

Today, we practically had no relationship save for when they wanted to see Brett. They adored Brett, of course – sometimes it was hard not to feel resentment when I saw how clearly they preferred him to me. 

I whistled as I walked through the condo. It was big – four bedrooms – I’d had it since before I met Marlene. It felt like too much space for two people. But moving was a pain in the ass, and this was centrally located right in Manhattan. I wasn’t about to give that up, just for the sake of a cozier condo. 

Impulsively, I picked up my phone and dialed Brett’s teacher, June. I didn’t expect her to answer, but she picked up on the first ring.

“Hello?” 

“Hi June, this is Thomas March. How are you?” 

“Oh! Hi! Um, I’m good,” June said quickly. I could tell she was blushing and fumbling. Strangely, my cock began to stir and twitch inside my boxers as I listened to her breathy voice. 

“Look, I was calling to ask about Brett,” I said. “He’s gotten a new tutor, but I’m worried he still isn’t doing very well.” 

June paused. 

“That can’t be good,” I joked. “Don’t worry about offending me, June. Just be honest.” 

“Well, um, Mr. March, Brett is still acting out,” June said softly. 

“Please, call me Thomas.” 

“Oh, sir, I couldn’t,” June said quickly. 

My cock stiffened and I had to suppress a groan. I had no idea what it was about this woman that turned me on, but every time we spoke, I felt a thrill of excitement shooting through my body. She was so young, so submissive – I wondered what she’d be like in bed. The idea of a blushing virgin was somehow appealing. 

“Please, June,” I said. 

“Okay, Thomas.” June’s voice was a high-pitched squeak. “Brett continues to pick on his classmates, and I sent him to the principal.” 

“Good.” 

“You’re not mad?” The relief in June’s voice was palpable. I grinned as I imagined her begging my forgiveness, on her knees, with my cock in her pouty little mouth. 

“Of course not,” I said. “I want you to let Brett know that you’re in charge, and if that means sending him to the principal, then that’s what I want you to do.” 

“Oh,” June said breathily. “Okay, Mr. March. I’ll do that.” 

I chuckled. “Please, June, call me Thomas.” 

There was a pause. 

“Look, Mr. March – Thomas, sorry – I should be going, I’ve got a lot of papers to grade.” 

I grinned, picturing her in a t-shirt and panties, surrounded by a mountain of schoolwork. The image of June’s stiff nipples through thin white cotton excited me tremendously. I wondered what kind of panties she wore. Probably prim little cotton bikinis, in white and pastel shades. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine the scent of her sex – probably musky, and young, almost like talcum powder. I wondered if the crotch of her panties was wet. I wondered if she’d let me push those young thighs apart and lick her juicy pussy until she squirted right in my face. 

By now, my cock was throbbing. My balls were starting to ache. I longed to be buried deep inside June’s pussy, to make her moan and writhe with pleasure. 

“Okay,” I said. “You have a good night, June.” 

“You too,” she said softly. I grinned. I might have been imagining it, but something told me that she was just as turned on as I was. 

Oh, how I wanted to fuck her!

 





Chapter Four

 

June

Days passed and I didn’t hear anything from Mr. March. As much as it pained me to admit, Brett was doing much better in school and that meant I didn’t have any reason to interfere. Oh well, I thought one afternoon as I dismissed my class. That’s probably for the best. I’ve already embarrassed myself enough around him. No need to make a bigger idiot out of myself. 

“June, I’m going to go,” Ruth said. “You okay to wrap things up on your own today?” 

I nodded. “I’m fine,” I said. “Thanks, Ruth. You’ve been a big help – I really appreciate it.” 

I’d intended to leave school early that day – before four – but once Ruth was gone, I realized that I felt like working. I pulled my schoolbag up to my desk and shuffled through papers. Normally, I didn’t feel much motivation at the end of the day, so I decided to seize it and grade that week’s math quiz. 

I was almost halfway through the papers when my door banged open. My heart leapt. Thomas! I thought irrationally. He’s come to talk to me about Brett!

But when I glanced up, I saw that a gorgeous redheaded woman was making her way through the desks. She wore a luscious fur coat, sunglasses perched on the top of her head, and her pointy features were perfectly made up. She was beautiful in the way that an older movie star is, the kind of woman who would play the “hot mom” in some stupid teen comedy. But she wasn’t smiling. Her face was a tight mask of anger. 

“I need to speak to my son’s teacher,” she said, her nostrils flaring. “Can you call her in, please?” 

I frowned. “Who is your son?” 

“Brett March.” 

I cringed. “I’m Brett’s teacher,” I said. “My name is June.” 

The woman rolled her eyes. “Marlene,” she said. “Marlene March.” 

I bit my lip. “What can I do for you, Mrs. March?” 

“I demand to know why my son has been acting out,” she said sharply. “Why aren’t you taking more of an effort to reign him in? Do you know that he’s barely even speaking to me about school anymore?” 

I narrowed my eyes. “I’m not really sure those two problems are related” 

“Shut up,” Marlene growled. She put both hands on my desk and leaned close, glaring at me with her icy green eyes. “I demand you help him!” 

“I’m trying,” I said quickly. “But Brett – your son – has been an incredible disturbance in class, and I can’t spend as much individual time with him as I should.” 

“Why not?” Marlene’s voice was high and indignant. “This is supposed to be the best public school in the city!” 

“It is,” I said. “But ma’am, I have over thirty students in my class. If one of them keeps acting out, I have to send them to the principal. I can’t just pause the education of twenty-nine other children because one of them is misbehaving!” 

“You’re a bad teacher,” Marlene said. “My child is in school to learn, not to get pushed aside just because he’s acting out!” 

“And he will learn, as soon as he can behave himself and control his anger,” I said firmly. 

“You little bitch,” Marlene spat. “You don’t give two shits about these children!” She crossed her arms over her chest and tossed her red curls. “I should have you fired!” 

A stab of cold fear pierced my belly and I shivered. 

“Yeah, you don’t like that idea at all, do you,” Marlene growled. “But I think it’s only fair. You’re pushing my son to the side, I push you to the side.” 

My lip began to quiver and I couldn’t stop the tears from welling up in my eyes. 

“Please, ma’am, I’m doing the best I can with your son,” I said quickly. “I really, really am! I swear!” 

“I bet you are,” Marlene said. “You’re weak. You can’t even handle an angry parent! How the hell am I supposed to trust that you’ll handle my son?” 

I stood up and glared at her angrily. Hot tears streamed down my face. I’d never felt more humiliated in my life. 

“Your son is a child,” I spat. “And children listen to their teachers, unlike you!” 

“Oh yeah?” Marlene smirked. “Then explain why you have to keep sending him out of class! My son is a perfect little boy, and you and this goddamned school have been treating him like he’s some kind of delinquent!” 

When I opened my mouth to speak, nothing came out. In frustration, I buried my face in my hands and cried. 

“You can’t even handle the lightest of criticism,” Marlene spat. “You are not fit to teach my son!” 

I wanted to scream at her. I wanted to slap her, to stamp my foot, to throw a fucking fit. But I knew that wouldn’t accomplish anything. I knew that would only make myself look worse, and possibly open myself up to a lawsuit. 

“I’ll be in touch,” Marlene said smugly. She turned on her heel and clacked her way out of the room, humming under her breath. 

I flopped down in my chair and wiped my face with tissues. Just as I was starting to calm down, the door burst open again and my heart sank. 

But this time, it wasn’t Marlene. 

It was Thomas March. 

He strode towards me, smiling and looking sexy…until he saw my face. Once he realized how distressed I was, he rushed closer. 

“June! What the hell happened?” 

I sniffed. “Your wife happened,” I said flatly. 

Thomas’s face fell. “Let’s get out of here,” he said darkly. “There’s a coffee place around the corner. Come with me and I’ll tell you everything.”

--

Ten minutes later, Thomas and I were sitting side by side, sipping cappuccino. 

“I’m so sorry about Marlene,” Thomas said, after I’d told him the whole bloody story. “She’s angry with me right now, and she’s taking it out on you.” 

I licked my lips and shivered. “She threatened to have me fired,” I said, trembling. “She sounded serious, too.” 
“She won’t do that,” Thomas said firmly. “And if she does, you bet your ass I’m going to your boss and telling him that she’s full of shit. Marlene likes to throw her weight around to get her away. She’s not going to win this time, June. I won’t let that happen.” 

“Why is she so angry?” I turned to look at Thomas, to stare at his gorgeous face and hair streaked grey and silver. 

“Fuck if I know,” Thomas said bitterly. “She’s the one who cheated on me.” 

My jaw dropped. 

“Oh, yeah,” Thomas said casually. “She was thrilled when we first split up, she said it meant she could finally get everything she wanted.” 

I took a long sip of my coffee. It was both creamy and bitter, just the way I liked it. 
“What a horrible woman,” I said softly. “Sorry,” I added quickly. “I know you were married to her and everything.” 
Thomas shrugged. “I had no idea what she was capable of when we first got together,” he said. “Trust me – if I’d known, I’m not sure I would’ve gone through with it.” 

I shivered. “She’s really gunning for me,” I said. “She’s doing everything she can to make me doubt myself.” 

Thomas nodded. “I swear it won’t happen again.” 

“Oh god,” I said. I could feel my cheeks growing pale. “Please, please don’t say anything! It’ll look like I went and tattled to you!” 

Thomas chuckled. I blushed – the sound of his voice was so melodious, so deep that I couldn’t stay afraid for long. 

“June,” Thomas said heavily. “You’re an adult. You’re not a little kid. What the hell do I care if you ‘tattle’ or not? My ex is being a nasty bitch, and she’s not going to get away with it.” 

I slumped down against the seat. “I really am trying,” I said softly. “But Brett keeps acting out, and I can’t take time away from the rest of the class in order to discipline him.” 

“I know.” Thomas sighed. “This is all really hard on him. I’m sure he blames me – hell, he might even blame himself.” 

We lapsed into silence. “Thanks,” I said quietly. “I just don’t want you to think that I’m ignoring your son, or anything like that.” 
Thomas smirked. “You’re a good teacher, June,” he said. “I know you wouldn’t do something like that.” 

I shivered. “Thanks,” I said softly. 

Thomas got to his feet and sighed. “I hate to rush off,” he said. “But I need to pick Brett up. You want a ride home?” 

I shook my head, too embarrassed for Mr. March to see where I lived. 

“No thanks,” I said softly. 

Thomas grinned. “Okay, June,” he said. 

I blushed. The way he said my name always made me shiver with happiness. He had such a beautiful voice. My body always responded to him. At least he didn’t ask you for a drink, I thought. Then you really would’ve made a fool of yourself. 

“See you, June,” Thomas said. He winked at me and I blushed. 

“Bye,” I stammered. 

Thomas whistled as he walked away. I couldn’t tear my eyes off his tall, handsome silhouette. I knew it was wrong, but I wanted him so badly. 

I need a distraction, I realized. I just need to find someone my own age, who won’t belittle me. Someone who doesn’t have an ex-wife and tons of baggage. 

But the problem was, I didn’t want someone like that. 

I wanted someone like Thomas March. 

That evening, I was lying on my bed and grading papers when my phone buzzed. Angela hadn’t come home yet, and I didn’t even have to look at the caller identification to know that it was her. 

“Hey,” I said. “Could you pick up a pizza on the way home? I’m starving.” 

A deep masculine laugh filled my ears and my cheeks burned bright red. 

“I’d bring you a pizza, but I don’t know where you live, June.” 

I blushed even harder. “Mr. March! I’m so sorry!” 

Thomas chuckled again. “How many times do I have to tell you – call me Thomas, June.” 

I gulped and swallowed. “Okay.” 

“Look, June, I was calling to ask you out to dinner on Friday night.” 

I bit my lip. “Did something happen with Brett? Is everything okay?” 

Thomas laughed. “Brett’s fine. He’ll be with his mother this weekend.” 

“Oh,” I said quietly. “Why, then?” 

“Because I want to take you out,” Thomas said. “On a date. A real date, to a nice restaurant.” 

I thought my eyes were going to pop out of my head. 

“You can’t be serious,” I said quickly. “Me?” 

“Yes, June, you.” 

I bit my lip. 

“So, are you free? Can I pick you up at seven-thirty this Friday?” 

I nodded quickly, forgetting that Thomas wasn’t in the same room to see me. 

“Yes,” I said quickly. “Yes, yes!” 

Thomas laughed. “That’s the response I was hoping for,” he said in a deep growl that sent a shiver of arousal crawling down my spine. “I’m looking forward to it, June.” 

I blushed hotly. “Me too,” I said softly. “Me, too.” 

When we hung up, I had to pinch my arm to make sure that I was really awake. It stung, but I still felt delirious and happy. I couldn’t believe that Mr. March had asked me, of all people – me! – out for a fancy dinner date night. I was grinning so wide that both of my cheeks ached. 

I couldn’t believe it. Me and Mr. March…together, out on a date! 

Suddenly, life was really looking up. 

 





Chapter Five

 

June

For the next few days, all I could think about was Mr. March. I still couldn’t believe that someone like him would want anything to do with someone like me. 

“Come on, June. You’re so pretty,” Angela whined one morning as we were finishing up breakfast before work. “Of course he’d want to go out with you!” 

I rolled my eyes. “I’m closer to his son in age than I am to him,” I said. An image of Marlene, angry and flustered, popped into my head. “And besides,” I added miserably. “I might be pretty, but his ex-wife is beautiful.” 

“Well obviously, he doesn’t want anyone like her,” Angela said. 

“Thanks,” I muttered sarcastically. 

“June, I didn’t mean it like that!” Angela flushed. “You know, I just meant…he likes you. He wants to get to know you.” She batted her eyelashes at me. “He’s falling in love!” 

“Oh, my god, stop,” I said, getting up from the table and wiping my hands on a dish towel. “I can’t think about that right now. He’s probably just bored and wants to be friends, you know?” 

Angela giggled. “I guess you’ll find out,” she said. 

I yawned. When I glanced down at the time display on my phone, I yelped in surprise. 
“I need to get a move on,” I said quickly, grabbing my coat. “I’m going to be late.” 

Angela waved and I opened the door and darted down the hall. 

By the time I got to school, I was so distracted that I knew I wouldn’t be able to focus, no matter what. I ran into the break room and stuck my lunch in the fridge, praying that I wouldn’t be late to class. The kids were already here, and I hoped that Ruth was taking charge of the class. 

Just as I was about to go to my classroom, Andy stepped into the break room. He grinned when he saw me. 

“Hey, June,” Andy said. “Nice morning, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah,” I said quickly. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand. “I’ve gotta go, I’m gonna be late.” 

“Hey, wait a sec.” Andy grabbed my shoulder. “June, look, I really want to talk to you.” He glanced into my eyes and I flushed hotly. 

“I’m really sorry,” I said quickly. “But I’ve got to run to class.” 

“I didn’t mean here,” Andy said. He smiled, like it was a joke. 

I forced a smile right back. 

“How about we go out to dinner this Friday?” 

“Oh, god, Andy, I’m sorry – I can’t. I actually have plans that night.” 

Andy’s eyes flashed. “Oh yeah? With another guy?” I could tell he was struggling to keep his voice neutral and calm. 

I blushed. “Uh, no, I’m just going out with my roommate, Angela,” I lied. 

“Oh?” Andy raised an eyebrow. “Where are you going?” 

Why are you giving me the third degree, I thought in exasperation. Just let me go!

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “Look, I’ve really got to run. Bye, Andy!” 

Andy narrowed his eyes. “I don’t know how you can be like this, June.” 
“What?” I frowned. “What are you talking about?” 

“I don’t like being toyed with,” Andy continued. “And I hate how you’re trying to play me. Hot and cold, which is it?” 

Thankfully the bell rang just as I was about to open my mouth. 
“I can’t talk,” I said quickly. “Bye, Andy!” 

Andy stood there, glowering at me as I ran off towards my classroom. 

Thankfully, the kids were just starting to file in as I took my place at the head of the class. Ruth raised an eyebrow at me. 
“Sorry,” I mouthed. “Bad traffic.” 
Ruth nodded. 

As I called the class to order, I couldn’t quite get Andy’s words out of my mind. What had he been talking about? Hot and cold? I wasn’t even sure what that meant! 

The day, thankfully, seemed to speed by. I was afraid of running into Andy, so I stayed in my room for planning and lunch. It was pouring rain, and the kids were so restless by three-thirty that they were practically bouncing off the walls. I was more relieved to see them dismissed than usual, and my stomach was in knots by the time I left school.
At home, Angela was making a batch of sangria. She poured some into a glass and held it out towards me. 

“Rough day?” 

I rolled my eyes and took a sip. It was good, and I closed my eyes as I savored the fruity tastes bursting on my tongue. 

“It was okay,” I said. I shrugged and carried my glass into the living room before flopping down on the couch. 
“What happened?” Angela narrowed her eyes. “You nervous about tomorrow?” 

I blushed. “Yeah,” I said. I wrinkled my nose. “I dunno. Someone I work with said something kind of odd to me.” 

Angela snickered. “Oh, girl,” she said. “Like what?” 

“It was Andy,” I explained. “You know, that guy I had coffee with last week.” 

“He totally has a thing for you,” Angela said. 

I laughed. “That can’t be true,” I said. “I think he’s just bored and I’m there, you know? Like he wouldn’t approach me if we didn’t work together every day.” 
Angela shook her head. “You’re so naïve,” she said. “He totally wants you.” 

My stomach twisted into a knot. “Well, whatever, he told me I was hot and cold with him.” 

Angela laughed. “See, girl? He’s totally got it for you, and he’s mad that you’re not draping yourself all over him.” 

“Ew!” 

“Well, it’s true, he probably wants to sleep with you,” she said smugly, taking a long sip of her drink. “He probably senses there’s some other dude in your life. Men are like that. They can practically smell competition from a mile away.” 

I flushed hotly. “Mr. March isn’t anything like Andy,” I said. “And that’s a good thing – definitely.” 

“So, why’d you ask him to coffee if you don’t really like him?” 

I bit my lip. “I felt guilty.” 

“June!” 
“What?” 

“That’s such a dumb reason,” Angela said. She rolled her eyes. “You can’t do that! It just leads guys on.” 

“Well, I felt bad that he asked me out and I said no, so I thought I’d make things right by asking him out.” 

“God,” Angela sighed. “You are never gonna learn!” 

I frowned. “It was just a coffee thing,” I said. “It didn’t even feel like a date. Besides,” I added. “We ran into Hannah – that assistant that Mr. March has.” 
“And another thing,” Angela said sternly. “You’ve got to stop calling him Mr. March! He’s going to be your boyfriend soon.” 

I blushed hotly. “It just doesn’t feel right,” I said. “He’s so much older than I am.” 

Angela groaned. “Girl, you are going to have so much fun with him. Just please, relax and promise that you’ll start calling him Thomas.” 

I could feel my blush deepening into a bright crimson. “Okay.” 

“And don’t ask out that other guy again, what’s his name?” 
“Andy,” I supplied. 
“Yeah, Andy. You stay away from him. If he asks you out again, tell him something came up and you’re no longer available.” 

“It doesn’t seem right to lie,” I said slowly. My stomach churned just thinking about it. “I’m sure he could tell.” 

Angela sighed in exasperation. “Trust me, June, if he calls you on your lie…is that really the kind of guy you want as a boyfriend?” 

I wrinkled my nose. “I guess not.” 

“Good,” Angela said. “Now come with me.” She stood up and brushed her hands off on her jeans. 

“Where are we going?” 

“My room,” Angela said triumphantly. “If you’re out with this silver fox, you’d better have something good to wear.” 

I bit my lip. “Oh, you’d really do that?” 
“Duh,” Angela said. She rolled her eyes for emphasis. “June, you’re going to kill it on this date. Just trust me, girl. If it goes well, he’ll probably ask you for a second date before he even takes you home. He’s older, men that age don’t like to play games.” 

I nodded. “I hope you’re right,” I said softly. “Because I like him so much. I get butterflies in my stomach just listening to his voice.” 
Angela pretended to swoon. I threw a couch cushion at her and it bounced off her head. We collapsed in peals of laughter over our sangria – the alcohol was starting to relax me, and take the edge off of some of my nervousness. I didn’t really like being drunk – I’ve only been drunk twice in my life – but a glass of wine (or in this case, sangria) was always nice after a long day. 

Angela led me into her room and I flopped on the bed as she opened her closet doors. Immediately, she began grabbing dresses and tossing them towards me. I laughed and dodged the barrage of fabrics as Angela turned around, breathless and excited. 
“This one would be perfect,” she said, raising an eyebrow and holding up a tight, black cocktail dress. 
“Oh my gosh, no way,” I said, shaking my head. “I couldn’t wear something like that!” 
“Why the hell not?” There was a devilish gleam in Angela’s eye. “This would look so great on you, June!” 

I blushed. “It’s so tight.” I wrinkled my nose. “Mr. Mar—I mean, Thomas, would think that I was just trying to have sex with him.” 

Angela laughed. “Well, you do, right?” 

“No!” 

“Really?” Angela laughed. “I doubt that, June.” 

I colored deeply. “I mean, yeah, I do,” I said softly. “But I want more than that. I want to get to know him.” I swallowed – a lump had been forming in my throat ever since Thomas had first asked me on a date. “I don’t just want him to think that I want him for sex.” 

Angela rolled her eyes. “You’re so principled,” she said with a snicker. “But fine, point taken.” Tossing the black cocktail dress on the floor, she started combing through her closet once again. I sat awkwardly on her bed, watching as Angela fumbled with different dresses and outfits, all while making noises under her breath. 

After what felt like an eternity, Angela turned to me and held up a green silk dress. “This would be so pretty with your eyes,” she said. “And you’re so pale, you’d look really pretty.” 

I bit my lip. “I don’t know….” 

“What?” Angela rolled her eyes. “What’s wrong with this one?” 

“It’s low in the bust.” I blushed. “I don’t want to make myself look slutty.” 

“June!” Angela sighed loudly. “Come on. It’s a gorgeous dress.” She walked closer and dropped it in my lap. The rich silk slithered down to the ground and I picked it up, gazing at it with skepticism. 

“Just try it on,” Angela encouraged. “Come on. For me?” 

I sighed. “Fine,” I said. “But I’m not making any promises.” 

Angela grinned. “You don’t have to,” she said cheekily. “Just try it on and have a look.” 

Although the dress looked big, I had a hard time getting it on and zipping it up myself. When I looked in the mirror of Angela’s bathroom, I gasped. 
“What? What’s wrong?” Angela came rushing in before I could stop her. “June, what happened?” 
“Nothing,” I said. I couldn’t suppress my smile any longer. “It’s perfect.” 
Angela grinned. “I told you,” she said. 

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from my reflection in the mirror, even though I knew that was vain. The green silk perfectly set off my green eyes, pale skin, and black hair. I didn’t look like June Rogers anymore – I looked like a real woman, someone confident and sexy. The dress wasn’t overly complicated – just a simple, sleeveless A-line. But it made my waist look nipped in and the skirt billowed around my legs, making them look shapely and much smaller than I was used to seeing. 
The kind of woman who would be perfect for Mr. Thomas March. 

“You’d really let me borrow this?” 

“Oh, my god, yes,” Angela said. 

I cocked my head to the side. “This had to be expensive,” I said, fingering the folds of the skirt as it swished around my hips. Somehow, the silk had a sensual feel that made me feel…sexy. 

“I don’t care, I know you’ll take care of it,” Angela said. “Besides, you’re my best friend. I want you to succeed.” 

I threw my arms around Angela and hugged her tightly. 

“You’re the best,” I said softly. “And I won’t forget it.” 

Angela grinned. “I know,” she said. 

We burst out laughing. At least I could always take comfort in her. No matter what happened with Thomas, I’d still have my best friend. 

 





Chapter Six

 

 

June

Friday seemed to take forever. After school, I rushed home and gave myself a quick manicure and pedicure, in pale pink, my favorite color. Angela had taken the dress to the dry-cleaners, and it was hanging on the back of my door. 

I nervously killed two hours watching reruns of television, barely even paying any attention. The second the clock hit seven, I wriggled into Angela’s dress, then applied two coats of mascara, lipstick, and a little blush. When I looked in the mirror, I couldn’t believe the girl I saw. 

I just hoped Thomas would like her, too. 

At twenty-five past, I spritzed on some perfume, grabbed my clutch, and shoved my feet into a pair of Angela’s black patent platform pumps. Her feet were slightly bigger than mine and for a moment, I wobbled nervously as I walked into the foyer of our apartment. I’ve got this, I thought, trying to stay positive. I can do this. 

As I walked outside, my heart was pounding like a nervous drum. I bit my lip and glanced up and down the block, looking for any sign of Thomas. 

I didn’t have to wait long. At seven-thirty on the dot, a silver Porsche cruised by the building and braked hard. Seconds later, Thomas climbed out from behind the driver’s seat and beamed at me. He was so handsome that it almost hurt to look. His silvery hair was pushed back and he was clad in a black button-down shirt and black slacks. 

“Hi,” I said, blushing furiously and biting my lip. 

“Hey yourself,” Thomas said. He winked at me. “You look stunning. I’ve never seen that before. New?” 

My blush deepened and I was glad it was twilight. 
“I borrowed it from my roommate,” I confessed with a small laugh. “I don’t really need stuff like this for school.” 

Thomas laughed – it was a nice, deep sound – and grinned. “No, I guess not,” he said. “But damn. Your kids would really pay attention if you did.” 

My cheeks hurt from smiling as I walked carefully to the car, making sure not to wobble too much in my borrowed heels. Thomas opened the passenger door and held it open for me, carefully tucking the silk of my skirt inside before closing it. When his skin brushed against mine, I shivered. 

“So, I thought we’d go to Daniel,” Thomas said. 

I giggled nervously. “I have to admit, I’ve never heard of that place.” 

“You’ll love it,” Thomas said confidently. “It’s French, and very new.” 

Oh, no, I thought nervously. I don’t know how to read French!

“Don’t worry, everything is fantastic,” Thomas said. He steered the Porsche smoothly down the street. Being there, in the car with him, I could barely remember to breathe. In Angela’s silk dress, I slid sensually against the black leather seat. It was all too much to take in. The sound of Thomas’s voice made me shiver every time he spoke. 

“I’m really glad you asked me out,” I said softly, taking a nervous gulp. “I…I don’t really date much.” 

Thomas chuckled. He reached across and briefly rested his hand on my bare knee before shifting the car into a different gear. 
“I’m glad you said yes,” he said, his voice booming through my chest. “I’ve been wanting to ask you out ever since we first met.” 

I licked my lips. By the time Thomas took his hand away from my knee, I was trembling with excitement. 

“Are you okay?” Thomas eyed me. “Are you always this quiet?” 

“No! I mean, yes,” I babbled, blushing deeply. “I mean, sorry. No. I’m just nervous.” I glanced down at my hands twisted tightly in my lap. “Like I said, I don’t really date much.” 

“I don’t mind,” Thomas said. Now his voice was lighter, teasing. 

“Good.” I gulped again. 

“June, are you nervous being with me?” Thomas glanced at me, raising an eyebrow. 

Yes, I thought quickly. 

“Um,” was all I could say. 

“Don’t be nervous,” Thomas said. He smiled. “I promise, I’m not some big bad wolf.” 

No, I thought. You’re just gorgeous and rich and sexy and I can’t believe you’d want anything to do with a little nerd like me. 

“I am, a little,” I said quietly. I glanced out the window and watched the shops and restaurants whizzing by. The warm, leathery Porsche felt like a different world, somehow like I was seeing everything in Manhattan for the first time. 

“Would it help if I said that I’m nervous, too?” 

“What?” I narrowed my eyes and whirled around in the seat. “Why?” 

Thomas laughed. “Because I haven’t dated in a long time,” he said. “Probably fifteen years or so.” 

I blinked. “You…you haven’t dated since the divorce?” 

“No,” Thomas said. He swallowed. “I didn’t want to jump back in right away, you know,” he said. “The divorce was such a headache, it took all of my energy. I didn’t think that would be very fair.” 

“I see.” 

“And besides, it’s not going to be easy for Brett,” Thomas added in a low voice. He pulled the car over to a little area marked ‘valet.’ I blinked – the outside of Daniel was as beautiful as a luxury hotel. 
“I know,” I said quietly. “He…he hasn’t been taking this well.” 

“No,” Thomas said dryly. “And I’d want to ease him into the idea that I’m seeing someone.” 

“Especially his teacher,” I added in a quiet voice. 
Thomas laughed. “June, don’t worry about it,” he said. “This is just a first date. I’ll handle Brett, okay?” 

I nodded. 

A tuxedoed valet swooped down and pulled open the passenger door. I was careful to keep my knees together as I climbed out of Thomas’s fancy Porsche. Once I was on the ground, I wobbled once again and almost fell but steadied myself with a hand against the car. 

“These are my roommate’s, too,” I said, giving a guilty glance down to my heels. 
Thomas laughed. “I’d like to see your closet,” he said. “But I have to admit, that dress is perfect for you.” He reached out and swept my black hair across the nape of my neck. The slightest touch of his fingers made the hair on the back of my neck stand up and I shivered. 

“Thank you,” I said softly. “That means a lot.” 
Thomas grinned. He offered me his arm and after a moment, I accepted. 
“Wouldn’t want you tumbling down,” he said with a smirk. 

I blushed as Thomas led me inside. The inside of Daniel was breathtakingly beautiful, with elegant marble and gold fixtures everywhere I looked. The plush red carpet under my heels felt like walking on a lush bed of grass, and the ceilings were so high that I felt tiny, like a dwarf. 

“Like it?” Thomas gave me a bemused smirk. 

“I love it,” I said, craning my neck and glancing all around. “This is one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever seen!” 

Thomas nodded. “I love it, too,” he said. “I hosted a business dinner here last month and everyone agreed that it was phenomenal. I hope you like escargot,” he added with a smirk. 

I blushed. “I don’t know what that is,” I said quietly. 
Thomas gave me a wicked grin. “We’ll order some and let you decide for yourself,” he said. 

A beautiful brunette hostess gave Thomas a warm smile. When she saw me, it faded a little. She was poured into a tight black dress – much like the one I’d rejected from Angela – and as she led us to our table, I couldn’t help but notice that she was salaciously swinging her hips from one side to the other. 

I had to bite the inside of my mouth so I wouldn’t roll my eyes. Thomas was so gorgeous that I knew he was probably used to this kind of attention, but that didn’t mean that I didn’t find it rude. 

After we were seated, the brunette turned to Thomas and gave him a megawatt grin. 
“Is there anything else I can do for you?” 

“No, thank you,” Thomas said. His voice was polite but his eyes were firmly fixed on me. I blushed hotly. 

The hostess’s smile faded. “Of course,” she said. Then she turned on her heel and sashayed away, showing off her perfectly heart-shaped butt. 

“She was pretty,” I said quietly once the hostess had left. 

“I didn’t notice,” Thomas said. He winked at me. “I’m here with you, remember?”  

I blushed. 

We hadn’t been seated for more than two minutes when another very attractive woman came up to the table and smiled. 
“Hello, my name is Katharine and I’ll be your server tonight,” she said with a smile. I frowned when I realized her whole body was turned to face Thomas. It wasn’t like she didn’t even realize I was there. 

“We’d like to start with a bottle of the ’93 pinot noir,” Thomas said smoothly. He turned to me. “June, do you like red wine?” 

I nodded. Katharine turned, too. When she saw me, she smiled. 
“It’s so nice that you’re taking your daughter out to dinner,” Katharine cooed to Thomas. “I can’t tell you how much I love seeing that.” 

My cheeks were burning red and tears sprang to me eyes. Thankfully, Thomas laughed politely and shook his head. 

“June is my date for the evening,” he said. “She isn’t my daughter.” 

Katharine’s smile vanished. She glared at me, almost as if she were angry that Thomas wasn’t single. 

“Oh,” she said shortly. “I’ll be right back with your wine.” 

After she left, Thomas laughed. When he saw that I wasn’t smiling, he reached across the table and put his hand on my shoulder. 
“June, relax,” Thomas said. He chuckled. “That was kind of funny, wasn’t it?” 

“I guess,” I said sourly. “She’s jealous,” I added. I swallowed a lump in my throat. “It’s like she can’t believe you’re with me.” 

“Well, I can hardly believe it myself,” Thomas said. He winked at me and I felt my frown melt off my face. “You’re the most beautiful woman in the room. I’m sure she’s just insecure, and she wanted to make you feel bad.” 

“Stiff her on the tip,” I said dryly, winking at Thomas. 

Thomas burst out laughing. “I should, shouldn’t I?” He snickered. “This menu is incredible,” he added smoothly, switching gears in less than a second. “What looks good to you?” 

I glanced down. “I don’t know,” I confessed. “It’s all in French.” 

“The lamb is fantastic, as is the hangar steak,” Thomas explained. “Do you like seafood?” 

“Sometimes,” I said. I wrinkled my nose. “Not when it’s too fishy,” I added. “I only like it when it’s with a cream-based sauce.” 

Thomas laughed. “You’re in luck,” he said. “That just about describes everything on the menu.” 
We fell silent as Thomas perused his leather-bound menu. I glanced down at mine. The foreign words and accents intimidated me. The only thing I recognized was the word “entrée.” 

“What’s chicken cordon bleu,” I asked, forming my lips around the strange words. 

Thomas chuckled. “It’s a chicken dish with ham, cheese, and a creamy sauce,” he said. “It’s good, but very rich. Would you like me to order that for you?” 

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Just get whatever you think is best.” I closed my menu. “I’m hungry, but this all sounds really good to  me.” 

Thomas nodded. “If that’s what you’d like, then that’s what I’ll do,” he said. 

Katharine returned with the wine. She barely acknowledged me as she poured Thomas a taste. I watched, fascinated, as he swirled the glass around in his hand, releasing fragrant aromas into the air. As he sipped, he closed his eyes and relaxed his sensual, leonine features. I blushed hotly – it was somehow sexual, watching Thomas drink. 

I wondered if that was the face he made when he came. 

“Yes, this is perfect,” Thomas said after a long pause. “June, I think you’ll love this.” 

Katharine turned to me with a sickly sweet smile on her face. “Ma’am, may I see some ID please?” 

“Sure.” I pulled my wallet out of my clutch and handed over my driver’s license. Katharine stared at it longer than necessary, squinting hard at the date. 

“Come on,” Thomas said. “She’s twenty-two.” 

Katharine flashed him a big, fake smile. My stomach curdled as I heard her speak. 
“Yes, sir, I’m sure – it’s just our policy to card anyone who looks underage.” 

She handed my license back to me and flounced away. 
“She forgot to fill my glass,” I said miserably. 
“June, don’t let this bother you, please,” Thomas said. He chuckled. For a second, he almost looked nervous himself. 

I swallowed. “I’m sorry.” I stuck my license back in my wallet and tucked my clutch away. “It just bothers me.” 
Thomas sighed. “I know,” he said. “Look, it bothers me, too. But I don’t want it to ruin our evening.” He leaned closer and touched my hand, sending a thrilling warmth through my body. “Besides,” Thomas added with a wry smile. “As much as I hate to admit it, if we keep seeing each other, this kind of thing will happen.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “I hope not,” I replied. “I mean, I hope that it doesn’t keep happening.” I covered my mouth with both hands. “Not that I hope we don’t keep seeing each other.” 
Thomas laughed. “June, relax,” he said. He poured me a huge glass of wine and passed it over. “Drink this. It’s good, you’ll like it.” 

I took a few sips and discovered that not only was the vintage wine good, it was the best thing I’d ever had. Closing my eyes, I took a long swallow and let the flavors burst in my mouth. 

“This is incredible,” I said softly. I’d seen the price on the menu – one bottle was over two hundred dollars! – and part of me still couldn’t believe that a man like Thomas was so eager to spend money on someone like me. 

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it,” Thomas said. He refilled both of our glasses, then we clinked. Just as I was starting to feel happy and relaxed, Katharine came bustling back up to the table. 
“We’re going to start with escargot and baked brie,” Thomas said. “And then we’ll both have the rack of lamb, medium rare, with mint jelly and bordelaise.” 

Katharine nodded. She started to open her mouth but Thomas held up his hand. 
“Please, only speak if you have something kind to say,” he said. 

Inwardly, I cheered. 
Katharine’s cheeks flushed with anger and she looked pained. “I was going to tell you that our special tonight is a maple infused salmon terrine,” she said. “Would either of you be interested in trying that?” 

Thomas looked at me expectantly. “June?” 

I shook my head. “No, thank you,” I said. “I prefer the lamb.” 
Thomas grinned. “As do I,” he said. He handed the menus to Katharine, who looked as if she’d been sucking on a lemon. “Thank you. That’ll be all.” 

Katharine glared daggers at me as she stalked away. 

“June, I really am sorry,” Thomas said in a deep, husky voice. “I had no idea we’d be treated like this, at least, not here. The previous times I’ve had dinner at Daniel, everything was perfect. The servers were very polite.” He reached up and adjusted the collar of his shirt. “I’ll be speaking to a manager after the meal.” 

“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” I said quickly. “I wouldn’t want her to lose her job.” 
“Really?” Thomas arched an eyebrow. 
I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. “I mean, she was rude. But she shouldn’t be fired just because she thinks you’re hot.” I blushed. “I mean, you are hot. No wonder she couldn’t help but stare at you.” 

Thomas chuckled. “That’s very flattering, June,” he said. “Thank you.” 

I bit my lip and took another long sip of wine. When I felt Thomas’s hand on my knee under the table, I froze. He looked at me and raised his eyebrows, not speaking. After a few moments, I nodded, blushing furiously. 
Thomas’s fingers caressed my bare skin, stroking my knee. He slid up, inch by inch, until the tips of his fingers were stroking the inside of my thigh. I blushed hotly and squirmed. It tickled, but it also felt exquisite. No one had ever touched me like this – no one had ever turned me on more than Thomas March. 
“You’re flushed,” Thomas said with a smirk. “Are you feeling unwell? Is it too warm in here?” 

I bit my lip and shook my head. Thomas’s fingers moved higher and higher, until he was practically at the crotch of my panties. A strange, hot arousal flowed through my body – unlike anything else I’d ever felt before. It almost felt like my crotch was burning. I realized all too late that I was straining my body towards Thomas, spreading my legs and allowing him greater access to my soaked pussy. 

As Thomas teased my inner thighs under the table, my clit tingled and swelled. Soon, I could feel that my clit hood had rolled back and my bare clit was rubbing against the fabric of my panties. I bit my lip and suppressed a loud moan as Thomas’s fingers stroked higher. He slid the tip of a finger around the edge of my panties, where my leg met my body, and my eyes rolled my back in my head. I wanted him to take me right there. My whole body was on fire as Thomas teased me, stroking me gently. When his fingers moved to the crotch of my panties and began to touch me there, I thought I would die of pleasure. 
Suddenly, Katharine swooped over the table. Thomas yanked his hand back and sat up straight, looking every inch the immaculate billionaire. Flushing furiously, I sat up and yanked my skirt down. My breath was coming in hard little pants and I could feel that my whole face was bright red. 

Katharine eyed me with cold amusement as she set two dishes down on the table. One of them was vaguely familiar – brie baked in a puff pastry crust, served with fruits and crackers. But the other, a small white dish with nine round holes, was something I’d never seen before. Tiny little lumps of meat filled each hole. Melted butter and herbs covered the dish and it smelled heavenly. 

“Escargot,” Thomas said, nodding to the white dish. 

I nodded. “Oh,” I said. 
“Would you like to try?” Thomas took a small fork with three tines and dipped it into the dish. He speared one of the small hunks of meat and lifted it to my lips. Obediently, I parted and let Thomas feed me. 
“Delicious, aren’t they?” Thomas asked. 

I chewed. The meat – whatever it was – was surprisingly tender and it fell apart in my mouth. The butter and herbs soaked into my tongue in a sensual blend. I closed my eyes, savoring the small morsel of meat. 
“That’s incredible,” I said. “Wow.” I opened my eyes and smiled at Thomas. The sexual energy was still flooding my body, and all of my senses were heightened. When I tasted my wine, it tasted different than before – richer, with more body. It was almost like being incredibly turned on just made things more delicious. 

“I’m glad you like,” Thomas said. He speared another tiny piece of meat on the fork and popped it into his mouth. “No one makes escargot like Daniel does.”  

I nodded. “It was really good,” I said. I dabbed my lips with the napkin. “What was it?” 
Thomas gave me a puzzled look. “Escargot,” he said. 

I blushed. “Yeah,” I said. “But, um, I don’t know what that is.” 
Thomas raised his eyebrows in amusement. “Snails.” 

My jaw dropped. The delicious, buttery flavors in my mouth turned to ash and I spit some wine back into the glass. 
“Oh, June, I’m sorry,” Thomas said. He looked apologetic this time. “I assumed you know.” 

The blood drained from my face and I wiped my lips with the napkin, not even caring that I’d likely smeared lipstick all over my face. 
“Snails?” I gasped. “You fed me snails?” 
Thomas chuckled. “They were good, though,” he said. He smirked at me. “You were fine with it before you knew what they were.” 

I blushed. “It…was good,” I admitted grudgingly. “But that’s so gross! How can anyone eat snails?” I shuddered. 

Thomas speared another on his fork and popped it into his mouth. He gave me a devilish smirk. “Because they’re delicious,” he said. “And come on, you can’t tell me you didn’t enjoy them.” 

I wrinkled my nose. “You’re right,” I said. “But I think I’ll stick with the baked brie.” 
Thomas laughed heartily. “Fine with me,” he said. “More snails for me.” He wriggled his eyebrows at me and I burst out laughing. 

The brie was heavenly, and thankfully it didn’t contain a single trace of escargot. I smeared some on a cracker and topped it with the fig preserves that had come with a tiny dish. Already, despite Katharine’s bitchy behavior and the discovery of escargot, I loved Daniel. I loved the posh opulence, I loved the attention to detail in every dish. 

Most of all, I loved being there with Thomas. 

When our lamb came, I couldn’t believe how delicious it was. Every bite seemed to melt in my mouth. 

“I’m glad you like lamb,” Thomas said. He took a small bite, then a sip of wine. 
“Why?” 

Thomas shrugged. “It’s one of those things, people either love it or they hate it.” 

I laughed. “Whoever hates it just hasn’t tried the lamb here,” I said, raising my eyebrow. “It’s incredible.” 
Thomas nodded. “It is,” he said. “But I’m often prone to liking things that many people don’t.” He raised an eyebrow at me and I blushed. 

“Like me?” I giggled. 
“June, I can’t believe you think that way about yourself,” Thomas said. “You should know – you have so much to offer. You’re young, you’re beautiful – you’re obviously smart, you teach at the best public school in New York City.” 

I bit my lip. “I just feel so dumb,” I said. “And so young. It’s so cliquey at school! I thought everything would change, you know. I thought people would grow out of catty behavior.” 

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but they rarely do,” Thomas said. He shook his head. “My ex, Marlene…you’ve seen her. She still acts like the queen bee, like someone just elected her prom queen.” 

I narrowed my eyes. I didn’t know what to say – I didn’t know Thomas very well yet, and I felt like criticizing his ex would only make me look bad. So I just nodded. 

“You’ll be fine,” Thomas said. He grinned at me. “I’ve got faith in you, June. You’ve got no reason to ever feel like you aren’t good enough.” He leaned closer. “And besides, you’re the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.” 

I blushed hotly. My panties were still soaked with my own juices, but I was feeling so overwhelmed – with the food, with Thomas, with the wine – that I could barely focus. By the time the check came, I felt like I was floating on air. 

Thomas paid, refusing to look at Katharine when he handed her his credit card. After the bill had been settled, Thomas stood up and offered me his arm. We walked out into the chill New York City evening and I closed my eyes, resting my head on Thomas’s shoulder as happiness flooded my body. 

The valet pulled up in Thomas’s silver Porsche and again, Thomas opened the passenger door for me. I knew that I should be thrilled – after all, I’d just had a wonderful time with one of the world’s sexiest men. But part of me was sad, too – I didn’t want the night to end. I wanted to stay with Thomas forever, smiling and happy by his side. 

And now that I knew how much he wanted me, I desperately wanted to have a passionate encounter with him. 

“I had a wonderful time with you tonight,” Thomas said. The Porsche rolled silently through the bright streets of Manhattan. I pressed my nose to the glass, staring at all of the bright young people who were just getting a start to their night. 

“I did, too,” I said shyly. “Thank you so much for asking me out.” 
Thomas grinned. “I’m glad you said yes.” He reached over and I shivered, thinking that he was going to slip his hand between my legs. Instead, he twined his fingers with mine and squeezed. The simple gesture somehow felt almost more intimate than when he’d been stroking my cotton-covered pussy back at Daniel. 

I squeezed back. Thomas lifted my hand to his lips and kissed my fingers, sending a blossoming warmth through my body. When he pulled up at my apartment complex, he unfastened my seatbelt and slipped his fingers under my chin. I blushed hotly as Thomas pressed his lips to mine. At first, the kiss was chaste. But then he slipped his tongue into my mouth and I moaned softly as the sensual, slick muscle wormed into my mouth. I was putty in Thomas’s arms as we kissed and I was barely aware of wrapping my arms around his neck and sliding closer to him. 
Thomas smelled musky and expensive, like three-hundred-dollar cologne. He nibbled on my lip and took my face in his hands, kissing me deeply. I moaned softly and gave myself over to him, tangling my hands in his thick, silver hair. 

“Mmm,” I purred, unable to control myself. “I want you so much.” 

Thomas chuckled against my mouth. The sensation tickled and I giggled. We kissed again, and Thomas nipped at my lower lip almost hard enough to draw blood. 

“I want you, too,” Thomas said. He slid his hands down my body. In Angela’s silk dress, I felt practically naked. My nipples sprang into stiff little pebbles as Thomas moved his hands over my breasts. Touch me, I begged silently. Touch me again, make me yours. 

“Oh, god,” I moaned, biting my lip and throwing my head back. Thomas’s hands felt hot through the thin layer of silk and I practically shoved myself at him, desperate and craving more of his touch. 

Thomas chuckled and pulled away. “I haven’t made out in a car since I was a kid,” he said. His silver hair was ruffled and he smoothed it neatly back into place. 

“I’ve never done that before,” I said softly. My heart was pounding in my chest and my skin felt hot and flushed. 

Thomas leaned over and kissed me gently. “I had a wonderful time with you tonight,” he said. “I’d love to take you out again soon.” 

I blushed. “I’d love that,” I said softly. 
“Have a good night, June,” Thomas said. As always, the way he said my name sent shivers crawling down my spine. 

“You, too,” I said softly. 

I felt like I was floating on air as I walked into my apartment building and began climbing the stairs. I was still in a magic spell from Thomas that hung around me like a rainbow fog, but it was slowly starting to fade. By the time I got to my front door, I realized how uncomfortably Angela’s shoes were pinching. I sighed and took them off, gasping when I saw my feet were swollen, red, and covered in blisters. 

Angela was waiting on the couch. When she saw me, she leapt to her feet and grinned.
“You’re home late!” Angela exclaimed. She grinned lasciviously. “I take it that means you had a good time?” 

I flopped down on the couch, grinning. “It was the best night of my life,” I said softly. “I feel like I’m falling in love.” 

Angela grinned. “Good,” she said. “That’s exactly what I was hoping to hear.” She winked at me and together we burst out laughing. 

I had no idea what the future would hold, but that night when I went to bed, I couldn’t stop thinking about Thomas and the way he’d touched me. I’d never experienced anything like it…and I’d do anything to make sure that I felt it again. 

 





Chapter Seven

 

Thomas

As I watched June’s perfect ass walk away from me, my cock was so hard that it ached. I could barely wait to get home – I desperately hoped Brett was asleep – so I could lock myself in my bedroom and jack off. June was intoxicating. Everything about her was fresh, lovely. I’d never been around such a naïve woman, but then again, I’d never met anyone as charming as June, either. In the jaded world of New York City, June was a fresh breath of air. She was magic, she was perfection. 

And I wanted to fuck her so hard that she wouldn’t be able to walk for a week. 

By the time I got home, Manhattan was dark. I handed the keys of my Porsche over to Ernesto, the valet of my building, then took the elevator to the penthouse suite. I’d known that I was going to be late, so I’d asked Hannah to watch over Brett. It was much too late for Isabelle – she normally got here at five in the morning, and I’d given Hannah three hundred bucks just to order a pizza and hang out with my son for the night. 

The foyer was dark. 
“Brett?” I called quietly. “You awake, bud?” 
Inside there was no sign of Brett or Hannah. I frowned, kicking off my shoes and unbuttoning the first buttons on my shirt. In the living room, the television was stuck on muted cartoons. I frowned. As I got closer, I saw Brett curled up on the couch, fast asleep with a throw blanket over his lap. 

Anger ripped through my body. As gently as I could, I shook Brett awake. 

“Hey, buddy,” I said. “Where’s Hannah? Why didn’t you sleep in your room?” 

Brett yawned in my face, sending a wave of pizza-breath over my senses. 

“Come on,” I said. I scooped him up in my arms and carried him down the hall, nudging his door open with my foot and carrying Brett inside. By the time I set him down in bed, he was practically asleep once again. After I tucked him in, I gently closed his door and started stalking down the hall. I had no fucking idea what made Hannah think it was okay to let my kid fall asleep on the couch and then leave. She’d had explicit orders from me to stay until I returned home. And even if some kind of emergency had taken place, she could have left a note! She could’ve called me!

I pushed open the door to my bedroom. Hannah was lying on my bed, clad in a jade silk robe that barely covered the round cheeks of her ass. When she saw me, she gave me a sexy smile. 

“I thought you’d never come home,” Hannah said in a sleepy, purring voice. She stood up and stretched. The dark green silk parted, showing a black lacy bra and panties. 

“What the fuck is going on,” I asked, trying to keep my voice low for the sake of my sleeping son. 

Hannah pouted and walked closer, swaying her narrow hips. “I thought you’d be pleased,” she said. She stuck out her lower lip. 

I drew back my arm and slapped her across the face. 
“You fucking ignored my son all night,” I growled, grabbing the collar of the robe and pulling Hannah close. “You fucking let him fall asleep on the goddamned couch and then what? Stayed here, waiting for me? What the fuck were you thinking?” 

Hannah’s eyes filled with tears. She puckered her lips and tried to kiss me but I shoved her away. 
“No,” I snapped. “This is fucked up! You don’t get to try to seduce me, you fucking understand?” 

 

“Thomas, I love you,” Hannah said. “We should be together. I’ve always wanted to be with you, and now is our chance.”
“You’re fucking insane,” I roared. “And you’re fired. Now!” 

Hannah crossed her arms over her chest. “You can’t fire me,” she snapped. “I could sue you for sexual harassment!” 

Up until then, I’d tried to keep my anger as contained as possible. 

“Fuck you,” I snarled in her face. “You think you could sue me and win?” I laughed hollowly, throwing back my head. “I could crush you in court,” I said. “No one would ever believe you.” 

Hannah’s face fell – I could tell that she knew I was right. Still, she tossed her long blonde hair over one shoulder and smirked. 
“You wouldn’t dare,” Hannah said icily. “You know better than to do that, Thomas,” she added, spitting the last word like a curse. “You wouldn’t want that kind of publicity, and you know it.” 

I rolled my eyes and threw my hands into the air. “Get the fuck out of my condo before I call the cops and tell them you’re trespassing,” I said. 

Hannah sulked. She turned towards me and licked her lips. “Thomas…don’t you want me?” She put her hands to her breasts and rolled her eyes back in her head. I watched as she slid her hands down her body. Hannah was beautiful – almost all men stared at her – but somehow, I’d never felt attracted to her as anything more than a passing glance. 
“No,” I said shortly. “I don’t want you, Hannah. I want you to get your things and leave. And I want you know that if you ever try to trespass at my office or in my home, I will have you arrested on the spot.” 

Hannah blinked. It seemed like the severity of the situation was finally starting to sink in that thick, blonde skull of hers. 
“Now,” I said sharply. “Come on.” 

Hannah still didn’t move. Her feet remained firmly planting in the plush white carpet. When another second passed and she hadn’t moved, I grabbed her by the arm and began dragging her out of my bedroom. 

“Wait,” Hannah shrieked. “My clothes!”
“Shut the fuck up,” I snarled. “If you wake Brett, I’ll make you regret it.” 

Hannah glared viciously at me as I dragged her towards the front door. When I got to the foyer, I wrenched open the door and dragged her into the harshly lit hallway. 
“Stay here,” I ordered. I slammed the door in Hannah’s face before stalking through the apartment and grabbing her clothes, shoes, and purse. When I returned to the hall, Hannah was standing there, leaning against the wall and smirking. 
“You think you’ve won,” Hannah said softly. “You think you intimidate me.” She threw her head back and laughed. “The truth is, you asshole, you don’t know anything about me.” 

“Good,” I snarled. I dropped her clothes and purse on the floor, taking satisfaction when the bag spilled all over. “Now leave.” 

Hannah gave me one last, lingering sulky glance before pulling her jeans on and grabbing her things. I stood in the door and watched as she got into the elevator and disappeared. 

With a sigh, I turned and walked back into my condo. Brett was standing in the hall, looking small and scared. 
“Dad, what happened?” His voice was trembling. 

“Nothing,” I said. “Don’t worry about it,” I added. 

“Dad, I’m hungry,” Brett said. “Hannah never ordered dinner. She just told me to watch TV until I fell asleep.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t worry,” I said. “She’s not coming back here. I fired her.” 

“Oh.” Brett frowned. “Are you okay?” 

I sighed. “Yeah,” I said. “I’m fine. Come on, let’s order a pizza.” 

Brett grinned and raced into the living room, jumping on the couch. After a few seconds, I smiled. This wasn’t exactly the end of the night that I’d wanted, and all thoughts of sexy June had been pushed from my head. But if it meant that I had a chance to finally bond with my son, I didn’t care. After all, Brett was the most important thing in my life. And I would’ve done anything to make sure he realized that. 

--

In the morning, I woke up and sat in bed for a long time, reading the paper. I could hear Isabelle and Brett chatting animatedly in the kitchen, and the whole condo smelled of bacon and soft-boiled eggs. 

When I finally got into the kitchen, Brett grinned. I grinned back – maybe this was for the best, maybe the departure of Hannah would finally mean that Brett and I would be close. 

“Hey, Dad, Isabelle brought a surprise,” Brett said. He held up a bunch of comics. 

“Oh, that’s nice, did you say thank you?” I raised my eyebrow. 

Brett nodded. 
“He was very polite,” Isabelle said. She smiled. “Would you like some eggs, Mr. Thomas?” 

I nodded, helping myself to a piece of bacon from the platter on the island. It was perfect – not too crisp, not too soggy. 

“Thanks, Isabelle,” I said. I took the plate she offered, neatly cutting the top of one soft-boiled egg and taking a bite. 

Brett smiled again. “Hey, Dad, can we go to the zoo this weekend?” 
“Sure,” I said. “Is Saturday okay? You want any friends to come?” 

Brett nodded. He put his dishes in the sink and then raced into the living room. Isabelle threw an affectionate smile towards him. 
“He’s growing up so fast,” she said. 

I nodded and reached for my laptop, pulling it closer. As soon as it booted, I opened my email and frowned. Sixty-three emails…a bit high for a Saturday morning. 

But when I saw the first subject line, my heart sank. It was from Hannah. 

“Urgent – Need To Discuss Last Night.” 

I groaned inwardly as I opened it and was greeted with a solid wall of text. Frowning, I leaned closer and began to read. As I scanned the page, my stomach twisted into a furious series of knots. By the time I was through, I was shaking with rage. That little cunt, I thought, slamming my laptop shut. She isn’t getting away with this shit. 
“Mr. Thomas?” Isabelle looked up at me with concern. “You okay?” 

“No,” I said shortly. “But I will be.” 

 

 





Chapter Eight

 

June

On Saturday, Angela and I went out shopping. I wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone other than her, but I was desperate to find something that wouldn’t made me look like a little kid in the eyes of Thomas. We went from department store to department store, looking at dresses, lingerie, and shoes. 

“What about this?” I held up a grey silk bra, La Perla, with the cups done in lace. 

“It wouldn’t look right on you,” Angela said. She frowned and stepped closer. “Let me have a look.” She shuffled the shopping bags from one arm to the other, hoisting them high on her shoulder. “What about this?” 

I frowned. Angela was holding up a white cotton chemise, slightly sheer. 
I wrinkled my nose. “I’d look like Anne of Green Gables,” I said, twisting my lips. 
Angela laughed. “It would be sexy on you!” 
“I want something sexier,” I said, pushing the chemise aside and rifling through a table of brightly-colored silk panties. “Like this,” I added, holding up a pair of black silk undies. 

Angela burst out laughing. “June, those are crotchless.” 

“What?!” I dropped the black silk on the table, blushing hotly. My flush deepened when I realized that people all over the store were staring at us. 

“June, come over here,” Angela said. “Put those down,” she added, pointing to an emerald pair of undies clutched in my hands. 

Frowning, I followed Angela out of lingerie and into outerwear. 
“Getting a coat would be just covering up even more,” I said in irritation. 
“No, I’m not talking about that,” Angela said. She rolled her eyes. “Give me a break, okay?” She pulled me over to the shoe department. “What about just…you know, kind of modifying your everyday wardrobe?” 

“I don’t know,” I confessed. “What exactly do you mean?” 

Angela sighed and rolled her eyes. “Like, I don’t know.” She gestured down at my outfit. I glanced down, half-expecting the solution to pop into my head. I was wearing slim jeans, a white blouse, and a black cardigan with the first button fastened. 

“I still don’t get it,” I said. 

“So, you look cute,” Angela said. “But what if you traded your pants for something that came above your ankles, and then wore heels?” 

“That sounds painful.” 
“And ditch the cardigan,” Angela added. “And get a cuter blouse – you know, something that actually fits you.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “You can stop insulting my whole wardrobe now,” I said testily. 

Angela laughed. “June, I didn’t mean it like that.” She sighed. “But a dramatic change is too much, at least, for now. Unless you feel comfortable in something, you won’t look sexy.” 

I stared at her. 
“Remember the black dress?” Angela gesticulated with her hands, drawing them tightly from her bust line to her hips. “You know --  the first dress I picked out for you to wear on your date.” 

“I wouldn’t ever wear something like that,” I said quickly. 

Angela grabbed my hand. “That’s the point,” she said. She tossed her hair, looking smug. “Because you wouldn’t feel comfortable in it.” 

I blinked. “I guess I get that,” I said. 
“So, for now, we just…upgrade a few things,” Angela said. “And we branch out, until you start feeling sexy. Then you can rock stuff like this,” she added, pointing towards a trench coat. 

I frowned. “I could wear that now,” I said. 

Angela stared at me for a few seconds before she burst out laughing. “June, I mean like, wear it without anything on underneath.” 

I blushed and gaped. “You can’t mean that,” I said hotly. 
Angela smirked. “Thomas would love it,” she said, tossing her hair. “Come on,” she added. “Let’s go to sportswear. I’ll pick some cute stuff for you, okay?” 

I frowned. “Okay,” I said. “I’m not feeling very optimistic, though.” 
Angela laughed. “You don’t have to,” she said. “It’ll come. Don’t worry, June. I’ll make sure you look super hot.” 

I rolled my eyes. 

But an hour and a half later, I was surprised to see that Angela had been right. She picked out a pair of black cigarette jeans for me that hit just above the ankle and a pair of sandals with a low heel that looked deceptively sexy once I was wearing them. 

“You do innocent well,” Angela said. She narrowed her eyes and surveyed me. “So, you should stick with that and make it work.” 

I sighed and twisted my long black hair into a knot. 

Angela held up a blouse. It wasn’t like most of my tops. It was navy cotton, with puffed short sleeves and ribbon threaded around the eyelet cuffs. 

“Try this on,” Angela said. 

I took it and slumped into a dressing room. I was tired – even on the best of days, I hadn’t always enjoyed shopping. It always felt like tedious work to me. And even though I knew I had a decent body, I always looked so puffy and fat in the florescent store lighting. Even expensive stores, like Neiman Marcus, didn’t seem to have very flattering fitting rooms. 

I sighed as soon as the blouse was on and stomped out of the dressing room. Angela grinned when she saw me. She tugged the neckline of the blouse down and moved the short sleeves so they sat just off my shoulders. 
“That looks sexy,” Angela declared. She spun me around and pointed to my reflection in a mirror. “You agree?” 

I bit my lip. “I hate to say this,” I said. “But you’re right.” 

Angela grinned triumphantly. “Come on,” she said. “I need a new pair of shoes, and then we can go get ice cream. You look like you’re ready to drop dead.” 

I nodded. “I hate shopping,” I told her as I carried my purchases to the counter. 
“This was worth it,” Angela said. She gave me a satisfied smirk. “Thomas is going to flip when he sees you in that shirt.” 

I blushed. The truth was, I’d been really hoping to hear from Thomas. But two days had passed since our last day and he hadn’t called. I knew that it was the twenty-first century, that men didn’t always have to make the first move. But somehow, I also knew that Thomas was a guy who enjoyed making the first move, that he was the kind of man who would be turned off by a woman who was actively pursuing him. 

On Sunday, Angela and I went to the park and I did some schoolwork while she read. The days were growing chillier. I had a feeling by the end of October, I wouldn’t want to be outside at all. As it was, I was wrapped up in a blanket cardigan and enjoying the feel of the sun warming my black hair. 

I tried to ignore the growing feeling of dread in my stomach. Thomas seemed to really like me, I thought as I rolled over onto my belly and stuffed the paperwork back into my bag. Why hasn’t he called me yet?

Monday morning, I woke up almost too late. I managed to pull a dress over my head and match it with tights and boots before stumbling out of the apartment and catching a cab all the way to P.S. 151. Cabs were normally a forbidden luxury for me, especially on the salary of a public teacher. But I couldn’t risk another tardy, especially not when it was so early in the school year. 

It started raining in the middle of the morning, which put all the kids in a bad mood. Brett was acting especially terrible. Now that I was dating his father, I knew I had to walk a very thin line between Good Teacher and Possibly Dangerous Teacher. Still, I wasn’t going to tolerate any more bad behavior. At ten-thirty, Brett slipped out of his chair and yanked Lily’s pigtails so hard that she shrieked. I dropped the chalk onto the ground and whirled around, glaring angrily at him. 

“Brett March,” I said angrily. “Come with me.” 
The other students were silent as I took Brett’s arm and walked him down the hall to the principal’s office. He was silent the whole time, his face clouded with anger and rage. 
“I didn’t even do anything,” Brett whined. “Why are you picking on me?” 
“Because you’ve been a really naughty little boy,” I said angrily. “And I’m not going to tolerate that kind of behavior in my classroom.” 

The principal was in a meeting, so I left Brett with his secretary and pushed my way into the hall. My face was flushed with anger and my heart was pounding. I knew that Thomas wouldn’t be happy with Brett, and I desperately hoped that I wasn’t killing our relationship before it had even gotten off the ground by disciplining his son. 

“Hey June.” 

I jumped. Andy was standing right behind me, smirking. 

“Oh, hi,” I said quickly. “I’ve got to run back to class, Andy, I just had to take a kid to the principal.” 

Andy raised his eyebrows. “So, when can I take you out again, June?” 

“I’m really busy,” I said quickly. 

Andy laughed and looked hurt. “I didn’t even mention a date yet,” he said. He crossed his arms and frowned. “Why don’t you want anything to do with me?” 

I swallowed, feeling uncomfortable. “I’m just really dealing with a lot of stuff,” I said. 

“Well, I’m not asking you to marry me,” Andy said. “Come on, June. I’m asking you for a date. Just one more date, okay?” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Andy, I really don’t know.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. 

“Just say yes.” Andy’s eyes flickered with anger. “Just say yes, June. Just one dinner.” 

“Okay,” I said quickly. “Fine. But I’ve got to get back to class, Andy. Bye!” 

Turning on my heel, I jogged in the other direction. I was only grateful that Andy didn’t follow me. 

Back in my classroom, Ruth had things under control. I flashed her a grateful smile as I took my place at the front of the class. In a span of just a few minutes, I’d gone from feeling bad to worse. I couldn’t believe that Andy had pressured me into saying yes. I didn’t even like him! I just felt obligated, and he was so pushy that I couldn’t stand it. 

I sighed. “Okay, class,” I said. “Please take out your copies of Misty of Chincoteague and turn to Chapter Two. 
“Yes, Miss Rogers,” the class echoed in unison. 

At least I’m doing one thing right, I thought as I lifted my copy from my desk and began to read. So at least there’s that. 

--

By the time the bell rang at the end of the day, I couldn’t wait to get home. A low-grade migraine had started to throb at the back of my neck and my eyeballs were aching with tension. The only good thing was that Andy was leaving me alone…even if I was trapped into going on a date with him sometime in the nearby future. 

When I got home, Angela was still at work. I took a long hot shower until the water ran cold, then wrapped myself in a fluffy bathrobe and made a mug of hot chocolate. Just as I was curling up on the couch with Wuthering Heights, the door flew open and Angela stalked in. 

“I can’t believe it,” Angela said. She groaned. “There’s something outside for you.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “What?” 
Angela smirked. “Go and see,” she said. “It must’ve come after you got home.” 

I frowned. “I thought I heard someone ringing the buzzer,” I said. “But I guess I thought I imagined it. I was in the shower,” I added. 

“You’re so spacey,” Angela said. She rolled her eyes. “Go and see. I promise, you’ll like it.” 

Cramming my feet into an old pair of slippers, I went out into the hall. When I saw, what was waiting for me, I gasped. An enormous display of white roses, shaped perfectly like a cube, was waiting for me. It was easily the most beautiful display I’d ever seen. When I saw, the card marked with ‘June,’ I shivered. 

“Can you help?” I called. “These things are heavy!” 
The flower cube had a convenient little pedestal stand and Angela and I worked hard to push it into our apartment. Soon, the whole flat was filled with the delicious scent of roses. 

“You’re lucky I like floral scents,” Angela said sarcastically. “That’s the biggest bouquet I’ve ever seen!” 

“I know.” My mouth felt dry and I walked in slow circles around the cube of white roses, gently brushing the tips of my fingers against the petals. 

The card read: “June – I can’t wait to be with you again. You’re even softer than these roses. Thomas.” 

I blushed. “I can’t read this out loud,” I confessed. “You read it.” 

Angela held the card in her hands. As her lips moved over the words, she blushed and her mouth formed a small ‘o.’ 

“Wow,” Angela said. “He really likes you!” She laughed. “And I hope you didn’t do anything that would make my dress need to be dry-cleaned.” 

 

“Definitely not,” I said quickly. I recounted how Thomas had touched me in the restaurant and in his car. “But it didn’t go further than that,” I said, blushing hotly. “I wanted it to, though.” 

“I bet,” Angela said dryly. She tucked the card down into the beautiful white roses. “These really are gorgeous,” she said. She sniffed. “No one has ever even sent me carnations,” she added sourly. 

I laughed. “Want me to ask Thomas if he has any single billionaire friends?” 

“Oh, could you?” 
We burst out laughing together. “I’d feel so weird,” I said. “Ugh!” 

“So, how was your day?” 

I shrugged. Something told me I shouldn’t bring up Andy, but I couldn’t help mentioning it. 

“It was so creepy,” I added. “It was like he was so persistent, but he wasn’t even being nice about it! Like, why the heck would he want anything to do with me when he has this much disdain for me?” 

Angela eyed me for a long time. “June…someone sent you this,” she added, pointing to the white roses. “And you’re thinking about going on another date with that loser?” 

“I don’t want to,” I said honestly. “I just…well, I don’t really know what to do. I feel like I have to! He wouldn’t take no for an answer, Ang.” 

“Call him and tell him that it’s off,” Angela said. “He can’t possibly back you into a corner when you’re just on the phone with him.” 

I sighed. Just as I was about to reach for my phone, it started to buzz. I leapt up in excitement when I saw Thomas’s name on the caller identification. 

“Hello?” I was flushed and breathless as I answered. 
“Hello, June.” 

“I love the flowers!” I gushed quickly. “They’re so, so beautiful, Thomas! I’ve never seen anything like them before!” 
Thomas chuckled. “I’m glad you like them,” he said. “I picked them out with you in mind.” 

I squirmed and flushed, biting my lip. 
“June, come out to dinner with me this Saturday,” Thomas said firmly. “I’ve got this great new wine bar – you’ll love it. Lots of vintage blends and little tapas.” 

“Yes,” I said instantly, not even thinking about it. “Yes, I’d love to.” 

“I’m sorry that it’s going to have to be around eight,” Thomas said. “I have a meeting earlier in the evening, but I’d love to see you. If that’s too late, let me know – I could always send you dinner first.” 

“No, no,” I said quickly. “That’s not too late. Eight sounds perfect.” 

“Good,” Thomas said. I could tell from the sound of his voice that he was smirking. “I can’t wait to see you, June.” 

His voice was full of dark promise. I shivered, closing my eyes and thinking about what would happen between us. 
“I can’t wait, either,” I whispered hotly into the phone. 

We hung up and I clutched my phone to my chest, smiling happily and swaying from side to side. 

“Thomas?” Angela asked. 

“Oh, yeah,” I said smugly. “He called me and asked me out on Saturday. We’re going to a wine bar,” I added. “With vintage blends. And tapas!” 

“That sounds great,” Angela said enviously. “God, can you bring home your leftovers?” 

I laughed. “It’s tapas,” I said. “Unless I only have like one bite of each thing, there won’t be any!” 

“Find an invisibility cloak and take me with you,” Angela said. She smirked. 

I didn’t reply. Something had just popped into my head. 
“What? June, it was a joke,” Angela said. “I didn’t actually mean—“ 

I grinned. “I don’t have to go out with Andy,” I said. 
“Duh, now just call him and tell him.” 

“No,” I said impatiently, shaking my head. “I don’t have to go out with him because Thomas asked me for a date at the same time I was supposed to meet Andy.” 

“You’re just going to ghost him?” Angela raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you think he’ll be pissed?” 

“Yeah,” I replied nervously. “But like, maybe he’ll get the message this time, you know?” I frowned. “I don’t want to be rude, but if he asks me about it afterwards, I’ll just tell him I was honest when I said I was busy. That way he shouldn’t ask again.” 
Angela laughed. “That’s bold for you, June,” she said. “But yeah, you’re probably right.” She sighed enviously. “I’m so glad Thomas asked you out again.” She leaned in close. “Do you think you’re going to sleep with him this time?” 

I flushed. “I hope so,” I said quietly. “God, I’m nervous.” 

“Don’t be!”

“I am,” I said. I bit my lip. “You know I only slept with Aaron a handful of times.” 

“And he was a college boy who didn’t know shit,” Angela said firmly. “Thomas is a man. Don’t be nervous, June. I’m sure he’ll be great in bed.” 

I blushed. “I’m just worried that I won’t be,” I said. 

Angela laughed. “Don’t be,” she said. “You’ll be fine.” She sashayed into the bathroom and closed the door, humming merrily. 

I sank down on the couch and looked at my hands. As much as I wouldn’t have wanted Thomas to know, I was nervous. I’d only had sex with one guy before – Aaron, my college boyfriend. We’d been together for two years, although I hadn’t felt nearly the same way about him that I felt about Thomas. It was more like we were just friends, who started dating because it was the right thing to do. Aaron had always pushed me for more seriously commitments, but I hadn’t been ready to give him anything even close to what he’d wanted. 

I just hoped Thomas didn’t view me in the same light. 





Chapter Nine

 

Thomas

After my meeting on Saturday, I was dying to see June. We’d made arrangements to meet at La Toscabelle, since I was coming from Jersey. I couldn’t believe how crazy I acted whenever June popped into my head. I hadn’t been this crazy over a girl since I’d first met Marlene…and that obviously hadn’t worked out. 

When I walked into the restaurant, I saw June instantly. She was sitting at the bar, bare-armed and beautiful in a white dress that set her pale skin and black hair off in a perfect contrast. She was sipping something that looked sweet and fruity. My skin crawled when I thought about how it would feel to tear that white fabric away from her pale, sweet body. 

Still, I knew I had to restrain myself. June was young, and obviously inexperienced – it was part of her charm. But I couldn’t frighten her off. I had to play the gentleman until she was all but ready to throw her lithe little body in my arms. 

“June,” I said in a deep voice. 

June blushed. She spun around on the barstool. I grinned as she stuck her little pink tongue out of her mouth and licked her lips. Like a goddamned kitten, I thought. My cock twitched inside of my briefs. I wanted to pick her up and crush her to me, kiss her deeply until she was moaning and purring in my arms. 

But I restrained myself.

“Our table is ready,” I said. I offered June my arm and she slipped her silky fingers through my elbow and rested them on my bicep. We walked to the table together. I knew, as always, that I attracted the attention of every woman nearby. But with sweet little June on my arm, I barely noticed. Look at this goddess, I thought, juicily hungering for the curve of June’s ass pressed against my crotch. She doesn’t know how perfect she is. 
We were seated at a back table – the most intimate in the restaurant. This wasn’t an accident. I’d arranged everything beforehand with the maître d. 

“Wow,” June breathed. Her voice, as always, was slightly husky. “This is really something, Thomas.” 

God, I love the way she says my name. 

“Yeah,” I said. I felt weak. “It’s a really nice place.” 

June could barely tear her eyes away from me as I ordered two white wine flights for us. 

“I thought you just liked reds,” June said. I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like there was a touch of coyness in her voice. 

I smirked at her and lifted the first glass, a beautifully woody chardonnay, to my lips. 

“I like all wine,” I said. I sniffed. “And La Toscabelle does a beautiful job.” 

“Mn,” June purred. She closed her eyes and took a long sip. “This is delicious,” she said softly. 

When it came time to order, I laid the whole menu down and smiled. 
“We’ll take two of each tapa,” I said. I smirked at June. “My date hasn’t ever been here before. I’m sure she’d love to be impressed.” 
The waiter’s eyes practically bulged out of their sockets. “Oh, yes sir, very good sir,” he said quickly. He bowed and gave a polite smile to June before taking our menus and disappearing. 

“This is nice,” June said quietly. She smiled happily. “I can’t tell you how much I’m enjoying myself.” 

I grinned. “Good,” I said. “That’s what I like to hear.” 

June blushed. “This sounds silly,” she said quietly. “But I’m glad we don’t have another bitchy waitress.” She rolled her eyes and I laughed. 
“I know,” I said. That also wasn’t an accident – I’d called ahead of time, when requesting the private table, and asked for a male waiter who wouldn’t comment on our appearances. 

June grinned, obviously oblivious of my scheming. “It’s just a nice change,” she said. “I know it’s stupid, but that idiot Katharine almost ruined my time last time.” 

I smirked. “Not stupid at all.” 

I scooted forward in my chair and reached my hand under the table. When June realized what I was about to do, she bit her lip and blushed. I began stroking her knee. Her skin was as soft and smooth as silk and I could barely keep my eyes from rolling back in my head as I moved my fingers higher and higher. 

June let out a soft little sigh. Her pink lips parted and she tilted her head back, moaning too quietly for anyone to hear but me. By the time I was touching her soft, narrow thighs, my cock was rock hard in my pants. I wanted to tear her panties away from her skin and fuck her right then and there, throw her over the table and ram my cock inside her soaked pussy until we were both sweaty and spent. 

A warm, musky scent filled the air and I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. 

“I love your scent,” I said in a low voice. 

June flushed. It was a delicious pink that spread all over her cheeks, down her neck, and across her smooth white chest. She had small tits, but they looked juicy and bite-sized to me. I imagined that her pink nipples were stiff in her bra, eagerly scratching against the fabric and wanting my touch. 

“God, I want you,” I growled. My fingers brushed against the crotch of June’s panties. This time, I could feel that they were silk instead of cotton. But this time, they were also soaked by the time my fingers brushed against her clit. Her legs were spread so far that her thighs were dangling off the chair. June pushed her hips forward and bit her lip. By now, her face was bright red. I grinned eagerly, feeling like the Big Bad Wolf as I stroked her pussy through the thin layer of cloth. 
“Next time, don’t wear this,” I said. I pulled the soaked crotch of her panties to the side and slipped a finger inside. June gasped audibly, covering her mouth with both hands. 

“Shhh,” I said sternly. “Don’t make any sound.” 

June was obedient and quiet as I slid another finger inside her tight, wet cunt. She moaned and arched her back, brushing her hips against my hand and I groaned with desire. 

Just as I was about to slide another finger inside of June’s lovely body, the waiter appeared with a huge tray full of dishes. The scent of June’s pussy juice and the wine mingled with the scents of roasted meats, vegetables, and cheeses. I closed my eyes, loving the blend of smells that were floating right under my nose. 

“This looks incredible,” June said in a strained voice. She was still bright red. 

“Please, more wine,” I said to the waiter, gesturing to the wine glasses with my free hand. June gasped as I pulled my hand free of her body and licked my fingers, right in front of the waiter. I closed my eyes, savoring her warm, musky scent on my fingers. 

When the waiter had gone, June was staring at me with her wide green eyes. 

“I can’t believe you,” June said softly. “You’re so bad!” 

I grinned and winked at her. “Baby, you bring it out in me,” I replied wolfishly. 

I could barely get through dinner. All I could think about was June – and how I needed to fuck her as soon as possible. The more wine I drank, the more I wanted her. By the time I paid the thousand-dollar tab, I was ready to grab June and possess her. 

June was swaying on her heels when she left the restaurant. She almost stumbled and I reached out to grab her, holding her tight. 

“Are you okay?” I gazed down at June’s face. 

She was flushed and giggly. “I’m just tipsy,” she said. 

Shit. As much as I wanted to fuck her, I didn’t want our first encounter to happen while she was drunk. I wanted it to be magical, perfect. 

Still, once we were in the car, I didn’t stop June from climbing into my lap and kissing me passionately. Hot arousal pumped through my body and my cock twitched hard against my leg as June’s delicious weight sank into my lap. She still smelled like her own pussy juices and wine, and I kissed her deeply, shoving my tongue in her mouth and licking all the secret places where I hoped no one had been before. 

June took my hands and held them to her breasts. She moaned and rubbed my fingers over her nipples. I could feel they were hard and stiff through the thin white cotton and I groaned, biting June’s lip until her eyes rolled back in her head. I ground against June’s pussy, spreading her legs on my lap and wishing my cock was about to slide into her wet velvet cunt. 

“Thomas,” June moaned. Her face was slick with sweat as we kissed. A frenzy of passion was building in my stomach and it took all of my self restraint not to rip her dress away from her pale, porcelain skin. June twined her arms around my neck and pushed her body against mine. I could feel that her crotch was once again damp with juices as she ground against my cock through my trousers. 

Lust was clouding my vision. Everything was bright red as I tangled my hands in June’s soft black hair and yanked her head back, exposing her lily-white neck. I bit and sucked and nipped at the delicate skin. June growled and moaned, whining and twisting in my arms. I could tell she was loving every minute of it, and I could tell no one had ever ravished her like this before. Her heart was beating like a drum behind her narrow chest and she moved like supple silk in my arms. 

When June bent her head to me and began kissing and sucking on my earlobe, I nearly came in my pants. My cock and balls were throbbing in agony. I’d never felt anything like this before. It was invigorating and frustrating as we moved together in a tangle of clothing and panting breath. June arched her back and nudged my chin up with her head. She kissed my neck and it felt so good, but I pushed her gently away. 

“No hickies,” I said sternly. 

June was panting. Her little pink tongue stuck out of her mouth and she licked her already-wet lips. A hot surge of lust went through my body and I felt powerful, like a god. 
“If you leave a mark,” I growled in deep, shaky voice. “I’ll have to punish you.” I raised an eyebrow. “But you wouldn’t do that, would you, June? You’re going to be a good girl – a very good girl indeed. You’re not going to be a bad girl who needs to be spanked.” 

June’s cheeks flushed. As I imagined how it would feel to spank June’s soft ass, I shuddered with lust. God, I want her, I realized. I want to own her. I want her to be mine. 

“I want to possess you,” I growled at June. 

June flushed. The straps of her white dress had slid down her shoulders. She was panting with obvious lust and her green eyes were open and beautiful. 

“I want you to take me,” June said hotly. “Please, Thomas.” 

I growled. “Soon.” 

“Not tonight?” 

I sighed. “I really want you, June.” I paused and took her hand, licking her palm and making her shiver. “But you had a lot to drink. I need to make sure that when I take you, it’s what you really want.” 

June blushed. “Yes, sir,” she said softly. 

I grinned. “And I want you to keep calling me sir,” I added.

June nodded. 

As we kissed one last time, I could tell that I was falling into something strange and deep. It didn’t matter that June was probably fifteen years younger than I. It mattered that we had chemistry – it mattered that she aroused me more than any other woman I’d ever met. 

I just hoped she wouldn’t wind up getting hurt. 

 





Chapter Ten

 

June

I was walking on air when Thomas dropped me off at home. This time, he walked me to my front door and we kissed for a long time. I was just about to invite him in when he said he had to go, kissed me one last time, then left. 

I closed my eyes, savoring the moment for a long time before I opened the door. Angela was curled up on the couch, reading a book. When she saw me, she laughed. 
“What?” I narrowed my eyes. “Do I have something on my dress?” 

Angela shook her head and gave me a guilty smile. “You smell like sex. Look in the mirror,” she added. 

Frowning, I turned to the mirror and gasped. My lips were pink and swollen and the rest of my face was flushed. My black hair was a mess and my forehead was damp with sweat. And my whole body felt different – almost like something had slipped inside of me and changed me forever when I was out with Thomas. 

“Did you fuck him?” 

“Angela!” I blushed. “No!” 

“You look like you fucked him,” she said dryly. 

“Well, I didn’t.” I sighed and flopped down on the couch, right on top of Angela’s feet. We tussled and laughed for a moment as she tucked her legs underneath her body. 

“What happened? Why not?” 

I shrugged. “He said I had too much wine. He said he wanted me to be more sober for the first time we had sex.” 

Angela raised her eyebrows. “Wow, a gentleman,” she said. “You don’t really see those around anymore.” 

“We made out in his car again,” I explained. “It was so hot.” I shivered. “It hurts, you know,” I added, blushing and making a quick gesture towards my crotch. 
Angela hooted with laughter. “It’s like a female version of blue balls,” she said. She snickered with laughter. “I know. It does hurt. But it’ll go away.” She smirked. “Unless you want…to help yourself.” 

“Oh, my god, ew, no!” 

Angela shrieked with laughter. “Oh, June,” she said affectionately. “My little prude. Don’t ever change,” she added. 

I glared at her. “Ha, ha,” I said sarcastically. 
“So, I take it you had a good time?” 

I sighed with happiness and flopped against the back of the couch. “It was the best night of my life,” I said dramatically. “He ordered so much wine, and seriously every tapa on the menu. I’m stuffed. Everything was so nice.” 

“I bet,” Angela said. She yawned. “I’ve been trying to have a quiet night.” 

I frowned. “What happened?” I glanced around. Our apartment, though not the greatest, wasn’t plagued with some of the common problems in New York City. We rarely had rats, and we weren’t close enough to the subway for it to be too loud…which was both a blessing and a curse, as I’d come to discover over freezing winter mornings of running to work. 

“Someone sent up a bunch of messages,” Angela said in a neutral tone. “I assumed they were from Thomas, until I realized that you were already out with him.” 

I blushed. “Maybe he did them for me to find when I got back? That kind of seems like something he’d do.” 

Angela shook her head and gave me a wary look. “I wouldn’t get too excited,” she said. “They’re not flowers, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

I frowned. Angela pointed to a bunch of small manila envelopes by the door. 
“Whoever it was, actually used a courier service,” she said, turning her attention back down to her book and yawning once more. “I didn’t actually know that those were still around.” 

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “Weird.” 

Angela was clearly finished talking, so I took the envelopes and dumped them in my room, on my bed. Then I went into the bathroom and washed my face, taking a long, hot shower. I couldn’t even touch my own body without thinking of Thomas’s huge, sensual hands…and suddenly, I wished that he were inside that cramped stall with me, covered in soap and water and making love to me until I was blind with passion. 

When I was sick of standing in the tepid water, I wrapped myself in a big fluffy towel and braided my hair. The messages were still waiting for me on my bed when I got back to my room, and I sat down, crossed my legs, and opened the first envelope. 
“June – where are you? Call me. Andy.” 

My stomach twisted into a knot and I frowned, tossing the note away. A slight pang of guilt hit me in the chest and I swallowed, trying to make it disappear. 

“June – where the fuck did you go? We had a date, remember?” 

“That’s not very nice,” I said under my breath, balling the message up and tossing it away. My slight feeling of sympathy for Andy vanished. What a jerk, I thought as my trembling fingers opened the third message. Thomas would never speak to me like that. 

“June – are you fucking with me? Why the fuck would you do something like this? Are you a bitch? Are you trying to fuck with me?” 

The bad feeling returned with alarming speed, but this time it wasn’t guilt. This time, I felt nothing more than shame and fear. 

“Angela,” I called in a trembling voice. 

Seconds later, Angela was standing at the door. 
“June, what’s going on? What’s wrong?” 

I pointed to the opened notes scattered around my bed. There were still four notes, unopened. 
“They’re from Andy,” I said shakily. 

Angela picked one of them up and read it. “What the fuck,” she murmured under her breath. “What an asshole! Where the hell does he get off talking to you like this?” 

I shuddered. “I don’t know,” I admitted softly. “But I’m scared.” 
Angela frowned. “Don’t be,” she said. “He’s probably just fucking with you.” 

“I hope so,” I mumbled. “I really do.” 

--

The rest of the weekend was quiet. It stormed all day on Sunday, so I curled up by the window and planned my lessons for the rest of the week. Thankfully, there was no word from Andy…but troublingly, there wasn’t word from Thomas, either. 

Monday morning felt warmer than it had in weeks. I only wore a light sweater over my knit dress as I took the subway to P.S.151. I wasn’t looking forward to Andy. Angela and I had decided that if he confronted me, the best thing to do would be to lie. Say I was sick, that I forgot, anything. And then I had to be firm with him – I had to tell him that I wasn’t interested, or that I was dating someone else. 

When I got to school, I went into the break room. Thankfully, Andy wasn’t there. Michelle and Ruth were, though. 

“Hey guys,” I said, tucking my sandwich into a corner of the fridge. “How was your weekend?” 

Michelle stared blankly at me before turning and leaving. 

I turned to Ruth and frowned. “What’s up with her?” 

Ruth flushed. “No clue,” she said. “Come on, we should get going.” 

I nodded. “Okay, yeah.” 

Thankfully, my class was well-behaved. Even Brett didn’t make a peep. He was very obedient that day, and I wondered what the principal had said to him…whatever it was had seemed to work. Brett was a model student all day, and I was so relieved when the last bell rang that I gave all the kids a piece of candy from the treat jar on my desk. 

I couldn’t stop thinking about Thomas. During planning, I even spaced out and started doodling his name all over my notebook like a little kid. When I felt a hand clamp down on my shoulder, I shrieked. 

“God, June, calm down,” Ruth said. She sounded exasperated. As she glanced down at my notebook, I grabbed it and tucked it out of sight, blushing furiously. 

I narrowed my eyes. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “You just startled me. What’s wrong?” 

Ruth cleared her throat nervously. “I…I wanted to speak with you about something.” 

“Okay.” I swallowed. “That doesn’t sound good. What’s wrong?” 

“Well…” Ruth trailed off, looking anxious. “I don’t know, June. Maybe I shouldn’t say anything.” 

“What?” I stood up. My palms grew cold and damp and I wiped them on my skirt. “What’s going on?” 

Ruth looked helpless. “Come with me,” she said. She led me down the hall and into the teacher’s lounge before pointing at the wall. “You might want to take that down,” she added. She pointed to a piece of paper tacked onto the wall. 

I gasped. A piece of white copy paper was stuck to the wall, covered in crude drawings of a female stick figure with long black hair. Another stick figure – actually several of them, all male – were surrounding the female and laughing at her. I flushed hotly when I saw that all of the male figures had huge, crudely-drawn penises. 

“Oh my god!” I shrieked. “What is this?” 
Ruth looked guilty. “This was there, too,” she said. She handed me a crumpled piece of paper and I unfolded it, gasping in shock when I read the words scrawled on the page. 
“June Rogers is a fuck slut!! She is a sexual predator!! She will fuck your male students so keep them locked away!! She is a pedophile and should be arrested!!!”

I screamed and grabbed the page with stick figures off the wall, crumpling it and tearing it into a thousand pieces. Tears stung my eyes and I covered my face with my hands before I began to cry. 
“Ruth, what’s going on,” I cried, feeling helpless. “Why would someone do this to me?” 

Ruth looked nervous. “You probably don’t want to rip that up,” she said. “You probably should want to keep it as…you know, evidence.” 

“Evidence?” My jaw dropped. “What’s going on, Ruth? Why is someone trying to sabotage me?” Tears of humiliation and hurt streamed down my face and I wrapped my arms around my body, hugging myself tightly. 
Ruth licked her dry lips. “I don’t know,” she said softly. “Is someone mad at you, June? Is that what’s going on?” 

“I have no idea,” I said. Then, an image of Andy popped into my mind and I shuddered. 
“June?” Ruth asked cautiously. “It’s okay – you can tell me.” 

I shook my head and bit my lip. “Forget it,” I said. I tried to pull myself together, and wiped the tears from my face with the backs of my hands. “It’s not worth talking about.” 

Ruth nodded slowly. “Okay,” she said. “But if you need to talk, I’m here.” 

I set my lips in a thin line. “I’m fine,” I said softly. 

At least, I hoped I was fine. 

By the time I left school, I was a nervous wreck. All of the happiness and joy that my date with Thomas had brought me over the weekend had vanished. Why was Andy doing this? Why did he hate me? I knew that I shouldn’t have ghosted him, but that didn’t warrant any of this insanity! He was acting like a total crazy person. 

I was a few blocks away from school and almost to the subway when someone grabbed me and pulled me into an alley. Before I could scream, a hand clapped over my mouth. Someone’s arms wrapped around my torso, pinning my arms to my sides, and carried me far away from the street. 
“Help!” I tried to shriek. It only came out as a muffled grunt. Panic began to race in my belly and a cold sweat broke out over my body. This is it, I thought as my unknown assailant dragged me farther and farther from the safety of the street. 
“Shut up, bitch,” a familiar voice hissed. “Did you like my notes?”

When I realized it was Andy who had grabbed me, I twisted and shrieked in fear. Andy gripped me with surprising strength – he was a smaller guy, and I was shocked that he was able to carry me at all. 

Finally, Andy took his hand away from my mouth and I gagged and coughed. Pain bloomed in my chest and I shuddered as sobs began to wrack my body. When I looked at Andy, he looked smug and satisfied. 
“Hi, June,” Andy said coldly. “I was hoping you’d see my drawings.” 
“Why?” I asked softly. “Why would you do something like that, Andy?” 

Andy’s eyes flashed with anger and he stepped closer, balling his hands into fists. I shivered with fear. 
“Please don’t hit me,” I said softly. “Please, Andy. I’m sorry – I know I shouldn’t have stood you up, that was wrong and I’m sorry.” 

“You’re right,” Andy said coldly. “That was a shitty thing to do, June. I thought girls like you were nice – I thought girls like you didn’t mess with innocent men and their emotions.”

“I swear, I wasn’t trying to hurt you!” I shrieked. “I was just feeling scared. Andy, you made me feel like I couldn’t say no to you! But I don’t have time for a relationship,” I added quickly. “I don’t have time to date you – or anyone else!” 

Andy shook his head and licked his lips. “I don’t believe that, June,” he said softly. His voice was as cold and chilling as steel. “I think you lied to me on purpose because you wanted to hurt me. Tell the truth, June – you lied because you wanted to hurt me.” 

He stepped closer and my heart began to pound in my chest. Cold sweat raced down my back and I put my hands up in a weak defense as Andy advanced on me. My bag slipped from my shoulder but I was barely even aware of the contents spilling all over the wet asphalt of the alley. 

“Andy, please,” I begged. “Please, please don’t hurt me!” 

“I’ll do whatever I want to you, June,” Andy hissed. “So don’t think you can get out of this alive.” 

When he put his hands on my shoulders, I screamed and screamed. My throat was burning as I called for help. Knowing that I was only feet away from the safety of the street somehow made me feel even more panicked, and I twisted furiously, trying to free myself from Andy’s grip. Enraged, Andy pulled one of his hands free from my body and slapped me across the face. 

The pain stung, but it was enough to startle me into action. Before I could even think about what I was doing, I screamed and threw my whole weight to one side. 
“Help!” I screamed. “Help, someone’s trying to assault me!” 

Andy was clearly stunned and he made another grab for my arm but I darted out of the way and started to run towards the street. 

“Help!” I shrieked again. “Somebody, please!” 

My heart was pounding and the adrenaline was rushing through my body as I tore out of the alley and stumbled onto the sidewalk. A curious pool of people circled around me and I launched myself towards one of the men who had gathered in confusion. 

“Ma’am, what’s going on? Are you okay?” 

“Please,” I sobbed. “The man in the alley! He was trying to assault me!” 

A couple of the people nodded and ran into the alley while someone else called the police. Suddenly, I felt faint. The world around me began to zoom and spin and I clutched at my chest. Sharp pains were spreading from my heart out into my shoulders and I gasped as my eyes rolled back in my head and I passed out. 

When I came to, I was surrounded by uniformed police and EMTs. 

“Miss Rogers?” 

I nodded weakly. “Did you get him?” I asked softly. 

Two of the cops exchanged a dark look. 

“No,” one of them said shortly. “He ran off before we were able to make the scene.” 
Despair welled up in my chest and I began to shiver as the tears came rushing back to my eyes. 

“Please,” I begged. “He was trying to assault me! He grabbed me from the street and dragged me into the alley!” Please, you’ve got to help me!” 

One of the cops nodded. “That’s why we’re here,” he said. He sounded tired as he pulled a small notebook from his pocket and began to scribble notes. 

But as I recited the story, including the part where Andy and I had gone on a date before, to the cops, I could practically see my chance of success draining from their eyes. 
“This is someone you’ve dated before?” 

“Just once,” I said quickly. “Because he pressured me into it.” 

The cop frowned. “But you asked him,” he said. 

“Yeah, because I felt like I had to!” I said hotly. “And now he’s stalking me!” I told them about the messages Andy had sent to my apartment, as well as the lewd stick drawings he’d posted in the break room. 

The cops exchanged a look. “We’ll go talk to him,” one of them promised. “Just don’t get your hopes up.” He chuckled. “Men don’t like it when women aren’t straight with them. You should’ve just told him no.” 

My heart sank. “I can’t believe you’re blaming me for this,” I said softly. “That’s so messed up.” 

The cop sighed. “Look, I can’t say anything else right now. Just know that we’ll do our best.” 

I closed my eyes and tears streamed down my cheeks. I couldn’t believe that the cops weren’t doing more to help me. I’d just gone through one of the scariest experiences in my life and they were acting it was my fault! 

“Forget it,” I said bitterly. “I can handle this on my own.” 

 

 

 


Chapter Eleven

 

Thomas

The first few days without Hannah were nice, almost quiet. I hadn’t realized it at the time, but she’d become an incredible distraction. I had one of my secretaries place a job ad for a new personal assistant, but I told myself that in the meantime, I would step up and start doing all of that stuff for myself. Even though I was a busy man, I knew that I wasn’t above picking up my own coffee and dry-cleaning. Maybe having an assistant, especially one like Hannah, had really gone to my head. 

Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday all passed in a blur. I called June a couple of times, just to talk. But something was bothering me, and no matter how many times I asked, she wouldn’t tell me the truth. I desperately wanted her, and I knew how much she wanted me. So why was she playing these games? 
She agreed to another date with me, on Saturday, and I told myself that I’d really throw myself into work on Thursday and Friday. Thursday morning, I was supposed to have a meeting with Keith Carner – he was one of my old buddies from MBA school, and we’d been doing business together for almost ten years. At one point, Keith had been one of my best friends in the world. Hell, he’d even been a groomsman in my wedding to Marlene. 

When I called Keith’s office, he sounded distracted. 
“I know it’s been forever, but I was hoping we could talk about a new deal,” I said. “I’m really hoping to acquire UPS by the end of the year, and I need your help.” 
There was a long pause. 
“Hello?” I narrowed my eyes in irritation. “Keith, you there, man?” 

“Oh, yeah,” Keith said after a long pause. “Sorry, man. Just a little busy at the moment. How ‘bout I stop by your office later, after lunch?” 

“Sounds good,” I said. “I’ve got to look for a new assistant anyway. See you then.” 

“I’ll be there around two,” Keith said. 

We hung up and I treated myself to a long lunch at the new Russian restaurant down the street. As soon as I saw the inside, I knew that June would love it – it was even more posh than Daniel had been, with lots of intimate touches. Thinking about the way she’d reacted to the escargot made me laugh. I wondered how she’d react to caviar. 

June was easily the most refreshing person I’d met in my life. I wondered what made her tick, I wondered how she’d grown up into such a stunningly beautiful woman who didn’t even know her own power. Even though she was naïve, she was obviously quite smart. I closed my eyes as I sipped infused vodka and thought of taking June on weekend trips to Boston or Maine, watching her play in the snow. I snickered – somehow, I just knew that she’d be as eager as a child when it came to playing outside. 

It wasn’t long before my thoughts turned to lusty ones. My cock stiffened in my pants as I thought of June’s lithe body spread out on a bearskin rug before a roaring blaze. I knew she’d have perfectly pink nipples and a neat little thatch of dark pubic hair. Normally, I liked my women hairless. But I knew that June would take immaculate care of herself, and I felt a hot bolt of lust careen through my cock when I thought about how it would feel to eat her out. Her pussy had to be soft and velvet smooth…and likely, unexplored. I knew that realistically, she couldn’t be a virgin…but at the same time, her obvious lack of experience with men told me that she’d still have that new car smell when it came time to fuck. 

I closed my eyes and imagined June’s pale hands running over her body, teasing me. The idea was astonishingly arousing and I growled as I thought about taking both of her pale wrists with one hand, pinning them over her head, and holding her helpless while I fucked her raw. 

After lunch, I was pleasantly drunk. The fall day was a chill one, but I sauntered back to the office and chain-smoked Dunhills while thinking about June. My meeting with Keith was in a little over an hour, and I thought I’d take a little nap in my office while I waited for him to show up. 

I locked myself in my office, loosened my pants, and reclined on the black leather couch that Hannah had picked out. Even if she was a manipulative brat, she had good taste, I thought sleepily as I settled down and relaxed with my head in my arms. And I’d much rather have this couch around than her. 

My head began to feel pleasantly exhausted and the next thing I knew, one of the secretaries was waking me up. 
“Fuck,” I groaned. “What time is it?” 

“Mr. March? It’s just after two,” the secretary replied. “Your phone has been ringing nonstop.” 

I blinked and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. I couldn’t recall it immediately to mind but somehow, I knew that I’d been dreaming of June. 
“Thanks,” I muttered. I hauled myself into a sitting position, still rubbing my eyes with my fists. Outside, the sky was dark and gloomy. Despite my nap, I still felt tired. 

The secretary pranced out of my office, leaving the door open behind her. I growled as I stood up and stretched. I need a shave, I thought as I rubbed my fingers over my chin and jaw. My hands were greeted with prickly hairs that somehow felt coarser than they had twenty years before. 

I walked over to my desk, expecting to see a flood of notes from Keith. But oddly, there was nothing. When I checked my messages, they were all spam. I frowned. Still, it was only ten past two. Keith wasn’t exactly known for being punctual. I decided to give him ten more minutes, then call over to his office to make sure he hadn’t forgot about our meeting. 

I opened my email and sent off a few quick replies. There was an email from Marlene asking if we could meet for dinner, but the thought of that made my stomach curdle. I sent her a short, terse reply and five seconds later, she’d already replied. 

“Don’t u think it would be for the best if Brett had both of his parents together?” 

Ugh. Slamming my laptop shut, I strode into the hall. 

“Hey Susie,” I said, leaning over the head secretary’s desk. “Did a Keith Carner call here for me?” 

“Keith?” Susie wrinkled her face. “I don’t think so, Mr. March. Do you want me to place an outgoing call?” 

Strange. We just made these damn plans and he already forgot. 

I rolled my eyes. “No, thanks,” I said. “I’ll be in my office. If Keith – or anyone from Carner Enterprises – shows up, please show them in.” 
“Got it,” Susie said. She bent her head over her desk and scratched at her scalp with long fingernails. Flakes of dandruff scattered across her keyboard and I tried hard not to shudder. Susie had been working for me for years – hell, she’d probably been working since I was in diapers. She was a repulsive elderly woman, but she knew what she was doing. 
“Hey, how’s the hunt for my new assistant coming?” I turned back and cocked my head to the side. 

Susie frowned. “Do the same…restrictions still apply?” 

I laughed. “No,” I said. “They don’t.” 

Susie’s frown melted and she gave me a tentative smile. “Very good, Mr. March. I hope to have someone for you by the end of the week.” 

“Excellent. You’re the best. Thanks, Susie.” 
Her smile grew a shade wider and she dipped her head, obviously unused to compliments. Grinning, I turned on my heel and sauntered into my office, closing the door behind me. Thinking of the “restrictions” made me laugh. When I’d first placed the ad to hire Hannah, Marlene and I had been in a rocky place. I knew it would piss her off if I found someone young, gorgeous, and blonde…so I specified that all candidates had to fit those criteria before I’d even consider hiring them. But now that we were divorced – not to mention, now that I was seeing June – they seemed ridiculous. 

I laughed a little under my breath, imagining June’s face when I told her. It was too soon to tell if she’d think something like that was funny. She was so insecure, I wondered if she was the jealous type. But she’d met Marlene a handful of times by now…she had to know that I couldn’t want just any hot woman around. I was old enough that personality mattered a lot more to me, almost as much as looks had mattered when I’d been in my youth. 

When two-thirty rolled around and Keith still hadn’t shown up, I was starting to get a little pissed off. I picked up my phone and reclined back in my chair, kicking my legs up on the desk and crossing them at the ankle. 

This time, it took several minutes for someone to answer the phone. 

“Hello, this is Mr. Carner’s office. Whom may I say is calling?” 

I frowned. “Yeah, this is Thomas March, over at Steel Visions. I’m calling for Keith – we had a meeting today at two and he never showed up.” 
There was a long pause. 

“Hold on, Mr. March,” the woman replied. “Let me go ping him.” 

I sighed forcefully. “Whatever,” I mumbled. 
The woman put me on hold and I cringed at the tacky Muzak rendition of “My Heart Will Go On.” 

After what felt like an eternity, there was a series of blips and beeps in my ear. I frowned, then the line went dead. 

“What the fuck,” I grumbled. “Did that stupid cunt hang up on me or what?” 

Now I was truly irritated. I called Keith’s office back, waiting impatiently for someone to pick up. 

“Hello, this is Mr. Carner’s office. Whom may I say is calling?” 
“Yeah, this is Thomas March, I just called a few minutes ago. We got disconnected.” 
There was another long pause. 

“Don’t hang up,” I said forcefully. “I wanna talk to Keith. Patch me through. Now,” I added forcefully. 

“I’m sorry, Mr. March. But Mr. Carner doesn’t wish to speak to you at the moment.” 

I squinted. “You’re kidding me – I talked to him just a few hours ago! We made an appointment for this afternoon. Do you know who I am?” 
“Sure. You’re Mr. Thomas March, of Steel Visions.” 
“Yeah,” I grumbled. “So put me through to Keith. And tell him that this bullshit isn’t funny – I don’t like it when someone wastes my time.” 

“Sir—“ 

“Shut up,” I growled. “Put me through. Now.” 

“Sir, Mr. Carner really doesn’t want to speak to you. He told me to ignore your calls.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Tell Keith I don’t have time for this bullshit,” I growled. “We’ve known each other for years and he thinks this little fucking game is funny?” 

“Goodbye, Mr. Thomas.” 
“Wait, don’t hang—“ 

Click

“Fuck!” I screamed. I threw my phone at the wall, taking satisfaction when the immaculate screen cracked in two. 

Seconds later, my door burst open. Susie was standing there, looking frightened and more alive than I’d ever seen her. 

“Mr. Thomas, is everything all right? I heard a terrible crash,” she said quickly. “What’s going on? What is the meaning of all of this?” 

I rolled my eyes and grabbed my laptop, shoving it hastily into my laptop bag. “Nothing,” I said. “I mean, I’m fine. I’m going home for the day, Susie. Take my messages and just forward them to me at home, okay?” 

Susie eyed me suspiciously. “Is there anything I can get for you, Mr. Thomas?” 

“No.” I grabbed my jacket. “Thanks, Susie.” 

==

She looked startled as I pushed past her and into the elevator. On my way down, I called for a driver to take me home. I was in such a rotten mood that I had a feeling my Porsche would wind up through the storefront of an expensive restaurant if I didn’t watch myself. 

When I got home, Brett had just gotten home from school. He was kneeling in the foyer, still clad in his New York Yankees jacket. 

“Dad, oh my god, you’re the best!” Brett launched himself at me and wrapped his still-skinny arms around my waist. “I can’t believe it, Dad! You rule!” 

I chuckled nervously. “Well, I’ve always thought so – but why now?” 

Brett laughed. “Dad, you don’t have to play dumb.” He pointed down to a giant box sitting in the middle of the foyer. It had been ripped open and the floor was littered with Styrofoam packing peanuts. 

“What is this?” I stepped closer and squinted. 
“Dad, thanks! You’re seriously awesome,” Brett said. “I can’t wait to tell all the kids at school that my dad bought me a PlayStation Five!” 

I narrowed my eyes. “What are you talking about?” 

Brett pointed down into the box and cleared away some of the packing material with eager little hands. Inside was a shiny box, covered in Japanese print and featuring a space-age looking machine. 

“I don’t even know what that is,” I said. “Was there a card? Was it a gift from the office?” 
“Dad, seriously!” Brett rolled his eyes. “Thanks! I can’t wait to play, I just wish it had come with more games!” He held up two shiny plastic cases featuring animated figures and racing cars. 

“Uh, hold on there,” I said, reaching forward and plucking the plastic cases from Brett’s hands. 

Brett looked sour. “Oh. I bet you’re going to make me wait until after I’ve done my homework or something stupid like that. Dad, please! Come on, just a half hour! And then I’ll do my work – I swear!” 

“Hold on,” I repeated sternly. “We need to figure out where this came from.” As gently as I could, I pried the large box from my son’s hands and looked at the mailing slip. Brett’s name was printed in a plain font, along with our address. There wasn’t any indication of who had sent it, only a stamp from a post office right here in New York City. 

“Dad, please,” Brett whined. 
“You need to be quiet,” I said sharply. “Brett, if I can’t figure out who sent this, I’m sorry but you’ll have to return it.” 
“What?” Brett screeched loudly. “You’re kidding me! That’s not fair! It’s for me, look right there,” he said angrily, pointing to his name printed on the box. 

“That may be,” I said. “But I’m your father, and you need to obey me. And if we can’t determine that it’s safe, too bad. You’re not keeping it.” 

Brett looked at me with hatred in his eyes. 

“Brett, I’m sorry,” I said. “But this could be dangerous. This could be…oh, I don’t know. Rigged to explode or something.” 

Brett squinted at me. “You’re being crazy and paranoid,” he said coldly. “You can’t even let me have fun because you’re too worried about your stupid business all day.” 

“I’m only going to say this once,” I growled, grabbing the box and holding it in the air where Brett couldn’t reach. “You don’t ever insult me, or my business, ever again. Do you like having a nice life? You like living here, and having Isabelle around?” 

Brett gave me a sulky look. 
“Yeah,” he said after a moment. “It’s okay. I guess.” 

“If I didn’t have my company, we wouldn’t have any of this,” I said sharply. “And you wouldn’t have fifty thousand dollars in the bank, just waiting for the day you go to college.” 

Brett looked sour. “I just want to play,” he whined. His eyes lit up with hope. “Dad, if you…I dunno, inspect it, can you let me play? Just for a little bit?” 

“No,” I said sternly. “Go to your room and do your homework.” 

Brett glared at me. I could practically read his thoughts: “I hate you.” 

“I know you’re mad,” I continued calmly. “But this is for the best, Brett.” 

“Whatever,” Brett mumbled under his breath. He glared at me for a long pause, then turned on his heel and stomped up the stairs. 

Just then, Isabelle came out of the kitchen. She wiped her hands on her apron and cocked her head to the side. 
“Is everything okay, Mr. Thomas?” 

I nodded and heaved a sigh. “Yes,” I said. “But when you have a free moment, would you mind cleaning this up?” I gestured down to all of the packing peanuts. “When everything is back in the box, please tape it up, set the box in my office, and lock the door.” 

Isabelle frowned but she nodded. “Yes, Mr. Thomas,” she said. “Is that a present for Brett?” 

I shrugged. “I have no idea,” I said, struggling to stay calm. “It arrived with no return address.” 

Isabelle nodded. “I see,” she said. “Anything else, Mr. Thomas?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “Please call my ex-wife and make sure she can take Brett over the weekend. I have reason to believe I’ll be entertaining.” 

Isabelle nodded again. “Would you like me to do anything? Prepare for your company?” 

“No, thank you,” I said. “That will be all, Isabelle.” 

Isabelle darted back into the kitchen and I sighed and closed my eyes. Right now, the thought of bringing June here and fucking her senseless was the only thing keeping me sane. 

I wondered how much other shit could possibly go wrong before I’d crack. 





Chapter Twelve

 

June

I was shocked when Thomas showed up at my apartment on Friday evening, unannounced. He looked gorgeous in a tailored suit – I could tell that he’d come directly from work. 

I could also tell that something was really bothering him. There seemed to be distance between us, distance that I couldn’t seem to reach. Thomas was acting both interested and cold…I wondered what was going on. 

“I’ve arranged for Brett to spend the weekend with his mother,” Thomas said. He raised an eyebrow at me. “How about you come home with me and spend the night? We’ll order takeout,” he added. “Whatever kind you like.” 

I flushed hotly. “Even cheap pizza?” 

“No cheap pizza,” Thomas said. He smiled, but there was no hint of warmth or affection in his eyes. “But I promise you’ll enjoy yourself.” 

I glanced down. “Should I…change?” I was still wearing the same jeans, blouse, and cardigan that I’d changed into when I’d come home from school. The event of the previous day had left me reeling, and my day had only been a success in that thankfully, I hadn’t seen Andy at all. 
Thomas chuckled. “No need,” he said. “I think you look perfect. After all, we’re not exactly going to do anything fancy, now are we?” 

I blushed. “I guess not,” I said softly. 

After leaving a note for Angela, I stuck my cell phone charger in my purse and followed Thomas outside. This time, there was no Porsche – only a shiny black Lincoln SUV parked by the curb. 
“Sometimes I don’t feel like driving,” Thomas said. He smirked. “So, I have a car service.” 

“Ah,” I said. I bit my lip as Thomas helped me into the luxe expanse of the backseat. 

The whole ride out of Brooklyn, Thomas was noticeably absent. He kept fiddling with his phone, fumbling all over the screen. 
“Thomas, what’s bothering you?” I bit my lip, hoping he wouldn’t chew me out for asking. 
“Don’t worry about it,” he said dismissively. “Just a rough week at work. What about you?” 

I swallowed nervously. For a second, I almost told him what had happened with Andy in the alley…and the NYPD’s lackluster response. But I didn’t feel nearly as close to Thomas as I sometimes did. I figured I’d tell him later, after he’d relaxed. 
“Oh, not much,” I said. I forced a smile. “I’m fine.” 

It was dark by the time the Lincoln pulled up to Thomas’s building. I couldn’t help but gasp as he led me inside and we rode the elevator to the penthouse floor. 
“This is beautiful,” I said softly. The walls of the elevator were papered in elegant leather. A masculine, woodsy smell hung about the building, as if somehow they only sold to wealthy, gorgeous men.

“It’s adequate,” Thomas said. “Brett doesn’t always enjoy it. He wishes that we had our own house.” 

“He’ll be grateful when he grows up,” I said. “Kids that age…well, it’s kind of a miracle when they aren’t totally selfish.” 
Thomas eyed me and nodded. “That’s entirely correct,” he said. “I love my son, very much, as you know.” He sighed. “But this year hasn’t been easy for either of us.” 

“Oh.” He’s finally going to open up to me, I realized happily. Finally, we’re getting somewhere!

But just as Thomas was about to speak again, the doors of the elevator pinged open and I followed him down a lush hallway into a beautiful condo. 

“Wow.” I glanced around. “This is incredible.” 

“That’s all because of Isabelle,” Thomas said. “Brett’s nanny, but she also cooks and cleans.” 

“Oh,” I said in a small voice. “Is she here now?” 
Thomas gave me a wicked smile. My lower belly gave a lurch to the side and I felt my cheeks pink with a hot flush. 

“No,” Thomas said. “We’re all alone.” He leaned in close and raised an eyebrow. “I trust you feel safe.” 

I nodded quickly. Safer with you than with anyone else, I thought. If only I could tell you how I really feel. 

Thomas led the way into a beautiful, opulent living room with black leather furniture. It looked very adult, very masculine. 

“I redecorated recently,” Thomas said. “I’ve always owned this place, but Marlene and I used it as a crash pad when we were married. She kept her house in Bed-Stuy, and I kept this condo.” 

I nodded. “I like it,” I said. I glanced around, surreptitiously running my hand along the back of the elegant couch. “It really suits you.” 

“Would you care for a glass of wine?” 

My stomach rumbled and I flushed hotly as I remembered Thomas’s warning from the last time we were together. 

“Only if you don’t give me too much,” I said softly. “I…I wouldn’t want to…” 
Thomas grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that,” he said. “But sometimes, on a Friday, there’s nothing like a glass of wine.” I watched nervously as he set his briefcase down on the floor, then walked into the kitchen and selected a bottle of wine from an elegant chrome-and-glass wine cabinet. I gasped when I realized it was also a chiller. 

“This is so cool,” I said. I looked around, feeling completely out of my element. “You have so many kitchen gadgets. I have no idea what most of these even do!” 

“Oh, I don’t either,” Thomas said. He laughed. “I give Isabelle a budget and tell her to buy whatever she wants for the house. She’s here most days, from five in the morning until I get home from work.” 

I nodded. “She must be good for Brett,” I said. 

“She is,” Thomas replied. He handed me a glass of wine and we clinked. I couldn’t help but notice that his wine glasses were even more expensive-looking than the glasses had been at Daniel, or La Toscabelle. 

“This is so good,” I said. I inhaled and took another long sip.
Thomas’s eyes gleamed. “June, exactly how hungry are you?” 

“Not very,” I confessed. Truth be told, I didn’t think I could eat at all. I was so nervous to finally be in Thomas’s home that I could barely stand still. I wondered if we were finally going to have sex. 

I wondered how perfect it would be. 

“Good,” Thomas said. He set his glass down on the counter. “How do you feel about playing a little game?” 

I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean?” 

Thomas chuckled and reached out for my hand. When he touched me, sparks leapt from his body to mine and I shivered. It was the first time he’d touched me since we’d arrived back at his place. 
“Come with me,” Thomas said. There was a mischievous glint in his dark eyes. Nervously, I licked my lips and followed Thomas down the hall and into a small, dark room. I frowned – aside from a large wardrobe and dresser, the room was empty. 

“Is this where you keep your winter clothes?” I joked awkwardly, biting my lip when Thomas didn’t laugh. 

His lips curled into a smile and he eyed me, starting at my face and moving his gaze slowly down my body until I was blushing beet red. 

“Strip,” Thomas said softly. He stepped closer and put a hand on the back of my neck. Nervously, I took a sip of my wine before setting the glass down on a small table. 

I flushed and shivered. He can’t be serious, I thought. He hasn’t even kissed me yet!
“Excuse me?” I asked softly. 

“I believe I told you to strip.” 

Thomas stepped closer and stroked a hand down my back before gripping my neck. I shivered at the feel of Thomas’s fingernails on the back of my neck. 

“Yes, Sir,” I replied automatically. Suddenly, the air between us was tense and full of lust. I wondered what he would do when I was naked – would he touch me? Make me beg for his cock? 

I licked my lips and unfastened the buttons of my cardigan, sliding it down my arms. Then I pulled my blouse over my head and tossed it in the floor until I was standing in front of Thomas clad in my cotton bra and jeans. The air in the room was chilly and I crossed my arms over my chest and hugged myself as Thomas reached forward and yanked my jeans down my hips. Goose bumps sprang up over my flesh and I stepped out of the material. 

“These, too,” Thomas said. He squatted down and trailed a finger down one of my socks. “Take them off, June.” His voice was low and deathly calm. I closed my eyes and bent over, sliding the socks down my legs

When I was standing in only a bra and panties, Thomas walked around me in a circle. “Strip,” he repeated, reaching out and gently spanking my ass. My cheeks turned crimson as a bolt of desire and pleasure went through sailing me. It scared me how much I’d liked it when he spanked me just now. I wondered if he was going to do that again, later. I want him to! I thought desperately. I really do!

Licking my lips nervously, I reached behind myself and unfastened my bra. It was an older one – the white material had small holes and stains – and I let it drop to the floor. As I closed my eyes, I hooked my fingers in the waistband of my panties and tugged them down my legs before kicking them to the side. 

When I opened my eyes, Thomas was staring at my chest. I glanced down to see my hard nipples protruding and I felt a wave of self-consciousness wash over my body. The room was suddenly filled with the musky scent of my pussy and I blushed hotly. He knows how much I want him, I realized nervously. He can smell it, just like me. 

“Very nice,” Thomas purred. “Now stay there.” 

I swallowed and watched helplessly as he stalked across the room. Thomas opened a set of drawers adjacent to the wardrobe and pulled out something dark green and silky. When he walked back over to me, he handed me slippery, silky garments. I glanced down and saw a bra and panties, in a brilliant emerald green. They would have matched Angela’s dress perfectly, and suddenly I knew that Thomas had purchased them just for me. 

“Put these on,” Thomas instructed. I bobbed my head and fumbled with the clasp on the bra. Even though it was silk, it wasn’t all that comfortable – it pushed my breasts high in the air and pinched at my rib cage. I’d never worn a thong before, either, and I was surprised at the feeling of the material on my labia. It cradled my pussy in a sensual way that made me think of Thomas’s touch. As I took a step forward, the silk twisted between the cheeks of my ass and sent a tingling sensation straight to my clit. My cheeks broke out in a blush as I let out a little gasp. 

“It was mostly right about your size,” Thomas said in a lazy, low voice. He walked around me once more, inspecting me. “Those will do nicely. Come with me, June.” 

When I didn’t move, Thomas raised his eyebrows. “Why, June,” he purred. “There’s no one here save for me and you. I thought you wanted me. Don’t you want to obey your Sir?”

I blushed hotly and looked away. “Yes,” I mumbled in reply. “I do.” 
Thomas smirked at me and I felt another strong thrust of desire towards him. I licked my lips and stepped forward. Each step wearing the silk thong was torturous – almost like Thomas himself was rubbing between my legs and making me cry out in fierce pleasure.

“Having trouble?” Thomas raised his eyebrow. 

“No,” I managed to say clearly. “I’m fine.” 

“Good.” Thomas winked at me. “Let’s go have some dessert.” 

I followed Thomas down the long dark hall and into his kitchen.

“Come here, June.” 

I stepped closer. Thomas opened one half of the giant combination refrigerator/freezer and took out a carton of gelato. He turned to me. “Do you like caramel?” 

 

I nodded. I still wasn’t hungry, but the air was so full of tension that it almost hurt. Thomas plucked a silver spoon out of a drawer and took the top off the carton of the ice cream. 

“Come closer,” Thomas said. His face was the perfect mask of a sex god. Trembling, I stepped nearer to him, feeling the chill from the empty room on my limbs. It felt delicious, like I was experiencing a whole new world of sensuality. 

I watched as Thomas dipped the spoon into the gelato and lifted it to my mouth. When I reached out to take it from him, he shook his head. “No,” Thomas said simply. “You will eat when I offer food to you.” 

Blushing hard, I obediently opened my mouth. Thomas let the spoon rest on my tongue. The creamy taste of caramel melted on my tongue and dripped down my tongue, rich and smooth as butter. I moaned softly as I swallowed. It was the most exquisite thing I’d ever tasted, aside from Thomas’s kisses, that is. 

“Do you like that?” 

I swallowed and licked my lips. “Yes, sir.” 

Thomas nodded. He reached behind my head and gently tugged the elastic out of my hair. When I felt it spill warmly over my shoulders, I shivered. Thomas’s hand gripped my shoulder. He began to gently massage me with his fingers until I was putty in his hands, melting and sliding all over the place. 

Thomas grinned. I felt a fluttery sensation in my lower belly as he squeezed my neck. “You’re so sexy, especially like this,” Thomas murmured. Instinctively, I let my body be pulled closer to his. “I love it when you look like this.” 

I swallowed hard. “Thank you,” I said, blushing hotly. 

Thomas took his hand away and I whimpered, desperate for more of his touch. “Thank you what?” Thomas asked, his words hanging in the air like icicles. 
“Thank you, sir,” I said, biting my lip. Warm blood spurted into my mouth and I licked my lips nervously. 

Thomas put his other hand on my shoulder and traced his fingers down my back. As I stepped closer, he took his free hand and tilted my chin up so that I could look into his eyes. It felt sexy and sensual to be standing so close to him in a state of undress, with him still wearing his full suit from work. I felt like I was on display just for him, like somehow he’d chosen me out of a city full of beautiful women. 

Thomas’s dark eyes sent shivers of arousal through my body. “June,” he said in a husky voice. 

I closed my eyes and leaned forward, closing the remaining distance between our bodies. Our lips pressed together and sparks flew between our bodies. My stomach melted and my heart started pounding as the kiss became more intense with each passing second. As Thomas wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close, he nuzzled me and tenderly slipped his tongue into my mouth. 

My breasts were pushing against his chest and the feeling of the silk against my nipples was almost too much to bear. As Thomas squeezed the bare cheeks of my ass, I felt my skin go hot with a sensual flush. Moaning, I arched my back and threw my head back until the ends of my hair were brushing against the small of my back. 

Thomas grabbed my wrists. “Come to bed,” he ordered in a low voice. 

My mouth was so thick with desire that I could barely speak. “Yes, Sir,” I whispered softly. Thomas led me down the same hallway but into a different room this time. The whole room was black. The walls were covered with leather wallpaper, the floor with a thick shag carpeting that my feet sank into as I stepped inside. Even the ceiling was black. All of the light fixtures were black and chrome, giving an eerie, sleek look to the room. 

“Get on the bed,” Thomas ordered. He wasn’t smiling. 

I moved forward and climbed on the bed. The duvet was silky soft and plush down feathers. I moaned softly as I got on all fours and let my hands and knees sink into the soft material. My whole body was alive, every cell tingling and craving Thomas’s touch. I closed my eyes as I heard him step close. 

“I’m going to touch you now,” Thomas said in a low growl. I whimpered as I felt his fingers tangling in my hair and yanking my head back. As he ran his nails down my back and squeezed my ass, I shivered with lust and delight. When Thomas’s fingers gently rubbed the silk material between the cheeks of my ass, I squirmed and blushed. There was a pause and then a short, hard slap sounded on my ass. 

“Don’t move again,” Thomas threatened. “Or I’ll spank you until your ass is so sore you won’t be able to sit for a week.” 

Even though I didn’t want him to do that, my clit tingled at his words. I loved Thomas’s hands on me, his rough touch, the way he made my whole body sing with pleasure and desire. I closed my eyes and resolved not to squirm when he touched me again. 

It was harder than I anticipated. As Thomas’s hands worked all over my body, I shuddered as his fingers grazed my clit through the silken material of my panties. I bit my lip to keep from moaning as he slipped gently inside the crotch and began rubbing me. I was already soaked and when I wiggled my hips slightly, the fabric strained against my pussy and my ass. My whole body was tingling and thumping with arousal by the time he took his hand away. 

“I need you,” Thomas said in a husky voice. I heard the soft swish of him tearing his clothes off and tossing them to the floor. The bed groaned from our combined weight as he crawled towards me and pulled me into his warm, muscular arms. 

Thomas smelled heavenly. I closed my eyes and inhaled as he pressed his lips against mine. His chest was smooth, muscled, and it sent shivers of lust through me as we touched. As we kissed, Thomas reached behind my back and neatly unclasped the uncomfortable silk bra. He tossed it to the floor and I moaned softly into his mouth, grateful and relieved to feel my breasts swinging loose. 

“Ride me,” Thomas commanded. He got onto his back and stroked his cock up and down, watching me with an evil gleam of lust in his eye. I gasped at the sight of him naked – he was so beautiful, I couldn’t stand it. Just seeing him was enough to make me want to come, and I couldn’t tear the silky panties away from my pussy fast enough. 

Nervously, I crawled towards Thomas. He grabbed my hips and pulled me on top of him, spreading my legs and thrusting upward until his cock buried itself in the warmth and wetness of my pussy. The sensation was incredible – I let out a yelp, then closed my eyes and savored the feeling all over my body. As Thomas grabbed my hips and shoved me back and forth on his cock, I moaned. His pubic bone kept rubbing against my clit with every thrust, and I could barely even breathe. The sensation that was building in my lower belly was amazing – like before, when Thomas was going down on me, but better. I closed my eyes and ground my hips hard against his muscular body until tears came to my eyes. Beneath me, Thomas was groaning and straining every muscle until he was tense and stiff. His cock filled me so completely that I couldn’t move. I couldn’t think of anything but fucking him, it was all I wanted to do, forever. 

Thomas grabbed my wrists in one of his strong hands and pulled my arms over my head until I was lying flat against him, my nipples rubbing his chest. I moaned softly – every cell of my body was stimulated, everything felt so incredibly good that I didn’t couldn’t handle it. As we moved together, Thomas’s other hand began to roam around my ass. First, he squeezed my cheeks, then slipped a finger between the globes. 
“Someday, June, I’m going to fuck you in the ass,” Thomas whispered softly into my ear. An electric thrill went through me at the sound of his words and I felt his cock plunge deeper inside my pussy than ever before. The sensation was astonishing and I held my breath as it grew and grew, feeling like something was gripping me strongly between the legs. Before I knew it, I was crying out and beating my fists against the headboard, coming so hard that tears were leaking down my cheeks. My reaction set Thomas off – he grabbed me and thrust up inside me, harder than ever, bucking and groaning like a prize stallion beneath me. His cock twitched and spasmed deep inside of me, and I shuddered as I felt his cum shoot through my body. 

For a moment, I could barely move. My body was so spent, so wracked with pleasure that it took all of my strength to keep from collapsing in Thomas’s silky, perfect bed. 

“That’s better,” Thomas purred. He pulled out of me and flopped down, grinning. 

I blushed. “That was so good,” I said softly. 

Thomas leaned over and kissed me. I tasted sweat on his lips and I eagerly licked it away, desperate to take as much of him into me as possible. 

“I’m glad you find me adequate,” Thomas said. He raised an eyebrow. Slowly, I let myself flop down on the bed. The air in his bedroom was still chilly, but I was so warm that it felt good on my sweaty skin. 

“I can’t believe you fed me dessert before dinner,” I said with a laugh. “That seems so improper, not like you at all.” 
Thomas chuckled. “I think we’ve worked up an appetite,” he said with a wink. I blushed. “What would you like? And don’t say cheap pizza,” he added sternly. “God knows I have enough of that when my son is around.” 

I blushed. For a moment – actually, for quite a few of them – I’d forgotten that Thomas even had a son. I couldn’t believe that in just a few days, I’d be back at the head of my class, teaching Thomas’s son…and hopefully keeping him out of trouble. 

I shrugged. “Anything is fine,” I said. “Except Vietnamese. I don’t like pho,” I added. 

Thomas reached into a nightstand and pulled out a variety of take-out menus. He tossed them to me. 

“Pick something,” Thomas said with a grin. “Then we can find a movie and relax.” 

I chuckled. 
“What?” Thomas propped himself up on his elbows, covering the lower half of his naked body with a sheet. “What’s wrong?” 

I blushed. “Nothing,” I said. 
“Come on,” Thomas said. He smirked. “You can tell me, June.” 

I took a deep breath, then swallowed. My cheeks were bright red but I forced myself to look at Thomas’s handsome, leonine face. 
“It’s just…I didn’t expect things to feel so normal,” I said quickly. “I mean…we got here, and the air was all full of tension…” 

“And then we fucked, and it was glorious,” Thomas said with a lazy smirk.
“And now it just feels like we’re hanging out and getting close,” I added. I smiled. “I like it,” I said softly. 

Thomas reached for my hand and squeezed. “Good,” he said quietly. “Because I do too.” 

I smiled happily. At that moment, in my world, things were absolutely perfect. 

 

--

I stayed at Thomas’s condo until Saturday afternoon. We didn’t make love again – even though his stamina had been impressive, I knew that he likely wouldn’t have the same rebound time as someone my age – but we cuddled and fell asleep together after stuffing our faces with delivery sushi. It was easily the best date I’d ever had, and I was practically floating on air by the time I made it home. 

On Sunday, Angela and I braved the local Trader Joe’s, stocking up on all of our favorite goodies and snacks. She suggested we have a girls’ night in and I readily agreed – I couldn’t wait to dish all about Thomas. Naturally, Angela was thrilled for me. She said she was so happy that I was finally dating. Secretly, I wondered if she’d actually been kidding when she’d joked about Thomas having any single, rich friends. But mostly I just appreciated the fact that my best friend was there for me. Her support meant everything…especially given how scary things had gotten with Andy. 

When I got to school on Monday morning, Ruth looked troubled. 
“What’s wrong?” I smiled happily at her. “It’s a beautiful day! How was your weekend?” 


Ruth pressed her lips into a tight line, until all of the blood faded. She handed me an envelope. “The principal wants to see you,” she said quietly. “I’ll cover class until you’re back.” 

I narrowed my eyes. A nervous feeling shot through my gut as I opened the envelope and scanned the text. 

“Did he say why? There’s nothing in this note,” I said quietly. The kids were just beginning to filter into my room and I didn’t want any of them to hear my conversation with Ruth – especially not Brett. 

Ruth shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “I hope everything is okay, though.” 

Immediately, Andy’s face flashed to my mind. “Oh, god,” I moaned quietly. “They probably found out about those stupid drawings.” 

Ruth shrugged. “Good luck,” she said. “The bell is about to ring.” 

I slipped out of class as quietly as I could before the kids would notice something was up. As I walked down the quiet halls, I shivered. There was almost something ominous about the feeling in the air – almost like I was going to my doom. 

When I got to the main office, none of the secretaries looked up at me. I had to walk up to the front desk and clear my throat before one of them noticed me. 

“Hi,” I said nervously. “I got in this morning and Ruth told me that Principal Morris wanted to see me.” 

The secretary looked at me with blank eyes. She was someone I’d spoken to many times – heck, she’d even brought me a slice of cake one day from a party in the teacher’s lounge. But right now, she was looking at me like I was a piece of trash. 

“Should I go in?” I asked, feeling awkward when my words hung in the air. 
The secretary bit her lip and nodded. 

“Okay. Thanks,” I added, feeling stupider by the second. 

The door to Principal Morris’s office was closed. I could feel the eyes of the secretaries glued to my back as I walked across the cheerfully-decorated office and knocked. Everything was covered with turkey decorations and smiling, cartoon pilgrims and native Americans. 

“Hello, Principal Morris,” I called quietly. “It’s June Rogers. I got a note that you wanted to see me.”

“Come in.” 

I bit my lip and flushed as I opened the door. Principal Morris was seated behind his desk, thumbing through a copy of The New York Times. He didn’t even look up when I shut the door. Suddenly, my heart started to thud in my chest. Something was obviously very, very wrong here…and I had a feeling it wasn’t going to end well. 

“So,” I said nervously as I lowered myself into a chair facing the principal’s desk. “What’s up?” 
Principal Morris sighed. He was an older man, with longish sideburns and a white beard that made him look a little like a walrus. Among the faculty and staff, he was generally well-liked. But he didn’t have a warm demeanor, and I’d never felt it more than I did right now. 

“What’s the problem?” I asked nervously. 

Principal Morris meticulously folded his paper and set it down on his desk. I cringed – it seemed like he was being deliberately slow.

“Well, June, I’m not going to lie. There is a problem.” 

I exhaled a shaky, nervous breath. “Okay,” I said. “Can you tell me what it is?” 

Principal Morris narrowed his bushy eyebrows at me. “June, Andrew Lipinski was fired this morning.” 

My jaw dropped. “He’s the one who made those drawings,” I said quickly. “And he stalked me, outside of school. He tried to pull me into an alley and—“ 

Principal Morris held up his hand. “Please, June – don’t say anything else.” 

“What’s going on?” I asked nervously. “What does any of this have to do with me?” 

“We’re not sure yet,” Principal Morris said. “But I know that until we get to the bottom of this, I’m going to have you placed on leave without pay.” 

My jaw dropped. “Me?” I squeaked. “Me?! But I haven’t even done anything,” I shrieked loudly. “This is all about Andy, it’s all his fault!” 

“I’m sorry, June, this is our policy,” Principal Morris said. “Please, gather your things and you’ll be escorted from the building.” 

My heart sank. “You can’t do that in front of my students,” I protested. My eyes filled with tears as I realized this was really happening – it wasn’t some horrible dream, and I wasn’t going to wake up any time soon. 

“I’m sorry, it’s out of my hands,” Principal Morris said. 
He didn’t sound sorry. 

“Okay.” I stood up, my chin wobbling with the force of my emotions. “Fine. I’ll leave. In fact, I’ll leave right now. I don’t need anything from my classroom,” I added with a sniffle. 
“Oh, and June?” 
“Yes?” Please, please tell me this was all some kind of sick joke, I thought. Please, help me!

“Don’t forget to shut my door on the way out,” Principal Morris said. His head was already buried back in the paper. “Damn secretaries like to leave it open.” 

My heart sank. “Yeah,” I said. “I won’t forget.” 

 





Chapter Thirteen

 

Thomas

Just as I was leaving the office on Monday, my phone buzzed in my pocket. When I saw it was June, I grinned. 

“Hey, you,” I said. “I was just thinking about you. What’s up? This is the first time you’ve ever called me,” I teased. “Start of something new?” 

June didn’t reply. 

“Hello?” I pulled the phone away from my ear and frowned, wondering if she’d accidentally pocket-dialed me. But when I held it back to my ear, I could hear her. 

She was sobbing. 
“Thomas,” June managed to squeak. “I’m in trouble.” She broke down again and my ear was filled with the hysterical cry of her sobs. 

“Hey, hey, what happened? It’ll be okay,” I said quickly. 
“I need to talk to you,” June sniffled. “Are you busy?” There was a pause and I could hear her blowing her nose. 

“Not really.” I looked down at my watch. “I was supposed to meet Marlene but I can cancel. Where are you?” 

“I’m at…at ho-ho-home,” June sniffled and sobbed. “Please, just come over whenever you can.” 
I licked my lips. “I’ll be there soon, just hold tight, okay?” 

We hung up and I broke into a run as I ran into the parking garage and climbed behind the wheel of my Porsche. Thankfully, rush-hour traffic hadn’t taken full effect yet, and I was able to navigate from Manhattan to Brooklyn with relative ease. Still, it was a long way to Crown Heights and the sky was darkening by the time I pulled up in front of June’s building. 

The elevator was broken so I raced up the stairs, pounding on the door until it swung open. June was curled up on the couch, wearing yoga pants and a stained t-shirt. Her face was red and streaked with tears. When she saw me, her chin crumpled and she started to cry again. 

“June, what’s going on?” I shut the door and flew over to the couch where I pulled her into my arms and rocked her back and forth. For the first time, I noticed how small, how fragile June’s body was. I could feel the knots in her spine through the thin skin of her back, and she sobbed so viciously that for a moment, I was almost frightened. 

“Baby, you have to talk to me,” I said, smoothing June’s sweaty black hair away from her forehead. “Come on, June, just tell me the truth.” 

June sniffed. “Something bad happened at school,” she said after a long moment. 

“Oh, shit,” I said. My heart sank. “Was it Brett? Did he get in trouble again? Goddamnit,” I added. “I’m so sorry, June.” 

“No…” June trailed off. “Nothing like that.” She bit her lip. “I work with this guy named Andy. He asked me out before and I said no, but then…” She blushed hotly and buried her face in my neck. “I felt so guilty that I asked him for coffee.” 

“Okay,” I said nervously. “I don’t like where this is going.” 

June sighed, her small body filling with frustrated air. “I know,” she said flatly. “Anyway, we had coffee. Just once. And then I saw your assistant, what was her name? Heidi?” 

“Hannah.” 

“Yeah, Hannah.” June sniffled and wiped her nose on her sleeve, leaving behind a sticky iridescent trail of snot. “Anyway, she came over and she was like…really interested to see us together, she kept talking about it. It made me really uncomfortable, so I left.” 

“When was this?” 

June shrugged. “A few weeks ago,” she said. “Before I went out with you for the first time. You hadn’t asked me out yet,” she added, as if that would somehow make everything right. 

“I see.” 

“And Andy wouldn’t leave me alone after that,” June wailed in frustration. “He asked me out again – he threatened me, even when I said I was busy or that I didn’t have time – so eventually I said yes, but I didn’t actually intend to meet him. Then you asked me to dinner on the same night, and obviously, I went with you instead.” 

“I see.” 

“And then last week, when I was coming home from school, he grabbed me and dragged me into an alley.” June sniffed. A single tear ran down her porcelain cheek and I brushed it away with the back of my hand. 

“What?” My jaw dropped. “June, why the hell didn’t you tell me about this?” 

June bit her lip and trembled. “Because I thought you’d be mad.” 

“I am mad, but I’m not mad at you,” I said quickly. “And you called the cops, right?” 

June nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “But they didn’t care. They said it was my fault, because I’d asked him out once before.” 

Rage and anger flowed through my body and I balled my hands into fists, shoving them under my lap so June wouldn’t see. 
“I’m so sorry, that’s awful,” I said. “First thing in the morning, I’m going to call Sandy – he’s my lawyer, he’s great. We’ll get you out of this.” 

June collapsed into sobs and I held her close. 

“That’s not all,” June whimpered. 
“What happened?” 

“They called me into the principal’s office this morning,” June sniffled. “They told me they fired Andy, but they’re putting me on leave without pay.” She glanced at me, looking completely helpless and childlike. I rocked her in my arms as she cried. 

“That’s bullshit,” I said angrily. “We’re going to have Sandy talk to them, okay? I’ll get you out of this.” 

I had the feeling that June would resist but instead she just nodded and sniffled. 

“Thank you, Thomas,” June said softly. She extricated herself from my arms and stood up. “I’m going to get a glass of water,” she said. “Do you want one?” 

I shook my head. 

When June came back, I handed her three hundred dollars. “This isn’t much,” I said quickly. “I’ll get you more tomorrow. But for now, you should have this.”

June’s lower lip quivered and trembled. “Thomas, I can’t take money from you,” she said softly. “I can’t do that. That’s not fair.” 

“It is fair,” I said. “You lost your job, okay? I’m going to help you until you get back on your feet.” 

June still looked lost. 
“Look,” I said quickly. “You don’t have to spend it, just keep it in case something comes up, okay?” 

June nodded slowly. “I’ll pay you back,” she said. A tear rolled down her cheek and her chin wobbled. 

“We can talk about that later,” I said, somehow knowing that she’d resist any other response. 

June sighed. She sagged against me. “I don’t know what to do,” she said quietly. 

I squeezed her tightly. “We’ll figure it out,” I said. 

“I know you had to meet with Marlene, I’m sorry – you should go,” June said. She sniffled again. “Just call me later, okay?” 

I felt so torn and helpless seeing June cry. Never – and I mean never – had a woman’s sobs touched my heart in the same way that June’s did. But I didn’t know what to do – and she was right, I did have to leave. 

I stood up, feeling like a worthless piece of shit. “Okay.” I leaned down and kissed June on the forehead. “I’ll call you tonight and see how you’re doing, okay?” 

June nodded. “Okay,” she said quietly. “Thank you, Thomas.” 

“Anything for you,” I said. I reached for her hand and squeezed it. “And I mean that,” I said firmly. “Anything you need – anything you want, just let me know and it’s yours.” 

June gave me a small, sad smile. “Okay,” she said softly. “Thank you.” 

I tucked June in with an old afghan and left her on the couch as I ran down the stairs. When I got out to the street, I groaned. My Porsche was barely recognizable. The windshield was shattered and the tires had been slashed. The hood was covered in spray paint. 
“Fuck!” I yelled, kicking at a trash can with my foot. A rat, larger than a small dog, skittered out and ran down the street. “And fuck you,” I added, glaring down at the rodent. 

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath. “I knew Crown Heights was bad, but fuck, I didn’t think it was this bad!” 

The sidewalks were littered with people. In desperation, I grabbed a woman’s arm and pulled her close. 
“Did you see who did this?” I gestured frantically towards my wrecked Porsche. “Did you see anything?” I pulled out my wallet, momentarily forgetting that I’d given all of my spare cash to June. “I can pay you,” I added quickly. 
The woman glared at me and yanked her arm back. “Crazy man,” she muttered under her breath. “You stay the fuck away from me.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Stupid bitch,” I said quietly. The other people on the street eyed me with disdain, taking care to step around the obviously-wealthy businessman who had no business in their ‘hood. I groaned, thinking of how much worse my car would be after I left it for a few hours and waited for a tow. As much as I wanted to believe that Hannah had done this, I knew that she was only one of a list of suspects. The rest of the cars on the street were shitty Oldsmobiles and Saturns, all ten years out of date. Someone had probably just seen my Porsche and decided that because they couldn’t have nice things, neither could I. 

Just as I was about to call for a car service, a long Lincoln Town Car slowed to a stop. I frowned as the tinted window in the rear rolled down. 
“Hey, Thomas!” 

I looked up and frowned. Marlene was in the backseat of the car, waving to me. 

“What are you doing here?” I stepped closer to the car and crossed my arms over my chest. The early November night was a chill one, and I was only wearing a light jacket. 
“I had a meeting in Brooklyn,” Marlene explained. “I was just driving by and I thought I saw your Porsche.” She wrinkled her nose. “God, what happened? It looks awful.” 

I shrugged. “Vandalism,” I said. “I was just about to call for a car.” 

Marlene jerked her head towards the interior of the back seat. “Get in,” she said. “We were supposed to talk anyway.” 

I glanced back at my wrecked Porsche, feeling helpless and somehow tricked. Still, I knew that I didn’t have a better option. It would take forever for a good car to make it into this part of Brooklyn, and I sure as fuck wasn’t going to hang out on these thug-filled streets. 

“Fine,” I snapped. Marlene grinned. 

I walked around to the other side of the car and slid in, relaxing against the plush leather. Marlene smiled at me. 

“So, what did you want to talk about?” 

Marlene tossed her red hair and the spicy scent of vanilla filled my nose. I shivered – when we’d been married, I’d like the smell of my wife’s perfume. But now I loved June’s all natural musk. I loved that she only wore deodorant, and not perfume. She always smelled so young and clean. 

And the scent of her pussy was as juicy as a fresh peach. 

“How have you been?” Marlene asked. She pulled out a compact and dabbed powder on her already-perfect makeup. 

“Eh.” I shrugged. “Good and bad.” I narrowed my eyes. “Remember Keith Carner?” 
Marlene narrowed her eyes. “Yeah. He was a dog,” she said. “He tried coming onto me once at a bar.” 

I rolled my eyes and laughed dryly. “Well, maybe it’s good he’s blowing me off, then. Maybe he just learned about the divorce.” 

Marlene looked wounded. “Why would you say that?” She scooted closer. “Thomas, just because we’re not together doesn’t mean that we aren’t in each other’s lives.” 
“That’s right,” I countered. The car slipped through the dark Brooklyn streets and suddenly I regretted leaving my very expensive car behind. “Because we have Brett,” I said firmly. “And if you’re trying to win him over by sending that PlayStation Five, it didn’t work. The thing is boxed up in my office.” 

Marlene narrowed her eyes. “What are you talking about?” 

My heart sank. Even though I still wasn’t sure who had sent my son that expensive toy, it didn’t help to discover that it hadn’t been my ex-wife, after all. 

“I was hoping you’d sent it,” I said morosely. “Brett got a box in the mail the other day, with some new video game system that’s only been released in Japan. There was no return address, and when I told him that he couldn’t have it, he got pretty mad.” 
“I was wondering why he was in such a shitty mood last weekend,” Marlene said. She rolled her eyes. “I chalked it up to normal ten-year-old boy drama, but holy shit.” 

I sighed. “No, definitely not normal ten-year-old boy drama,” I said. “I couldn’t find a return address so I’m keeping it until I can have it checked out.” 

Marlene narrowed her eyes. “What, you think someone is trying to hurt Brett to get to you?” 

I shrugged. After a moment’s debate, I told her about Hannah, leaving out the grittier details. By the time I was finished recanting the whole sordid saga, Marlene looked shocked and pissed. 
“That little bitch,” she said. “I can’t believe I trusted her around my son!” 

“I know.” I shook my head. “So, I’m not ruling out the possibility that she’s somehow trying to get revenge. She did come from money, it’s possible she could’ve bought that stupid PlayStation on her own.” 

Marlene shrugged. She gave me a devious look. “I bet you’re not doing so well without an assistant,” she said smugly. 
“Hey,” I said, pretending to be offended. Marlene burst out laughing and after a second, I joined in. It was odd – I wasn’t having a bad time with her. Now that the poison and vitriol of the divorce had passed, it felt strange to be having an okay time with the woman who had ripped my heart out. 

I just hoped we could keep it up, for the sake of parenting Brett. 

Marlene sighed. “I wish things could be like this all of the time,” she said, scooting closer to me on the seat. 

I narrowed my eyes. “What are you talking about? 

Marlene pouted. “Between us,” she said. “I wish things could be good like this all the time, you know?” 

“Marlene, we’re divorced,” I said flatly. “And honestly, I think that’s for the best. Hell,” I added, turning in the seat and crossing my arms over my chest. “You were the one who couldn’t stop talking about how much you loved your freedom.” 

Marlene swallowed. She stroked a finger down the side of my arm. I waited two seconds before pushing her away. 

“I was hasty when I said that,” Marlene said. She batted her eyelashes and lowered her voice to a honey-sweet pitch. “I miss you, Thomas. I miss being your wife.” 

I exhaled as stiffly as I could. “Well, it’s never going to happen again. We split up for a reason. You cheated on me, for over fifteen years! That was our whole fucking marriage!” 
“I made a mistake,” Marlene said. She sniffed and my irritation came roaring back, full blast. 

“A mistake is forgetting to pick up the dry-cleaning,” I snapped. “Fucking other men for fifteen years wasn’t a mistake, Marlene. That was a very calculated, intentional decision on your behalf.” 

Marlene narrowed her eyes. “Well, I regret that,” she said softly. “Besides, shouldn’t Brett have both of his parents?” She scooted closer and I pushed her away. “I miss being a family with you, Thomas. We should get back together.” 

My jaw dropped. “You’re seriously crazy,” I told her, shaking my head and rolling my eyes. “I can’t believe you think we should be together just because you miss me!” I groaned. “And this is probably all because you’re sick of working and you want to live on my dime again!” 

“I miss you,” Marlene said. Her voice was insistent, full of passion that I’d somehow never heard from her during the entirety of our marriage. 

“I’ve moved on,” I said flatly. I rapped on the back of the driver’s seat. “Stop here,” I called loudly. “I’m getting out and taking the subway.” 

Marlene looked at me with hatred in her vivid green eyes. “You can’t have moved on,” she said, twisting her lips into a scowl. “That’s not possible!” 

“Well, it happened,” I said. “And I’m falling in love. Marlene, you and I will never be together again. Do you understand?” 

Marlene glared at me with such palpable hatred that I was expecting a slap to the face. Instead, she opened her coral lips and spit right on me. 

I sighed and pushed open the car door.

“Fuck you,” Marlene yelled after me. “I can’t believe you could be so cruel!” 

I stood there for a moment, wondering what I should do. In any other moment – on any other day – I’d turn right back around and tell her she deserved everything that she’d gotten. But I was tired. I was exhausted, from dealing with Hannah, and June, and now Marlene. I couldn’t waste my energy on my useless ex who didn’t deserve to even breathe the same air as June. 

“Fine.” I slammed the car door and waved cheerily. “Have a nice life!” I called after the car. 

Marlene didn’t respond, but I felt satisfied all the same. 





Chapter Fourteen

 

June

I had to admit that when I told Thomas he should leave so he wouldn’t miss his meeting, I didn’t actually expect him to go. But once he was gone and the apartment was empty again, I couldn’t stop the tears from falling. My eyes were burning and my sinuses were choked with snot and saliva, but it was like a compulsion. I couldn’t stop – the tears just kept falling, no matter what I did. 

By the time Angela got home, I’d almost tired myself out. She took one look at me and did a double-take, dropping her bag and rushing to my side. 

“June!” She sounded dismayed and unhappy. “Girl, what the hell happened?” Angela put her hand to my forehead. “It better not have been Thomas,” she said. “I’ll kill that rich bastard.” 

I sighed. “No, it wasn’t Thomas.” I sniffled and reached for a soggy tissue as I recounted the events that had happened that day at school. Like Thomas, Angela was shocked and unhappy that I hadn’t told her about the Andy-in-the-alley incident. 

“June, those cops had no right to act the way they did,” she said hotly. “That’s like, a total breach of conduct!” 

I shrugged. “They had a point,” I said miserably. “I did ask him out, remember?” 

“But you don’t deserve to be stalked and harassed!” Angela shot back. “And those creepy drawings?” She shuddered. “What kind of asshole calls you a pedophile just because you won’t go out with him?” 
“I don’t know,” I said sadly. I wrapped my arms around my knees and brought them to my chin, resting my chin on top. “I just wish this was a bad dream,” I said. “And that I’m going to wake up any time.”

Angela sighed. “Have you told Thomas?” 

“I called him earlier.” I pointed towards the wad of bills on the table. “He gave me this, for now. He said if there was anything I needed to just ask. But I can’t do that – we barely know each other. We’ve only slept together once. I can’t suddenly start acting like I can depend on him.” 

Angela licked her lips. “I want to help, too,” she said slowly. “But we can’t lose this apartment, June. I don’t make enough to cover your rent, too.” 

“I know.” My heart sank. “I’ll just use this money and then pay Thomas back.” 
“And they have to rehire you soon,” Angela said. “Look, this is probably some stupid school policy where they can’t have either of you around while they check things out. Anyone with a brain could see that this isn’t your fault!” 
“Everyone at school hates me now,” I said flatly. “Those stupid drawings must have really done the trick.” 

Angela rolled her eyes. “I thought teachers were supposed to be smart,” she said, climbing off the couch and stretching. She walked into the kitchen and two seconds later, I heard the pop of a wine cork. 
“Bring me some,” I called loudly. 

“Duh,” Angela replied. 

When Angela came back into the living room, she was smiling. She handed me a glass of wine. 
“To new beginnings,” Angela said.
We clinked and I took a long swallow, barely tasting the cheap wine as it drained into my stomach. Compared to the beautiful wines I’d drunk with Thomas, this tasted like gasoline. But still, I didn’t care – I appreciated the gesture from Angela, and cheap or not, I knew enough of it would make me tipsy enough not to care. 

“I can’t believe I have to start looking for a new job,” I moaned, draining my glass. Angela refilled me without even asking. “It took eight months to get that teaching job! Eight months!” 


“It’s the middle of the year now, maybe you can sub until the end of the semester or something,” Angela said. “There’s always temp work.” 

I wrinkled my nose. “I hate temping,” I said. “But you’re right – maybe I should call about a sub job tomorrow.” 

Angela nodded. 
“I worked at Starbucks before P.S.151 hired me,” I complained, rolling my eyes. “And it was dreadful. Getting that teaching job felt like the best thing that had ever happened to me.” 

Angela eyed me sympathetically and rubbed my back. “Not if you had to work with a creep like Andy,” she said. “No matter what happens, I’m sure things will work out for the best.” She raised her eyebrow. “Maybe Thomas could help get you a job,” she said. “I bet he knows a lot of business guys.” 

I wrinkled my nose. “Doesn’t that seem…I don’t know, kind of unethical?” 
“What’s fucking unethical is that your school practically fired you without even hearing your side of the story,” Angela snapped. “So, I wouldn’t worry too much about that right now.” 

I sighed. “I guess you’re right,” I said. “I just hate the idea of asking.” 

“Thomas would be happy to help,” Angela said. She raised an eyebrow at me and I blushed. “He’s obviously way into you.” 

“That’s because I haven’t asked him for much,” I said. “It’s not like I’ve been very demanding.” I sniffled and wiped my nose on my hand, disgusted at myself. “If I’d started out asking him for everything, I’m sure he’d see me as a gold-digger.” 

Angela shrugged. She stood up. “Want me to order some food?” 

I grimaced. “I couldn’t really afford anything right now,” I said sadly. 
“My treat,” Angela said quickly. She whipped out her phone and checked her bank balance. “As long as it’s cheap.” 

I smiled thinly. “Thanks,” I said quietly. “But honestly, I’m not really hungry.” My stomach gurgled and twisted. “I think I’d just throw the food right back up.” 
“And that wouldn’t be a good use of my money,” Angela joked. She smiled. “Come on, June, relax – it was a joke.” 

I sighed. “I think I’m just going to try to get some sleep.” 
Angela nodded. “Okay,” she said. “If you change your mind and you get hungry later, I’ll be up.” She yawned. “I’m just gonna stay here and veg for a while.” 

I stood up from the couch and sighed. Even though I was exhausted, I didn’t feel sleepy. At least, that’s what I thought. But once I was tucked into a pair of flannel pajama pants and a loose fitting t-shirt, I felt much more comfortable. Closing my eyes, I crawled into bed and pulled a pillow over my head. Snuggling in the blankets felt more comforting than ever before. Maybe this is all a bad dream, I thought. Maybe I’ll wake up and I’ll have a message from the school, saying this was all a mistake. 

Soon, my brain was clouded in a dense fog and my eyes were burning. Yawning, I rolled closer to the wall and drifted off to sleep. 

--

“Hey, June, it’s me. Wake up.” 

“Guh?” I opened my mouth and yawned widely right into Angela’s face. She was sitting on my bed, glancing down at me with concern. 

Yawning a second time, I balled my hands into fists and rubbed my eyes. “What time is it? Did I fall asleep for a few hours?” 

Angela chuckled nervously. “You were out all night,” she said. “It’s like, ten-thirty in the morning now.” 

I frowned. “Why did you wake me up?” 

Angela gave me a guilty smile and held up my phone. When I saw the screen, I gasped – it was covered with notifications. All from Thomas. Calls, texts, even a few voicemails. 

“Damn,” I said. 
“Yeah,” Angela said. She licked her lips and cleared her throat. “He’s actually here, right now. He’s in the living room.” 

“What?” I sat up in bed, my black hair falling over one shoulder like a curtain. “Are you serious?” 

Angela nodded. “Yeah. Sorry I woke you, but damn – this guy is hella protective. He told me that he’s not leaving until he knows that you’re okay.” 

The events of the previous day came crashing back to me and I shuddered. I closed my eyes, picturing Principal Morris as he told me to leave. As he told me that I’d be escorted out of the building with security. 
Tears welled up in my eyes and I shook my head. “I can’t see him right now, Ang. I really can’t. I feel too bad.” 

Angela shook her head. “Oh, no,” she said. “You’re getting out of bed and seeing Thomas and I don’t care if I have to drag you myself.” She put her hands on my shoulders and tugged. I shrieked as Angela pulled me out of bed. 

“Okay, okay!” I gasped, wrenching free of her tight grip. “Tell him I’ll be five minutes.” 
When I looked in the mirror, I groaned. I should’ve told her to say that I needed a half hour, I thought bleakly as I ran a brush through my tangles of black hair. I look like absolute poop. 

After splashing my face with water and soap, I dried off and pulled on a loose sweater and a pair of leggings. They were new – some of the clothes that Angela and I had picked out together. But putting them on only twisted my heart when I realized I wouldn’t need new clothes for work after all. 

I swallowed nervously as I combed my hair into a manageable mane, then rolled it into a messy bun. With a swipe of blush and lip balm, I almost looked human again. Taking a deep breath, I opened my bedroom door. Thomas and Angela were sitting on the couch, side by side, looking stiff. When he saw me, Thomas’s face relaxed. 
“Oh, god, June, I was so worried about you,” Thomas said sternly. He stood up and walked over to me, wrapping one arm around my shoulders and pulling me close. 

“I’m sorry.” I blushed. “I fell asleep, I didn’t think I’d be out for more than a few hours but I didn’t wake up until just now.” 

“It’s okay. Stress does strange things to our bodies.” 

I nodded. 
“June, can I take you out for breakfast?” 

“I’m not hungry,” I said sadly. “I don’t really feel like going out, Thomas.” 


“Come on,” Angela interjected. “You’ve been moping around here all day, and I know you didn’t eat anything yesterday.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Can’t have my bestie going and getting sick on me.” 

“I already feel sick,” I said. 

“Well, then you need some coffee and maybe a fancy doughnut,” Thomas said. He winked at me and I tried to smile. 

“I don’t think so,” I said. 

“June.” Thomas gave me a stern look. “I care about you. Angela cares about you. You can’t stay inside and mope just because the school fucked up.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Fine,” I said. “You want me to come out? I’ll come out.” I stomped across the room and defiantly pulled on a jacket. When I glanced up, Angela was staring at me in shock. Thomas merely looked bemused. 

“June, I just—“ 

“No,” Thomas said firmly. “She’s coming with me and that’s that.” 

I followed Thomas out of my apartment, down the stairs, and into a waiting car. 

“Someone vandalized my Porsche,” Thomas said casually once we were settled in the back seat. 

My jaw dropped. “Thomas! Why didn’t you tell me that? You know – like, sooner?” 

Thomas sighed. “I didn’t want to add to your stress,” he said. He reached over and squeezed my knee. A warm, pleasant sensation floated through my body and I closed my eyes. Being with Thomas was making me feel better than I’d felt since before I’d gotten fired. But I knew that wouldn’t last – I knew that as soon as I was alone again, my anxiety would come trickling back in to haunt me. 
“When did it happen?” I narrowed my eyes. 

Thomas reached forward and tapped the back of the driver’s seat. “Café DeLuxe, please,” he said. “It’s in Bushwick.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “That sounds trendy,” I said. 
Thomas laughed. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it before.” He rolled his eyes. “I’ll be the oldest one there.” 
“You’re getting off track,” I said. “What happened to your car? When?” 
Thomas looked guilty. “Yesterday, when I was upstairs with you,” he said. “I came back down to the street to find my tires slashes. Someone shattered the windshield, too.” 

Guilt surged through my body and tears welled up in my eyes. This is my fault, too, I realized sadly. Thomas may be having a good effect on my life, but I certainly can’t say the same about my effect on his!

Thomas cupped my chin in his hands. “No,” he said firmly. “Don’t get upset. Don’t blame yourself, June – you had no way of knowing.” 

I bit my lip. “I feel like such an idiot,” I said softly. 
“Why?” Thomas snorted. “It’s not like vandalization like that happens on the regular, does it?” 

“No,” I admitted reluctantly. 

“See? It wasn’t your fault at all. Don’t worry about it,” Thomas said firmly. “I want you to concentrate on feeling better, you understand?” 

All I could do was nod. The car slowed to a stop and Thomas climbed out before walking around and opening the door for me. Café DeLuxe was just as I’d pictured it from the name. An open-air bistro filled a large space that was easily four times the size of the apartment I shared with Angela. Outdoor heaters were placed strategically between the tables and people sat with coffees, papers, and the occasional laptop. 
“This really is a hipster joint,” I remarked to Thomas as we approached. 
Thomas snickered. “I thought you’d like it,” he said. 

I glanced down at my boring sweater and jeans. “I don’t think I’m cool enough for this place,” I said. 

Thomas took my hand and squeezed. “You’re with me,” he said. “You’re cool enough.” 

I rolled my eyes. “You’re so corny,” I said. I blushed. 

Thomas raised an eyebrow. “You like it,” he said confidently. 

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “I do.” 

A very hip, tattooed, bearded man showed us to a table in the back and handed menus. It was as different from our dinner dates as night and day, but I had to admit that it did feel good to be out of the apartment. Maybe Angela and Thomas had been right – maybe all I needed was a little time, and then everything would get back to normal. 

Thomas ordered two large cappuccinos for both of us, as well as an order of beignet and two large croissants stuffed with cream and strawberries. We sat in silence for a few moments and I looked all around, enviously watching the people working. 

“It must be nice to work from home,” I said. I sighed. “I’ve never even thought about that.” 
Thomas laughed. “Planning a career change?” 

I shook my head. “No. I’ve always wanted to be a teacher. I don’t want to quit now. I’m just worried about how difficult it will be to find another position.” 

“June, don’t write off the school yet,” Thomas said. “If they have any sense, they’ll bring you back.” He raised an eyebrow. “Sandy told me that if at all possible, they’ll call you and ask you to return. They don’t want to open themselves up to a lawsuit.” 
“Sandy?” 

“My lawyer, Sandy Goldstein,” Thomas said. 

I laughed. 

“What?” 

“Nothing,” I said quickly. I blushed. “It’s just…you’re such an adult,” I said. I wrinkled my nose. “Sometimes I don’t even have matching socks! And you’ve got a condo, and a child, and a lawyer…I just wonder what you’re doing with me.” 

“June, I’m spending time with you because I like you,” Thomas said gently. “And the sooner you realize that, the better it’ll be.” 

Just as I was about to respond, I saw a flash of bright red hair. 
“Thomas!” 

I glanced up. My heart sank when I saw Marlene lowering herself into a chair next to me, opposite from Thomas. She beamed at Thomas. 


“Hello, Marlene,” Thomas said stiffly. “Feeling better?” 

“No,” Marlene snipped. She turned to me. “What’s going on?” 

“This is June, you’ve met before,” Thomas said slowly. “June is my girlfriend.” 

Marlene’s green eyes grew wide and her jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious,” she said softly. 
“I am,” Thomas said. “Now we were in the middle of a very serious discussion. Marlene, please leave – if I need to reach you, I’ll go through your lawyer.” 

I narrowed my eyes. What’s going on between them, I wondered. This is so strange. Did something happen? 

“No,” Marlene said shortly. She turned to me. “You can’t be with Thomas,” she said. 

I shrugged. “I am,” I said softly. 

Marlene’s face changed from pale, to white, to bright red. She stood up and glared at me, her green eyes blazing with fury. 

“You can’t have my husband,” Marlene said angrily. “And if you think I’m going to stand by and let—“ 
“Marlene, enough!” Thomas stood up and grabbed Marlene by the arm. For a moment, they tussled. Then Thomas pulled Marlene close and hissed something quietly in her face. Marlene turned to me and glared for another long second before stalking off, her fur coat swishing around her shapely legs. 

“June?” Thomas sat back down and put his hand on my arm. I flinched. “June, I’m so sorry about that. I had no idea she’d even be around here.” 

I sniffed. “I think I want to go home,” I said softly. “I don’t really feel like being here anymore.” 

“June, come on – I’m really sorry,” Thomas said. His own face was flushed and I could tell he was almost as distressed by the encounter with his wife as I was. Still, I couldn’t keep myself from beginning to shake. Tears welled up in my eyes and my face turned bright hot red. 
“Thomas, please, take me home,” I whispered in a scratchy voice. “I don’t want to cry – not around all of these people.” 
Thomas sighed. He signaled the waiter and asked for our breakfast to be boxed up. As soon as Thomas had paid the tab, he escorted me over to where his driver was waiting. 

I shivered as Thomas opened the back seat of the car and helped me inside. As the driver pulled away from Café DeLuxe, I glanced around, suddenly afraid that Marlene was still lurking behind us. 

Angela and I spent the rest of the day inside. Thomas sent over a huge amount of catered French food. When I saw that it was from Daniel, I smiled. I would have much preferred being with him at a gorgeous restaurant, but I still couldn’t make myself feel any better. I felt like a complete and total failure. My first adult job and I hadn’t even lasted two years. 

I was really pathetic. 

Just as Angela and I were packing up the leftovers, there was a knock at the front door. 
“I bet Thomas sent over more food,” Angela said dryly. She rubbed her belly and moaned. “June, I’m stuffed! I can barely move.” 
I laughed. “Maybe it’s flowers this time,” I said. I walked over and opened the door. When I realized no one was there, I frowned. 
That’s when I saw the small brown box just outside of the door. 
“He sent something,” I said, picking up the box and frowning. I turned it over in my hands but there was no return address or hint of who had mailed it. 
“What is that?” Angela narrowed her eyes. Just as I was about to rip the tape away from the cardboard, Angela bit her lip. “June, maybe you shouldn’t do that,” Angela said. “What if it’s not from Thomas?” 

“Who else could it be?” I gritted my teeth as I ripped the tape away. Immediately, a foul scent filled the room. 
“God, that reeks,” Angela said. “It smells like burning plastic and rubber.” 

A nervous stab of fear pierced my heart as I pulled open the cardboard. When I saw what was inside, I shrieked loudly and dropped the box to the floor. 

“Holy shit,” Angela said. She squatted down. “What the fuck is this?” 

I bit my lip. Two badly-burned dolls had fallen from the box and they lay in charred pieces on the floor. The acrid smell of smoke was strong enough to burn my nostrils and I felt tears come rushing back. 
“I don’t know,” I said. “But Thomas didn’t send it!” 

“June, you should call the police,” Angela said. “This is really getting out of hand. Don’t you think it’s time to take matters into your own hands?” 

I frowned. “I don’t know. They weren’t very helpful last time.” 
“Well, this is different,” Angela said angrily. “And I live here too. If you don’t call them, I will.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “You’re not in danger.” 
Angela looked at me sadly. “June, I want to believe that. But we need to worry about our safety. This is our home,” she stressed. “I can’t tell you how important it is that we both stay safe.” 

I nodded. “Okay. I mean, you’re right,” I said slowly. “I’ll call the police now.” 
Angela stayed right beside me as I dialed the non-emergency line and requested a dispatch. It seemed like forever before the cops showed up, knocking on our door so loudly that I was afraid it would cave in. 

“What seems to be the problem?” The bigger cop – Officer Carmody – crossed his arms over his chest and squinted at me. 

I explained the whole saga, from Andy’s first advances, to our coffee “date,” to the nasty drawings on the wall at school and the attack in the alley. 

“And these just showed up,” I said, pointing down at the baby dolls. 
Carmody picked one of them up in his hands and squinted. 
“Um, shouldn’t you be wearing gloves?” I asked quietly. “I haven’t touched them – just the box – if you’re worried about fingerprints.” 

Carmody set the messy, burned doll down on the table. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Angela cringe. 
“Look, Judy,--“ 

“It’s June,” I corrected. 
“Judy, I hate to tell you this, but it seems like garden variety asshole behavior.” 

My jaw dropped. “You’re kidding,” I said softly. “This guy is stalking me! He’s threatening me, and harassing me! And I’m supposed to just take that in stride and let it go?” 

Carmody sighed. “Look, I don’t make the rules,” he said. “But unless we have hard evidence of any of those things, you’d have a really tough time making a case against this guy.” 

“You do have hard evidence,” I shrieked, pointing down to the ruined plastic. “It’s right there!” 

Carmody chuckled. “No, this ain’t nothin’,” he said. “We don’t know anything – how do you even know these were for you?” 
“Because my name was written on the box,” I said in exasperation. “Look, I know all of this stuff has to be connected! It’s not just some random guy trying to mess with me. He really wants to hurt me!” 
Carmody snickered. “Honey, I get that you have a very high opinion of yourself, but trust me – this is just some kid messing around.” 

Tears stung my eyes. Angela wrapped a protective arm around me and pulled me close. 
“My friend is really scared,” she said sternly to Carmody. “And you’re telling me you’re not even going to look into it?” 
Carmody was already tucking his notepad and pencil away. “There ain’t nothin’ to look into,” he said. “Call us back if you get an actual threat.” 

Angela stared at him in disgust and disbelief. “You’re kidding,” she said slowly. “This is disgusting! I thought you guys were supposed be on our side.” 
Carmody laughed. He pulled on his jacket and shook his head, nodding his head towards the front door. His silent partner walked out into the hall. Just as Carmody was about to follow, he turned back to Angela and me. 
“Look, girls, I know it’s scary. Big, big city and you’re all on you’se own. I get that. But you girls are adults now, and that means not calling the cops for every little thing that frightens you.” 

I could tell Angela was about to resist, but I knew that my tears would be falling soon and I didn’t want to cry in front of the cops. 

“Fine,” I said softly. “Thanks for coming out.” 

“You two have a real good day,” Carmody said. He tipped his hat, then walked out the door. 

Angela kicked it shut behind him. “New York’s best,” Angela said bitterly. “Don’t make me laugh. Those two were pathetic!” 

I bit my lip and shrugged. “Yeah,” I said softly. “I told you.” 

Angela pulled me into a close hug. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you,” she said. “I had no idea they would be so callous. They practically blamed you!” 

I nodded. “I know.” I wrinkled my nose. “Same way they treated me when Andy tried grabbing me in that alley. They acted like it was no big deal – like I deserved it, because I’d once asked him for coffee.” 

Angela heaved a large sigh. “What are you gonna do?” 

I bit my lip and sniffled. “I have no idea,” I said quietly. “When I think of something, I’ll let you know.” 

 





Chapter Fifteen

 

June

On Monday, Angela had to go back to work. I wish I could say that I was starting to feel better about my whole situation, but the truth was that I was feeling more depressed than ever before. Day after day passed by where I did nothing but sit on the couch and flip through old shows, and I was starting to wonder if I shouldn’t be spending my time by looking for a job. But every time I pulled up my laptop and started working on my resume, I just felt guilty and sad. I couldn’t believe that my lifelong goal of teaching had barely lasted for more than a year. 

Thursday morning, just as I was settling down on the couch with some leftover pizza and a bad romantic comedy, my phone buzzed on the end table. My hand was shaking as I picked it up. 

“Hello?” 

“Hello, may I please speak with June Rogers?” 
“This is she.” 
“June, this is Anne Marie, one of the sectaries at P.S.151. How are you?” 

“Um, I’m fine.” My cheeks flamed bright red and I bit my lip. 
“Good. I was hoping you could come in this afternoon for a small meeting – just myself, you, and Principal Morris.” 

Oh, shit, I thought. It’s finally happening. They’re going to hand me a pink slip and then it’s all over. 
“Okay,” I said nervously. 
“June, could you be here in an hour?” 

 

I nodded. “Yes.” 
“Good. Thanks so much for your cooperation, I really appreciate it. See you soon.” 

I hung up and sprang off the couch, knocking my pizza onto the floor. I stared at it for a moment, debating whether or not to clean it up. They’re going to fire me, I thought. It doesn’t matter. I’ll still be home before Angela. I can just clean it up then. Or who knows – maybe I can just eat it, because I’ll be feeling so miserable that I won’t be able to stand myself. 

I shuddered and darted into my room. Tugging on a knit dress, I added tights, boots, and a swipe of coral lipstick. My hair was a greasy tangle but I picked it apart as best I could, using some of Angela’s dry shampoo and combing it into a chignon. 

Downstairs, I hailed a cab. It made me nervous to be spending that kind of money today – after all, now that I was about to be officially fired, I wouldn’t really have any play money for a while. Or any money, I realized bleakly. 

The cab halted to a stop in front of P.S.151 and I gave the driver the biggest tip I could without overspending. Then I ran up the stairs, for what I knew would be my last time walking through the front doors. 

The front office was quiet – it was the middle of the day, and I figured most of the kids were at lunch. Anne Marie stood up and smiled when she saw me. 
“June, right on time. If you wouldn’t mind coming with me,” she said, leading the way into Principal Morris’s office. 

I gulped. “Here goes nothing,” I muttered under my breath. “I just hope I don’t cry.” 

Principal Morris was seated behind his desk, looking more regal and walrus-like than ever before. This time, his attention was clearly focused on Anne Marie. When I walked in and sat down, he smiled. 
“June, I’m so glad you could make it out,” Principal Morris said. “This is something we’ve been meaning to discuss with you for a few days, but I wanted to be sure that everything was right on track.” 

I swallowed nervously. “Just get it over with,” I said. 
“What?” 

“I know you’re going to fire me,” I said miserably. “I know that’s what’s going to happen. Just, please – do it quickly. Please don’t humiliate me.”

Anne Marie and Principal Morris exchanged an odd glance. 
“June, we’re not going to fire you.” 

“What?” 

Anne Marie laughed nervously. “No. We’re here to ask you back, and we’re going to pay you for your time off, too.” 
“What…why?” 
“June, you’re a very good teacher,” Principal Morris said gently. “Your class seems to love you. Ruth, your assistant, speaks very highly of you.” 

“But…but…what about Andy?” 

Annie Marie and Principal Morris glanced at each other again, this time less warmly. 
“Andrew Lipinski has been fired, immediately,” Anne Marie said. “We’ve decided to file charges against him.” She pursed her lips. “There’s just one problem.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “What? What’s going on?” 

Principal Morris cleared his throat. “We haven’t been able to locate Andrew,” he said. “Neither have the police.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I doubt they’re looking very hard.” I bit my lip, wondering if I should mention anything about the encounter in the alley, or the weird burned dolls. In the end, I decided it was for the best if I didn’t mention any “drama” that had taken place outside of school. 

“Well, as soon as we find him, he’ll be arrested.” 

I bit my lip. My head was a confusing swirl of emotions and I had no idea what I was supposed to say. 
“I…I can’t believe you’re not firing me,” I said quietly. 

“We had no intention of firing you at all,” Principal Morris replied. “June, I’m very sorry for the stress we’ve caused you. But I promise – this was just a procedural thing.” 

I nodded. “Well, thank you very much.” 
“So, will you come back?” 

My eyes filled with tears and I nodded happily. “Oh, yes,” I said quickly. “I can’t wait.” 

“Good,” Principal Morris replied. “Why not take tomorrow off and come in on Monday?” 

“Sounds good.” I sniffled, wiping my nose on my hand. “Thank you.” 

I left P.S.151 before I could start crying for real, but as soon as I was outside, the truth hit me and I shrieked, jumping up and down. I didn’t even care that I was in public – I didn’t care who saw me, as long as they knew how happy I was. 

“I didn’t get fired!” I shrieked, dancing around in a little circle. I’d practically skipped all the way to the subway station before I remembered Thomas and Angela. Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I called Thomas immediately. 
“Thomas, I didn’t get fired. I didn’t lose my job! They asked me to come in and told me they wanted me to come back!” 

“June, congratulations,” Thomas said. He sounded far-away, distant. 

“Can we celebrate?” I was still jumping up and down for joy. 
“Sure. Are you free tomorrow night?” 

“Oh, yes,” I said happily. 
“Good.” Thomas gave me the name of a new Spanish restaurant, and told me to meet him at seven-thirty the next evening. By the time we hung up, I was positively beaming. 
When I got home, I texted Angela. She left work early and burst into the apartment with a cheap sheet cake and a bottle of Prosecco. 
“I know I shouldn’t be splurging, but I’m so happy for you!” Angela pulled me into a tight hug. “Girl, this is the best news ever!” 

“I know,” I gushed. “I can’t believe it. I just feel so good!” 

Angela grinned. “I knew you had things under control,” she said. She poured me a glass of the sparkling wine and we toasted to ‘new things.’ 

“When I told Thomas, he didn’t seem too happy,” I said. I frowned and bit my lip. 
“Oh, June, you know him – he was probably just really busy at work,” Angela said. “Give it time – I’m sure he’ll be thrilled when he sees you tomorrow.” She raised an eyebrow. “Just don’t come back here. I’m going to be here all night.” 

I blushed hotly. “No way,” I said. I grinned. “But I can’t wait to sleep with him again.” 

Angela laughed. “Girl, you’re too much,” she said.

We spent all of Thursday night celebrating. Friday, I slept in, hoping to get rid of my hangover before my date with Thomas. By now, I was barely nervous – we’d been out together so many times that I was expecting something really special. 

Aguilar didn’t disappoint. I was floored at the beautiful display inside the lobby – a fountain made entirely of glass mosaic. The water splashed and flowed over gorgeously vibrant tiles. 
“Senorita is enjoying our fountain, yes?”

I blushed and turned around to see a young, handsome maître d. 

“Yes, it’s lovely,” I said. “I’m here a little early – I’m meeting Thomas March at seven-thirty.” 
The maître d nodded. “Mr. March has not yet joined us,” he said. “But would you like to be seated?” 

I nodded and nervously followed the maître d through the beautiful restaurant. The brightly colored tables were filled with all kinds of expensive looking couples, and I wondered what kind of delicious wine Thomas would order for us when he arrived. 
“I’ll send a complimentary glass of sangria over to you,” the maître d said. He bowed deeply and I blushed. 

Am I supposed to tip him or something, I wondered. But thankfully, he turned on his heel and walked away before I felt too awkward. 

Seconds later, a glass of red sangria was brought to the table. I sipped it and thanked the waiter before starting to glance through the menu. Thankfully, it was printed in both English and Spanish. But by the time I’d read the whole thing, cover to cover, there was still no sign of Thomas. 

I frowned. It was quarter to eight. When I checked my phone, there was no text or call. He’s probably stuck in traffic, I thought. And I’m sure he doesn’t want to get into an accident by texting. Maybe his Porsche is repaired and he’s still waiting. 

Another ten minutes passed and there was still no sign of my date. Frustrated, I pulled out my phone and texted him: “Hey, everything okay?” 

No response. 

When the waiter came back for my empty glass, I was embarrassed. I picked a cheap appetizer on the menu – and at eighteen dollars for three seared scallops, it wasn’t very cheap – and told the waiter that I was still waiting on Thomas to show. 

Fifteen minutes later, just as I was finishing my scallops, Thomas arrived. He looked flushed and out of breath, and he sat down hard without looking at me or greeting me. 

“Hi,” I said cautiously. “Is everything okay?” 

Thomas didn’t respond. He started digging through his pockets. After a few seconds of irritated silence, he pulled out his phone and pressed angrily at the screen. 

I sat there, feeling like a fool. Thankfully, the waiter chose that exact moment to come up to the table. 
“Good evening, sir,” the waiter said. “Would you like to see a wine list?” 
“No,” Thomas said shortly. “Just bring us anything aged on oak, from the late nineties.” 

“Yes, sir,” the waiter said. “Have you had a chance to look at the menu?” 

Thomas glanced up and looked at me, as if seeing me for the first time. “No,” he said. “June, have you gotten a chance to look?” 

I nodded mutely. 

“Just ask her,” Thomas said. “June, pick something with seafood,” he said. “And I want ceviche as an appetizer.” 
“Yes, sir,” the waiter noted. He turned to me and I began to sweat. My cheeks flushed as I fumbled with the menu. 
“Um, can I have the gamba…gambas de…ai-aye-oh?” 

“Yes, the shrimp with garlic,” the waiter said smoothly. “Very good choice. I’ll bring two dinners.” 

“Thank you.” I blushed hotly, ashamed of my mistake. I really need to learn basic French and Spanish pronunciation, I realized. That is, if I’m going to keep dating Thomas. 
As soon as the waiter was gone, Thomas sighed and took a long drink of water. 

“You okay?” I asked nervously. 
Thomas glared at me. “No.” 

“What’s wrong?” 
Thomas sighed. “June, you should really brush up on your foreign pronunciation,” he said. “If we keep going places, it’s best to know all of the dishes by name.” 

My blush deepened to a painful red. “I know,” I whispered. “I’m sorry. I was expecting you to order for us – you usually do that.” 
Thomas sighed forcefully, as if I’d somehow just him desperately uncomfortable with my comment. 

“Normally I’ve had a better day at work,” Thomas said. The waiter brought a bottle of white wine and poured a taste for Thomas. This time, Thomas didn’t even bother sniffing and swirling the wine around in his glass. He poured two generous glasses and handed one to me. 
“Thank you,” I whispered shyly. 

The waiter beamed, as if he had no idea of the tension at the table. “The shrimp will be out soon,” he said. 

As soon as he’d walked off, Thomas glared. “Why didn’t you ask him about the ceviche?” 

“I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I forgot – I’m really sorry, I’ll grab him the next time he passes by.” 

“Forget it,” Thomas said sourly. “That kind of behavior isn’t really acceptable at places like these.” 

I swallowed and licked my lips. I wasn’t sure what was wrong, but suddenly Thomas had gone from my own personal Dr. Jekyll to Mr. Hyde. 

“Thank you for taking me to dinner,” I said quietly. 
“Oh, yeah,” Thomas said. “Well, I’m glad to hear you weren’t fired.” 

I nodded and held my breath. The restaurant was filled with delicious, tempting aromas…but I felt sick to my stomach. It felt like being trapped a bad dream. I’d never seen this side of Thomas before – what exactly was he trying to tell me? 

“Um, Thomas?” 
“Yeah?” 
“Are you angry with me?” I gnawed at my lip. “You’re just acting different.” 

“I had a bad day.” 
“Well, please don’t take it out on me,” I said gently. “If this is too much for right now, let me know. I’ll go hope and we can get together when you’re feeling better.” 

“You wanted to go out tonight.” 

I tried not to sigh in exasperation. Thomas was acting like a child!

“I know,” I said gently. “But I assumed that if you weren’t in the mood, you would’ve said something.” I bit my lip, wondering what could have possibly happened to upset Thomas so much.

“And here we are with the shrimp!” The waiter set two sizzling skillets in front of us, loaded with fat shrimp and garlic cloves. They smelled delicious but my stomach flipped and turned. 

“Thanks,” I said quietly. The waiter tried to catch Thomas’s eye, but Thomas was staring down at the food with surprising intensity. After a few seconds of silence, the waiter left. 

“Well, they fucking forgot my ceviche and you didn’t say anything,” Thomas growled. 

I stared at him. “You’re kidding,” I said slowly. “You told me not to say anything! You said that behavior wasn’t appropriate at a place like this!” 
Thomas sighed heavily, as if he were dealing with a small child. “No, June,” he said sarcastically. “I told you not to flag the waiter down. That isn’t acceptable behavior. But it’s perfect correct to ask if the waiter is already here.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “Forgive me,” I said. “I didn’t know.” I bit my lip. The shrimp continued to sizzle and smoke in front of me. I couldn’t tell if my eyes were watering due to the smoke or because I was about to cry. 
“Well, now you do,” Thomas said icily. 
“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about what’s bothering you?” I asked gently, reaching out and putting a hand on Thomas’s arm. “I’d be more than happy to listen to you, Thomas.” 

“June, I told you!” Thomas thundered angrily. I gasped – some of the other people nearby looked up and flushed. “You wouldn’t understand.” 

My chin began to wobble and tears dripped down my face. I reached for my napkin and put it on the table, next to my untouched garlic shrimp. 

“Fine,” I said in a shaky voice. “You obviously don’t want my company right now. Enjoy your shrimp, Thomas.” 

Before he could reply, I turned on my heel and stalked out of the restaurant. Tears were flooding my vision and I stumbled and ran as fast as I could. It’s funny, I thought bitterly. I’ve finally gotten used to wearing heels, just when Thomas decided he was sick of me.

I felt ill. I felt nauseous – I felt like my heart was going to explode in my chest and my stomach was going to lock up and fall right out of my body. As I ran out of the beautiful Spanish restaurant, I realized that I’d never felt more humiliated. This was worse than anything I’d endured – even worse than when I thought I’d been fired from P.S.151. 

“June! June, wait!” 

When I heard Thomas’s voice behind me, I didn’t even think to stop. If anything, hearing him just spurned me on. No, I thought angrily. I’m not going to stick around and let you scream at me for no reason! Tears dripped from my face, blinding my vision as I ran out onto the street and turned. 
“June! Wait, June, I need to talk to you!”

This time, Thomas’s voice was fainter. I shivered as I ran. A hot wave of nausea rolled over my body and I paused for a minute, resting my hand against a grimy lamppost as I prayed that I wouldn’t vomit. 

“June!” 

Hearing Thomas’s voice made me break out into a fast run once again. I stumbled into the street and narrowly missed a speeding car that passed in a haze of honking and screaming. I barely even heard the rude words directed my way – all I cared about was getting far, far away from Thomas. 
What had changed? What had I done to make him no longer want me? And why couldn’t he have been enough of a man to tell me himself? 

I ran until I could feel snot running down my face. A painful, sharp stitch formed in my side and I gasped in agony before darting into an alley and leaning against the scratchy brick. In a way, the prickly surface felt good – like something I deserved, like something that had been coming to me for a long time. 

I was a fool to trust him, I thought sadly as I buried my face in my cold hands and sobbed. The night was a chill one – winter in New York City was definitely coming on strong – but I didn’t feel cold. I felt hot and angry and embarrassed. I hated Thomas March. I’d chased after him like a stupid schoolgirl, and this was what I got in return. 

I deserve this, I thought, wiping my nose on the back of my hand. 

I don’t know how long I stayed in that alley, sobbing my eyes out. Thomas March’s handsome, leonine face kept flashing before my eyes and I cried bitterly until my lungs were wracked with pain and I could cry no more. My sinuses were filled with a hot, liquid snot that felt as heavy as cement. I wished I could blow my nose, but I didn’t even have a tissue on me. 

Blinking unsteadily, I began the slow, long walk from where I stood to the nearest subway station. Even though it was Friday night, Manhattan seemed unusually quiet. The only sounds that filled my ears were the sounds of my heels tapping on the concrete ground. In the distance, I could hear groups of people laughing. I envied them. 

Stupid people, I thought bitterly. One of my heels tripped over a crack in the cement and I came crashing painfully down to my hands and my knees. Crying out, I gasped as I made full contact with the ground. My knees were stinging by the time I hauled myself into a standing position and I winced as I wiped the bloody scrapes free of gravel. 

A car pulled up beside me, then slowed on the sidewalk. I narrowed my eyes. Was someone actually going to try to help me? Did I look as pathetic as I felt?

I watched nervously as the back doors opened and two men stepped out. When I realized I didn’t know them, I sighed with relief. 
“Stop staring,” I called, brushing my bloody palms off on my dress. It was new, but it didn’t matter – it wasn’t like I’d be going on any more dates with Thomas. 

The men advanced on me, leering at me. 
“It’s rude,” I called in a shaky voice. Swallowing nervously, I turned on my heel and began stalking away from the two men. Their feet began to slap the pavement and I broke out into a run. In a matter of seconds, I felt four strong hands wrap around my arms and hold me in place. 
“Leave me alone!” I shrieked loudly. “Help! Help! Somebody help me!” 

“Shut up, bitch,” one of the men hissed. “We’re armed, and we’re not afraid to shoot you.” 

“Help!” I shrieked once more. A sharp elbow to my gut made me cry out in pain and before I knew it, my eyes were rolling back in my head. Something wet and foul-smelling was pressed to my face and suddenly, everything went black. 

 





Chapter Sixteen

 

Thomas

“June!” I screamed. “June, where the hell did you go?” 

My voice echoed off walls and buildings. The crowds of well-dressed people around me eyed me with pity, like they felt sorry for me. 

“Stop staring, assholes,” I muttered under my breath. “You want to keep looking at Thomas March, you’d better take a fucking picture.” 

I couldn’t believe it. I’d been chasing after June for blocks, and I still hadn’t managed to catch her. I had no idea how she was managing to run so quickly – especially in heels. When we’d gone out before, she’d barely been able to walk. 

But somehow, I was starting to guess that my June was a fast learner. 

Finally, in complete frustration, I turned around and went running back to Aguilar, the Spanish restaurant where we’d started a disastrous evening. I knew that it had been wrong to shut June out, but I couldn’t have possibly told her the truth without ruining her evening, too. 

Now I felt like a fool. I should’ve been honest with her from the beginning, and told her what was bothering me. Now, I worried that I’d ruined a lot more than dinner. I’d acted like a complete fool – how the hell was I supposed to apologize for that? I just needed to find June and talk to her in person…I was sure she’d listen to what I had to say. 

On my way down the block, I pulled out my phone and dialed June. Predictably, it went straight to voicemail. 
“June, this is me – Thomas. I am so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you, and I swear that I’m not angry with you at all. Something really bad—“ 

Beep! Beep! Beep!

Looking down in frustration, I groaned when I saw that Marlene was calling. I hit ‘ignore’ but by the time I got back to June’s voicemail, the inbox was full and I couldn’t leave another message. 

“God damn it!” I screamed. For a moment, I was tempted to smash my phone on the sidewalk. But then I realized that if June got my message, she wouldn’t be able to call me back. Breaking into a run, I darted across the street and into Aguilar. 

“Yes?” the maître d looked up at me. “Forget something?” 
“Did she come back?” I asked breathlessly. 
“Who, sir?” He narrowed his eyes. “Who are you talking about?” 
“The girl with black hair, the one I was sitting with,” I said quickly. 
“No, sir, I have not seen her.” 
“Fuck!” I balled my hand into a fist and slammed it down on the table. The maître d looked perturbed.
“Sir, if I may help you, please let me know. Otherwise, I am very sorry, but I will have to ask you to leave.” 

“Whatever,” I mumbled. “Thanks for nothing.” 

Outside, I climbed in a cab and gave the driver June’s Brooklyn address. I figured that she must have gone home – aside from Angela, I didn’t think she had any friends. The cab ride felt long – too long – and I was sweating bullets the whole time. Why had I been such an asshole? June was the woman in my life, the woman I was falling in love with! And I’d treated her like nothing, like garbage, just because I’d gotten some very bad news. 

When the cab pulled up in front of June’s building, I paid the driver and then leapt out. Bolting up the stairs, I pounded on the door. 

Angela opened it, looking surprised. 
“Is June here?” I barged in, pushing her to the side. “June,” I yelled loudly. “June, it’s me! We need to talk! June!” 

“She’s not here,” Angela said suspiciously. She crossed her arms over her chest and eyed me. “What’s going on?” 
“I fucked up.” I started pacing back and forth in June’s living room, tangling my hands in my hair and pulling until my scalp ached. “I fucked up so badly, I scared her off. I really hurt her, Angela!” 

Angela gave me a sour look. “Well, she’s not here,” she said firmly. “And I’m not lying – although if June had asked me to lie to you for her, I would.” 

“You’re a big help,” I said sarcastically. “Thanks for nothing.” 
“No, wait,” Angela said. “What happened?” 

I told her the whole story, groaning at my juvenile, shitty behavior. When I was finished, Angela looked sick. 

“You treated her like shit and now you’re surprised that she ran out on you?” Angela clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Look, I don’t even think you deserve another chance.”

“It’s not that,” I said quickly. “I was a huge asshole, but she didn’t understand. I couldn’t tell her why – at least, not in public.” 
“What happened?” 

I sighed. “I’m a fucking moron,” I said. “I ran a background check on Hannah, because I’m sure that she’s trying to get to me through my son,” I added. 

“And?” 
“Long story short, she’s not who she says she is,” I said quickly. “There isn’t really time to explain it now, but she’s incredibly dangerous and I’m really worried about June’s safety.” 
For the first time since I’d arrived, Angela looked scared. 
“What are you gonna do,” Angela asked nervously. “If June left…” She glanced down at her watch. “Thomas, that was almost two hours ago! What if something happened to her?” 

“Is there anywhere you can think of where June could have gone?” I stared at Angela. I could feel the desperation leaking out of my body, like sweat, and drying up in the air. 

“No,” Angela said. She bit her lip. “June’s a real homebody, you know. She’s really introverted. She doesn’t really like going out. She normally just takes a long bath.” 

“And you’re absolutely sure she’s not here?” 
Angela nodded. Her face looked pale and frightened. “I know,” she said. “I tried calling her a bunch of times when I got home – she didn’t leave a note, but I wasn’t that worried because I figured she was with you.” 

I groaned. “Fucking hell,” I said under my breath. “We have to find her, Angela. We have to find her before someone else does.” 

Angela licked her lips and looked up at me. “Someone like…Hannah?” 

I nodded. My heart sank in my chest. “Yes,” I said. “Someone like Hannah.” 

 





Chapter Seventeen

 

June

God, what a horrible dream, I thought. I can’t believe I thought I was kidnapped! I mean, it was a terrible night, but wow. 

“Hey,” a familiar voice said. “You up?”

My head was aching and there was something making a lot of noise in the background – whining, whirring noise, like the kind of thing you’d hear on a construction site. As I struggled to open my eyes, I realized that I couldn’t move. Suddenly, my heart began to pound and a cold sweat broke out all over my body. Oh, crap, I thought. Someone really DID kidnap me! 
As I opened my eyes, the memory of the previous night came rushing back. The two men in the car, who had grabbed me and given me something to make me pass out. What had they done? And where were they now?
“She’s awake,” Hannah’s voice said quietly. “You really knocked her out!” 
“The bitch wouldn’t stop moving,” Andy replied. “I didn’t want to hit her, but she didn’t really give me a choice.” I winced – he didn’t sound like he was sorry at all. 
“Well, what are we gonna do now?” 

“This is the fun part,” Andy said. 

My mouth felt like it was full of cotton and I felt dizzy. Even after I opened my eyes and tried to adjust to the semi-darkness, I still felt like I was spinning around in crazy circles. My head ached and my wrists were bound so tightly that my fingers and hands were numb. I was sitting on a hard wooden chair. My ankles were bound to the chair legs, and my hands were tied snugly behind me with what felt like zip ties. 

“Andy?” I whimpered. “What are you doing? Please let me go,” I said softly. “I don’t know why you’re doing this, but please, just let me go and I won’t tell anyone.” 
Hannah burst out laughing. She walked closer and my heart sank when I realized that she was made up to look fancy, like she was going out for a night on the town.  
“You were out for a few hours,” Hannah said softly. She licked her lips. “I was starting to think that you wouldn’t wake up.” 

“My head is killing me,” I mumbled. My heart was thudding slowly in my chest. “Can I have some water?” 

“Can I have some water?” Hannah simpered, mimicking my tired, grumpy voice. “Andy, she thinks we’re actually going to help her,” she said. “Isn’t that sweet?” 

Andy chuckled. “It’s something, all right,” he said. He stepped forward and I saw that he was sneering. “June, shut up,” he added. 

I closed my eyes. The pain in my head was so bad that even closing my eyes didn’t help. My world was a vibrating void of red and black pain, so sharp that I felt like I was going to throw up. Moving hurt. Breathing hurt. Everything on my body hurt – even my hair hurt. 

“She woke up too soon,” Andy grumbled. “How much of that shit did have those guys give her, anyway?” 

Hannah smirked. “I wasn’t counting,” she said. “I just splashed it on a rag and handed off the bottle.” She shrugged. “I think they were probably a little rough.” She laughed – it was a musical sound, like the tinkling of bells. “I mean, they were hired bodyguards.”   

“What?” My voice came out as weak and unsteady as a newborn kitten. “What are you talking about?” 

Hannah stepped closer and grinned. “Well, June, I couldn’t exactly grab you myself.” She made a little pouty face. “I’m not very strong, I certainly couldn’t have wrangled a big girl like you down to the pavement alone.” 

My eyes stung with tears. “You…you paid someone to kidnap me?” 

Hannah ignored me. She turned to Andy, looking annoyed. “She’s stupid,” Hannah said. “I can’t figure out why you like her so much.” 

Andy chuckled. “Thanks for getting her,” he said. “Now I just have to wait for that shit to wear off and we can start to play.” 

Panic cut through me like a knife through tender meat. I let out a scream. Screaming made my head ache even more than it was already hurting, and I whimpered and whined, closing my eyes as a torrential downpour of red-hot pain washed over me. 

“Shut up, June,” Andy said in disgust. “We weren’t talking to you.” 

I opened my eyes and tried to stare at him. He was moving around, swaying. That was when I realized that Andy wasn’t moving at all – somehow the drugs were making me think that there was more than one of him. 
“You’re gonna be fine, June,” Andy said. “Trust me. I’m used to dealing with little bitches like you.” 

I swallowed. My throat ached, too. There was a raw pain between my legs that was telling me that I had to pee, and I shifted uncomfortably on the chair. 
“Can I use the bathroom, please?” 

Hannah snickered. “Can you walk there?” 

I stared at her. “What?” 
“Bitch, I asked if you could fucking walk!” Hannah came closer. She shook her head and glared down at me. “You really are stupid,” she said. “I can’t believe Thomas fell for someone like you.” She tossed her blonde hair. “Normally he only goes for smart women.”  She paused, laughing. “Although normally, smart women don’t care too much about Thomas. Most girls only like him because he’s so hot.”

Andy laughed. “Yeah, I know.” He eyed Hannah. “You girls are a bunch of right cunts when it comes down to it, aren’t you?” 

She snickered. “We can be,” Hannah said. She cocked her head to the side. “What do you think we should do with her first?” 

I watched in horror as they studied each other. I still wasn’t sure what the hell I was doing tied up in Hannah’s apartment. Did they want me as some kind of prop for some sick sex game? Or did Hannah have darker plans, plans with Thomas? I shuddered. I should’ve known better than to trust her, but I couldn’t help it. My naivete and trusting personality had gotten me into trouble before. 

Unfortunately, this time it didn’t seem like I’d be able to get myself out of trouble. 

“June’s a little slut,” Hannah said. She stamped her foot on the ground in anger, her blonde hair swinging. “I can’t believe Thomas actually wanted her instead of me!” 
“Well, you don’t have to worry about that now,” Andy replied. “June’s not going to be the apple of any man’s eye for a long time. Except mine, of course.” 

My stomach twisted into a thousand knots at the sound of sick satisfaction in Andy’s voice. 

“Please,” I whimpered. “What are you going to do with me? Why are you doing this?” 

“You’re an ungrateful little slut,” Andy said. He stepped closer, until I could feel his hot breath on my face. “You know that? I wanted to date you, June. I really liked you – I thought you were cool.” 
I whimpered. “Andy, please don’t do this,” I said softly. “It’s not my fault that we didn’t work out.” I blushed hotly. My sinuses were still filled with snot from my earlier crying jag and even though I couldn’t reach to touch my face, I somehow knew that my skin was red and sticky. 

“Oh yeah?” Andy raised his eyebrow. “Then what was it, June?” 

Andy and Hannah threw their heads back and laughed. 
“It’s because you’re not rich, Andy,” Hannah said, pretending to pout. “June here only likes wealthy men. Isn’t that right, June?” 
Andy frowned. “Yeah, god knows I probably don’t make much more than she does,” he said. Then he shrugged. “At least, I did.” Andy grinned at me and my stomach curdled. “Now I guess it doesn’t really matter who makes the bucks, does it, June?” 
Andy looked wounded. For a moment, I thought he was going to cry. Then his lips curled up at the corners into a cruel smile and he threw his head back, laughing loudly. 

“You’re an idiot,” Andy said. “And if you keep making so much noise…” He trailed off, grinning nastily. “We’re just gonna have to give you some more of that wine you like so much. In fact, Hannah?” 
Hannah stepped forward. She was holding a plastic tumbler in her hands and she grinned as she pushed it towards my face. The smell of wine was enough to make me gag, but Hannah didn’t take it away. 
“Please,” I moaned softly. “Please don’t make me drink any more. I feel like I’m gonna be sick.” 
“That is a side effect of being a drunken slut,” Hannah said softly. Her eyes twinkled demonically as she pushed the cup towards my lip. I smelled the sickly sweet wine and gagged, pulling my head back and staring at the ceiling as the bile rose in my throat. 

“Drink some, June,” Andy ordered. He grinned. “It’s gonna keep you quiet,” he added. “And god knows we need a little quiet around here. Hannah and I have to finish planning.” 
“Shit,” Hannah mumbled. “This fucking sucks, Andy.” I thought she was going to put the cup down but in a flash, her free hand was pinching my nose. My lungs burned but I struggled and twisted against her grip. Hannah was stronger, and finally I opened my mouth, sucking in air. As quickly as lightning, Hannah tipped the cup down my throat, sending even more of the drugged wine into my stomach. Tears dripped down my cheeks as the wine burned in my throat. 
“That should shut her up,” Andy muttered. “So, is he coming over here?” 
“I haven’t called him yet,” Hannah said delicately. “But you fucked everything up! She was with Thomas tonight, and she stormed out!” Hannah laughed. “I bet he’s so upset now that we have his little pet.” Hannah rolled her eyes. 

“He seems like an emotional little prick,” Andy said. “Is that true?” 

Hannah licked her lips and walked closer. “Oh, yeah,” she said. She glared at me. “He cried every night when Marlene first left. He cried. On my shoulder,” she added. “And I don’t know why, but then he decided to fall for this stupid little cunt instead of me.” 

My head was swimming. I felt myself fading in and out of consciousness, like someone was lowering a dark blanket over my face until I couldn’t see. Hannah’s voice buzzed in my ears like a gnat, and I moaned softly as Andy stepped closer. 
“Hey, June, give me a kiss,” Andy said. He puckered his lips and leaned down, pressing them to my cheek. I groaned. As Andy moved closer to my mouth, I spat in his face. Outraged, he slapped my cheek hard. 

“She’s feisty,” Hannah said. She smirked. “You sure you can handle her, boss?” 

“Oh, yeah,” Andy said. He wiped his cheek with the back of his hand. “I can handle her,” he said. He turned away from Hannah and faced me, squatting down until we were at eye-level. “I know everything about your little boyfriend,” Andy said. “Hannah told me everything.” 

My head was swimming and I was still reeling from the pain of Andy’s slap, but my confusion went deeper than that. 
“I don’t understand,” I mumbled. “What’s going on?” 

Andy grinned. “You don’t need to worry about that,” he said. “Hannah here did her job well. She handed you over to me with no questions asked. Unlike you,” Andy added, cocking his head to the side and looking down at me. “You can’t do anything well, June.” He grinned. “But I bet I can teach you.” 

I let out a loud scream as Andy began to advance on me. 

Thump! Thump! Thump!

Andy paused, mere inches from where I sat tethered to the chair. 
“What the fuck was that?” Andy cocked his head to the side and turned to Hannah. The satisfied, smug look had vanished from her face. Now she looked pale and frightened. 
“I don’t know,” Hannah said. She bit her lip. “Just get it over with,” she added, gesturing to me. 

My heart skipped a nervous beat and fresh tears welled up in my eyes. The combination of the drugs and the alcohol was making me feel like I wouldn’t be able to stay conscious for much longer, but sheer panic and terror were the only things keeping me away. 

Thump! Thump! Thump!

“Someone’s coming,” Andy said nervously. His forehead glistened with a fine layer of sweat and he bit his lip until blood trickled down his chin. 
“Well, I don’t give a shit,” Hannah snarled. “After all, this isn’t my apartment!” 

A loud thudding on the door made Andy jump. 
“Fuck,” Andy muttered under his breath. His glance darted nervously around the room. “Hide her,” he snapped, pointing to me. 
Hannah rolled her eyes. “She’s too heavy,” she said. “I wouldn’t be able to carry her and the chair by myself!” 

“Open the goddamned door!” 
The sound of Thomas’s voice filled me with hope. Oh my god, I thought. Somehow, he found me. He’s coming here to save me! I’m going to be fine!

“No,” Andy said nervously. He leaned against the door, his thin frame straining to keep it closed as Thomas beat on the other side. 
“Move,” Hannah snapped. She walked over to me and snapped my fingers. 
“I can’t,” I whispered hoarsely. My throat was still burning from the wine. 

Hannah glared at me, as if she’d somehow forgotten that I was trussed to the chair. 

“Open the fucking door!” Thomas screamed. 

Andy had his back to the door. His feet were sliding along the floor as he desperately attempted to keep it bolted and shut. But his weak muscles were no match for Thomas’s strong body, and the door popped open. Thomas burst inside. His silvery hair was a wild mess of tangles and his face was bright red with anger. 

“Thomas!” I screamed. “Help me, they’ve got me tied!” 
Thomas pulled a gun from his waistband and pointed it at Andy. “Untie her,” he said in a low voice. 
Andy began to move and Thomas pushed the gun closer. “I wasn’t talking to you, fuckface,” Thomas growled to Andy. “I was talking to Hannah.” 

Hannah sniffed. “I don’t know why you’re angry at me,” she said. “I didn’t have anything to do with this.” 

“I’m not taking the gun away from this fuck,” Thomas growled. “But Hannah, I swear to god. If you don’t move and untie June right now, it’ll be the last thing you never do.”

Hannah’s face paled and finally she stepped towards me with a pair of scissors. Hannah twisted the chair around and squatted behind me, slicing the plastic ties from my wrists. I yelped in pain as the scissors grazed my delicate wrists, but I knew deep down that it was nothing compared to the pain I would have endured if Thomas hadn’t shown up to save me. 

“Fucking cunt,” Hannah snarled. She untied my ankles and I sagged, sliding off the pain and colliding painfully hard with the wooden floor. 

“June, get behind me,” Thomas ordered. 

Whimpering in pain, I crawled across the floor and flung myself in a corner of the room. 
“You ruin everything,” Andy hissed to Thomas. “It’s not fucking fair. I had her first!” 

Thomas narrowed his eyes and laughed dryly. “No, you didn’t,” he said. “You don’t know the first thing about June.” 

“I’ve had a crush on her for a year!” Andy roared. “And just as she was starting to show some interest, you had to show up and ruin everything, you fucking bastard!” 

Thomas shook his head and snorted. “You really are pathetic,” he said. “It’s pretty fucking sad how you went apeshit because June here didn’t want anything to do with you.” He pushed the barrel of the gun against Andy’s chest. 

Andy let out a yelp of fear. “Don’t hurt me,” he said. “I didn’t do anything to her, I swear!” 

Without turning away from Andy, Thomas asked: “June, is that true?” 

Hannah glared at me but I licked my lips and spoke anyway. “No,” I said in a soft, shaky voice. “Andy and Hannah paid two men to kidnap me off the street and drug me. When I woke up, I was here, tied to the chair.” 

“Oh, you sorry bastard,” Thomas said. “You’re so pathetic you had to hire someone to kidnap June?” 

Andy nodded and stammered. “I…I couldn’t do it myself,” he said. 
Thomas shook his head and laughed dryly. “You’re a sick fuck, and you’re going away for a long time,” he said. He jerked his head to the side. “Go sit,” he told Andy. “I need to keep my eye on you while I deal with Hannah.” 

Andy gulped. After a few moments and another prod from Thomas’s gun, he walked slowly across the room and sat down in the chair. 

“Hannah,” Thomas said coldly. 

“What?” Hannah batted her lashes. I felt sick to my stomach as she walked over to Thomas and stroked her hand down the center of his chest. 

“Why the fuck would you do something like this,” Thomas growled. 
“For you, baby,” Hannah said. She licked her lips. “I thought that as soon as June was out of the picture, I could have you once and for all.” 
“So you could destroy my company?” 
“What?” Hannah narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
“Cut the innocent bullshit,” Thomas said. “I know what you’ve been doing.” 

“Thomas, I’d never—“ 
“Shut up, Hannah,” Thomas said. “Or should I say, Megan?” 

Hannah looked startled. For once, she opened and closed her lips with nothing to say. 

Just as Thomas was about to speak again, uniformed men darted into the room. 
“New York City Police!” One of them shouted. “Everybody freeze!” 

I couldn’t take it any longer. I passed out. 

 

 


Chapter Eighteen

 

Thomas

After the cops showed up, it was all a blur. June was taken to a nearby hospital where she was checked for injuries…thankfully, it turned out to be nothing more serious than a few bruises and lacerations. Hannah had given her wine laced with a power sedative, but June was able to sleep it off. 

Hannah and Andy were both apprehended by the police and taken downtown, where they were thrown in jail. Despite feeling exhausted, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to sleep. So I went to a bar downtown and drank most of the night, then slept it off. Now I was on my way to pick up June from the hospital and take her home. 

I couldn’t believe it, but I was actually nervous at the thought of seeing June again. Obviously, I had some major explaining – and apologizing – to do. I swallowed a lump in my throat and pulled up to the hospital carport. 
June was waiting outside with a nurse. She looked pale and tired, but otherwise just as beautiful as ever. She was still wearing her dress from the night before. As she climbed into the passenger seat of my car, I noticed she was avoiding my gaze. 
After a few torturous moments of silence, I couldn’t take it anymore. 
“June, please, talk to me.” I said as I pulled away from the hospital. 
June’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“For what?” I narrowed my eyes and reached a hand into her lap. June stiffened at my touch. 
“You hate me now,” June said flatly. “And I don’t know what I did, but I’m really sorry, Thomas.” 

I sighed heavily. “I don’t hate you at all,” I said. “I…I love you, June.” 

That got her attention. June’s head snapped up. She pushed her black hair over one shoulder. 
“What?” 
“I said, I love you,” I repeated. “I really do, June. I love you so much.”

 A tear rolled down June’s cheek. “Then…why did you act like that last night?” She asked softly. “Why did you treat me like that, Thomas?” 

I sighed. “There won’t be an excuse good enough to justify how horribly I treated you,” I said. “And I can assure you that it had absolutely nothing to do with you, June. You’re perfect, just the way you are.”

June sniffled. 

“Please don’t cry,” I said. “I’ll explain everything. Do you want to come home with me, or your apartment?” 
June let out a hiccupping sob. “My apartment,” she said softly. 
“Okay. Then that’s where we’ll go.” And if my Porsche gets ruined again, fuck, I deserve it, I thought as I turned towards Brooklyn. 

Thankfully, Angela wasn’t home. I waited patiently in the living room while June showered and changed into yoga pants and a loose-fitting shirt. She still looked adorable as ever. When she was through, I gestured for her to crawl into my arms. 

“So, the other day, I did a background check on Hannah,” I said slowly. “After I fired her, I noticed that almost all of my longtime clients wouldn’t speak to me.” 

June sat up and narrowed her eyes. “Why not?” She asked softly. “What happened?” 

I ran my hands through my hair and sighed. “Because Hannah wasn’t who she said she was,” I said. “She was actually impersonating someone else. Her real name is Megan Callahan, and she’s been gunning for billionaires since she was a teenager.” 
“I don’t understand,” June replied. 

“I don’t either,” I said. “But Megan was linked with the deaths of Richard Moss and Archibald Kramer.” 

“Those were…” 
“Two of the richest men in New York,” I said grimly. “Hannah, or should I say, Megan, had been chasing after them and trying to get married rich. She lied about her age – I thought she was in her early twenties, but she’s actually been doing this for over ten years.” 
June swallowed. “And she hated me because she thought I stole you?” 

I nodded. “Yeah. I’m so sorry, June. When I got to dinner last night, I’d just gotten the results back about Hannah’s true identity.” 

“How did she know Andy?” 

I sighed. “I’m guessing she stalked you,” I said. “And as soon as she realized that there was someone interested in you, she made him an offer. I’m guessing she probably paid him to try to take care of you. Andy, although what he did can’t be forgiven, was just a pawn in all of this.” 

June’s green eyes went wide. “I can’t believe it,” she said softly. “I can’t believe someone would be crazy enough to do something like that.” 

I sighed bitterly. “I can,” I said heavily. “Especially someone as demented as Hannah. She’d been working for me since the beginning, when my ex thought I should hire her.” 

“Oh.” 

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “But I’m a total heel, and I have no excuse for treating you that way. I didn’t want you to know until I’d taken care of everything, and I had no intention of scaring you off.” 

June nodded. 
“I just didn’t want to tell you over dinner,” I said, groping desperately for excuses. “Especially because you were so happy about your job.” 

June nodded again. 

“Please,” I said. “Please, if you can find it in your heart to forgive me and give me another chance, I’d be the happiest man in the world.” 

June bit her lip. “Did you mean it?” 
“Mean what?”
June flushed, finally looking a bit like her old self. “In the car,” she said softly. “When you said you loved me. Did you mean it, Thomas?” 
I pulled June into my arms and kissed her deeply. “Yes,” I said passionately. “I meant it, June. I love you. I love you, deeply.” 

“I love you,” June purred into my mouth. My tongue slipped between her pink lips and June moaned softly as I licked the inside of her mouth. She tasted like toothpaste and I pulled her into my lap. 
“Is Angela going to be gone for a while,” I murmured into June’s mouth. 
She nodded and squirmed in my lap, the lush cheeks of her ass squishing over my thighs. My cock twitched and stiffened. I need her, I thought. I need to be inside of her right now. 

“Do you trust me?” I whispered. 
June looked deeply into my eyes. “Yes,” she said softly. 
Taking June by the hand, I led her into her cluttered bedroom. It smelled soft and faintly musky, like the unwashed sheets of a little girl. 

I sat on the edge of the bed. “Take off your clothes,” I said. 

June locked her green eyes with mine and flushed hotly. I raised my eyebrow as I felt myself starting to sink into my dominant headspace. June licked her lips, then crossed her arms over her body and pulled her loose shirt over her head. The sight of her pale breasts with their perfect pink nipples made me growl with lust. 

June didn’t break my gaze as she hooked her thumbs into her yoga pants and tugged them down her pale, slender legs. When she stood in front of me clad only in panties, I licked my lips. 
“You look good enough to eat,” I said softly. “And I’m going to teach you something today.” 

June’s flush went from pink to deep red. She nodded slowly as she tugged her panties down. Immediately, the scent of her freshly-washed pussy filled the room. My cock throbbed in my pants and I felt like it would explode if I didn’t fuck her right then and there. 

“Now lie down on the bed,” I said softly. “And spread your legs.” 

June nodded. She flushed but obeyed, crawling on all fours and giving me a perfect view of her pink pussy and ass. 

“Now put your arms up by the headboard,” I instructed. 

June bit her lip but did as I commanded. I kept my gaze locked with hers as I loosened my tie and crawled on top of June’s naked body. I could feel the heat rising off of her sweet skin and it took every ounce of my strength to stay professional and calm. 

With my tie, I loosely bound June’s wrists to the headboard. 
“I love you,” I said again, leaning down and pressing my lips to June’s. She purred and moaned, arching her back and stretching her body towards mine. 

I ran my hand down June’s chest and gently tweaked one of her nipples. She cried out in pleasure and I lowered my mouth to her body, taking the stiff and swollen flesh into my mouth. With one hand, I pushed her thighs apart and crawled between them. June moaned as I slid my fingers down her taut belly and gently massaged her labia. 

“I should’ve had you keep your panties on,” I said in a quiet, cold voice. “That way I could see your beautiful slit through the wet fabric.” 

June’s face turned bright red and she gasped in pleasure as I ran my fingertips over her swollen, soaked labia. She was already so wet that a small puddle had formed underneath her hips, and as she spread her legs, I could tell that her clit was throbbing with desire. 

“I bet my little submissive slut wants me to touch her,” I said, slipping a finger inside of June’s pussy and wriggling it back and forth. 

June went mad. She thrashed and moaned, shoving her hips towards mine. As I pleasured her, I was very careful to avoid her clit. I wanted to pleasure her, but not give her the earth-shattering orgasm that she so desperately craved. Not until I was ready. 

“Please, Sir, touch me,” June moaned. “Please touch my clit.” 

I chuckled and pulled my finger out of her sopping pussy. With June’s electric green eyes locked on mine, I slipped my finger into my mouth and licked every bit of her sweet juice away. 

“You taste delicious,” I purred. “But it’s very naughty to ask me for favors when you’re in this position, June.” 

“Yes, Sir,” June moaned weakly. 

“But you’ve been a very good girl, and I want you to know it,” I said softly. Spreading June’s labia with one hand, I crawled between her legs and sniffed at her soaking cunt. “You smell so good,” I added. “And your master wants to reward you for being such a good girl.” 

June nodded. Her face was bright red and shiny with sweat as I reached forward and gently massaged her clit, moving the tip of my finger over the surface and flicking the hard nub of flesh as gently as I could. 

June writhed and moaned as my finger gently stroked her erect clit. I was kneeling on the bed, between her legs, stroking her very softly at a rapid rate. I could see the blood rising to the surface of her pale skin, making her look more appetizing and sensual than ever. 

“June,” I crooned as I gently flicked her clit with my thumb. “I like this. I like this response.” 

June blushed furiously. “I’m sorry, sir,” she said softly. The way she said ‘sir’ sent a bolt of desire straight to my cock. She was born to be a submissive, and she looked absolutely perfect trussed up on her own bed. 

“I’m going to teach you about something important,” I said slowly as I crawled off the bed and stood. Walking over to where June’s head lay on the pillow, I reached out and stroked her face. “Watch me,” I commanded. “I’m going to teach you how to pleasure me.” 

Climbing off the bed, I stripped out of my shirt and kicked my trousers to the floor. When I was clad only in boxers, I licked my lips. June was staring at me with obvious desire. I grinned. She wants me bad, I thought. And I want her in a way I’ve never wanted a woman before. 
“Yes, sir,” June responded. Her green eyes were wide with lust and I could tell that she wanted me just as much as I wanted her. Without breaking eye contact, I dipped my fingers into the waistband of my silk boxers and tossed them on the floor. My cock bobbed free, ecstatic to be one step closer to June’s magnetic pussy. 

I climbed on the bed and straddled June’s chest, shoving my hips forward until my cock was brushing her lips. 
“You’re going to open your mouth,” I said slowly. “And I’m going to put my cock inside. Then, I’ll train you how to suck me perfectly. Do you understand?” 

June gave a quick nod of her head. She opened her lips and I saw that she was shaking. 
“Good girl,” I praised her, steadying myself with a hand on the headboard. As June opened her lips, I put the head of my cock inside her warm, wet mouth. The touch of June’s hot tongue against my cock was heaven and I groaned as she licked me enthusiastically. 

“Not quite so fast,” I said, my voice sounding strained as I rolled my hips back and pulled my cock out of her mouth. “Put your lips over your teeth and suck me gently. Then, swirl your tongue over the head as you suck.” 

June nodded. She did as I said, then craned her neck forward and once again took my cock in her mouth. The sensation of her virgin mouth wrapped around my stiff erection was incredible, and for a moment I had to think of something unpleasant so I wouldn’t blow my load right in her mouth. June closed her eyes and gently swirled her tongue on the underside of the head of my cock. It felt incredible – I could tell she was thinking about every move she made, every gesture – and somehow her attention to detail made me feel like I was about to burst. 

“Bob your head up and down on my cock,” I instructed her. “Normally, when you’re giving me a blowjob, you’d use your hand and wrap it around the base of my cock, like this,” I said, reaching down and wrapping my hand around my shaft. “Then, you’d move your hand up and down in the same rhythm while moving your lips and tongue over my head. Understand?” 

June nodded. A thin trickle of spit dribbled out of her mouth and I reached down to wipe it away from her chin. She looked so beautiful and innocent with my cock in her mouth. Lust flared in my body at the sight of my perfect secretary giving me a perfect blowjob. As June began to bob her head up and down over my erection, I arched my back and threw my head back, reveling in the ecstatic sensation that was washing over my limbs. 

I let her continue until my cock was soaked with her drool. When I pulled away and climbed off the bed, June swallowed hard and watched me, her eyes not leaving my face. 

“Now, I’m going to pleasure you,” I said slowly, walking back down to her feet and running my hands up her leg. June squirmed and wriggled as I played with the insides of her thighs, dragging my fingernails along the sensitive skin. I loved seeing the faint lines of red that appeared on her pale skin as I worked my hands on her. 

June arched her back, spreading her legs even wider. I grinned as I reached down and thumbed her erect clit. As June gasped with pleasure, I slowly worked my thumb in a circle around her pussy. She was so wet that she was dripping on the bed and my fingers were coated with her musky juices. 

I swallowed hard. I couldn’t wait anymore – now was the moment, the moment that I’d been waiting on for weeks. I crawled on the bed between June’s legs and let my cock brush up against the lips of her pussy. 

“I’m going to fuck you now,” I told June. “I’m going to fill you up with my cock and claim you.” 

She licked her lips, sending a wild thrill of lust through my body. “Yes, sir.” 

Grabbing onto June’s fragile-looking hips, I thrust my body forward and my cock slid inside her soaked pussy. The feel of June’s body against my own was incredible. She was so tight, so wet, so hungry for more. As soon as I was buried inside of her, she let out a little gasp and pushed her body against mine. Realizing that I was pleasing her as much as she was pleasing me was a thrilling sensation, and I began to buck my hips and thrust in and out of her pussy. 

June closed her eyes and arched her back, throwing her head back into the pillows and moaning. Her bound arms and legs bounced against the duvet as I fucked her with all of my strength, burying my cock inside of her with each thrust. As I plunged deep inside June’s perfect pussy, I felt a thin layer of sweat break out over my body. Yeah, I thought as I closed my eyes and fucked her hard. This is worth it. She’s perfect, she’s everything I knew she would be. 

As it got more serious for me, I groaned and grabbed onto the headboard. My body was perfectly lined up with June’s on the bed, and the way she was thrusting and gasping made me realize how close she was to an orgasm of her own. 

Groaning, I thrust into her with everything. I closed my eyes and for a moment, it was just the two of us, alone in the world. June moaned as I stroked my hand down her chest, squeezing one of her tits as I felt my cock gush inside of her pussy. 

“Thomas,” June moaned loudly. Her eyes were screwed shut and her face was tense and bright red. Beneath me, I felt her own muscles clench and release with the frenzy of her orgasm. 

When it was over, I was still shaking and panting. Climbing off the bed, I untied June and rubbed at her wrists. She smiled at me and then pulled the duvet over her naked body, snuggling down in the pillows. 

“I love you,” June said. She sighed with happy satisfaction. “And I always will.” 
“Good,” I said. “Because I’d like to ask you one thing.” 

June raised her eyebrows. “I’m spent,” she said softly, grinning wickedly at me. “If you want round two, you’re going to have to wait.” 

“No,” I said calmly. “Nothing like that. June, I want you to move in with me.” 

June gasped. “Are you kidding?” 

“No,” I said. “I’m completely serious.” 

June flushed. “I…I don’t know.” 

“Why not?” I frowned, looking around. “If it’s leaving Angela you’re worried about, I’ll pay the rest of your rent through your lease. That should give her enough time to find someone else.” 

June shook her head. “It’s not Angela I’m worried about,” she said. “It’s Brett. He doesn’t even know we’re dating. How is he going to act when his teacher moves in?” 

“How about if, at first, you stay here over the weekends when I have Brett? Just at first,” I promised. “Then I’m sure everything would smooth out on its own.”

June nodded slowly. “I’ll think about it,” she said softly. 

I kissed her and pulled her close. “Good,” I said. “Because I need you in my life, June. If anything, this scare just showed me how much you really mean to me.” 




 


Chapter Nineteen

 

June

After all I went through, I couldn’t believe when life starting feeling normal again. It had barely been twenty-four hours since my ordeal, but I knew I needed a little bit more time to really process everything that had happened. 

Even though I couldn’t wait to start up again, teaching at P.S.151, I called in on Monday morning and said I was too sick to come to school. I was sure that many other teachers and administrators had read the paper – the sordid tale of Andy and Hannah/Megan was splashed all over the front page. Thomas’s lawyer, Sandy, was trying his hardest to minimize damage, but New York City loves angry gossip like no other, and I was shocked that it wasn’t worse. 

The school understood. I knew they knew I was lying – obviously, I wasn’t really sick – but they offered me two more weeks of paid leave. 

I accepted. Spending a few days vegging out in front of the television and hanging with Angela was just what I needed, especially if I was going to be moving out soon. I really didn’t want to leave her in the dark, but I couldn’t lie – the prospect of living with Thomas was incredibly exciting. 

Angela and I decided to go shopping. I was still feeling more than a little afraid to be out in public on my own, but being with Angela wasn’t scary at all. We took a cab downtown and spend the afternoon going in and out of lots of little shops. 
“June?” 

My blood ran cold as the familiar voice of Marlene sounded in my ears.
Turning around, I began to sweat as I saw her unmistakable red mane coming towards me. 
“Don’t try anything,” I said in a shaky voice, stepping back. “I’ll call the police!” 

“No, June, wait,” Marlene said quickly. She pressed her lips together and paused. “I…I feel really terrible about how I’ve behaved,” she said. 

I narrowed my eyes. “Why are you apologizing now?” 

Marlene’s green eyes filled with tears and I couldn’t help it – a small flame of pity flared inside my chest. 
“Because,” Marlene said stiffly. “I was so worried about my son. But he’s in a stable place now. I know that at least some of that is because of you, and your effect on Thomas.” 

I frowned. 

“You’re a good teacher, June,” Marlene said. “I’m sorry I said those things.” She straightened up. 
“Don’t trust this bitch,” Angela whispered in my ear. “She might be gunning for you!” 
“Hold on,” I said to Angela. To Marlene, I jerked my head to the side. She followed me through the store until we were in a quiet area, across from the bathrooms. 

“Look, I hate the way you acted,” I said. “I’m not going to lie – it was really cruel on your behalf. But Thomas and I are serious,” I added, carefully watching Marlene’s face. “And we’re going to stay serious.” 
Marlene swallowed. “I know.” She bit her lip. “Look, the thing is – Hannah was feeding me information the whole time. She was trying to make me believe that you were some kind of gold-digging bitch, out to score Thomas for your own good.” 
“No, god, no,” I said quickly. 

“I know that now,” Marlene replied. “And I’m sorry that I believed Hannah. But I thought I could trust her – she worked for Thomas for so long, and she never seemed anything but perfectly innocent.” 

I nodded stiffly. 

“I had no idea she was so evil,” Marlene finished. “Mostly, I’m ashamed that I acted the way I did. It really wasn’t fair to you.” 
“You and I are going to have to deal with each other sometimes,” I said softly. “Especially because of Brett.” 

“I know.” 
“So, I really hope this is a new beginning,” I said. “I know that we’re obviously not going to become friends or anything, but I really hope that we can at least be cordial.” 

Marlene’s cheeks pinked. I stood up straight and tall, unable to believe that I’d humbled a woman more than twice my age. 
“I hope so, too,” Marlene said. She gave me a small smile. “I’ll let you go, June. I think it’s for the best.”

I nodded. “Marlene?” 

She turned around. “Yeah?” 

“Thanks for being honest,” I said softly. “I really appreciate it.” 

Marlene smiled, looking more relaxed this time. “You’re welcome,” she said. “And again, I really am sorry.” 

I watched as Marlene scurried out of the store, no longer the proud and haughty ex-wife. It was strange, but I felt like something actually had changed between us – like somehow, we’d managed to come out on the other side. 

By the time I got back to Angela, it was getting late. 
“Are you coming home tonight?” Angela raised her eyebrow. “Or are you going to see sexy Mr. March?” 

I flushed hotly. “God, I can’t believe how much I called him that,” I said. “But…yeah, I was thinking of going to see Thomas. You don’t mind?” 

Angela shook her head. “Not at all,” she said. 

I took a cab to Thomas’s penthouse in Manhattan and nervously rode the elevator up by myself, clutching my bags. It was so strange to think that in a very short amount of time, this would be my home, too. 

When he opened the door, Thomas grinned at the sight of me. He pulled me into a tight hug and kissed me. I stepped into the foyer and dropped my bags. Thomas looked at me with obvious lust in his dark eyes. 

“Brett’s not home,” Thomas said. “He’s out with Isabelle.” He grinned wickedly. “They won’t be home for hours.” 

I blushed and stepped forward. “Good,” I said softly. “Because I was really hoping to be alone with you.” 

“Same,” Thomas said. “Come here.” He held out his arms. 

“I’ve missed you,” I admitted in a soft voice, closing my eyes and letting my lashes flutter on my cheek. Thomas sighed. He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close against his chest. Through my thin dress, I could feel his heart beating. I closed my eyes and tilted my face up for a kiss. When our lips touched, it was like they’d never been apart. 

Thomas kissed me with urgency. He slipped his tongue between my lips and caressed my own with his. I moaned softly into his mouth and Thomas grunted and picked me up. Without breaking our kiss, he set me back down on his lap and pressed into my back with his hands. The itchy material of my dress scratched against my skin and made me squirm. Thomas grunted softly and pulled the hemline up, spreading my legs on his lap and wrapping them around his torso. I could feel his muscular body pressing against the sensitive spot between my legs and a wave of desire pushed through me. I groaned softly as Thomas’s hands slid down to my ass and squeezed each cheek firmly. 

“I missed you too,” Thomas whispered in my ear when we broke apart. “But don’t tell anyone or I’ll have to do some awful things to you.” 

Shivers ran through my body when he said the words ‘awful things.’ I looked up at him with a blush across my face. 

“Don’t be too awful,” I teased. “I might not survive to tell the story.” 

Thomas growled. “I’ll do anything I want,” he replied. “And you’ll still enjoy it, June. I know you always like what I do to you. You love it, June,” he repeated. Thomas buried a hand in my hair and yanked my head back so we were gazing into each other’s eyes. His dark eyes penetrated my whole body and I felt as though I couldn’t move. I bit my lip, unable to speak. Everything Thomas had said to me was the truth. I loved everything he did, I loved every way that he touched me. I could never manage to think about it afterwards, but he knew how to turn me on like no other man ever had before. 

As if reading my mind, Thomas nuzzled my shoulder. “No one can please you like me,” he growled in a low voice. “No one can make you come like I can, June,” he murmured into my body. “You’re all mine, forever.” 

I shivered as Thomas’s hands slid over my body. “I know,” I whispered. My own pleas sounded weak in comparison. “I’m yours,” I told him. “And I think you know that.” Thomas growled in response. He leaned forward and kissed me savagely, parting my lips with his tongue and shoving it inside my mouth. I melted against him and moaned softly. Without breaking the kiss, Thomas reached to my back and ripped my dress apart with a practiced hand. The tearing of the fabric sounded incredibly loud to me and I felt desire pulse between my legs as I realized soon, I’d be naked on Thomas’s lap. With careful hands, he tugged the shreds of fabric away from my skin and tossed them on the floor. The air inside was chilly and my flesh was instantly pimpled all over. The rough material of Thomas’s shirt scratched against my nipples and sent a whole new frenzy of pleasure through my body. 

I was clad only in a bra and panties as Thomas moved his hands down my chest. 

“I like this bra,” Thomas purred. He dipped his head to my breasts and kissed my stiff nipples through the thin fabric. Delicious pleasure raced through my body and I threw my head back and cried out. 

Thomas reached behind me and unhooked my bra with practiced ease, letting it fall from my body. He cupped my breasts in his smooth hands and massaged the nipples until I was howling with pleasure on his lap. 

“I like you better like this,” Thomas informed me. I could only whimper in response as he caressed my most sensitive areas. “You’re more vulnerable.” 

Between my legs, my pussy was throbbing underneath my thin cotton panties. Eagerly, I squirmed and shifted on Thomas’s lap, desperate for some pleasure or release. Thomas sat still and watched me. His dark eyes were blazing with desire and I shivered when I imagined the final moment of our lovemaking. 

Thomas shifted and I slid further down in his lap. His belt buckle rubbed against the crotch of my panties, making me gasp. At my reaction, Thomas let out a deep chuckle. He grabbed my knees and pushed his hips against my crotch. Pleasure radiated through my body in hot waves and I closed my eyes, feeling sweat bead on my forehead. Thomas growled under his breath and leaned forward. I felt his teeth nip at my neck and I shuddered with a loud groan. Between my legs was pulsing and hot. 

Thomas picked me up with one hand and lifted me off his lap so I was standing in front of him. I felt even more exposed since he was fully dressed; my thin panties were soaked with my arousal and I wiggled, feeling the material slide against my sensitive skin. Thomas looked at me and licked his lips. “You’re perfect,” he said under his breath. “You’re an angel, June.” 

I blushed. “I’m not,” I said quietly. Thomas shook his head and held his finger up to my lips. Slowly, he traced it down my neck and over my collarbone. When he got to my breasts, he circled my nipples with his index finger until I was moaning in pleasure. A hot blush spread up my neck and over my cheeks and forehead as he teased me relentlessly. Just when I was about to cry out in agony, Thomas stood up and walked into the kitchen. I heard the freezer door opening and then slam shut. 

When Thomas returned, he was carrying in ice tray. My heart started to pound even faster and I shook my head from side to side. Thomas gave me a wicked grin and cracked the tray in his hands. Cubes of ice jumped to the floor; one landed on my foot and I shivered at the cold sensation on my hot skin. Thomas reached down and grabbed a couple of the ice cubes. He held his hand out close to my face and caressed my cheek with the frozen cube. I shivered instinctively; it was cold, but it felt amazing against my overheated skin. Thomas grinned as he slipped two of his fingers with an ice cube into my mouth. 

“Suck,” he commanded. “Show me what a good little girl you are.” 

Blushing furiously, I locked eyes with Thomas and began to suck and lick at his fingers. He bit his lip and groaned in pleasure as I flicked my tongue over the rough skin and smooth ice. Thomas’s hands were so big that my jaw was straining almost immediately but I kept sucking, pulling his fingers so far into my mouth that I was almost gagging. Drips of water and saliva ran down my chin and Thomas gently wiped them away with his free hand before pulling his fingers out of my mouth. He tossed the almost-melted ice cube on the carpet and grabbed a fresh one out of the tray. 

Without removing his eyes from me, Thomas reached out and stroked the cube down my neck. I shuddered at the sensation – unlike on my face, I felt goose bumps where the ice touched my skin. Thomas slowly stroked his hand down my torso and wiped my breasts with the ice. I moaned loudly and Thomas grinned. He reached over with his free hand and squeezed one of my breasts. His other hand was remarkably warm and I purred as the hot and cold sensations rocked my whole world. He slipped the ice cube over my nipple and traced a torturous circle around the areola. My nipple puckered and stood out painfully hard. Thomas removed the ice and leaned close to my body. When he was only a few inches away from my bare skin, he gently blew. His warm breath felt amazing and I shivered as I felt my skin begin to slowly thaw. 

Thomas grinned at me and slipped the ice cube down my belly. He traced a little wet circle around my belly button and I shivered. When he got to my panties, he looked up at me with his dark eyes blazing. 

I bit my lip, unsure of what he was going to do. Thomas slipped a finger inside the waistband of my panties and tugged them down just a bit. He reached forward and poked at the little tuft of pubic hair that stuck out. I blushed and looked up at the ceiling but a sharp tweak to one of my nipples made me cry out and look back down at Thomas. 

“You keep your eyes on me,” he instructed. “You don’t ever look away from me or I’ll punish you.” 

I nodded solemnly, feeling a warm gush of arousal between my legs. Thomas licked his lips and leaned closer. Before I knew what he was doing, he slipped the cube of ice into my panties. The cold sensation against my pussy shocked me and I cried out and wriggled, trying to move the ice cube away from my clit. Thomas grinned and stuck his finger out, tracing damp circles on the cotton. I could feel the ice melting but the water was incredibly cold and I began to plead with him to touch me. 

“Spread your legs,” Thomas commanded. “And if you let the ice out of your panties, you’ll regret it.” I murmured obedience and gracefully tried to widen my stance. As I did, the ice cube shifted. Cold water leaked through my panties and streamed down my leg. The sensation felt remarkably like I had peed myself and I blushed a furious crimson red. Thomas’s grin widened and he growled at me. 

“More ice,” he commanded. “It melted too fast that time.” 

“No,” I begged. “Please. Please, Thomas. Please take me, please make love to me.” 

Thomas shook his head. He reached into the ice tray and pulled out two big cubes, slipping them into the crotch of my panties. Even though my skin felt frozen to begin with, the new addition of more ice was almost painful. Tears welled up in my eyes and I thrust my hips forward in attempt to get the ice away from my sensitive pussy. Soon, the two cubes began to melt and I felt their hard edges soften inside my panties. Every time I moved or wriggled, the wet fabric brushed against my clit and made me pulse with desire. 

Thomas got to his hands and knees and crawled between my spread legs. When he kneeled on the carpet, his face was eye-level with my pussy. Licking his lips, he leaned forward and tongued my little strip of pubic hair. I shivered at the feel of his warm, rough tongue against my bare skin. Thomas reached up and planted his hands firmly on the cheeks of my butt. He gripped the flesh tightly between his fingers and wrenched them apart so my labia was parted. I shrieked as the ice cubes slid down in my crotch and made contact with my exposed and swollen clit. Pleas and cries escaped my mouth and I felt tears roll down my cheek with the unexpectedly intense yet pleasurable sensation. 

With a growl, Thomas nipped at the inside of my thigh. He licked some of the water that was dripping down the side of my leg and then placed his mouth over my crotch. Through my soaked panties, he began to suck and lick at me with his hot mouth. I felt the remnants of the ice melt almost instantly as he lavished my pussy with his tongue. Moaning, I leaned down and rested my hands on his silvery head. Thomas tightened his grip on my ass and buried his face in my crotch, snuffling and licking and sucking with abandon. The sensation was incredibly intense and soon I began to feel small shocks of pleasure in my crotch. I moaned Thomas’s name loudly and threw my head back. My cries echoed off the ceiling and walls. 

Thomas pulled away and yanked my sodden panties down with one hand. The lukewarm air of the room felt chilly against my wet skin. He slid his hands down my legs and grabbed my ankles, making me spread even farther. The muscles in my thighs ached almost at once and I shuddered knowing that Thomas could see every inch of my exposed pussy and ass. He nipped at my labia and I shuddered and shrieked with pleasure. Without warning, he plunged one of his fingers inside of me. He began to pump it in and out of my pussy and soon, I felt my pussy juice dripping down onto his hand. My legs felt weak and shaky and I moaned loudly, digging my fingers into Thomas’s scalp. He kept fingering me until I could feel myself just about to come. It was almost as if he knew when he yanked his fingers out and stuck him in his mouth, sucking the arousal from his hand. Slowly, his fingers found their way back to my pussy and stroked my labia. 

I shivered as he inched his fingers towards me once more, but he kept going until he was stroking the soft spot of flesh between my pussy and my butt. Warm sensations began to move through my body again with his gentle touch. It wasn’t as intense as it felt when he rubbed my clit, but I was surprised to find myself gently moaning and yielding to his touch. I felt my rosebud pucker as he slipped a fingertip inside and wiggled it. The sensation was incredible but the rest of my body was crying out for attention. 

Sweat beaded on my forehead as I struggled to stay upright, and I could feel a trickle of perspiration making its way down my back. Thomas continued to gently flick my ass, then pulled his finger away. I felt his hot breath on my pussy and I shivered, anticipating more of what he’d just been doing. But instead, he licked and bit at the cheeks of my ass before moving closer and gently tonguing my asshole. Pleasure flooded my body as he licked at my most private of areas, and I felt a hot flush spread down over my torso. My thighs were shaking with the effort of holding the position but Thomas’s delicate flicks of the tongue were making me squeal and moan with pleasure. 

Thomas slipped two fingers inside of my pussy with his free hand and began to thrust them in and out as he stuck his tongue deep inside my ass. Warm pleasure coiled in my belly and the second I felt his tongue stroke at my clit, I knew I was going to explode. I cried out just as he pulled away, my orgasm snatched from me in an instant. Thomas got to his feet and wrapped his arms around me, picking me up off the floor as if I weighed nothing. He carried me through the hallway and into his dark bedroom. I closed my eyes as Thomas threw my body down on the bed. My legs were still aching from having stood in that precarious position for so long, but it was a relief to be laying down. Still, every muscle in me pulsed with want for Thomas and his hard cock. My nerves were twitching and on edge as I watched him strip off his shirt and toss it on the floor. As before, my eyes flicked over the smooth muscles of Thomas’s chest. He unfastened his belt and stepped out of his pants. When he was clad only in boxers, he got on the bed and grabbed me.

 Thomas pushed me closer to the wall and spread my legs, grabbing my ankles and pulling them wide apart. He dove in between my legs with abandon, sucking and licking at my clit until I was screaming. He kept building me and building me to orgasm and then ripping me away viciously, at the last second, before I could come. I could feel the tears leaking out of my eyes as I screwed them shut and tilted my face to the ceiling, begging Thomas for release. 

Thomas grabbed my hand and slid it down his rock-hard torso. His skin felt like it was carved out of marble and despite my intense arousal, a whole new level of desire flooded my body as he traced my fingers down his body. He stopped with my hand just touching his thick erection through the boxers. When I opened my eyes and looked into Thomas’s dark orbs, he nodded for me to get up. 

“You know what to do,” he growled. I nodded and crawled onto my hands and knees, tugging Thomas’s briefs down. His massive, veiny erection sprang free and I took the first couple of inches into my mouth, sucking and licking at the delicate spot under the head. Thomas groaned and pushed his hips forward until his whole cock was filling my mouth. My jaw ached from the strain of accommodating his massive cock and I reached up to start stroking him up and down as I moved my head back and forth. 

Thomas grunted and closed his eyes, tilting his head back to the ceiling. He leaned forward and I had to crawl onto my knees so the force of his thrusts wouldn’t knock me over. As much as my mouth hurt from pleasuring him, it was satisfying to know that I was making him feel good. I loved the way he writhed and moaned when his cock was in my mouth; it was like I was controlling his world. His cock was so fat that my hand couldn’t close around it and I started pumping my hand with the same rhythm as my mouth.

 Finally, Thomas groaned loudly and pushed me away. I fell over in a tangle of arms and limbs and landed on my ass, sprawled on my back. Thomas slapped the inside of my thigh and I eagerly spread my legs as far as I could. He leaned in close and inhaled the scent of my pussy, closing his eyes and savoring my smell. I blushed to see him so close and know that my smell was intoxicating to him. 

When Thomas opened his eyes, he crawled on top of me. He grabbed my wrists with one hand and pinned them over my head. I could feel the delicate bones in my wrists grinding together as he straddled my hips and nudged my pussy with the head of his cock. I could already feel my skin stretching and he wasn’t even inside of me yet!

“Do you want me, June?” Thomas growled. I looked into his eyes and nodded. 

“Yes,” I managed to squeak. “I do.” 

“How much do you want me?” Thomas’s breathing was coming in sharp, hard bursts and I saw a shudder of desire move through his body. 

“I want you so bad,” I whispered, trying to make my voice low and full of sex. “I want you to take me forever, to make me yours.”  

Thomas grabbed onto my hips and slid inside me with incredible force. I screamed with pleasure as his cock tore into my pussy and filled me completely. When he was all the way inside, he stopped moving. I could feel his cock pulsing inside my body and I bit my lip and looked into his eyes. Slowly, Thomas began to thrust in and out. He moved his hips slowly at first and then faster and faster until it became more serious for him. With every thrust, his pubic bone rubbed against my clit and soon, I felt myself become as aroused as I had been while Thomas was licking my asshole. 

 As I rode him faster and faster, Thomas growled with pleasure. He pushed his finger in and out of my ass and I felt the pleasure in my belly build and build until finally, I was coming harder than I ever had before. My breath came in hoarse sobs as I rode Thomas’s massive cock. I could feel the spasms in my pussy gripping him even more tightly than before and Thomas gasped with the intensity of it all. He slid his finger out of my ass and grabbed ahold of my hips, forcing me to keep riding him through my savage orgasm. I could feel his cock twitching and pulsing and I braced myself for his explosion inside of me. 

“June!” Thomas grunted. “June, I’m gonna cum!” 

“Do it,” I hissed, my own breath coming in damp bursts. Thomas screwed his eyes shut and groaned, thrusting up so hard that I could feel him against my cervix. It was almost painful and I whimpered, but it was beginning to make me feel like I could come again. As he pushed into me again and again, I closed my eyes and rode his body hard. My clit felt like it was on fire as I forced myself to another rough orgasm on Thomas’s pubic bone. The spasms in my pussy set him off and I finally felt his cock jerk and pulse and gush inside of me. Thomas let out a deep breath and squeezed my ass once more before pulling me down on his chest. For a moment, we cuddled like that with his cock still inside of me. His chest was shining and hot with sweat and I felt the damp tangles of my hair against my forehead as I lay down. 

“Thomas?” I asked softly, still panting from the marathon sex we’d just enjoyed. 
“Yeah?” 

I rolled onto my elbows, propping myself up on the soft duvet. “When can I move in?”
Thomas grinned. “You mean it?” 

I couldn’t help but return the smile. “Oh, yes,” I said. “I really do.” 

“As soon as you’d like,” Thomas said. He pulled me close and kissed me deeply. “The sooner the better.” 

I grinned. “Sounds perfect,” I said softly. 

 





Chapter Twenty

 

June

“How’s everything going?” 

I shuddered as Thomas nuzzled my neck and wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me against his hard body. He smelled good – like fresh shower gel and new cologne – and I closed my eyes, savoring the scent of my boyfriend. 

Boyfriend! I thought excitedly. I’ve never had one of those before. I still can’t believe it!

“It’s going pretty well,” I said. “Dinner should be ready in about ten minutes.” 

“Excellent,” Thomas replied. “It smells incredible.” He leaned over my shoulder and inhaled deeply.

I blushed. “You think Brett will like it?” 
Thomas nodded. “Oh, yeah,” he said. “His favorite food is spaghetti with meat sauce.” 

I nodded. “Angela said this recipe wouldn’t disappoint – it’s from her Sicilian grandfather.” 
Thomas laughed. “Sounds good, babe,” he said. He kissed me on the cheek and I flushed and squirmed, desperately craving more of his touch. 

“Hey, Dad!” Brett raced into the kitchen. “What’s for dinner?” When he saw me, he stopped dead in his tracks. “What’s Miss Rogers doing here?” 
Thomas chuckled. “Son, please call Miss Rogers June, at least when she’s in our home.” 

 

“Am I in trouble?” Brett asked nervously. ‘What’s going on?” 

“No, not at all,” Thomas said. “Brett, I’d like to tell you that June and I have begun to date.” He glanced at me and I flushed nervously, biting the inside of my mouth. “And she’s going to be moving in here with us.” 
“At first, when you’re here, I’ll be at my old apartment,” I explained quickly. 

Brett looked nervously from his father to me. “Okay,” he said. “Cool.” 

Thomas raised his eyebrows. “I’m glad you’re okay with it, son,” he said. 

Brett nodded. He puffed out his chest, trying to look more adult than his soon-to-be-eleven years. 
“Yeah, I’m cool with it,” he said. “Miss Rogers was always my favorite teacher. Er, I mean June,” he added. “Sorry, June.” 

“It’s fine.” I laughed nervously. “Whatever you want to call me is fine. You know, except for stupid or anything else mean.” 

Brett shook his head. “Don’t worry,” he said. 
“Well, I’ve got something for you, Brett,” Thomas said. “Why don’t you go into the living room?” 

Brett’s eyes widened and he raced out of the kitchen. When I looked at Thomas with my eyebrows up, he chuckled and jerked his head to the side, indicating that we should follow Thomas. 

“Dad, are you serious?” Brett’s voice screeched from the other room. “No way! This is too cool!” 
Thomas chuckled. As we walked into the living room, Thomas took my hand and squeezed. Brett was kneeling on the floor in front of a box covered with Japanese print. 
“I can’t believe it, I can finally have it?” 

Thomas nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Sorry it took so long to get the damn thing inspected. It was hard to find anyone familiar with the technology.” He turned to me. “That’s a PlayStation Five,” he added. “It hasn’t been released in the country yet.” 

“Wow,” Brett said. He ran over to Thomas and threw his arms around his father’s waist. “Dad, you’re seriously the best!” 

“I’m glad you’re happy,” Thomas said. He squeezed my hand. In a lower voice, he asked: “Would you like to come into the kitchen with me?” 

I nodded and followed Thomas into the kitchen. The meat sauce was bubbling on the stove and a heavenly, rich aroma filled the air. 

“Is he going to be okay?” I asked quietly.
Thomas nodded. “Oh, yeah, he’ll be fine,” he said. “What about Angela? How did she take the news?” 

I blushed and giggled. “A little better when I told her you were covering the rest of my rent for the year,” I said. “But she’s happy for me. She told me it was for the best, that she couldn’t wait to get to know you better.” 
Thomas nodded. “Good,” he said. He cleared his throat and coughed. Suddenly, I realized that he looked almost nervous. 
“Thomas, what’s wrong?” 

Thomas licked his lips. “Nothing,” he said. He smiled. I gasped as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small red leather jewelry box. My heart began to race in my chest and my palms started to sweat and itch. I wiped them on my thighs in a desperate attempt to seem like I wasn’t freaking out. 
“June,” Thomas said in a husky voice. “Getting to know you has been the best experience I’ve ever had in my life.” 

I blushed hotly. “I know exactly what you mean,” I said softly. 

Thomas opened the box and I gasped. Inside was a huge, sparkly diamond ring. The stone was round cut, and I guessed it was at least four carats. It was mounted on an elegant band of white gold, covered with smaller diamonds that twinkled in the bright kitchen light. 

“Marry me, June,” Thomas said huskily. He dropped to one knee in front of me and held out the ring. “Marry me and make me the happiest man on earth.” 

I flushed. “You can’t be serious,” I said quickly, covering my mouth with both hands. My eyes filled with unexpected tears and I tilted my head back, blinking my tears away before Thomas could see that I was crying. 
“I am,” Thomas said firmly. “You’re the love of my life, and I can’t wait to be your husband.” He winked at me. “That is, if you’ll have me.” 

“Yes,” I said quickly. “Oh, my god, yes! Yes!” 

Thomas grinned. He slipped the ring on my finger. I gasped – it was heavy and cold, but it glittered beautifully on my finger. Hot tears dripped down my cheeks and I wrapped my arms around Thomas’s neck, covering his face in tiny kisses. 

“I love you,” Thomas said. “I love you so much, June.” 

“I love you, too,” I cried. “I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you.” 

As we kissed, I knew that no matter what the future brought, Thomas and I would face it together. And everything would be wonderful. 





Epilogue

 

June – Five Years Later

“C’mere, you,” Thomas growled. He wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me back into bed. 

I squeaked loudly and cried out, tripping over my feet and falling back into the soft bedsheets. 

“Mmmn,” Thomas purred. He put both hands on the sides of my face and pulled me close. I closed my eyes and licked my lips as Thomas kissed me passionately. His tongue slipped between my lips and I moaned, arching my back. Thomas tangled a hand in my black hair and pulled, just hard enough for a little pain to mingle with the intense lust building in my body. As he nipped at my neck with sharp teeth, arousal exploded in my pussy and I pushed Thomas down, crawling on top of him and nuzzling his sandy chest. 
“God, June, I love you like this,” Thomas growled. I straddled his still-firm torso and leaned down to plant a row of delicate kisses all over his face and neck. Thomas slid his hands down my body, squeezing the cheeks of my ass and sending delicious sensations racing through my veins. 

“I love you,” I said softly into his ear before nipping at the earlobe. Thomas’s stubbly cheek brushed against mine and I sighed happily. 

Thomas ran his hands up my back and down my chest, cupping my sensitive breasts and brushing his thumbs over my stiff nipples. I buried my face in Thomas’s neck to muffle my scream of pleasure. 

“So sensitive,” Thomas purred. 

I blushed hotly. After five years of being together, Thomas knew my body inside and out. I’d thought that after a while, sex would become routine. 

But no – if anything, it was hotter than ever. Each time we made love, Thomas took me to new heights of insane, delicious pleasure. I could barely stand how he made me feel – always at the brink of an explosive orgasm. 

Thomas took his hands away from my breasts and I cried out, wanting more. But soon he was moving them over the newly rounded curve of my belly and down to my hot pussy. I was so wet that I was leaking juices all over Thomas and slipping around in my own arousal was both embarrassing and incredibly hot. As Thomas slid a finger between my legs and gently began to flick my clit, I moaned and purred with pleasure. 

“So wet,” Thomas growled in my ear. “My good little girl, always ready for me.” 

“Yes, sir,” I whispered. “I’m yours forever.” 

Thomas pulled his hand away and grabbed me roughly by the hips, flipping me over on my back. He crawled between my legs and looked at me, lust blazing in his dark eyes. His silvery hair was tousled from a restless night and he was unshaven. 

I’d never seen him look sexier. 

Spreading my legs, I licked my lips and gave what I hoped was an inviting look. Thomas’s cock was hard, nestled in a small thatch of silver pubic hair. I gazed down, salivating as I imagined how it would feel when he plunged inside of me for the very first time. 

Just as Thomas was about to enter me, the door burst open. 
“Eek!” I screamed and pulled the duvet over my naked body. Thomas growled, pulling the sheet up to his hips, just enough to cover his erect cock. 
“Oh, fuck,” Brett said. “I’m so sorry.” He was standing in the doorway. But when I noticed the smirk on his fifteen-year-old face, I rolled my eyes. 

“You’re not sorry at all,” I said. “Get out!” 

Brett walked out of the room, forgetting to close the door after him. 
“You ever fucking heard of knocking?” Thomas bellowed. 

We glanced at each other before bursting into giggles. 

“Sorry,” Thomas mumbled. He rolled his eyes. “Goddamned kid needs to learn some boundaries.” He glanced at me and raised an eyebrow. “Try again?” 

I wrinkled my nose. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t think it’s still there for me.” 

Thomas nodded. He leaned close and kissed me. “That’s okay, babe,” he said. “I promise – later tonight, you’re going to be begging for my cock.” 

I blushed hotly as Thomas’s stubble brushed against my face. “I know,” I said softly. “I can’t wait.” 

Thomas groaned and stretched, climbing out of bed and pulling on a pair of black boxer shorts. “What time is it?” He narrowed his eyes and picked up his reading glasses from the side of the bed. 

“You’re an old man,” I teased. 

“Watch it,” Thomas growled. He winked at me and we burst out laughing. “I feel better than ever.” 

I giggled. “I should hope so,” I added. “Considering you’re about to become Daddy Number Two.” 

Thomas glanced with fondness at my growing belly. 

“Pregnancy is so weird,” I complained. “One minute all I can think about is sex.” 

“And the next?” 

“Food,” I moaned, burying my face in my hands. “I’m getting so big! I’m a heifer, Thomas. I can’t even zip my jeans.” 

“I like you this way,” Thomas chuckled. “You’re curvy.” 

I glared at him. “I miss sushi,” I said dreamily, climbing out of bed and pulling on a loose cotton dress. It was one of the only things I had that still fit me. “And soft cheese. And wine,” I added. 

Thomas smirked. “As soon the baby’s born, we’re going out to Daniel,” Thomas said. 

I laughed. “Sounds good, Daddy,” I said, batting my lashes. 

“Are you excited about today?” 

My stomach rumbled with anxiety. “I am,” I confessed. “But I’m a little nervous, too.” 

“Don’t be,” Thomas said. He buttoned up his shirt and ran a brush through his thick, silvery hair. 

“I just don’t want things to change,” I said softly. “What if having a new baby comes between us?” 

Thomas sighed. He walked over to me and put his hands on my shoulders, looking into my eyes and kissing me deeply. 

“June, nothing could tear me away from you,” he said. “Things are going to be different. At first, they’ll be strained. But I swear, our love is forever. And after the baby gets a little older, things will get back to normal.” 

I nodded. “I have to admit that I feel a little better, knowing you’ve done this before.” 

Thomas laughed. “I bet,” he said. “Come on, we should get going. Your appointment is at eleven-thirty, wouldn’t want to piss off the ultrasound tech.” 

I nodded. “I’m good,” I said. “I’m ready now.” 

Half an hour later, I was lying on an uncomfortable bed, propped up with my belly exposed. Even though I hadn’t gained more than the doctor said I should, I still felt huge and gawky, especially when I was naked.

Marie, the smiling ultrasound tech, rubbed a cold gel all over my belly. 

“And how are we today?” Marie cooed, more to my stomach than to me.

Thomas and I exchanged glances. 

“Doing well,” Thomas said. “And you?” 

“Oh, I’m just fine,” Marie said. She took the ultrasound device in her hands and booted up the screen. “Now June, you’re about four and a half months along, correct?” 

I nodded. 

“Would you like to know the sex?” 

I nodded. “Oh, yes,” I said. “Please.” 

Marie grinned. “Hey, Dad, why don’t you come over here,” she said, gesturing for Thomas to stand by my side and hold my hand. “This is usually a very happy moment.” 

Thomas grinned. “It certainly is for me.” 

Thomas laced his fingers with mine and squeezed. I yelped in surprise as Marie began to move the ultrasound device over my swollen belly. 

“It’s cold,” I whimpered. 

“Poor baby,” Thomas said. He kissed my forehead. “I love you,” he whispered, too quietly for Marie to hear. 

“I love you,” I mouthed back at Thomas. 

“Okay!” Marie grinned and looked triumphant. “Here it is, the final moment. Ready to know?”

Tears welled up in my eyes and my face flushed bright red. 

“Yes, please,” I said. 

“Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. March,” Marie said. “You’re having a little girl!” 

I shrieked in delight as tears streamed down my face. Thomas and I kissed and he held me close. 

“Are you happy?” I whispered. 

“I’ve never been happier,” Thomas said. He grinned. 

I smiled. All of the anxiety and tension I’d been feeling melted away from my body and I relaxed against the bed. 

Somehow, things had ended absolutely perfect. I couldn’t wait for us to welcome our new daughter. And while a part of me was slightly nervous about how a baby would change our family, I knew deep down that everything would be wonderful. 





HOT SELLER: Betrayed
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Blurb

I’d gone undercover before, but never with the intention of getting a suspect into my bed.  That’s how hot Sean O’Connor was.  He might have been the head of a criminal organization, but he was the hottest crook I’d ever seen. I wanted to cuff him to my bed and make him sing like a bird, and that’s what I’d do soon as I got the chance …

I swore to uphold the law, but it’s hard to slap the cuffs on a guy when his tongue is in your ear and his arms are wrapped around you so tight you can barely breathe.

Sean O’Connor is a criminal, but he’s also dedicated and loyal and so sexy he makes my mouth water and my panties melt.

I know if I’m not careful, he might steal my heart and run.  I can’t let that happen. I’m a cop and he’s a crook.  When it comes down to the wire, Sean O’Connor is going down, no matter the cost.  





Chapter 1: Claire McAfee

I sat in my usual spot in the morning briefing of the Organized Crime Task Force and watched the other plainclothes and uniformed cops drift in.  It was almost comical to call it a task force because it was just the four of us detectives who were permanently assigned and the seven or eight cops who rotated in and out on any given day.  

It was more of a task group, but that didn’t sound nearly as cool or intimidating as task force.  What bad guy in their right mind would worry about being investigated by a task group?  

Probably, very few.  

A task group was one step above a task club.  

But I digress…

 There were several rows of tables in the room, lined up one behind the other, each with six chairs facing the front wall where my ex-husband and task force commander, Captain Ed Henry, would stand and bring us up to date on anything that happened since the last time we’d met.  

Yes, it was odd working so closely with my ex.  Odder still was the fact that we got along much better now than we ever did during our six years of doomed marriage.  

Maybe it was because we had nothing to prove to one another now.  

Or maybe it was because now Ed could screw whomever he wanted without having to worry about getting caught and having me rip his nuts off with my sharp nails.  

Ed was a great guy, but he was one of the biggest pussy hounds in the history of the department.  I knew it when I married him, but I married him anyway, thinking that I could change him.  

Stupid me.

What’s the old saying, you can’t change a leopard’s spots?  

Well, I found out the hard way you can’t change a pussy hound’s ways either.  Once a pussy hound, always a pussy hound. No amount of threatening or marital counseling could make him change his ways.  All I could do was just divorce him and let him become someone else’s problem.

Despite his inability to keep his rather lengthy, uncircumcised cock in his pants, Ed Henry was a good cop and an excellent investigator who had made a name for himself putting away bad guys in expensive suits while I was grinding it out as an undercover investigator in Vice.  The day he asked me to join the task force was one of the happiest days of my life.  I was chasing hookers and johns for a living.  Now I chase greasy gangsters with names like Charlie Baggo Donuts, Ricky Sticky Fingers, and Patsy O’Connor. 

The nicknames these guys give each other are a little like the nicknames guys give their dicks.  You’re never gonna meet a woman who has given her pussy a name.  But every guy has a nickname for his dick, regardless of whether he will admit it or not.

Ed called his cock and balls Willie and his two nutty friends.

I know, silly, but come on, it’s kinda cute.

I always sat at the second table, middle seat, sipping bad coffee from the lipstick-stained cup I’d used since joining the task force three years ago and taking notes on an iPad.  Some mornings the notes ran several pages.  Other mornings, nothing at all.

There were five detectives permanently assigned to the task force.  I was one of two women; and the only straight woman.  The other woman was Joanie Alvarez, a chunky Spanish fireball who could make even the hardest of criminals back down with what she called her “angry lesbian stare”.  And if that didn’t do it, she would break their kneecap with the heel of her sensible shoes or take out an eye with the point of her car keys.  Joanie was barely five feet tall, but she was a force to be reckoned with.

The other members of the team were Lou Santiago, a tall Italian with dark hair and squinty eyes; Brad Danzig, the youngest member who spent way more time in the gym than any human should be allowed; and Lester Shanahan, a tall Irishman who always used slaps of Old Spice cologne to cover the nips of whiskey we all knew he drank during the day.

Then there was Ed, our fearless leader, who, at forty-five, was still tall and handsome and ready with the quick smile and warm hands that could still make my juices flow.  We still had our little sex romps every now and then, even though he was usually involved with someone else and I swore that every time would be the last.  When it came to Ed, my willpower was shit.  And he knew it.  

Each team member, including myself, was a top-notch investigator with lots of successful operations under their belt.  Maybe that was why we were all so fucking frustrated now.  Ed stood at the front of the room and said it best.

“We’ve been spinning our wheels in O’Connor shit for six months, people.  If we don’t get a break soon, we’re gonna have to close the book on these mother fuckers and let them walk.  That is something I do not want to do.  Am I clear?”

The “O’Connor shit” Ed was referring to was a criminal organization led by a notorious Irish gangster named Patrick “Patsy” O’Connor.  The task force (task club) had been trying to collect enough evidence to bring O’Connor and his gang up on a multitude of charges for months, yet so far, we didn’t have enough evidence to charge him with jaywalking.  

We all knew that our time was running out.  If we couldn’t find the crack in Pats O’Connor’s armor soon the task force would either move on to the next gang on the list or, most likely since memos about budget cuts kept coming down from on high, be disbanded and everyone reassigned.  

I shuddered to think that I might end up back chasing hookers and johns in Vice.  At this point, I was willing to do anything to make sure our investigation into Connor’s organization somehow bore fruit and kept the team together.  Anything.

I sipped the coffee and listened to Ed basically tell us that the weekend surveillance of O’Connor’s operation at the docks had resulted in nothing more than the usual comings and goings of O’Connor and his crew.

I let my eyes go around the white board behind Ed that was covered with the mugshot and surveillance photos of members of the O’Connor gang, with Patsy’s photo at the top, then horizontal and vertical lines displaying the hierarchy of his organization.  

The higher a photo was on the board, the higher that person was in the organization.  The photo directly below Patsy’s was that of his son, Sean, an attorney whom we believed was being groomed to take over the organization from his father.

“Claire?  Claire?”

I blinked when I heard my name.  I had been busted daydreaming about Sean O’Connor again.  I couldn’t tell you exactly why, but the photograph of Patsy O’Connor’s only son never failed to catch my eye. 

Tall, muscular, blonde, blue eyed, big Irish smile… he was, without a doubt, the best-looking gangster I’d ever seen.  

I’d yet to see him in person, only in photographs and grainy surveillance videos, but there was something about him that made a little tingle run up and down my spine.  I sometimes imagined him handcuffed to my bed, naked, with a ball-gag in his mouth…  

Jesus, Claire, you really need to get laid.

“Claire?”

I looked up to find Ed staring at me.  “Claire?  You with us?”

I quickly swallowed the lump in my throat and pried my eyes away from Sean O’Connor’s photo, ignoring the heat between my legs.  I looked at Ed and gave him a firm nod.  “Yes, sorry, just thinking.”

“First time’s always hard, sweet cheeks,” Joanie said, grinning over her shoulder at me.  I flipped her the bird and gave Ed my full attention.

“I asked if you had found anything else in Sean O’Connor’s background that we might be able to use to get in the door.  Anything we can use against him.” Ed leaned an elbow on the podium next to him and shoved his other hand in his pocket and rattled the change he had on him.  It was an old habit of his, shoving a hand in his pocket to rattle change when his patience was running thin.  I’d been on the receiving end of it many times.

“Oh, well, not much I’m afraid,” I said, stumbling over my words.  I cleared my throat and put on a serious face as I laced my fingers together on the table and nodded at the photo of Sean O’Connor.

“I dug deeper into his background before he went to work for his father, but I didn’t find anything useful,” I said formally.  “The guy is so fucking clean he squeaks.”

“What about friends and business associates?” one of the uniformed cops sitting behind me asked.  The name SAUNDERS was printed on his name tag.

I shrugged at him over my shoulder.  “He does not have a large social circle.  He has a few buddies from college who appear to be legit, but that’s it.”

“What does he do for fun?” Saunders asked.

“He spends most of his nights at a club downtown that he has an interest in called The White Rabbit.”

“I’ve been there,” Danzig said, his head bobbing atop his thick neck. He was wearing a skintight black t-shirt that struggled to contain the bulging muscles of his shoulders and chest.  “Place is a fucking meat market.”

“The place is a pussy mill,” Joanie said, smiling sideways at Danzig, who always sat next to her so they could shoot off their mouths and snicker at one another.  They were an odd set of pals, the young weightlifter and the older lesbian who preferred flannel shirts over silk blouses.  She poked her elbow into his ribs.  “You must have been right at home.”

Danzig sneered at her.  “Like you don’t haunt every lesbian bar in the city looking for a rug to munch on.”

“Guilty as charged,” Joanie said, sticking out her tongue and running it across her lips.  She held up a hand and Danzig slapped his palm against it.

“Guys, please,” Ed said.  He held out his hands to me.  “Claire, go on for those who are not up to speed on Sean O’Connor.”

I spoke without turning around to face the uniforms sitting behind us.  “Sean O’Connor spends his nights drinking in the club’s VIP area and entertaining women with questionable morals and even more questionable taste in clothes.”  I nodded at the back of Danzig’s buzzed head.  “I think it might be a good idea to send someone to the club to have a look around and talk to the girls, just to see if they have anything to say about Sean.”

“Can’t hurt,” Ed said, pointing a finger at me, then at Danzig.  “You and Danzig check it out.”

“Why do I have to go?” I asked.

“Because it was your idea,” Ed said.

“Fuck,” I sighed.  “I hate disco music.”

“You’re not going to dance,” Ed said as he stepped behind the podium to look over his notes before moving on.

Danzig glanced over his round shoulder at me and grinned.  “You and me, girlfriend.  Wear something sexy and we’ll see where the night leads.”

“If I’m with you I’m pretty sure it will lead to vomiting,” I said, picking up my cup of now-cold coffee.

Lou Santiago, arguably the team member with the largest brain and the smallest sense of humor, leaned forward on his elbows and narrowed his eyes at the photograph of Sean O’Connor.

“Surely there’s dirt to be found on this guy somewhere,” Lou said.  “You don’t grow up the only son of Patsy O’Connor and not have shit on your hands.”

“If there’s shit there, I can’t find it,” I said with a deep sigh. 

The cop named Saunders spoke up again.  I didn’t know if this guy was bucking to become a permanent member of the team or just shooting off his mouth.  He asked, “Can you tell us what you do know about him?”

“Sure.”  I proceeded to rattle off everything I knew about Sean O’Connor.  I didn’t need my notes.  I had this guy’s life memorized front, back, and sideways.

“Sean O’Connor, age 35, single, never married, only son of Patrick and Corinne O’Connor.  High school football star, graduated with near perfect ACT scores, full academic scholarship to NYU, graduated in 2006 with a law degree from Harvard.  Had offers from a number of big firms, but turned them all down to became his father’s personal attorney and corporate counsel at O’Connor Import & Export.  He has never gotten so much as a speeding ticket.  Like I said, if he wasn’t working for a known criminal organization, the guy would be so fucking clean he squeaks.”

“And that’s what makes him the key to all this,” Ed said, turning to the white board and tapping a finger to Sean O’Connor’s photograph.  “This guy could have gone to a big firm right out of school and would be knocking back two or three mill a year by now.  Why would a guy who’s so fucking clean he squeaks go to work for a scum ball like Patsy O’Connor?”

“Because that scum ball is his father,” I said.  “It’s the only reason I can think of, unless he’s a criminal at heart like his old man.”

“I don’t buy that,” Ed said.  “We have no indication he’s a criminal regardless of his genes.  He could be making way more in the private sector.  We have access to his bank accounts.  He’s doing well working for his old man, but nothing like he could do in a big firm.”

Lou chimed in again.  “Maybe he’s trying to protect his old man.”

Ed folded his arms over his chest.  “Meaning?”

“Maybe he’s trying to keep his old man out of jail while he tries to also legitimize the operation,” Lou said with a thoughtful shrug.  “If it’s not about the money and the guy’s not a criminal, what else could it be?”

“Interesting angle,” Ed said, rubbing a knuckle over his chin.  He looked at me.  “Claire?  Thoughts?”

“It’s a possibility,” I said.  I liked the thought of Sean O’Connor not being a criminal.  It would have been such a waste of hot human flesh to lock him up for twenty years.  “A lot of the overtly criminal activities seemed to cease operations about the time Sean came onboard.  They got out of extortion and loan sharking and seemingly started focusing solely on the import and export business.”

“Which we suspect is still one of the largest smuggling operations on the east coast,” Ed said.  “Which keeps them squarely on our radar, regardless of how much of a choir boy Sean O’Connor appears to be.”

Lester Shanahan, who had sat listening quietly since the meeting began, cleared his throat and held up his hand like a kid in class.  

“I may have a way in,” he said, flipping through the pages of the tattered notebook he always seemed to have in his hand.  “According to a source of mine, Boozie Hamilton wants to retire.”

Joanie snorted.  “Boozie?  Who the fuck is Boozie?”

Lester gave her a hard look.  “Boozie Hamilton has been Patsy O’Connor’s secretary and mistress for forty years,” he said.  “She probably knows more about Patsy’s operation than Patsy himself.”

“Think we can turn her?” Ed asked.

Lester shook his head.  “No, she would let you cut off her arms and legs before turning on Patsy O’Connor.”  He turned to look at the rest of us.  “But, she also has cancer and wants to retire.  Word is, Patsy is gonna set her up in a condo in Tampa and pay her a nice retirement for her many years of devoted service.”

“And sucking his pudgy dick under the desk,” Joanie said.

“I don’t know about that,” Lester said, wincing, shaking his head at her.  “What I do know is they will probably be looking for a replacement for her.  This may be our chance to finally get someone on the inside.”

Ed leaned an elbow on the podium and propped his chin in his fist.  “The question is, how do we go about it?  I seriously doubt they’re gonna run an ad in the Times for a secretary.”

“I know,” Lester said.  “Something to keep in mind, though.”

“Okay, then that’s it,” Ed said.  He looked at his watch and glanced around the room.  “I don’t have to tell you guys this, but we are coming down to the wire on this one.  If we don’t find a way to crack O’Connor’s nuts by the end of the month, the powers that be may shut the operation down.”

I picked up my coffee cup and waited for the others to filter out of the room.  I walked to the whiteboard and finished my coffee as I stared into the beautiful eyes of Sean O’Connor.  

Something told me that he was the way into the organization.  

And that it was up to me to convince him to let us in.





Chapter 2: Sean O’Connor

The perks of owning a piece of the hottest dance club in the city were many.  There was the free booze, which someone was paying for but it was not me.  There was the free food, not exactly gourmet faire but as good as any burger joint in the city.  And then there was the free pussy.  Or maybe I should say the plentiful pussy.  I always came into The White Rabbit knowing that I was gonna get buzzed and fed and blown and not spend a dime.  And if I wanted, I could just as easily get laid, all without ever leaving the building.  It was like owning a little piece of heaven.

I had my own VIP table.  When I wasn’t there they let celebrities and other equally important people sit there.  Soon as I showed up, though, they’d clear out the table for me.  

I’m not a total dick.  I’d usually let whoever was sitting there first hang out, especially if they were a smoking hot chick or had the ability to attract smoking hot chicks, like the night that actor with the name I can’t pronounce hung around.  

The White Rabbit was a goddam meat market on steroids.  

And I fucking loved the place.

I was doing my best to hold a conversation with my old man while a sweet young thing with teased up red hair and perfect tits gave me a blowjob in the back stall of the men’s room.  

She was sitting on the toilet with her dressed push down to her waist so her tits could flop free.  I was reaching down to rub her titties with my cellphone propped between my shoulder and cheek.  I squeezed her nipples and tried to listen to my old man’s voice in my ear.

My pants were down around my knees and I was facing her with my back pressed against the stall door.  She was digging her fingernails into my ass and bobbing her mouth on my cock like one of those bobble-head dolls.  She’d gag a little each time the head of my long cock hit the back of her throat.

I reached up to put my hand over the phone and barked down at her.  “Don’t get anything on my clothes,” I said.  She hummed an okay and kept sucking.

I held the phone to my ear.  “So, dad, what were you saying?”  

My dad’s gravelly voice boomed in my ear.   Why is it that old people feel like they have to yell into the fucking phone?  I’m not deaf, for petesake.  I’m just… distracted.

“Boozie wants to retire,” he said.  There was a hint of alarm in his voice I’d never heard before.  He and Boozie had been carrying on for nearly forty years behind my mother’s back.  Well, that’s not exactly true.  Mom always knew what the old man was doing, but found solace in his American Express black card. 

The thing with Boozie was that my old man really cared for her, unlike the string of hundreds of other women he’d fucked over the years.  If he hadn’t married my mother, I was pretty sure I’d be calling Boozie “Mom”.

“Dad, she has cancer,” I said, trying to keep my breathing steady even though sweet thing was sucking my cock like there was no tomorrow.  She cupped my balls with her left hand and pumped the shaft with the right, keeping the bulbous head firmly suctioned between her lips.

“I know that, goddammit,” dad said.  “But Jesus, Joseph, and Mary, Boozie practically runs this place.  What the fuck are we gonna do without her?”

“We’ll… shit… find a replacement.”

“What the fuck’s going on there?” he asked.  “Are you fucking somebody?”

“No… dad… not fucking…”

“Jesus, Sean, can you fucking concentrate for two goddamn minutes?”

I was close to cumming in sweet thing’s mouth.  I said, “Yeah… dad… hold on… just a… second.”  

I put my hand over the phone and gritted my teeth.  Sweet thing’s hand pumped the shaft of my cock with lightning speed.  I curled my toes and squeezed my eyes shut and shot my load into her mouth.  She took it like a champ.  She sucked and pumped and sucked until there was nothing left for me to give.  She hummed as she held my cock steady between her hands and licked it clean.

“That was awesome,” she said, cleaning the corners of her lips with her fingertips.

“Yes, it was,” I said, tugging up my pants as she pulled her dress up over her tits.  I stepped aside to let her open the door.  She tried to kiss me as she passed, but I turned my head and shook my head.  I had no desire to taste my own jizz.  She shrugged, then hooked her fingers in the sides of her dress to pull it in place and shimmied past me.

“I’ll be back at the table,” she said.

“Great,” I said.  “See if anybody has a breath mint.”

I shut and locked the door, then sat on the toilet to take a nice after blowjob piss and talk to my old man.

“So, dad, we’ll find someone to take Boozie’s place,” I said.  “Leave it to me.”

“Okay, if you’re sure,” he said with a heavy sigh.  He sounded old and tired.  “Just make sure it’s someone we can trust.  You know the feds are still sniffing around.”

My dad had a contact on the inside of every law enforcement organization in the city.  He knew who was sniffing around, what they were sniffing around for, and who he had to pay to make things go away.

“Dad, just get some rest.  I’ll start looking around for Boozie’s replacement tomorrow.”

“Okay, son, good.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Okay, dad, goodnight.”  

I slid the cellphone into the inside pocket of my jacket and braced my elbows on my knees to finish pissing.  

I’d already set up a place in Tampa for Boozie and she’d get a nice monthly retirement payment deposited directly into her bank account until the day she died. 

The old bat would make more in retirement than 99% of other Americans made slaving at their day job.  I guess it was fair payment for putting up with my old man all these years.  

Hell, I’d only known him thirty-five years and most days, I could barely stand to be around him.  I couldn’t imagine being fucked by him for forty years.





Chapter 3: Claire

How does one go from being an undercover Vice cop to being a member of the Organized Crime Task Force?  Well, if you ask the other assholes on the team they’ll tell you that I slept my way to the top, to which I reply: if you think this is the fucking top, you need to raise the bar considerably.

This ain’t the top, bitches.  

Shit, this ain’t even the middle.

And I’d never fuck anybody just to get a job, even if that body was my hot ex-husband who knew exactly how to make my toes curl.

I graduated from NYU with a Bachelor’s Degree in Criminal Justice.  It was my intention to go on to graduate school, then to law school to become a prosecuting attorney.  I had too high of a moral compass to be a defense lawyer.  If I knew someone was guilty, I couldn’t defend them, regardless of how deep their pockets were or how entitled they were to a good defense.  

I wasn’t interested in private or corporate law, though that’s where the money was.  I wanted to prosecute bad guys.  I wanted to do my part in making the world a safer place.  

I decided to take a break from college when I was offered a job with the Police Department.  They were recruiting recent grads and one of my professors told me getting a year or two of police work under my garter belt would help me get a better handle on the justice system, which would ultimately make me a better prosecutor.

So, I entered the police academy at age twenty-two.  I wasn’t crazy about the uniform or some of the good old boys I had to deal with, but there was one instructor that caught my attention right out of the gate.

Sergeant Ed Henry was tall, lean, and handsome, with little wire-rimmed glasses that slid down to the tip of his elegant nose as he spoke.  He looked so handsome in his black uniform.  He had broad shoulders and long legs.  And when he stood just right I could tell that he was packing much more than the Glock 17 that was holstered on his hip.

He caught my eye one day and I caught his and that was all she wrote.  We had a drink after class, which led to another drink and then another.  Which led to a wild make-out session in the back seat of his squad car.  Which led to a weekend of fucking and sucking and doing anything and everything two young horny people could do to one another.  I came away from that weekend with a sore cooch and sore nipples and handcuff scrapes on my wrist.  Christ, it was fun.

I should have known better than to hook up with a fellow cop, especially one who had the reputation that Ed did, but the heart (pussy) wants what the heart (pussy) wants.  I knew he was fucking other women, but so long as he came home to me that was all right.  I figured he would be faithful when we got married.  Till then, let him sow his wild oats.

Ed and I kept our affair secret until I graduated the academy and was assigned to a precinct downtown.  Shortly thereafter, he was promoted to lieutenant and assigned to homicide uptown.  

We mainly saw each other on weekends, then on a whim a few months later, we flew to Vegas, got shitfaced drunk, and got married at the Elvis Chapel of Burning Love.

Our marriage was tumultuous, to say the least.  We both worked long, grueling hours, and to my surprise (okay, maybe not that much of a surprise) Ed continued sleeping with half the women on the force and had the other half waiting for him. 

He looked a lot like Scott Glenn in Silence of the Lambs.  

He had these brooding eyes and Kennedy jawline.  And he was a freakin’ acrobat in the bedroom.  I swear, he would pick me up and twist me around like a pretzel and have his cock in one end of me and his fingers in the other.  

We had amazing Kama Sutra level sex.  Too bad it wasn’t good enough to save the marriage.  We separated after two years, then finally got around to divorcing a year later.

Because of my degree, I was able to fast track to detective after just two years in uniform.  I got my shield and was assigned to Vice.  

If you don’t know what Vice means in police terms, it’s the division that deals with fun stuff, those human vices that someone at some point deemed immoral, illegal or not in the best interest of the community.  

Things like gambling, prostitution, drug use, or pornography typically fall under the heading of Vice.  

I always thought they should have called it the Department of Beating Your Fucking Head Against the Wall because that’s what it felt like we were doing most of the time.  

You bust one hooker and two more pop up.  

You break up one gambling ring over here and three more pop up over there.  

You bust one guy for pornography and ten of his perverted buddies come out of the woodwork.  

I hated working in Vice, mainly because the rumor was I had been hired for my physical attributes rather than by brain and investigative talents.  I’m tall, with long legs, big tits and a round ass you could bounce a quarter off of (that’s what Ed used to say, though I’m still not sure what it means).

“Next time we need someone to go undercover as a hooker, get McAfee to do it,” one wise ass said in the morning meeting.  I introduced his balls to my knee after the meeting, an act that didn’t score me too many points with the boys in the squad, but was applauded by the two other females unfortunate enough to work there.

I also felt sorry for most of the girls we busted for prostitution.  Most of them were runaways or castoffs that were peddling pussy because it was the only way they had to survive.  

Some of them reminded me of me in my younger days.  Without ambition and the chance to do something with it, there but for the grace of God go I.  

And I would have made a lousy prostitute.  

I love a good cock as well as the next gal, but I don’t have the patience to dicker over price and terms, no pun intended.

So, I put my head down and did the best job I could as a Vice cop.  And yes, I did put on a tight halter top, stiletto heels, pancake makeup, and a miniskirt that barely covered my ass a few times to go undercover.  

And though I’d never admit it to anyone, I did like how sexy wearing those slutty clothes made me feel.  

And I liked how men would literally stare at me with their mouths hanging open when they saw my big tits struggling to break free of the halter and my round ass hiking up the miniskirt.  

And my long legs, toned from running three miles a day, looked fucking killer in the fishnet stockings.  

I stopped by Ed’s place wearing the outfit one night, and even though we were still angry from the divorce, he dragged me into the bedroom and we had the best sex of our entire relationship.  

Ed just pushed the halter down around my waist so he could get to my big tits and lifted the miniskirt up over my ass.  He had my panties off before I even knew what was happening.  Then he bent me over and fucked me from behind while I held on to my ankles and tried not to scream.  

I remember looking up between my legs, seeing his long cock sliding in and out of my dripping pussy, his balls dangling and slapping against me.  I couldn’t resist reaching up and hanging on to his balls as he jackhammered into me.  Like I said, Ed was a cheating asshole, but the Kama Sutra had nothing on us. 

I still had that outfit.  Maybe I’d pull it out someday if the situation warranted.  Of course, I’d have to shave my legs and trim my cooch first.  Things have been a little slow down there, if you know what I mean. 

Anyway, back on topic…

After a couple of years in Vice, Ed stopped by my place one evening out of the blue.  I was a little surprised because Ed was supposedly in a serious relationship with a woman named Greta Vance who worked in the district attorney’s office.  

Ed never showed up at my place unless he was horny and looking to tap a little ex-wife pussy.  I was not averse to a little romp for old time sake, but when Ed came in with a serious look on his face, I knew he wasn’t there to have his pistol cleaned, so to speak.

“I have a proposition for you,” he said as he slid onto a stool at my kitchen island and waited for me to set a cold beer in front of him. 

“I thought you were seeing Greta Vance,” I said, trying to keep jealousy and condescension out of my voice.  “What’s wrong, Ed?  Can’t Greta bend over all the way and grab your balls like I can.”

He rolled his eyes.  “That’s not why I’m here,” he said, taking a sip of the cold beer and wiping his mouth on the back of his hand.  “And no, she is not as limber as you, but she is much nicer.”

“Nice never got you off, as I recall,” I said, standing across the island from him with my arms crossed over my chest.  “So, what’s up?”

He took another slow sip of beer and stared at me from over the top of the can.  His deep blue eyes bore into mine.  I always said his eyes should have been brown because he was so full of shit.  I felt my pulse quicken as I waited for him to swallow and speak.   If he wasn’t there to fuck me, what on earth did he want?

Finally, he asked, “How would you feel about getting out of Vice and coming to work for me?”

I blinked at him.  “In Homicide?”

He shook his head.  “I just got a promotion,” he said, licking foam from his lips.  “I am the head of the newly-formed Organized Crime Task Force.  I have been commanded to put together a core team of five investigators and I’d like you to be one of them.”

I narrowed my eyes at him.  “Why me?”

He shrugged noncommittally.  “Well, you can be a royal pain in the ass, but you’re also one of the best investigators on the force.  I’ve kept up with your arrest and conviction record in Vice and you have the highest conviction rate on the squad.”

“It’s not that difficult to bust hookers and johns,” I said with a sigh.  “I assume they are not the focus of your new task force.”

He shook his head.  “No, we are going after the gangs, particularly those who are operating along the docks and waterfront, smuggling in everything from dope to humans to fake purses.”  He gave me a hard look.  “And we will not discriminate.  We’ll hit the Italians, the Irish, the Russians.  We will not discriminate when it comes to assholes breaking the law.”

“And what would my role be?” I asked, feeling a little tingle of excitement working its way through my body.  I couldn’t help it.  Even though we were divorced, Ed was still one of the sexiest men I’d ever known.  And our sexual history often made it hard to concentrate on anything other than fucking him.  I felt the old familiar feeling of hotness pooling between my legs.

“You would be promoted to investigator third class, given a gold shield, and be an active member of the team.”  He finished the beer and ran his tongue across his lips.  I couldn’t help but watch his tongue slide in and out.  “You will report directly to me.  It will not be a democracy and there’ll be no special favors because of our history.  I am the boss and what I say goes.”

“Well, I’m used to that,” I said, giving him a dreamy look that did not go unnoticed.  His eyes swept across my face and he took a deep breath.  It was hard for us to be in a room alone without tearing at each other’s clothes.  I could tell he was doing his best to keep his mind on the topic at hand.

Ed cleared his throat and worked up a frown.  “So, you interested?”

I couldn’t help it.  I was about to get in the shower when he knocked on my door.  I was just wearing a bathrobe over my panties and bra.  I tugged loose the sash and let the robe fall down my arms.  Ed swallowed hard when he saw my big tits covered only by the lacy bra.  I came around the bar to stand between his knees.  I could smell the sweat forming on his upper lip.  Bless him, he was trying so hard to be good.

I cupped my hands to my breasts and cooed at him.

“I’m interested.  Are you?”

Ed slid his hands around my waist and dug his fingers into my ass cheeks.  He said, “If you come to work for me, we can’t do this anymore.”

“You sure you’re willing to make that trade?” I asked, sliding my arms around his neck and planting little kisses around his jawline.   

Ed sighed in my ear.  “I can be good if you can.”

“Oh, Ed, you know me,” I said, my tongue wetting his lips.  “I can be very, very good.” 





Chapter 4: Sean

When I graduated from Harvard with a law degree and the desire to take on the world, I had no idea that I’d end up working for my father, the notorious Irish gangster, Patsy O’Connor.  

I refer to him as “notorious Irish gangster” because that’s what the press and the cops have called him for if I could remember.  Even growing up, the neighborhood kids treated me differently just because I was the son of Patsy O’Connor.  

Even the neighborhood bullies gave me a wide path, only working up the nerve to talk to me to offer their services for protection, enforcement, or vengeance.  

If you ever need anybody’s ass kick, Sean, you just let us know.

Uh, sure.  Will do.  I mean, what do you when you’re ten years old and the bullies want to work for you.

I’m sure most kids would have thought it was cool. To me, it was just an embarrassment.  I didn’t tell anyone that I was Patsy O’Connor’s only son because I didn’t want anyone to know.  I would have preferred to fight my own battles in anonymity than to be known as “Patsy O’Connor’s boy”, the little Irish gangster of Wilford Brimley Middle School.

I’d never experienced the notorious side of Patsy O’Connor.  He was never anything but warm and kind to me.  I was the apple of his eye and I thought he hung the moon.  Period.  Of course, I had no way of knowing back then that after throwing the ball in the backyard with me he’d have to rush off to service his mistress or break some poor schmuck’s arm for not paying back money he’d been lent or paying for protection he’d been offered.  

I didn’t know exactly what my dad did for a living until I was in my teens, when my best pal Joey Boots worked up the nerve to ask what my dad did for a living.

“He’s in import/export,” I said without having a clue what that even meant.  We were probably ten or eleven, sitting on the stoop eating ice cream to battle the summer heat.

“My dad says your dad is a gangster,” Joey said.  “I mean, don’t tell your dad that my dad said that.”  He paused with tears suddenly filling his eyes.”  I wouldn’t want my dad to disappear or anything.”

I remember frowning at him like he was a dog with two heads.  The ice cream dripped down my knuckles because I wasn’t eating it fast enough.  I scowled at him. 

“What are you talking about?”

Joey looked left and right, then over his shoulder at his front door.  “My dad said there was a story in the paper about your dad being arrested for something, but he didn’t say what.”

“That’s bullshit,” I said angrily.  I had no idea if he was lying or not.  I wasn’t allowed to read the papers or watch the news.  I had never wondered why until that moment.  I must have given him a hard look because I remember the blood draining from his face as the vanilla ice cream ran down his chin.

“Hey, you’re right,” he said.  “I was just messing with you.  Come on, I’ll buy us another ice cream.”

When I asked my mom what dad did for a living she said to go ask him.  When I asked him, he just shrugged and said, “Whatever the fuck it takes to put food on the table.”

Okay, I know what you’re thinking.  How could I not know that my dad was the head of a notorious Irish gang? 

One word: denial.  

Of course, I knew it, but I refused to believe it.  To me, he was just Patsy O’Connor, the best dad in the world.  I knew there was something more to his personality, something a little dark and mysterious, but I refused to speculate on what that might be.  

It wasn’t until years later, after the dawn of the internet when I was probably sixteen or seventeen years old that I worked up the nerve to type “Patrick Patsy O’Connor” into a Yahoo search bar.

According to Yahoo, my father was a notorious (damn that word) Irish gangster who had spent most of his teenage years in detention centers because he couldn’t stay out of trouble and a good bit of his adult life in prison for the same reason.  His crimes ranged from extortion, burglary, assault and battery, racketeering, and loan sharking.   There was no mention of drugs and prostitution, so I guess he had to draw the line somewhere.

I left for college at eighteen and came home after getting my law degree at twenty-four.  My plan was to go to work for a big firm and make as much money as possible and to distance myself from my notorious father.  

When people asked if I was Patsy O’Connor’s son I would just say no and quickly change the subject. 

Then my dad showed up at my apartment late one night a few weeks after I’d moved back to the city.  I remember opening the door to find him standing there, his coat slick with rain and a look of impending doom on his face.  For a moment, I thought he was there to tell me that my mother had died.  No, he was there with news that was, in his mind at least, probably worse.

“The feds are up my ass again,” he said, sitting at the bar that separated my tiny kitchen from my tiny living room while I pulled a bottle of Irish whiskey and two tumblers from the cupboard.  He brushed the rain from his buzzed white hair and wiped his hands on his shirt.  “Motherfuckers, just won’t leave me alone.”

I stood across from him and poured two fingers of whiskey into his glass.  He downed it before I could pour mine.  He held out his glass and I filled it to the rim.

“Tell me exactly what’s going on,” I said, shooting back the whiskey and sighing as it burned its way down my throat.  I studied his eyes, wondering if this was the pivotal point in our relationship when he actually told me the truth.

“You know about my business,” he said, his voice deep and gravelly.  The older he got, the lower he spoke.  His voice had become a growl since I’d been away at college.

“Is that a question?” I asked.  “Or a statement.”

“You know what I do,” he said, taking a sip of the whiskey and wiping his lips with a knuckle.  “You’re not stupid.  I know.”

“No, I’m not stupid, dad,” I said.  “You’re in the import/export business.  The problem is the things you import and export are not exactly legal.”

He shrugged with his entire face.  He had aged substantially since I’d been away at school.  His pale, pudgy features went up and down.  

“We don’t do dope and we don’t do guns,” he said as if I should be proud that he had at least set a bar for his illegal activities.  “Mostly counterfeit goods, these days.  Knock off designer handbags and shoes coming out of China.  Some watches out of Korea.  Goddamn fake Rolexes.  Look just like the real thing.”

“So, you’re knocking off watches, purses, and shoes,” I said.  I held up my glass to toast him.  “Glad you’re not into human trafficking or anything really immoral.”

He glared at me from beneath his bushy eyebrows.  “Don’t you fucking talk down to me, boy,” he growled.  “My business put food on the table and a roof over your head since the day you were born.  And paid for that expensive law school you just had to go to.  NYU wasn’t good enough for you.  No, you had to go to fucking Harvard.”

“I appreciate everything you’ve ever done for me, dad,” I said.  “And I will pay you back, every cent.”

He waved a thick hand at me.  “Jesus, Joseph, and Mary, boy, I don’t want your fucking money.”

“Then what do you want, dad?” I asked.  “Why are you here?”

“I need you to come to work for me,” he said, pleading with his eyes.  It was the first time I’d ever seen such a helpless look on my dad’s face.  “I need you to help keep your old man out of jail.”

Over the last ten years I had managed to keep him out of jail and move him toward legitimate business interests.  He was resistant at first because the business made so much fucking money.  Incredible amounts of cash.  The kind of money that was hard to resist, even by the most moral among us, including me.

I became his corporate and private legal counsel.  I had insight into every aspect of his business, legal or not.  I finally knew after all those years exactly what my dad did for a living.  I learned every secret, business and otherwise.  

We stayed up all night, finishing that bottle of whiskey and putting a good dent in another.  He told me about every aspect of his business.  And without me asking told me about every aspect of his personal life.  He railed off a long list of women he’d slept with (other than my mother), how each relationship started and ended, how much it had cost him to get the scorned ones off his back, and most interestingly, how he had been having an affair with his secretary, Boozie, since before I was born.

Boozie Hamilton’s real name was Betty Anne Hamilton.  Dad gave her the nickname Boozie because, he said, that was how she made him feel.  Boozie.  I asked him what the fuck that meant.

“You know, boozie, like drunk,” he said, giving me a look that clearly said it was a dumb question.  “When I’m around her, she just makes me feel good, like I gotta slothful of booze.”

“Ah, I see,” I said.   At that moment in time, ten years ago, dad was fifty-eight and Boozie was older, probably already close to sixty.  She was probably 5’2 or so, a little dumpy and thick around the middle, with makeup that she applied with a trowel and a beehive haircut that she had sculpted twice a month at a salon downtown.  I could imagine what she must have looked like naked, but I was pretty sure when dad looked at her he saw the thin redhead he had started banging a decade before my birth.  

I’d seen pictures of Boozie back in the day.  She was a showgirl at a club downtown.  My dad was immediately taken with her and her with him.  The only problem was, Boozie was not the type of girl a good Catholic Irish boy took home to mother.  So, he set her up in an apartment and fucked her on the side and made her his private secretary so he could keep her close.  I would imagine in her day Boozie could have had her pick of men.  Patsy O’Connor was not the kind of man to share a mistress, so he wanted Boozie close enough to watch.  And to fuck any time the urge hit.

And now Boozie was sick and leaving and dad’s heart was breaking.  Forget that the feds still sniffed around the business-like hounds on a blood trail.  The old man wasn’t worried about that.  All he could focus on was Boozie leaving and the giant whole it was going to leave in his life.

I wasn’t overly concerned about Boozie retiring.  To the contrary, I couldn’t stand her and looked forward to the day when I came into the office without doing so under her glaring gaze.  I think Boozie saw my mother when she looked at me, and she blamed my mom for being the sole reason she had never been made Mrs. Patsy O’Connor. 

Boozie was set to leave on Friday.  Today was Monday.  My dad was walking around like a lovesick pup about to lose his litter mate. Boozie was her usual self; sitting at the desk filing her nails or touching up her makeup.  She was wearing a bad wig to cover up her balding head, courtesy of the chemo that dad was paying for.  She was a lousy receptionist and not a very nice person, but according to dad, in her day, she could suck the chrome off a trailer hitch with her lips.  Just the thought makes my skin crawl.

I was hungover, as usual.  I had fallen into the habit of spending every night at The White Rabbit until two or three in the morning and it was catching up to me.  Like my dad’s resistance to abandoning those business dealings that put millions in his pockets, I was having a hard time resisting the lure of booze, pot, pills, and pussy that The Rabbit offered.

This was not where I thought I would be ten years out of law school, but I was sleeping in a bed of my own making.  Or at least, fucking there.

I filled my coffee cup and carried it to my desk.  I tried to ignore the heavy odor of mold and mildew that perpetually hung in the air inside the ancient warehouse.  Sometimes it irked me, knowing that I could be working in a big law firm downtown with a plush office in a high-rise building.  Instead, O’Connor Import & Export was housed in an old warehouse in the waterfront district that my dad had owned forever.  

The warehouse was always stacked to the ceiling with pallets of goods that had been shipped in from China and Korea, or pallets waiting got be loaded onto a ship bound for the Orient.  

I had gone out of my way to legitimize the business and the fact that there was barely room to walk down the aisles was proof that you could build a multimillion dollar operation without crossing the line.  

Still, the old man hung refused to entirely shut down his old operation.  I knew he still had his hand in things that I didn’t know about, but he denied it to my face.  I guess it was hard for him to let go of the past, even if it meant risking twenty years in the state pen.  

I had insulated myself pretty well from that side of his operation, so even if the feds busted down the door, I had little chance of getting convicted of anything more than protecting my old man, which I could probably argue my way out of. 

The offices were on the second-floor that ran the length of the front of the warehouse.  My dad had a large office with Boozie occupying a desk just outside his door in a small lobby area.  My office was half the size of dad’s, most of it taken up with locked file cabinets containing the legitimized documents of the business’ thirty-year history.  The other documents, the ones the feds would have loved to have gotten their hands on, were locked away in a vault in another building in another part of town.  The feds would never find those documents and the day my dad died, the documents and the building they were in would mysteriously burn to the ground, with no record of ownership that could be traced back to the O’Connor family.

Along with the offices, there was a small kitchen, a single bathroom and shower, and a storage closet that held nothing more than office supplies.  

There was a conference room where The Three Stooges hung out.  The Three Stooges were two stick-thin Irishmen named Danny and Doug O’Malley, and a fat Italian who always smelled like garlic named Freddy Manicotti.  

The Stooges had been friends of dad’s since grade school.  Back in the day they were his muscle, his collectors, his enforcers.  All that shit stopped when I came onboard.  No more broken legs, no more extorting protection money, no more loan sharking.  

I had wanted to fire The Stooges but dad wouldn’t hear of it.  They were all old and fat, he said.  Who was gonna hire them to do an honest day’s work?  So, they sat in the conference room all day, drinking coffee and eating bear claws, collecting paychecks for doing nothing more than being dad’s old pals.

There is no more loyal a soul on earth than my dad, at least until you cross him or piss him off.   

I knew the feds could raid the warehouse at any time, so I made damn sure there was nothing on the premises that could get us in trouble.  Every pallet and every storage container held legal goods.  The illegal goods were stored somewhere else and I didn’t have a clue where that was.  That was dad’s bucket of shit to deal with, not mine.

“You find a replacement for Boozie yet?” dad asked, leaning in my doorway with a mug of steaming coffee in his hand.  Back in the day, there was no one tougher than Patsy O’Connor.  Now, he was a fat old man who huffed when he came up the stairs.  

He was almost sixty-eight now.  He had put on a lot of weight and was showing the tell tail signs of a long-term drinker.  He had thick bags under his eyes and tiny purple veins lining his cheeks and bulbous nose.  The middle drawer of his desk looked like a pharmacy.  He lined up the pills every morning and choked them down with a cup of coffee and a shot of whiskey.

I found it amusing and a little sad that he was so concerned that Boozie’s transition from secretary and mistress to woman of leisure in Tampa cause her as little trouble as possible.

“I’m calling an agency now,” I said as I set my coffee cup on the desk and switched on my computer.  “I’ll get someone in as quickly as possible.”

“Make sure they’re legit,” dad said, wagging a thick finger at me.  “Check references, do a background investigation.”

“Dad, she will answer the phone and type,” I said, holding out my hands.  “She will not be privy to your secrets the way Boozie was.”

“Does that mean I can’t bone her?” he asked, grinning at me.  Dad always had a gap between his front teeth that he stuck his tongue in when he grinned.

“Mom probably wouldn’t like that,” I said, fingers tapping computer keys to pull up my contact list.  I had an associate who owned a staffing agency.  I’d call him to send over a few women to interview.  I looked up at him and smiled.  “Besides, your days of boning the help are over.  That’s my job now.”

He chuckled at me.  “Yeah, like you have to time to fuck the help here.”

I picked up my coffee cup and gave him a frown.  “What does that mean?”

He let his round shoulders go up and down.  “I hear rumors.”

“Such as?”

“Word is you’re turning The White Rabbit into your own little playground,” he said.  He brought the cup to his lips and blew a cooling breath across the steaming surface and judged me with his eyes.  “Fucking girls in the restrooms.  Blowjobs under the VIP table.  Big bar tab every night.”

I gave him a smile.  “So?  Is that wrong?  We do own a piece of it, you know.”

His bushy eyebrows furrowed over his dark eyes.  “Irish Dan owns a bigger piece of it,” he said, referring to Dan Reardon, one of his old pals who truly fit the notorious Irish gangster mold.  “He would appreciate it if you found another place to hang out if all you’re there for is to fuck the paying customers.”

“I’ll keep that in mind the next time I’m butt-fucking Irish Dan’s daughter in the men’s room,” I said, picking up the phone.

“Jesus, boy, I hope you’re joking,” he said, shaking his head and making the sign of the cross on his chest.  “You don’t fuck with Irish Dan.  If he thought you were screwing his daughter he would personally chop off your dick and shove it down your throat.”

“I’ll remember that the next time she asks me to come to the restroom with her,” I said, offering him a smile.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to find you a new secretary.” 





Chapter 5: Claire

“What’s up?” I asked as I walked into Ed’s office and took a seat in front of his desk.  Lou, Lester, and Joanie were already there, as was Danzig, who was standing next to Ed’s desk with his thick arms crossed over his chest.  I caught Danzig eyeing by boobs as I sat down.  I was wearing an open-collared white blouse beneath a short black jacket.  I guess his vantage point gave him a quick look down my shirt as I sat down.  

Danzig was such a perv.  A young, very hot perv, but a perv nonetheless.  I liked the way he looked in his tight t-shirts and often admired the bulge in the front of his tight jeans, but that was as far as the attraction went.  He was not my type.  Too many muscles, too much ego.

“Have a seat,” Ed said, sitting behind his desk, stapling his fingers to his chin.  He directed Danzig to shut the door.  “We might have a way into O’Connor’s organization.”  He looked at me and smiled.  “Do you still have that old outfit you wore during your Vice undercover days?”

“Oh lord,” I said, rolling my eyes.  “Let me guess.  You want me to be a dancer at The White Rabbit.”

“Close, but no,” Ed said with a contagious smile.  The others grinned like they were all in on a joke I wasn’t privy to.  “Remember in yesterday’s meeting, we talked about Boozie Hamilton wanting to retire?  According to Lester’s source on the inside, she’d headed to Tampa for good this weekend.”

“Yeah, so?”

“So, our wiretap picked up a call this morning,” Ed said, leaning his elbows on the desk and lacing his fingers together.  “Sean O’Connor placed a call to a company called Allied Staffing and asked them to send out a few candidates to replace Boozie.”

I frowned at Ed.  “Why would he do that?”

Ed frowned back at me.  “What do you mean?”

“I mean why would he be so careless as to just hire her replacement from a staffing agency?” I asked.  I glanced over at Lester, who was sitting on the other side of Lou picking at his fingernails.  “According to your source, Lester, Boozie was a key advisor to Patsy O’Connor and knew every nuance of the business.”

“We don’t think Boozie’s replacement is going to have the same level of access,” Ed said.  “This is just a straight secretarial position, someone to answer the phone and do some typing.  I guess Sean O’Connor isn’t too worried about this new person getting into anything they aren’t supposed to, although they probably would have access to files, computers, emails.”

Danzig spoke up.  “As best we can tell, Sean has moved all illegal ops away from the offices at the warehouse.  He’s a sharp motherfucker.  Since he took over he has managed to insulate his father and himself pretty well.”

“So why are we still busting our hump trying to convict Patsy O’Connor of anything?” Joanie asked in her bored lesbian tone.  “I think we’ve missed the opportunity to catch him with his hand in the cookie jar.”

“There are just more cookie jars now,” Ed said.  “And Sean has tightened the lids on them.  Just because they’re harder to find, doesn’t mean they don’t exist.  Patsy O’Connor is a career criminal.  He can’t quit breaking the law.  It’s just not in his DNA.”

“My source says they’re still moving several millions of dollars in counterfeit goods every week through the docks,” Lester said.

“If your source is so sure, why doesn’t he give us something we can use to get a warrant?” Danzig asked as if he didn’t believe the source was as good as Lester claimed.

“He’s not in the loop anymore since Sean took over,” Lester said with a shrug of his narrow shoulders.  “He said the bees are still buzzing, he just doesn’t know where the hive is.”

“What the fuck does that even mean?” Danzig asked.

“It means go fuck yourself,” Joanie chimed in.  She frowned at Lester.  “You been talking about this source of yours for weeks.  Who is he?”

Lester shifted uneasily in his seat.  “An anonymous voice on the phone.”

“You mean like Deep Throat?” I asked, referring to the White House mole from the old movie All The President’s Men.

Lester gave me the “go fuck you” look he usually reserved for Danzig and Joanie.  He clenched his jaws and glanced at Ed.  

“The source is anonymous, but he has given us intel that we checked out to prove he is an insider at O’Connor,” Ed said, holding up a hand to shut us up.  “Let’s get back on point.”  

He let his eyes go around the room, like a teacher daring his classroom to say another word.  

He said, “I have already talked to the owner at the staffing agency that Sean O’Connor called.  He has agreed to help us.”

“How?” I asked warily, knowing by the look on Ed’s face that it would somehow involve me.

“He is going to let us send someone out to interview for the job,” Ed said, tilting his head to look at me from beneath his eyebrows.  “So, I’ll ask again.  Claire, do you still have that outfit you used to wear when you were undercover in Vice.”

I huffed out a sigh.  “Yes.”

“Good,” he said, handing me a resume for someone named Claire Goodman.  “Your interview is at three with Sean O’Connor at the warehouse.  Do your best to get the job.”





Chapter 6: Sean

I fucking hated interview potential employees, especially potential employees who were so unbelievably unqualified that I had to wonder what the staffing company was thinking in sending them over.  I had one more interview to do and if that one was a bust, I’d just give Boozie’s idiot niece the job, which is what dad wanted to do in the first place.  

Boozie’s niece Little Boots (dad gave her the nickname and I have no idea what it even means) was even higher on the dumb blonde scale than her aunt, but she had a set of killer tits and a bubble ass and called dad “Uncle Patsy” and would probably suck his cock every morning as he drank his coffee if the old man asked.  

I think dad was thinking he would just slide Little Boots (I had no idea what her real name was) into Boozie’s old place and take up with her where he and Boozie left off.  A younger, sleeker, cheaper model.

I rubbed my eyes and blew out a long breath.  I kept telling dad that times had changed.  We didn’t need a guard dog at the front desk like the old days when his shady business pals came and went with regularity.  We just needed someone to answer phones, do some filing and typing, get coffee, run errands and keep the place organized.  I’d do my whoring at The White Rabbit and dad could go home and fuck the housekeeper.  

Or mom. 

We didn’t need to do it in the office anymore.

The office was for business, not for fun.

Then I saw her standing outside my office door and all thoughts of celibacy in the office went out the window.  She was tall, with short dark hair and dark eyes, wearing a gray jacket and skirt that hugged her round hips and was cut just a hair longer than a miniskirt.  

She had on a black camisole under the short gray jacket that showed off just enough cleavage to make my mouth water.  Her face was perfect; big eyes, plump lips, a turned-up nose, and barely any makeup because she didn’t need it.  

Her legs were long and toned and tapered into a pair of perfect ankles.  She wore a pair of black heels that showed off her bright red toenails.  She tapped lightly at the doorframe and gave me a timid smile.

“Mr. O’Connor?”  She was carrying a folder in her left hand.  With her right hand, she stuck out her thumb and pointed it toward Boozie’s desk.  “The lady told me to just come on back.  I hope that’s all right.”

“Yes, it is,” I said, smiling as I came around the desk with my hand out.  “Please, come in.”

The timidity left her lips and she smiled.  She slid her hand into mine and I gave it a little shake.  Her hand was warm and soft.  I sniffed the air between us.  She smelled of soap and lilacs.  I looked down at our joined hands.  I wasn’t sure why, but I didn’t want to let it go.  I hung on to her hand until he gently tugged it away.

“Please,” I said, directing her to the chair in front of my desk.  “Have a seat.  Can I get you anything?  Coffee?  Soda?  A glass of wine, perhaps.”

She gave me a funny look and I shook my head.  “Sorry, I mean, please, have a seat.”

She sat down and made a production out of crossing her long legs.  She laced her fingers around her knee.  I sat behind the desk and tried not to look like a total idiot.  I was usually Joe Cool around the ladies.  This one had me a little frazzled, probably because I’d never expected a woman like her to walk through my door.

I worked up my best professional smile and nodded at the folder she was holding.  “So, did you bring a resume, Miss…”

“Goodman.  Claire Goodman,” she said formally.  She opened the folder and took out a single sheet of paper and slid it across the desk to me.

“Fine, just let me take a look,” I said, picking up the resume and pretending to read it.  I was having a hard time concentrating.  She was just so… distracting, without even meaning to be.  

Most of the women in my life were gold diggers and party girls I met at The White Rabbit or late night tittie bars.  I could not tell you the last time I had a real conversation with a real woman.  

My conversations usually go something like, “You wanna drink?  You wanna blow me?  You wanna fuck?”  

I wondered Claire Goodman would respond to such tawdry lines.  Not very well, I suspected.

“I have an Associate’s degree in business management, and I’ve done secretarial and administrative work for several years,” she said.  “My last job was with Global Exports, so I’m pretty familiar with your industry.  Before that, I worked for the city in the transit department.  There are references from both places at the bottom there”

“Yes, yes, I see,” I said, frowning as if in thought.  Global Exports was a small fry operation in Jersey and I couldn’t give a shit what anyone who worked for the city had to say.  I forced my eyes to focus on the paper rather than her cleavage, which kept pulling at my eye like a magnet to steel.  I looked up from the resume and smiled.  “This looks very good.  You seem well qualified.”

“Thank you,” she said.  “I’m very good with computers and most Office programs.  I’m also very good at time management, organization, scheduling…” She leaned into the desk and batted her eyelashes at me.  “I also make a mean banana muffin.”

“I do love banana muffins,” I said.  I kept smiling.  I couldn’t stop smiling.  No matter how hard I tried I couldn’t wipe the stupid smile off my face.

This girl was like a breath of fresh air, something this place – and my stale life -- could sorely use.  I picked up her resume and pretended to read it again like I was rechecking some important point.  Without looking at her, I asked, “So if you were chosen for the position (I’d like to choose a position for her) when could you start?”

“Well, since it’s already Friday afternoon, how about Monday?” she suggested, her pretty brow furrowed in thought.

“Monday will be fine,” I said, still staring at the resume without actually reading a word. “Are you busy tonight?”

I glanced up to find her frowning at me.  A look of caution washed over her pretty face.  “I’m sorry?”

I held up a hand and shook my head.  “Let me rephrase that,” I said.  “We’re having a little company get together tonight at my place.  Sort of a going away party for the lady you’ll be replacing.  I thought it might be a good chance for you to meet the rest of the crew before you start work Monday.”

Her smiled returned.  Her eyes sparkled.  “So, I got the job?”

I stood up and stuck out my hand again.  “Miss Goodman, welcome to the team.”   





Chapter 7: Claire

Despite Ed’s argument to do so, I decided not to go to the interview with Sean O’Connor dressed like a whore.  I did pull the miniskirt and red halter top out of the closet and tried them on, and I did look smoking hot thank you very much, but something told me that Sean wasn’t going to hire me based on the size of my tits and the bounce of my ass.  He might want to fuck me, yes, but would he want me working for him dressed like that?  I didn’t think so.  

Everything I knew about Sean O’Connor told me that, when he wasn’t whoring in the clubs, he was the ultimate professional in the office.  I would dress like a slut if I was approaching him at a club, but not at his office.  

So, I compromised and wore a professional gray suit which fit me perfectly in all the right places without being overtly slutty.  

I did pin the pencil skirt up a couple of inches so it fell mid-thigh rather than at my knees.  The way Sean was checking me out when I walked into the office told me I’d made the right decision to make.

The interview went faster than expected and better than I’d hoped.  The fake resume worked like a charm and Sean was clearly flirting with me throughout the interview.  If he had called the references listed there he would have been told what a valuable addition I would be to his team, but I knew he wouldn’t bother.  I had the job.  I knew it the moment I sat down and my eyes locked with his.  

I also knew that we were beginning what would be a very interesting relationship.  I couldn’t explain it, but I could just feel it in my bones.

With any luck, I could join his little team, hack into the office computers, and find evidence we could use to bring Sean and Patsy O’Connor’s playhouse tumbling down.

Sean said he would text me his address and looked forward to seeing me around eight.  I thanked him for the opportunity to work with him, shook his hand, and tried not to click my heels together as I left the room.  

I did shake my ass a little as I sashayed out the door.  I didn’t have to look over my shoulder to see if he was watching.  I could feel his eyes burning into my ass like a laser beam

I waited until I was safely in my car and headed to the station before calling Ed to let him know that I’d just gotten a job.  I did not mention that I had been invited to Sean’s apartment for a dinner party.  I’d wait and spring that one on Ed in person so he could give me the requisite lecture.

I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was a little excited about spending time with Sean O’Connor, in more ways than one. 

I knew Sean O’Connor’s invitation to a going away party for Boozie Hamilton was just a ruse to get me alone.  I knew that there would be no other guests at his apartment when I showed up, which was just fine with me.  

I knew that getting close to Sean was the key to getting the evidence we needed to bring down his father’s operation.  And the way he looked at me during the interview told me that he had one thing on his mind and that was what was between my legs.  

I had to admit, my panties were more than a little damp when I left the interview.  Criminal or not, Sean O’Connor made my blood boil like no man had before.  

The question that kept running through my mind was: how far was I willing to go to get the evidence we needed?  And exactly what would it take to get him to let his guard down?  

Would I let him kiss me?  

Would I let him touch me?  

Would I touch him?

Would I let him squeeze my nipples and slip his fingers inside my…?

Whoa there, girl…

Getting a little ahead of yourself with that one.

I knew I would be walking a fine line.  Ed reminded me of that fact a dozen times when I got to his office to tell him about my date with Sean.

“I think we should wire you up and have the team outside his apartment, just in case,” he said, giving me a hard stare as I sat across the desk, still wearing the gray suit that showed off my long legs.  His eyes followed the movement of my legs as I crossed them.

“Just in case what?” I asked, giving him a blank stare like I didn’t know what he was talking about.

He nodded at the cleavage that was peeking out over the top of my camisole.  “Just in case you need backup.”

“I don’t think I’ll need backup,” I said.  “It’s just a dinner.  I doubt he’ll reveal any deep, dark family secrets right out of the gate.”

I glanced over my shoulder.  Ed’s door was closed, but the rest of the team was watching us through the window from the squad room.  Danzig was out there, eyeing me like I was a piece of meat in a butcher shop window.

 Ed sighed and held out his hands. “Okay, let’s talk about what you can and cannot do undercover.”

“I know the rules, Ed,” I said.  “I’ve worked undercover in Vice, remember?  Don’t worry, I’m not going to mess this up.”

There were very few restrictions on how far an undercover police officer could go in the pursuit of criminal activity.  I could drink with him, dance with him, even sleep with him.  I could do pretty much anything my undercover personality would do except participate in the harming of others.  

I also knew that a good defense attorney would eat me alive on the stand if I did indeed cross that moral line because it called into question my credibility.  However, if I was able to collect solid evidence that was indisputable through my efforts, regardless of how I obtained it, the case should hold up in court.  

So, long as I didn’t infringe on his constitutional rights, I could – and would – do whatever I had to do to put the entire O’Connor clan behind bars.  

The founding fathers didn’t include anything specifically barring the fucking of a suspect in the constitution.

Was this a great country or what?





Chapter 8: Sean

My cock plumped in my pants as I watched Claire Goodman saunter her cute ass out of my office.  I licked my lips like a hungry wolf watching a lamb grazing casually in a beautiful meadow, imagining the taste of her on my lips and tongue when I went in for the kill.  

Everything about her turned me on.  

Her eyes, her lips, her tits, her ass, the way she carried herself, the way she spoke, the way her eyes lingered on mine, and how she squeezed my fingers when we shook hands.  I picked up her resume and brought it to my nose.  I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply.  I could smell faint traces of her perfume on the paper.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

I opened my eyes to see my old man standing in front of my desk with his hands on his hips and his tongue sticking through the gap in his teeth.  He rubbed a knuckle under his nose and grinned.  “You want me to leave the room so you can rub one out?”

I set the resume on the desk and rolled my eyes.  “Did you see her?”

“Oh, I saw her,” he said.  “I assume she got the job?”

“You assume correctly,” I said.  “You can rest easy now, pops.  Your new secretary starts on Monday.”

*  *  *

I glanced at my watch.  It was almost eight o’clock.  My pulse quickened knowing that Claire Goodman would be arriving soon.  

I checked my reflection in the full-length mirror mounted on the back wall of my bedroom walk-in closet.  I had on a dark navy blue Armani suit and white shirt with gold cufflinks, a gold Rolex on my left wrist and my Harvard class ring on my right hand.  I smoothed back my hair and checked my teeth.  

Not bad, I thought.  

Not bad at all.

I made sure the housekeeper left the bedroom neat and tidy (women hate a slob), then walked into the kitchen where Jean Paul, the personal chef I’d hired to prepare dinner, was putting the finishing touches on the evening meal.  

I had asked for filet mignon and whatever he could come up with to go with it.  I’m no gourmet.  I’d rather eat at Denney’s than Delmonico’s, but I wanted this dinner to be just right.  He assured me that the dinner would be delicious and impressive.  For five grand it damned well better be.

I poured myself a glass of wine and sipped it as I walked through the rest of the penthouse to make sure everything was set.  Jean Paul’s assistant was setting the table.  There was a bottle of champagne chilling on ice and little trays of hors d'oeuvres had been set out.  I wasn’t much for fancy finger foods (give me pigs in a blanket any day), but whatever the black stuff on the little crackers was, it wasn’t bad.  Beluga caviar, I think Jean Paul said.  Fishy tasting, expensive as fuck, but not bad.

In the living room, I fiddled with the fancy stereo equipment for a moment, punching buttons and turning knobs.  This fucking setup cost twenty grand and didn’t do anything my iPhone couldn’t do, other than pipe music into every room of the house.  

I flipped switches and kept pushing buttons until I finally got the Michael Buble CD to work. I turned it up just loud enough to serve as background music.  If there was dancing later, I’d turn up the music and the lights down then.

The doorbell rang precisely at eight.  I glanced at myself in the hallway mirror on my way to the front door.  Perfect.  I put my hand on the knob, quietly cleared my throat, plastered on a smile, and opened the door.

There stood Claire Goodman, radiant in a little black dress that showed off her long legs and ample cleavage and would be easy to slip out of if the night ended as I hoped it would.  

She was carrying a little clutch purse.  She held it at her crotch, between her hands, like she was protecting her pussy.  Smart girl, and nice try, but when I set my sights on a piece of pussy, I usually get my way.  When our eyes met, she smiled.

“Hi, am I on time?” she asked.

“You are,” I said, stepping aside and holding out a hand to welcome her in.  I inhaled her scent as she passed.  It was intoxicating.  My nose wanted to follow her like a bloodhound on the scent of something wonderful.  “Please, go on into the living room.”

“Am I early?” she asked when she walked into the living room to find no one else there.  She turned to give me a suspicious look.

“Well, little change of plans I’m afraid,” I said, working up a concerned look.  “Boozie wasn’t feeling well, so we had to call the whole thing off at the last minute.  She’s been undergoing chemo, you know.”

“No, I didn’t know,” she said, glancing around the room as if she thought other people might magically appear.  “So, the party is off then?”

“The party is off, but dinner is on.”

She frowned as her eyes went around my face as if looking for any signs of an evil plot that was afoot.  She clutched the little purse to her breasts as if she thought I might try to steal it. 

She said, “I’m not sure I understand.”

“The chef had already prepared a lovely dinner,” I said, pouring a glass of champagne and holding it out to her.  She didn’t take it at first.  She looked at the glass, then looked at me.  

I said, “I would hate to see so much expensive food go to waste, so I thought you and I could have dinner and get better acquainted.  That way you can hit the ground running on Monday.”

She hesitated for a second more, then took the glass of champagne and slowly brought it to her mouth.  She took a small sip and licked her lips.  

Smiling at me with her eyes, she said, “How do I know this wasn’t just a ploy to get me alone in your apartment, Mr. O’Connor?”

“Please, call me Sean.”

“How do I know this wasn’t just a ploy to get me alone in your apartment, Sean?”

I thought about feigning innocence, but what the fuck.  I didn’t give a shit about dinner.  And fuck the pretense.  What I wanted to sink my teeth into was not on Jean Paul’s menu.  It was inside that little black dress. I brought the champagne glass to my lips and gave her a “busted” roll of my eyes.

“Would that have been so terrible?” I asked.  “Wanting to have dinner with a beautiful woman?”

“It depends on where you expected things to go after dinner,” she said, giving me a stern look.  “I’m no whore, Mr. O’Connor.  You can hire me to work for you, but my pussy is not for sale.”

I nearly shot champagne through my nose.  I snorted and coughed for a moment, then wiped my mouth on the back of my hand. 

“I didn’t think you were a whore, Miss Goodman,” I said, giving her the smile that usually got the chicks in the clubs to go dreamy eyed.  It didn’t seem to have the same effect on her.  “And I certainly didn’t think your pussy was for sale.  However, if it is as remarkable as the rest of you, I am sure it would be worth every cent, regardless of cost.” 

She narrowed her beautiful eyes at me, then the hint of a smile curled at the corners of her luscious lips.  She said, “You could have just asked me out you know.”

“Would you have said yes?”

She shrugged her bare shoulders and took another sip of champagne, then said, “I guess now we’ll never know.”  





Chapter 9: Claire

The food prepared by Sean’s private chef was nothing short of amazing.  I’m usually not one for fancy food (I don’t eat what I can’t pronounce), but the filet mignon with whatever was under and on top of it was amazing.  I wasn’t a shy eater.  I cleaned my plate and had to resist swirling my finger around the plate and sticking it into my mouth, though Sean probably wouldn’t have minded.  

I could feel his eyes on me all through dinner.  He was good at flirting, dropping little innuendos and hints as we spent the hour chatting like strangers getting to know one another on a blind date.

I found him smart, charming, witty, and sexy as hell.  I had to force myself to pay attention to the conversation because he was so distracting.  My ears were trying to listen, but my mind kept wondering elsewhere.  My mouth said the words, but my lips had other things in mind.  

It’s incredibly hard to concentrate when you can feel hot juices pooling in the crotch of your black lace panties.  

Yes, I was wearing black lace panties.  

What?

They matched the dress.   

His blue eyes sparkled when he looked across the table at me.  His lips and teeth were perfect.  His eyes narrowed and his nose wrinkled when he smiled.  

The expensive suit was tailor-made to show off his round shoulders and thick arms.  It was like having dinner with a model.  I almost expected photographers to jump out and start snapping pictures. The sight of him was just icing on the cake of a wonderful meal.

“So, tell me about yourself,” he said as the dishes were cleared to make way for dessert.  

“Well, what would you like to know?” I asked.

He put his elbows on the table and spread out his hands.  “Oh, you know, the usual.  Where were you born? Did you have a happy childhood?  Did you come from a big family?  Have you ever been married?  Are you seeing anyone now?”

“That’s quite a list,” I said, dabbing a napkin to my lips.  The trick to being an effective undercover cop was to use as much truth as possible without giving yourself away because the truth was easier to keep up with than lies.  So, I told him my life story without mentioning that I was a cop.

I propped my elbows on the table and rested my chin on one hand.  “Well, let’s see.  I was born in Ohio.  I had a very happy childhood.  I come from a large family, three brothers, and three sisters.  I was married once when I was young and stupid.  Divorced after a couple of years.”  I took a comical deep breath.  “Anything else?”

He spread his hands again.  “You forgot to answer the last question.”

“Which was?”

“Are you seeing anyone now?”

I slowly shook my head.  “No.  I’m not seeing anyone now.”  I picked up my wine glass and leaned back to take a sip.  “What about you?  What’s your life story?”

Sean picked up his glass and leaned back, mirroring my posture.  Our bodies seemed to have their own silent conversation going, apart from our brains.  Sean took a long sip of wine and slowly licked his lips.  My eyes focused on his tongue as it worked its way around.

“Well, let’s see.  I grew up right here in the city, the only child of a close-knit Irish couple.  My dad was an old school Irish businessman.  We had money but didn’t show it off.  Happy childhood, no therapy required.  High school athlete, college at NYU, law degree from Harvard, and here we are.”

“Wow,” I said, leaning into the table again and sounding impressed.  “You have a law degree from Harvard.  Why aren’t you practicing at some big law firm rather than working at an import/export business?”  I saw his face darken a little at the question.  “I mean, I didn’t mean to be condescending, I was just…”

“It’s all right,” he said, patting the air with his palms.  “I had planned to work at a big firm, but my dad needed help with the business.  As I said, we’re a close-knit family.  He needed my help and I could not turn him down.”

“That’s admirable,” I said, meaning it.  “Putting your plans on hold to help your dad.”

“It’s what good Irish sons do,” he said, taking on a thick Irish brogue.  He held up his wine glass.  “Lest the good Irish guilt descend upon thee.”

I smiled and held up my glass.  Taking a sip, I asked, “Do you ever regret your decision?”

He drained his glass and shrugged.  “Regret is for people who had options.”  

“What does that mean?” 

Before he could answer, the server returned with dessert; a huge slice of cheesecake covered in fresh strawberries and drizzled with chocolate.  I licked my lips and picked up my fork.  

“I hope you like cheesecake,” Sean said.

“Yes, this looks wonderful.”  

“Please, eat, enjoy,” Sean said.  He glanced at the empty glass in his hand.  “We need another bottle of wine.”  

He got up to follow the server into the kitchen.  A few minutes later I heard the front door open and close just as Sean was returning with a fresh bottle of wine.

“Did someone leave?” I asked.

“I told Jean Paul he could go,” he said, refilling my glass, then his.  He set the wine bottle in the ice bucket on the side server and sat back down.  He took a bite of his dessert and smiled at me as he licked his lips.  

He said, “I told him I could take it from here.” 





Chapter 10: Claire

By the time dessert was gone, so was the second bottle of wine.  I was a little drunk, but not as drunk as I pretended to be in front of Sean.  I laughed a little louder and longer, spoke a little slower, tripped over a few words here and there, and gave him dreamy looks that were meant to be seductive.  It had been so long since I had flirted with a man I wasn’t even sure that I was doing it right.

If Sean was tipsy, it didn’t show.  He was smooth as silk, his speech clear and deliberate.   His blue eyes were clear and bright.  I loved the way he looked at me.  I’d never felt more desirable.

After dinner, we took our wine glasses into the living room.  Sean’s penthouse looked out over the city from the thirtieth floor.  He had the balcony doors open.  A gentle breeze rustled the sheer curtains at the sides of the doors.

As Sean fiddled with the stereo, I stepped out into the night air and leaned against the railing.  I sipped the wine and looked out over the city.  The street below was heavy with traffic that I could barely hear.  The stars in the dark sky above looked closer than I’d ever seen them.  It was as if we were on a cloud, floating high above the city.

So, this was how the other half lived.  Proof of what I already knew: crime does pay.  And when you’re Sean O’Connor it pays very well.

“Beautiful night,” Sean said, stepping out to stand next to me. 

“Yes, it is,” I said, lifting my chin to breath in the cool night air.  “Fall is in the air.”

“Are you chilly,” he asked, putting his hand on my arm.

“Just a little,” I said.  “But I’m fine.”

“Here,” he said, peeling off his jacket and putting it around my shoulders.  It was like a warm blanket going around me.  I could smell his cologne on the jacket.  I turned to face him as he tugged the jacket around me.  His fingertips brushed against my neck.  A little jolt of static electricity shot down my neck and arced its way across my nipples and down to my clit.  My panties grew hot and moist between my legs.  My knees felt weak. Maybe I was drunker than I thought.  And much hornier.

“Thank you,” I said softly, glancing up into his eyes.

“Better?” he asked.

“Yes,” I sighed as he slid his arms inside the jacket, going around my waist.  “Much better.”

“Good.”  

“Good,” I sighed.

Without another word, he pulled me close.  My body melted into his.  I could feel his cock growing as it pressed against my thigh.  

I lifted my chin and opened my mouth a little.  

He pressed his lips to mine.  

His tongue slid into my mouth.  

His hands moved to my ass.  

He dug his fingers into my ass and ground my cunt into his cock.

I closed my eyes and sighed into his mouth.

Ed would have been furious if he had known that I was in Sean O’Connor’s arms.

Joanie would have called me an idiot and a slut.

Danzig would have been jealous.

Lou and Lester would have reminded Ed yet again that women had no place in undercover police work.

I’d say fuck them all.

I was just taking one for the team. 

 


Chapter 11: Claire

Suddenly, there was no one else in the world but me and Sean O’Connor.  The street below and the stars above seemed to fade away in the darkness.   All I could see was his face.  All I could feel were his hands on my body.  All I could taste what his tongue in my mouth.  

My brain was screaming, commanding me to pull away and run. 

The rest of my body, the fun parts, the parts that didn’t get to come out and play very often, were telling my brain to fuck off.  

I could satisfy my lust and still do my job.  

I could sleep with Sean O’Connor and still be objective. 

I was playing a role, I told myself.

This wasn’t real.

I was not Claire McAfee, undercover police detective.

I was Claire Goodman, horny secretary.

Even with the alcohol running through my veins I knew I was trying to rationalize the irrational, but I was too caught up in the moment to care. 

Slowly, the internal argument going on inside me started to fade away, as if someone was turning the volume down while turning the heat up.

As Sean pressed his lips to mine and probed my mouth with his tongue, as his fingers worked the zipper on the back of my dress with surprising skill, I knew I had about three seconds to either push him away or just give in.  

Three… two… one… shit…

The zipper slid slowly down my back.  Sean pushed the little black dress down over my ass and let it slide down my legs, leaving me wearing the black lacy bra and panties with his jacket still over my shoulders.

“You’re beautiful, Claire,” he said, moving his lips to my ear, tracing little circles around the rim with his tongue.  “And so, fucking sexy.”

His fingers quickly had the bra unhooked.  It slid down my arms and he brought his hands to my tits, gently massaging the fleshy globes, rolling my thick nipples between his fingers.  I gasped at the sweet pain.

My hands were on his waist, fingers digging into his sides as he kissed me again.  I could feel his cock hard against my cunt, poking into me, demanding to be set free.  I slid my palm over his cock beneath the fabric of his expensive pants and rubbed up and down.  He moaned in my ear as his cock hardened beneath my hand.

He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of my panties and slid them down my legs.  He grabbed onto my hips and pulled me into his cock. I could feel the hot juices running down the insides of my thighs.  I was probably staining his pants, but he didn’t seem to care. 

“Let’s go inside,” he said, sliding his hands around my ass cheeks and lifting me up.  “I want to taste your sweet pussy on my lips.  I want to feel my cock inside you.”

The jacket fell to the floor as I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist, naked except for the pair of stiletto heels.

“Yes, please,” I sighed, nibbling at his ear.  “Take me inside and fuck me.” 

Before I change my mind… 

*  *  *

Sean carried me into his bedroom and gently lay me down on his king-sized bed.  I lay back on the pillows and massaged my tits as I watched him undress.  He stood at the foot of the bed, smiling down at me, as he did a slow striptease.

Sean was in no hurry, so unlike Ed, who was a lover of the “wham bam thank you, ma’am” variety.  He was like SWAT: get in, get out, go for coffee, brag to your friends.  

Sean took his time, even though his eyes were fixed on my pussy the entire time he undressed.  I spread my legs wide to give him a good look at what was waiting for him.  

My pussy was pink and glistening with hot moisture.  I slid a finger between my folds, then rubbed the juices around my clit.  I nearly made myself cum.  I pulled my hands back to my breasts.  I wanted him to make me cum.  I wanted his fingers inside me, his lips on my clit, his tongue licking and sucking and swallowing every drop of my juice.

Sean smiled when he saw the shudder go through me.  He licked his lips as his fingers slowly undid the buttons, then he pushed the white shirt off his shoulders to reveal the chiseled, lean physique of someone who spent way more time in the gym than I did.  His shoulders were round and his chest was hairless and thick.  His arms rippled with lean muscle.  My eyes drank him in like a hot toddy.  I couldn’t wait to have my lips on his skin.

“Your cock,” I moaned, teeth digging into my lower lip as I eyed the large bulge in his pants.  “Show me your cock.”

Sean unbuckled his belt and unbuttoned his pants.  He slid his pants and underwear down his legs.  His veiny cock sprang out, long and thick, jutting from a thick patch of neatly trimmed curls.  The head was like a purple mushroom.  He took his cock in his hand and stroked it for a minute as he smiled down at me.

“Is this what you wanted to see?” he asked, stroking his cock to full length, squeezing the head to make it bloom even larger.  “Do you want my cock, Claire?”

I moaned my answer.  “Yes, I want your cock.”

“Where do you want my cock?”

“In my hand,” I sighed, reaching for him.  “In my mouth.”

“And do you want my lips on your pussy?”

“Yes… please… let me suck you…”

Sean slid onto the bed in the opposite direction.  I slid down off the pillows.  He straddled my face so his long cock dangled before my lips, then he leaned forward until his mouth hovered over my soaking pussy.  A little sixty-nine on a first date.  Wow.  This was a first.  I hoped it wouldn’t be the last.

I wrapped my fingers around Sean’s upside-down cock and pulled it toward my mouth.  I lifted my head and stuck out my tongue.  I swirled my tongue along the underside of his cock and he moaned.  When he lowered his lips to my pussy, I moaned even louder.

I took two inches of Sean’s cock into my mouth and sucked on it as I pumped the shaft with my hand.  His cock tasted like soap.  Little drops of pre-cum washed across my tongue.  I put my hands around Sean’s waist to grab his ass, then prompted him to lower his hips, pushing more of his cock into my mouth.  When the head of his cock hit the back of my throat, I dug my fingers into his ass and prompted him to move his hips up and down, mouthfucking me as he sucked at my pussy.

Sean took my clit between his lips and sucked it like hard candy, shooting shockwaves through my body.  With his tongue on my clit, he had the fingers of one hand sliding in and out of my pussy as the slick fingers of his other explored my ass.  Such coordination…  He could probably juggle, dance, and whistle Dixie at the same time.

I felt his cock jerk in my mouth and knew Sean was getting ready to cum.  He quickly pulled away and got off the bed.  

“I want to feel my hard cock inside your tight pussy,” he said, moving to stand at the side of the bed.  He grabbed my hips to turn me around sideways on the bed and pulled me toward him.  

With my ass at the edge of the bed, Sean took my ankles in his hands and brought them up to rest on his shoulders, giving him a direct path to my pussy, which was overflowing like a volcano.  

I could feel the juices running down my taint and into my asshole.  I felt as if my entire body was melting from the inside out.

He moved closer until the head of his cock was at my hole.  He took his cock in one hand and swirled it around my pussy, lubing himself, making his entry easier.

“God… Sean…  Fuck me…” I begged, squeezing my tits and beckoning him with my eyes. 

“You want my big cock inside your sweet pussy?” he asked, teasing me with the head.

“Yes… please…”

“Tell me,” he said.  “Tell me what you want.”

“I want your big cock inside my pussy,” I moaned.  “I want you to hammer me… hard… fast… god… please… hurry.”

Sean gave me an evil grin and pushed the head of his cock inside me.  My breath rushed from my lungs as he thrust in hard, shoving his thick cock inside me until it hit my innermost wall.  He grabbed onto my ankles and did as I asked.  He hammered his cock into me, pummeling me hard and fast, fully, making my tits bounce on my chest and the headboard slam into the wall.

“Is that what you want?” he asked, panting the words.

“Yes… Jesus… yes… fuck… me…”

Sean’s thrusts made my entire body shake.  I could feel the fire burning through me, from my pussy to my brain.  I dug my fingers into my tits and gritted my teeth.

“I’m… cumming… of… fuck… I’m cumming…”

Sean quickened his pace, ramming his thick cock into me, moaning loudly with each thrust.  “I’m… cumming… oh… god…”

I screamed his name as the best orgasm of my life ripped through me.  I could feel him everywhere; in my pussy, in my chest, in my throat.  I gushed hot juices over him, drenching my cunt and his cock and the bed beneath me.  The orgasm seemed to last forever as wave after wave of my pussy gushed like rogue waves into the shore.

I opened my eyes to watch Sean cum.  His eyes were closed.  His mouth hung open.  He was panting like a dog.  The thick muscles across his shoulders blew up like balloons as he gave me one last thrust and filled my cunt with his hot milky seed.  It was so warm and wet, filling me with a sensation I hadn’t felt in a very long time.

After a moment, Sean’s muscles relaxed and he opened his eyes.

He smiled at me.

I smiled back.

He might be a criminal, but Sean O’Connor was the best fuck I’d ever had.

Too bad I had to put him in jail.

 

 





Chapter 12: Claire

Sean was lying on top of me, grinning, rubbing the tip of his nose to mine.  “You are amazing,” he said, gazing into my eyes.  “I’m so glad you walked into my office.”

“Me, too,” I said, sighing into his mouth.  “I assume this does not affect our working relationship.”

He smiled.  “Not at all.  I can separate my personal and business lives.  Can you?”

“I can,” I said.  The lie rolled off my lips like butter.

His eyes drifted around my face.  “Can you spend the night?”

I had my arms around his waist and my legs around his ass.  His deflated cock was rubbing against my cunt.  We had made a mess, but neither of us seemed to care.

“You want me to spend the night?” I asked, giving him a little smile.  “I thought guys just wanted to fuck and be left alone?”

“I’m not most guys,” he said, kissing the tip of my nose.  “It’s up to you.  But you’re more than welcome to stay.  Tomorrow’s Saturday.  We can sleep late, go out for breakfast.  Or stay right here the whole weekend.”

“Well, I don’t know… I mean…”  

“It’s settled then,” he said, kissing me again, long and slow, tongues circling.  “You’ll stay.”

“Yes,” I sighed.  “I’ll stay.”

*  *  *

I closed my eyes and snuggled in under Sean’s arm with my cheek resting on his muscular chest and my finger drawing circles around his nipple.  I didn’t move until I felt his chest rising and falling steadily.  He began to snore softly.  I rolled away from under his arm.  He shifted to one side and put an arm over his eyes.  After a moment, he began to snore again.

I waited nearly an hour before slipping out of bed and tiptoeing through the dark penthouse.  I could barely believe that I was walking around naked in Sean O’Connor’s place.  I resisted the urge to open drawers and look in closets.  I knew Sean was too smart to have anything in the apartment that would tie him to illegal activities, so I didn’t waste my time.

I found my purse on the dining room table.  I crept into the bathroom and locked door, then sat on the toilet to take a good long pee.  My cooch was a sticky mess.  I reeked of sex.  I’d find a washcloth in a moment and clean myself off.  

First, I had to text Ed.  I knew he was probably bouncing off the walls.  The last thing I needed was for Ed to overreact and bust down the door only to find Sean asleep in bed and me naked, pissing on the toilet.

I took out the burner phone belonging to Claire Goodman and texted the contact listed as MOM.

I typed in: All’s well. Call soon.  Send. 

Even though it was nearly one in the morning, Ed immediately texted back.

Where are you? What are you doing?

I typed in: Sitting on the toilet. Peeing. Talk soon.  Good night.

I turned off the phone before Ed could text back. 

I knew he could track the phone on his computer.

He was probably sitting at home right now, in his boxer shorts, with Greta Vann snoring in the bed beside him, staring at a computer screen wondering what the hell I was still doing in Sean O’Connor’s apartment at one in the morning.

I could only imagine the size of the brick he was shitting. 

For some reason, the thought made me smile.





Chapter 13: Sean

The sun beaming through the penthouse bedroom’s wall of windows woke me just after eight on Saturday morning.  I rubbed my eyes and yawned as I rolled over to say good morning to Claire.  

I’d dreamt of her all night long, replaying our sexual romp on an endless loop in my head.  I wasn’t surprised to find that I had woken up with my cock so hard it literally ached.  I hoped she liked morning sex as much as I did.

Sadly, I discovered that I would have to wait to find out because she was not in the bed beside me.  I pushed up onto my elbows and listened for a moment, thinking that maybe she was in the shower, but the apartment was dead quiet.  Her side of the bed had been slept in, but the sheet was cold, so she’d been gone for a while.

I called out to her but got no reply.  I eased back on the pillows and sighed.  I could only suppose that she had gone home sometime in the night.

Oh well.  I had a raging hard-on and a very active imagination.  I closed my eyes, wrapped my fingers around my cock, and let the movie of the night before replay in my mind.

It didn’t take long.  I blew my load quickly, covering my hand and stomach with my milky goo.  I grunted a little as I got out of bed and walked to the bathroom with my sticky hand out.  

When I opened the bathroom door, I smiled.

Written on the mirror in red lipstick, was a phone number and the words “CALL ME!”.  

She had dotted the exclamation point with a little heart.  

Cute.

And very sexy.





Chapter 14: Claire

Ed was sitting across the little coffee shop table, glaring at me as he stuffed half a powdered donut into his mouth.  He shook his head and spat crumbs as he spoke. 

“I can’t believe you,” he said.  “What the fuck are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that I’m getting into Sean O’Connor’s inner circle pretty fucking quickly,” I said, leaning in and lowered my voice.

“By fucking him?”  He picked up his coffee cup and shook his head before taking a sip.  “Unfucking believable, Claire.  You have compromised the entire operation because you can’t keep your fucking hormones in check.”

“I haven’t jeopardized a fucking thing,” I said, forgetting to control the level of my voice in the small shop.  Several customers glanced my way, then shook their heads in disgust at the girl with the muck mouth and went back to their coffee and donuts.

The truth was, I may not have jeopardized the operation, but I’d certainly added a new level of difficulty to it.  Now we needed iron-clad evidence to convict the O’Connor crew, but the Catch 22 was that we would have probably never found such evidence if I hadn’t, to quote Ed, “fucked my way to the inside”.  

Circumstantial evidence would get us nowhere now.  

Then again, nowhere is where we had been for months.

“Look, he trusts me now,” I said.  “He will let me into his apartment and into his office, and eventually into his confidence.”

“And into his bed,” Ed growled.  His nostrils flared like an angry bull’s.  “I don’t like this, Claire.  I don’t like it one goddamned bit.”

“Relax,” I said, picking up my coffee cup and holding it between my hands.  I smiled at him.  “You’re not jealous, are you?”

“What?  No, fuck no,” he said, scolding me with his eyes.  “You’re free to fuck whomever you like, Claire.  I would just prefer you not fuck someone we’re trying to put in jail.”

“I hear you, Ed,” I said, giving him a nod.  “I won’t fuck this up.”

“Just don’t let the lure of Sean O’Connor’s cock blind you from the fact that he is a fucking criminal.  He is breaking the law and needs to be in jail.”

“I have not been blinded by his cock,” I said.  I took a little sip of coffee and sighed happily.  “Although, there was one point there when his cock did almost hit me in the eye.”

“Jesus fuckin’ Christ will you shut the fuck up,” he said, making a face that looked like he was about to puke.  “I don’t need to hear this.”

“What’s wrong, Ed,” I asked, lips pouting.  “Doesn’t Greta suck your cock?”

“She sucks my cock just fine,” he said.  He reached across the table and took the sugar donut that was sitting untouched in front of me.  He tore the donut in half and shoved one-half into his mouth.  He licked the powdered sugar from his lips.  

He asked, “So, what’s your plan?”

“My plan is to go to work on Monday and see what I can find,” I said with a shrug.  “If there is a trace of evidence in the place, I intend to find it.”

“I’d like for you to plant bugs in his apartment and at the office,” he said.  “I’ll get them to you on Monday.”

“You’re such a pervert,” I said, scolding him with my eyes.

“And you’re such a slut,” he shot back, grinning.  “I’ve heard you cum before.  I won’t be shocked.”

“No, but the rest of the team will be,” I said.  “Can you imagine what Danzig would do with that little sound bite?”

He shoved the rest of the donut into his mouth and grinned.  “True.  Maybe you should learn to cum quieter.”

“Maybe you should forget the idea of putting a bug in his bedroom.”

“Oh, that reminds me… I brought you this.”  He reached inside his jacket.  His hand came out holding what looked like a small USB drive the size of a postage stamp.  “Plug this into his computer and we can get access to everything on the computer and anything stored on their network.”

I took the USB drive and held it between two fingers.  “How does this work exactly?”

“When you have the opportunity, call the office and get on the phone with Robby, the IT guy.  He will have you stick this in O’Connor’s computer, type in a code, then he can connect to the computer remotely and install a piece of software that will let us have unlimited access to all files on their network.”

“Ah, okay, I can do that,” I said, slipping the USB drive into my purse.  

“Just be careful,” Ed said seriously.  “You may think you have an in with Sean, but don’t forget his old man and his goons hang out at that office, too.  If you get caught doing something by Sean, you can probably fuck your way out of it, but if Patsy or the goons catch you, well, your life could be in danger.”

“I know,” I said, a little too casually for Ed.

“Claire, listen to me.  This is serious.”

“I know that.”

“These are violent felons.  They have hurt people. Maybe even killed people.  I doubt they’d hesitate to do the same thing to you.”

“I know,” I said.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll be careful.”

My burner phone buzzed and danced across the table.  I picked it up and looked at the number.  I waved the phone at Ed and took a deep breath.

“It’s him.”

“Okay,” Ed said, pushing himself away from the table.  “Be careful, Claire.  I don’t wanna lose you.” 

“Aw, that’s sweet,” I said.  I held up the phone. “Now fuck off.  I have to take this call.” 





Chapter 15: Sean

I held my breath as the phone rang, hoping that Claire had given me her real phone number and not the number to some pizza joint as a joke, as I had done to a number of girls who had asked for my number (I know, I’m an asshole).  

On the fifth ring (yes, I was counting), she answered the phone and I released the breath that I’d been holding in my lungs.

“Hello there,” she said, her voice sultry in my ear.  “Did you finally wake up?”

“I did,” I gushed.  I shook my head at the sound of my voice.  I sounded like a fucking squeaky-voiced teenager. What the fuck was this woman doing to me?  I cleared my throat and deepened my voice.  “I was disappointed that you had left.  I woke up with a very big surprise for you.”

She giggled in my ear.  “I’m sorry I missed it.  I’m an early riser and I realized I only had that little black dress there, so I just came home to shower and put on some fresh clothes.  You left a mess down there, Mr. O’Connor.”

“I would have been happy to help you clean that up, Miss Goodman.”

“I’m sure you would have.”  I could tell by her voice that she was smiling.  “Maybe next time you can give me a hand.”

Maybe next time… uh… hell yes…

Trying not to sound desperate for company, I asked, “So, what are you up to this weekend?” 

“Well, I have some shopping to do this morning, but I’m free later on today.  Why do you ask?”

“Well, I am driving out to the country this afternoon to take a look at some property I’m thinking about buying.  I was hoping you might like to come along for the ride.”

She hesitated for a second.  I thought I was about to be turned down for the first time in my life.  I wasn’t used to being the one doing the chasing.  Women normally flocked to me.  It was an odd feeling.  I wasn’t sure if I liked it or not.  I just knew I liked her.

“Okay, sounds like fun.  I’ll text you my address,” she finally said.

“Excellent.  I’ll pick you up around two.”

“Perfect,” she said, cooing the word in my ear.

“Okay.  Great.” I said.  “See you then.”

*  *  *

I had several cars in the underground garage beneath the building where I lived.  I called down and had the valet bring around my 1975 Mercedes 400 SL red convertible that I rarely got to drive.  It was a beautiful day, so I put the top down, donned my Raybans, and drove across town to pick Claire up at her apartment.  She was standing on the sidewalk waiting.  When she saw me and the car, her face broke into a big smile.

“Wow, what a cool car,” she said, sliding into the passenger seat.  “I didn’t know we’d be going in a convertible.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said.  “I can put the top up if you like.”

“No way,” she said, sliding on a pair of dark sunglasses.  She rubbed her hands through her short hair.  “I have perfect convertible hair.  Let’s go!”

I smiled at her like a lovesick pup.  She smiled back, then turned to strap in.  I waited until she was buckled up, then put the car into gear and pulled away from the curb.

I glanced at her from the corner of my eye and smiled.

I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt so content. 





Chapter 16: Claire

We drove for nearly two hours on the interstate, heading south out of the city, then Sean took an exit that turned onto a narrow two lane country road and we drove for another thirty minutes.  

For a just a brief moment, it occurred to me that Sean might have found out that I was a cop and was taking me out to the country to put a bullet in my head.   

I know, I watched too many episodes of The Sopranos.  

I knew exactly what he wanted to put in me and it wasn’t a bullet.

Besides, if he found out I was a cop he would have just shunned me, not killed me.  I pushed the thought out of my head and settled in for the ride.  I wasn’t the least bit afraid of Sean.  To the contrary, with my hand resting on his on the console between us, I felt completely safe at his side.

We chatted as we drove and the more we talked, the more I grew to like him, even though I told myself not to get too close.  

He’s a criminal, Claire.  

He breaks the law.  

You’re going to put him behind bars.  

Don’t get too attached.

Focus, Claire.  Focus…

Along the way, we talked about places we’d been and places we wanted to go.  We talked more about our families, swapped stories about our parents and our upbringing.  I noticed the respect in his voice when he talked about his dad.  It was easy to tell that Sean loved Patsy O’Connor despite his crimes and shortcomings.  It was also clear why he got involved in the family business when he had so many other opportunities available to him.  

Sean O’Connor was a loyal Irish son.  He would do anything for his father, including, I suspected, break the law.

We eventually stopped on the side of a dirt road next to a rolling field of tall grass that went on as far as the eye could see.  

“This is it,” Sean said, shutting off the engine and opening his door.  He came around to open my door, then extended a hand to help me out.  He closed the door and we both leaned back against the car to look out over the pristine landscape.  It reminded me of an oil painting I’d once seen.

“It’s beautiful,” I said, lifting my sunglasses to the top of my head.  “What do you plan on doing with it?”

“You see that hill?” he asked as he slid his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close.  “I am going to build my dream home on that spot.”

I frowned at him.  “Really?  I thought you would probably say that you were going to build a subdivision or something and make a bunch of money off it.”

He shook his head.  “No, I’ll probably spend a bunch of money getting exactly what I want, but there will be no development and no neighbors.  My house will be in the middle of twenty acres and the nearest neighbor will be five miles away.”

I watched his face as he talked about building his home on the hill.  His eyes were animated, excited, as if he could already see the home sitting there.  He told me everything he planned to do, talking with his hands.  

“There will be a big farm house there on the hill with a pool and tennis courts out back, a barn over to that side, stables for horses over there, maybe a few cows and goats.”

“Goats?” I asked, looking at him sideways.

He smiled.  “Goats eat grass, they will help keep the pastures cut.”

“Ah.  Look at you, Farmer Brown.”  

“That’s me,” he said with a sigh.  “Farmer Sean Brown.”

“And when do you plan on building your house here?”

The smile faded from his lips.  He let the arm drop from around my shoulders so he could fold his arms over his chest.  “No idea.  At least not until I can convince my dad to retire.”

“You want him to retire?”

He stared into the distance as he spoke.  “Yes. I’ve been trying to get him to retire for years.  As soon as he does, I’ll arrange the sale of his business and he and mom will have a nice nest egg to carry with them to Florida or wherever they decide to go.”

“And what will you do?”

He shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Practice law, maybe.  Do what I was meant to do in the first place.”

I tried to study his face without staring.  I asked, “So you want to sell the business?  I assumed it made you a fortune.”

“The business does very well, but it’s not my business.  It belongs to my dad.  It’s never been mine.  I take a nice salary, but I don’t own any part of it.”

“I get the feeling that you don’t like the business very much.”

He gave me a little sideways smile.  “Between you and me, Claire, I hate the fucking business.  I’m only involved because dad needed my help.  Now I virtually run the place.  Without me, it would go under.  I can’t let that happen.  Dad’s worked too hard.  His whole life is tied up in the place.”

“I had no idea,” I said quietly.  

“Don’t worry,” he said, bumping me with his elbow.  “I’ll need a great secretary to keep me straight if I open a law office.”

“That’s nice to know,” I said absently.  

My mind began to race.  How was he going to sell a business that ran illegal goods in and out of the port?  Unless he had managed to separate the bad from the good, as Lester’s source had suggested.

“Are you sorry that you took over the business?” I asked.  I looped my arm through his and put my head on his shoulder.  I wasn’t sure why, but I suddenly felt sorry for him.  Maybe he wasn’t a criminal after all.  Maybe he was just a good son put in a bad situation out of loyalty to his father.  Still, that didn’t matter.  If he was breaking the law he was just as guilty as his father.

“Sometimes I regret getting involved,” he said, taking a deep breath and blowing it out slowly.  “But that’s what good Irish sons do.”  

“You really are a good son,” I said, reaching up to kiss his cheek.

“Thanks,” he said, finally smiling.  He held out his hand.  “Come on.  Let me show you where the bedroom is going to be.” 





Chapter 17: Claire

Monday morning came too soon.  I’d spent much of the weekend with Sean, getting to know him better, looking for any hint that he was doing something he shouldn’t have been doing, any sign that he wasn’t the man he was presenting himself to be.  

I was starting to think that he was either the best liar in the world or totally innocent of any wrongdoing.  Or maybe the truth lay somewhere in between.  No matter, I had to find out the truth.  That’s why I was there, I kept reminding myself.  That was my job.

We had checked into a little roadside motel after checking out his property and spent the rest of the day and night exploring each other’s bodies.  Our lovemaking ran the gamut from total abandon to gentle tenderness wet and wild in the shower.  I got to know every inch of Sean O’Connor and he got to know every inch of me… well, of Claire Goodman.

He dropped me back at my apartment on Sunday afternoon and gave me permission to come in late on Monday.  I accepted his offer not because I was worn out from our sexual Olympics, but because Ed wanted to meet with me before I went to Sean’s office.

Ed showed up at my door before eight o’clock with Robbie the department’s IT guy in tow.  He grunted a good morning and handed me a cup of Starbucks coffee.  

“Three sugars, no cream,” he said, walking into my living room and sitting down without being invited to do so.  He nodded at Robbie, who was carrying a small computer bag.  Robbie sat on the couch and set the bag between his feet, then unzipped the bag and started unpacking its contents on the coffee table.

Ed said, “We brought the bugs for you.”

“Thanks,” I said, sitting on the other end of the sofa.  I pried the lid off the coffee and took a careful sip.  Ed was staring at me.  I could tell he was not happy.

“How was your weekend?” he asked.

“Fine.  How was yours?”

“Fine,” he took a sip of his coffee and let his eyes drift around the room.  “I noticed you were out of the city this weekend.”

My lips froze on the rim of the cup.  “How did you…”

“He’s tracking your burner phone,” Robbie said matter-of-factly as he lined up what looked like a dozen small watch batteries on the table in front of him.  He picked up one and handed it to me.  “There are the bugs, wireless, of course.  All you have to do is peel the tape off the back and stick them wherever.  Under a desk, behind a lamp, on a picture frame...”

“Behind a headboard,” Ed said, his eyes still avoiding mine.

“Right, just stick them in place and I can remotely activate them,” Robbie said.  He carefully took the bug out of my fingers like he thought I might drop it and set it on the table with the others.  “Do you have the USB stick?”

My purse was on the floor next to the coffee table.  I reached inside to get the tiny USB stick Ed had given me a few days before.  I handed it to Robbie.

“Okay, all you have to do is stick this in any computer on the network and type in the code I give you,” he said, holding up the stick between two fingers and shaking it at me.  “It takes about thirty seconds to activate and connect after you type in the code, so make sure you give yourself time.”

“Okay,” I said.  I held out my hand and Robbie set the stick into my palm.  I dropped it back in the purse and picked up the coffee cup.  Ed was giving me a hard stare now.  I liked it better when he wouldn’t look at me.  I didn’t want to get into anything in front of Robbie, so I just shrugged my eyebrows at him.

“That it?” I asked, glancing at my watch.  “I need to get ready for work.”

“That’s it,” Ed said, getting to his feet.  He waited for Robbie to pack the little bugs into a plastic container and hand them to me.  Robbie slipped the computer bag over his shoulder and started toward the door.

Ed followed him, then turned back to me and lowered his voice.  “You be careful today.”

“I will,” I said, putting a hand on his arm.  “Don’t worry.”

“I am worried,” he said.  “I’m worried you are getting too close to the suspect.”

I wanted to tell him to mind his own fucking business, then remembered that Sean was his fucking business.  

And so was I.  

I gave him a reassuring look.

“I’m getting right where I need to be to nail the mother fucker,” I said, trying to sound convincing even though my head and heart were locked in a battle that had kept me up most of the night.  

“I hope that’s the case,” he said as he went through the door.

“Don’t worry, Ed.  I will get the job done.  You have my word.”  





Chapter 18: Sean

It was a little weird at first, taking Claire around to introduce her to my dad, the warehouse workers, and The Three Stooges as our new secretary and office manager.  My dad literally licked his chops as he shook Claire’s hand and welcomed her to the fold.  The Stooges just gave her the once over and went back to their coffee and donuts.

 I gave her a tour of the warehouse and loading docks, showed her where all the files and office supplies were kept, how to log onto her computer and into the network, and how to use the printer.  

She got a quick tutorial on how to use the ancient coffee maker that dad refused to replace and how to fix the washroom toilet when the damn thing kept running.

We ended back at her desk where we’d started.  She sat in the office chair and gave me a smile.  She was wearing a black pencil skirt that hugged her rounds hips and a dark blue blouse that showed off her boobs without being slutty.  Her makeup was modestly done and her fingernails were a muted shade of red.  She wore just a hint of perfume.  She was a thousand times more professional than Boozie had ever been.  Even my old man couldn’t help but give her an admiring look.  

I couldn’t help but picture her without her clothes.  And it was all I could do to keep my hands off her as we walked around.  Our hands kept brushing together.  Each time my skin touched hers I felt a little tingle in my cock.  I knew she felt it, too, but we had both agreed to behave ourselves in the office.  I’d never looked so forward to the end of the day in my life.

“Okay, dad and I have a meeting on the docks with a guy from the union,” I said, standing in front of her desk, giving her a big smile.  “Is there anything you need?  Anything at all?”

“I think I’m fine,” she said.  She tapped a fingernail to the stack of file folders that contained bills of lading that needed entering into the system.  “I think I have enough to keep me busy for a while.”

“Okay,” I said, rubbing my hands together.  “If you need anything, just ask one of The Stooges.”

She blinked at me.  “The Stooges?”

I smiled and leaned in to lower my voice.  “That’s my nickname for the three lugs who are always camped out in the breakroom. The Three Stooges.”

“Ah, that seems appropriate.”

“You have no idea just how appropriate it is,” I said.  “Okay, I’ve gotta get going.  Maybe we can grab lunch if I get back in time.”

“I’d like that,” she said, giving me a look that was full of heat and promise.  “Now get out of here and let me do my job.”  





Chapter 19: Claire

I stood at the window and watched as Sean and Patsy O’Connor climbed into Patsy’s Cadillac and drove away.  My heart was racing, knowing that what I was about to do could get Sean put in prison for a very long time.  

The bugs and the USB stick were in my purse in the desk drawer.  All I had to do was plant a bug in Sean’s office, one in Patsy’s office, and one each in the conference and break rooms.  And insert the USB stick into a computer for a minute.  It all seemed so easy.  

So why was I hesitating?

Because I detested the thought of Sean going to prison just because he felt some twisted loyalty to his dad.

Ed would have argued that Sean crossed the line and the reason why didn’t matter.  My heart would tell Ed he was wrong, but my head knew he was right.

Sean was a criminal.  

He had broken the law.

And I had a job to do.

I sat back down at the desk and opened the drawer to get my purse.  I took out the USB stick first along with my burner phone.  I had Robbie on speed dial.  He was waiting for my call.

“Okay, I’m going to insert the USB stick,” I said.  “Do I have to do it from Sean’s computer or just from the one at my desk.”

“Are they all networked together?” Robbie asked.  He sounded completely bored.  I said yes, Sean said they were all networked.  “Okay, then stick the USB in your computer and tell me when the window pops up.”

I watched the door as I stuck the stick into the USB drive on the side of the computer.  A little window popped up on the screen. I said, “Okay, give me the code.”

Robbie gave me a sixteen-digit code that I typed in with one finger.  The computer thought about it for a moment, then a message box popped up.  

“Okay,” I said.  “See if you can connect.”

I heard fingers flying across keys for a second.  Robbie said, “That’s it.  I’m in. I can see all the computers and servers on the network.”

“Good,” I said, glancing at the doorway.  One of the Stooges, I wasn’t sure which one, sauntered by the door with a newspaper in his hand, headed toward the washroom.  I lowered my voice. “Is that it?”

“Yes, you can remove the stick now,” Robbie said.  “Let me know when you have the bugs in place and I’ll activate them.”

“Okay.”  I hung up and blew out the breath I’d been holding.  I didn’t realize that my hand was shaking and my lip was sweating until I slid the phone back into my purse.  

I knew I was shaking because there was no turning back.  

Whatever feelings I had for Sean O’Connor no longer mattered.  Robbie would spend the next few hours or days sifting through everything on the network.  If there was anything incriminating there, he would find it.

I reached into my purse again and took out the plastic container of bugs.  I peeled the backing off one and stuck it to the underside of my desk.  I peeled the backing off another and carried it into Sean’s office.  

I stood behind his desk for a moment, letting my eyes graze across the top.  There were stacks of folders and various papers scattered around.  I pushed through them for a moment but didn’t see anything that looked out of the ordinary.  I knew Sean was too smart to just leave evidence of criminal activity on his desk.  I leaned down with one hand to plant the bug under the desk.  When I looked up, someone was standing in the doorway. 

“Hey, there’s no toilet paper in the men’s room,” the Stooge that had passed my door a minute earlier said.  He still had the newspaper in one hand and was holding onto his belt with the other.  He was short and fat, probably in his sixties.  He had a face that you probably would not have wanted to meet in an alley thirty years ago.  Now he just looked like a dumpy old man who needed to take a shit.

“I’m sorry, is that my job?” I asked.  I started straightening the folders on Sean’s desk as if I had every right to be there.  

“Is what your job?” he asked, his forehead wrinkling.

“Keeping the washroom stocked with toilet paper?”

He gave me a look of utter confusion.  “Fuck, I dunno.  Boozie just always took care of it.”

“Do you know where the toilet paper is stored?” I asked.

The look of confusion deepened.  “Um, no.”

“Okay,” I said, breezing around the desk with a big smile on my face.  The smile made his frown melt like an ice cream cone in the sun.  “Let’s see if we can’t find it together.”

He worked up a smile for me and said, “Okay.”

I took his arm and led him toward the storage room.  It was like leading a two-hundred-pound three-year-old to the potty.

We found the toilet paper and I handed him three rolls.  He grunted thanks and hurried toward the washroom, his butt cheeks clenched.

I waited until I heard the washroom door close, then went to plant the bugs in Patsy’s office and the conference room.  I’d plant one in the breakroom later while The Three Stooges were at lunch.

*  *  *

It was nearly two o’clock by the time Sean and Patsy returned.  Too late for lunch, too early for dinner. 

I tried to smile and flirt and act as if all was well, even though my stomach was churning like a cement mixer.

By the time Sean and Patsy returned, Robbie was well into their network and had activated all the bugs I’d planted.

Ed and the team were listening now.

I’d plant the bugs in Sean’s penthouse the first chance I got.

It should only be a matter of time before all our hard work paid off.  

The O’Connor clan would soon be brought to justice after fifty years of breaking the law.

Sean O’Connor would never speak to me again.

I’m sure Ed was ecstatic, but I was feeling like a real piece of shit.  





Chapter 20: Claire

“This is bullshit!” Ed bellowed, slamming a fist on his desk, making pens and pencils jump and causing his coffee cup to slosh.  He braced his palms on the desk and leaned over them, stiff-armed, glaring at poor Robbie, who was taking the brunt of Ed’s anger and frustration, at least at that moment.

“Are you telling me that after two weeks, you have not found one single document, not one email or fax on their network that ties them to anything illegal?”  

“No, sir,” Robbie said.  “Not a thing.”

Ed put held out his hands and swept his eyes around the rest of the team.  Joanie, Danzig, and I were lined up in three chairs in front of Ed’s desk. Lou and Lester were sitting on the couch with their heads down.  Poor Robbie was standing beside Ed’s desk, with a look of fear on his pale, young face.

“How is that possible?” Ed asked, slumping in the chair like the air had gone out of him.  “Are you sure you’ve gone through everything?”

I saw Robbie’s Adam’s apple bob.  “Yes, I mean, I wrote a program to search every internal document on the server, as well as emails and digital files, using the keywords you gave me.  I haven’t found anything.  I mean, I could print it all out and go over it one by one, but that could take months.”

“Or years,” I said with a sigh.

I should have kept my mouth shut.  Ed’s eyes landed on me.  His eyebrows went up.  “And you’re telling me that after two weeks of working there and sleeping with Sean O’Connor, you haven’t found a fucking thing either?”

“Wait a minute, you’re actually sleeping with him?” Danzig asked.  “Why haven’t I heard those tapes?”

“Because she refused to put a bug in the bedroom, you pervert,” Joanie said.  She gave me a sideways grin and poked me with her elbow.  “That’s it, girl.  If you can’t fuck him up, just fuck him good”

“Fuck you,” I said, glaring at her.

“Anytime,” Joanie said, pouting her lips at me.

“And you,” Ed said, aiming the finger at Joanie, who was in charge of the audio surveillance.  “You’re telling me that after listening to these assholes for two solid weeks you haven’t heard a fucking thing we can use?  Nothing?”

“If I had you would know it, boss,” Joanie shot back.  “These assholes just talk about football and horse racing and…”  She poked me with the elbow again.  “What a hot piece of ass this one is.”

 

“Enough,” Ed snapped.  He slouched back in the chair and rubbed his eyes.  “People, if we don’t come up with something soon, I’m gonna have to pull the plug on this operation.”

“That would be a mistake,” Lester said, chiming in from the couch.  “My source tells me there is a big shipment coming in this Friday from China, twenty-thousand fake purses and watches that will be offloaded and stored in O’Connor’s warehouse until they can be distributed to dealers throughout the state.”

“There is no room in the warehouse,” I said, shaking my head.  I looked around at them.  They were all giving me funny looks.  

“I’m there every day from eight till five.  I personally take the bills of lading on every container and pallet that comes in.  I’m telling you, every item in that warehouse is legit.  And the warehouse is stacked floor to ceiling.  There is nowhere to put that many pallets or crates.”

“They must have another warehouse,” Lou said with a sigh.

“What did you say?” Ed asked.

Lou leaned forward with his bony elbows on his sharp knees.  “They must have another warehouse nearby.”

“They’re storing the shit somewhere,” Danzig said, head bobbing.

“Somewhere close,” Joanie chimed in.

Ed leaned forward and pointed a long finger at my nose.  “Have you heard talk of another warehouse?”

I frowned in thought, then slowly shook my head.  “No, not a word.”

“That has to be it,” Ed said, lacing his fingers into a fist and propping his chin on it.  “They’re using another warehouse, one we haven’t found.”

“We’ve searched every suspicious warehouse on the docks,” Danzig said.  “Maybe it’s across the river.”

“Maybe,” Ed said.  He took a deep breath and blew it out as he looked at me.  “Claire, it’s up to you.  If Lester’s source is correct, they have a large shipment coming in on Friday.  That’s day after tomorrow.  They have to put the shit somewhere.  I need you find out where.  If we don’t catch a break by Monday, I’m pulling the plug.” 





Chapter 21: Claire

I had been spending lots of time with Sean during and after work over the last two weeks.  We were growing closer every day, which was difficult for me because he seemed so open and honest and I was living a lie.  

I knew it would all come crashing down when he learned who I really was.  Until then, I was going to cherish every second we had together and hope that Sean would not hate me forever when the shit hit the fan.  

I also knew better than to have long-term fantasies about a life with Sean O’Connor.  He would never forgive me for what I’d done and I couldn’t blame him.  I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to forgive myself.

Sean was in and out of the office most of every day, dealing with shipments coming in and going out.  We’d usually meet back at his place for dinner out or in, then we’d kick back and relax a little while before the sexual festivities began.  

We hadn’t missed a single night of having sex.  Sean was a voracious lover, but totally unselfish.  Sometimes it was all about pleasing me, sometimes it was all about pleasing him, and other times it was all about pleasing us both at the same time. Either way, neither of us ever came away unsatisfied.

I guess I was making memories while I could, because come Friday, the charade would be over one way or the other.

*  *  *

I glanced at the clock on the wall.  It was Friday, almost noon.  Sean and Patsy had been out of the office most of the day.  If Lester’s source was right, the shipment of illegal goods would be arriving today, if it wasn’t already here.  I wondered if that’s where Sean and Patsy were, seeing to the shipment at the mystery warehouse.  

Then an idea came to mind.

I stood up from the desk and smoothed out my skirt, then picked up a folder of receipts and walked down the hall to the breakroom.  Only one Stooge was there, Freddy Manicotti, the fat little Italian who had needed my help finding toilet paper.  The other two, Danny and Doug O’Malley, were nowhere in sight.

“Where is everyone?” I asked as I opened the fridge and took out the leftover spaghetti I’d brought in for lunch.  I loosened the lid on the Tupperware and stuck it in the microwave.

Freddy put down his racing form and picked up the can of Diet Coke he was drinking.  “They’re off somewhere,” he said.  He sniffed the air.  “What's heating up there?”

“Homemade spaghetti,” I said with a smile.  “My grandmother’s secret recipe.  Would you like some?”

“You got enough?” he asked, licking his lips.

“I’m sure I do,” I said, taking down two plates from the cupboard and two forks from the drawer.  We made small talk as the spaghetti heated up.  When the microwave dinged, I filled his plate with spaghetti and kept just a little for myself.  I had lied to him.  It wasn’t my grandmother’s secret recipe.  My grandmother didn’t even have a receipt for spaghetti.  The pasta was from a box and the sauce was from a jar.  That was the secret.

Freddy didn’t seem to notice or care. The moment I set the plate in front of him he dug in like a man who hadn’t eaten in days.

 I sat down across from him with the folder of receipts.  I picked at the spaghetti and pretended to leaf through the folders.

“Hey Freddy, can I ask you something?”

He shoved a huge fork of spaghetti into his mouth and bobbed his head as he chewed.

I picked up a couple of receipts and held them out like I was comparing them.  “Sean had mentioned a shipment coming in today, but I don’t have any record of it.  Do you know if it’s coming here or the other warehouse?”

Freddy licked sauce from his plump lips and swirled the fork through the mound of spaghetti.  Shrugging like it was no big deal, he said, “It’s coming into the warehouse on Pratt.”

My heart literally stopped beating.  I licked my lips because they were suddenly dry.  I made a show of rolling my eyes and said, “Oh, that’s right.  That’s the warehouse on Pratt and 5th?”

He took a swig of Diet Coke and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand.  “No, sweetheart, Pratt and 21st, over in the old warehouse district.”  He smacked his lips and looked at my untouched plate.  “You gonna eat that?”

“No, Freddy,” I said, pushing the plate toward him.  “It’s all yours.  I have everything I need.” 





Chapter 22: Claire

That was it.  My time as Claire Goodman was finally coming to an end.  I was relieved, elated, and more than a little bit sad because it meant my time with Sean O’Connor was coming to an end, as well.

I retrieved my purse from the desk and called Ed on my way to the car.  I gave him the location of the warehouse and told him I’d meet him there.  He told me not to go near the fucking place until SWAT could secure it.  

He ordered me to go home and change (I think that was just to give me something to do), then he’d call when the warehouse was secure.  

I hurried home and changed clothes faster than I ever had in my life, then headed to the warehouse.  I got there just in time to see them bringing Sean, Patsy, the Two Stooges, and a half dozen warehouse workers out the front door, all with their hands cuffed behind them.  

I got out of my car and leaned back against it to watch as they were loaded into the back of a police van.  Patsy spotted me first and said something I couldn’t make out.  Sean looked up, momentarily smiled, then frowned after he saw how I was dressed.  I was wearing jeans, boots, and a black t-shirt and a bulletproof vest with the word POLICE across the front in big yellow letters.  I had a Glock 19 holstered on my right hip and my detective’s shield clipped to the front of my belt.  

When our eyes met, my heart sank. 

Very clearly, I was a cop. 

It was the first time in my career that I’d been ashamed of the fact. 





Chapter 23: Sean

I heard my old man say, “I’ll be a son of a bitch.  Would you look at that.”  

When I looked up I saw Claire propped against an unmarked police car.  She was dressed like a plainclothes cop.  Son of a bitch.  She was a cop.  An undercover cop.  The realization brought with it a wave of nausea.  The woman who I’d invited into my business, into my life, and into my bed was a motherfucking cop.  

“She’s a fucking cop,” dad said, growling in my ear.  “Christ, son, your fucking girlfriend is a motherfucking cop.”

I didn’t say anything.  I just stared at her until a cop grabbed my arm and shoved me into the back of a van.  

The door slammed.  

I closed my eyes.

We drove away.  

Son of a bitch.  

Claire Goodman, or whatever the fuck her real name was, was a cop.

I had to smile.

How utterly ironic.

*  *  *

My attorney was an old law school buddy named Tim Reed.  Tim had graduated at the top of our class and had become a top-class criminal defense lawyer in the ten years since law school.  I called him the moment I saw the SWAT van pull up outside the warehouse.  I wasn’t surprised to see them.  To the contrary, I had wondered what had taken them so fucking long to find us.

By the time we arrived at the police station, Tim was already there, waiting with a confident look on his face and his briefcase in hand.  He demanded that dad and I be put into separate interrogation rooms, and gave the cops strict instructions that no one was to speak to either of us without him present.  The officer in charge clearly knew better than to fuck with Tim because he grunted orders to a couple of uniformed cops and I was put in one interrogation room and dad in another.  The Stooges and the warehouse workers were put in a holding cell all together.

Thirty minutes later, I was sitting next to Tim in the small interrogation room with my hands free and an unopened bottle of water on the table in front of me.  I guess they figured that I was going to be doing a lot of talking and would need to wet my whistle. They were sorely mistaken.

Across the table from Tim and I was a detective in an ill-fitting gray suit who identified himself as Lieutenant Ed Henry of the Organized Crime Task Force.  Next to him was a lanky Irish cop named Lester Shanahan.  

I recognized his nasally voice immediately, but he didn’t recognize mine.  Each time we had talked I had used a digital voice changer on a burner phone.  He had no clue he was talking to his inside man; his source.  He would never know it was me feeding him little tidbits of information for the last few months.

“So, Lieutenant Henry,” Tim began, folding his manicured hands together on the table in front of him.  “What are the charges?”

Ed Henry crossed his arms over his chest and gave Tim a smug look, then directed his dark eyes at me.  

“Well, let’s see.  We have a warehouse full of counterfeit designer merchandise,” he said arrogantly.  “Your client and his father were onsite, directing the operation.  We found filing cabinets full of fake bills of lading going back thirty years signed by Patsy O’Connor.  And I’m pretty sure we can trace ownership of the warehouse back to your client or his father.  And I expect the worker bees we brought in will be more than willing to testify that they were working for the O’Connor family, once they find themselves facing five years in the state pen for smuggling and distributing counterfeit goods.”

Tim listened quietly, then spread his hands.  “Is that it?”

Henry glanced at Shanahan, then gave Tim a frown.  “Isn’t that enough?”

Tim smiled and opened his briefcase.  He brought out a single slip of paper and lay it on the table facing the two cops.  At the top of the page was the letterhead for the Federal Bureau of Investigation.  At the bottom of the page was the signature of F. Lee Bradley, Assistant Director, FBI, New York Division.

“What the fuck is this?” Henry said, picking up the paper and frowning as he read the words between the logo and the signature. His face flushed blood red as he handed the paper to Shanahan.  

“This is bullshit.”  He aimed a stiff finger at me.  “He’s a goddamn confidential information for the FBI?  Him?”

Tim reached across the table and plucked the letter from Lester’s hand.  He slid the letter back into his briefcase and closed the latches.

“My client has been working as a confidential informant with the FBI for nearly ten years, Lieutenant Henry,” Tim said.  “He is an integral part of an ongoing investigation the FBI is conducting into all manner of smuggling at the ports, as well as corruption within the Port Authority itself.”

“Does that including smuggling and racketeering done by his own father?” Henry asked.

Tim looked at his watch as if he were bored.  “Lieutenant Henry, I hate to burst your bubble, but when you have the time to go through that warehouse you’re going to find that it does not contain counterfeit goods as you claim.  It contains cheap handbags, shoes, and watches from a reputable company in China.  There is no attempt to pass these goods off as anything other than what they are, which is basic flea market fare.”

“This is bullshit,” Henry said again.  “I don’t know anything about an investigation at the docks by the feds.”

Tim shrugged.  “Perhaps you and the feds should learn to communicate better.  That’s not my client’s problem.” 

I tried not to smile.  Honestly, I almost felt bad for Henry.  The blood had drained from his face and he had a confused glaze to his eyes.  He glanced over his shoulder at the large mirrored glass cut into the wall.  I knew Claire was back there in the dark, watching.  I could feel her eyes on me.  I almost smiled.  Almost.

Henry looked sideways at Shanahan, like this was all his fault.  To Tim, he said, “You’re telling me your client was not smuggling counterfeit designer goods for sale on the black market.”

“That’s exactly what I’m telling you,” Tim said.  “My client and his father are legitimate businessmen.  I’m sure you know that by now, given that you’ve had someone undercover in his operation for two weeks.”  Tim leaned over the table and lowered his voice.  “I’m sure you also know your undercover operative has been fucking my client’s brains out every night for two weeks, so you’re going to have some credibility issues there with the District Attorney, I’m sure.  It could be very embarrassing for you and your whole department if the media got wind of just how far your officers will go to entrap an innocent citizen.” 

Henry shifted uneasily in the seat.   “This is bullshit,” he said again.  It seemed to be his only argument.  “We have a confidential CI who— “

“Has obviously been feeding you misinformation,” Tim said with a heavy sigh that said the conversation was over.  “Now, Lieutenant, if you will release my client and all his associates immediately, we’ll just call this an unfortunate misunderstanding and be on our way.  Otherwise, my first call will be to the FBI and my second call will be to Fox News.  They would just eat this shit up.”

“Fuck you,” Henry said, gritting his teeth.  His face flushed deep crimson.  Little veins bulged from his temples.  He literally looked like a balloon about to pop.  He pushed himself out of the chair and glared at me.  “Fuck you both.”

When the cops left the room, Tim stood up and gave me a grin as he stuck out his hand.  “Congratulations, old pal.  You’re now free of the cops and the Feds.  And finally, you can force your old man to retire.”

“Thanks,” I said, shaking his hand.  I glanced toward the mirrored glass and put a hand on Tim’s shoulder.

“Come on,” I said, “Let’s find my old man and get the fuck out of here.” 





Chapter 24: Claire

It had been two weeks since Sean’s arrest and quick release.  Things had settled down a little at the office, but Ed would still turn red and curse the gods at the mere mention of Sean O’Connor’s name.

After Sean glared at me through the one-way mirror and left with his attorney, I snuck out before Ed could find me and bring down his wrath.  I holed up in my apartment all that weekend, not answering the door or the phone, bouncing between bouts of intense guilt and sobbing, to unbridled anger and cursing.  It was one of the worst weekends of my life.  All I could think about was calling Sean, taking him into my arms, into my bed, though I knew that was something I could never do again. 

I crawled back into the office on Monday and tried to keep my head down and my mouth closed.  I’d never seen Ed so angry.  He stormed around the office for a few days, threatening to fire us all, especially me, whom he ultimately blamed for things going awry.  I took his abuse and didn’t argue back.  I knew my relationship with Sean was probably not the wisest decision I’d ever made, but if that warehouse had indeed been filled with millions of dollars in counterfeit goods, Ed would have been praising me rather than threatening to send me packing back to Vice.

A week later I was offered a spot in Robbery/Homicide.  It was a lateral move, but I jumped at the chance to leave Ed’s task force.  It was never a good idea to work for my ex in the first place.  And given his inability to stop reminding me that fucking Sean O’Connor was a stupid fucking thing to do, moving to a new job was an easy decision.

*  *  *

The next Saturday morning around nine I was standing at the kitchen counter, waiting for the coffee pot to finish when the doorbell rang.  I’d just gotten out of the shower and was wearing a robe and slippers with a towel around my neck.  I didn’t think much of it.  My neighbor, an elderly lady named Mrs. Grant, was always ringing the doorbell to ask if I’d seen her cat.  God bless her, her mind wasn’t all there.  She hadn’t had a cat in twenty years according to her daughter.  Still, I always promised to keep my eye out and let her know if I saw a gray tabby that answered to the name Louis.

I opened the door and prepared a smile for her.  When I saw Sean O’Connor standing there, the smile froze on my lips.  I blinked at him a few times to make sure I wasn’t imagining things.

“Hi, Claire,” he said with a shy smile.  “Can I come in?”

Damn him.  What the fuck was he doing here, standing outside my door with a pitiful look on his gorgeous face and a sad twinkle in his eye.  He was wearing jeans and a tight t-shirt that reminded me how muscular he was.  He had a pair of Raybans pushed to the top of his windblown hair.  I wondered if his Mercedes convertible was parked downstairs.

I half-hid behind the door and pretended that I was not happy to see him.  I worked up a frown and snarled at him.  “Why do you want to come in?”

“I feel like we left a lot of things unsaid,” he said with a slow shrug.  “I’d like to just say a few things, then I’ll be gone for good.”

I stared at him for a moment, struggling to resist the urge to rip off the robe and take him into my arms.  Instead, I gave him a sigh and told him to come in.  I led him into the kitchen and poured us each a cup of coffee.

“How have you been?” he asked as he watched me set out the cups of coffee and take the chair across from him.

“I’ve been fine,” I said, sliding the sugar bowl in front of me.  I stirred in three spoons of sugar and a little milk.  I didn’t bother offering sugar and milk to Sean.  I knew he took his coffee black.  “How have you been?”

“I’ve been good,” he said, putting his hands around the coffee cup.  He stared down into the black brew for a moment as if he were reading tea leaves to see what his future might bring.

“You said you wanted to talk,” I said, picking up the cup and holding it carefully between my hands.  “So, talk.”

He glanced up for just a second and gave me a little nod.  “Okay, it’s a long story, but I’ll try to make it short.”

“Please do,” I said, sounding hateful.  “I have things to do.”  I immediately regretted my tone, but he seemed unfazed.

With his voice low and tone even, he told the story I’d been dying to hear.  “Ten years ago, just as I was graduating law school, my dad came to me and said the FBI was investigating his operation.  He said they were trying to nail him for smuggling, racketeering, and a number of other lesser charges.  I didn’t have to ask if he was guilty because I knew he was.  I’d known for a while what he did for a living and so long as it didn’t affect me, I chose to ignore it.  Then, when he asked for my help.  He was terrified of going to prison and losing everything he’d worked for.  It was the first time he’d asked me for help.  There was no way I could ignore him.”

“So, you went to work for him,” I said quietly, mirroring the sadness in his eyes.

“Actually, I went to the FBI first to see if I could make a deal for him,” he said, frowning at the memory.  “And I did so without his knowledge.  I told them I was there not only as my dad’s lawyer, but as an officer of the court who wanted to help them shut down illegal activities in the port.  Not just my dad’s operation, but others, as well, especially those who dealt in things like drugs and human trafficking.”  He smiled wistfully for a second.  

“I guess I was young and wanted to do my part in cleaning up the city.  Anyway, I worked a deal with them.  I would take over my dad’s operation and phase out all illegal activities.  I would encourage my dad to retire and move out of state.  And I would act as a confidential informant on their behalf.  Anything I could do to help bust up criminal activity along the ports I would do, so long as it didn’t put me or my family at risk.”

“So, you became a confidential information for the FBI to protect your dad.”

He nodded.  “Yes.  And for the last ten years I have managed to legitimize my dad’s operation.  Anything even remotely illegal has been phased out.  The operation is one hundred percent legit.”

I frowned at him.  “I don’t understand.  Why the need for the second warehouse full of cheap purses?  Why all the cloak and dagger bullshit with the Organized Crime unit?”

He smiled again without looking up at me.  “My dad had a very hard time pulling his fingers out of the pie that had been feeding him so well for so long.  It was like trying to get a leopard to change his spots.  He worried that the legitimate businesses wouldn’t do as well as the illegitimate ones.  So rather than importing knockoff designer goods, I started importing the cheap purses.  Dad had no idea I’d made the change.  To him it all looked the same.  He never looked at the accounts, so I transitioned everything and assured him that business was good, and that the money was rolling in.”

“Okay, so you set up a fake criminal operation to keep your dad happy?”  I shook my head at him.  “Do you know how insane that sounds?”

“I do,” he said.  “But it worked.  Dad was happy, the business was legit and profitable.  Everything went according to plan.  The only problem was the FBI would not let me off the hook so long as dad was around.  And dad refused to retire, no matter how hard I pushed him to do so.”

“So, as long as your dad was involved in the business, the FBI had its hooks in you.”  I stared into his eyes for a moment.  “Oh, my god, that’s what this was all about.  You wanted the police to raid the warehouse so you could convince your old man to retire.”

He finally looked into my eyes for more than a couple of seconds.  “Yes.  I knew the only thing that would make the old man retire was the threat of spending the rest of his life in prison.  So, when I caught wind that your group was sniffing around, I decided that would be a good way to put all this to rest.”

My mind raced as we looked at each other.  Suddenly I had an aha moment.  “Oh, my god, you were Lester’s inside man.”

“I was,” he said, nodding.  “I fed Lester tidbits of information, hoping you guys would eventually put it all together and bust the warehouse.”

“Why didn’t you just give Lester the address?” I asked.

“Because the cops would have checked it out and found that there was nothing there.  I needed the SWAT to storm that warehouse while me and dad were there.  I wanted dad to think that his playhouse had finally crumbled.  That the only thing to do was to shut it all down and try to avoid prison.”

“And that’s what you told your dad after the raid?”

“Yes.  Tim Reed, my attorney, told my dad that he had worked out a plea deal for him.  If he would sell the business and move to Tampa, they would drop all charges.”

“And your dad fell for it.”

He shrugged. “He’s a tired old man who couldn’t let go of his past.  Once Tim told him the lie, that he could spend the rest of his life in prison if he didn’t take the deal, he couldn’t pack fast enough.”

“It was all a ruse,” I said, falling back in my chair.

“It was all a ruse,” he said.  “And I was starting to think it wasn’t going to work, then Boozie decided to leave.  I told Lester about it.  I said it would be a good time to send in someone undercover.”

“Wait, what?  You suggested that they send in someone?”

“I did,” he said, his eyes going around my face.  “I had no idea it would be someone so… interesting.”

“You knew I was an undercover cop?  The whole time?”

He shook his head.  “Not the whole time.  I suspected you at first.  That’s why I hired you.  That’s why I moved in so fast on you.  Sexually.”

“It was a test,” I said, tapping a fist to my forehead.  “And I failed miserably.”

“Actually, you didn’t fail,” he said.  “I figured an undercover cop wouldn’t sleep with me.  So, when you did, I thought, hmm, guess she’s not a cop after all.”  He picked up the coffee cup and toasted me with it.  “Congratulations. I didn’t know you were a cop until I saw you standing outside the warehouse.”

I tried to smile, but it wouldn’t stick.  I said, “I’m really sorry I lied to you.”

“Hey, that was your job,” he said.  “And you did it extremely well.”

“So, what’s happened since then?”

“Well, my dad has retired.  He and mom are already in Tampa living the high life in a retirement community.  I have a buyer for the business, which should close next week.  And the FBI has finally released me from our deal.  For the first time in ten years, I am on my own.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said.  “So, what will you do now?”

“Take a little time off.  Maybe talk to a few law firms about going to work.”  He leaned into the table and gave me the smile that made my panties melt.  “And… I was also hoping we might start over, you and I.”

I blinked at him.  “You were?”

“I was.”  

“I think that would be… wonderful,” I said.

“Good.”  He held his hand out across the table.  “Hi, my name is Sean.”

I slid my hand into his.  “Hi, Sean.  My name is Claire.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Claire.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Sean.”

“Claire?”

“Yes, Sean?”

“Would you like to fuck?”

“Yes, Sean.  I think that would be lovely.” 

 





Epilog: Claire

I lay back on the pillows with my hands squeezing my tits, biting my lip as I watched Sean hurry out of his clothes.  His cock sprang from his jeans and made me giggle in anticipation.  It was so long and thick and veiny, just as I remembered. 

“Hello, old friend,” I said, reaching for him.  I spread my legs as Sean climbed on top of me.  I reached between us and took his cock in my hand and began to milk him slowly.  Just feeling him in my hand again made the juices gush from my pussy.  I could have cum just from touching him.  It had been too long.  I didn’t ever want to go two weeks without having him inside me.

“I’ve missed you,” Sean said as he lowered himself onto me.  I guided his cock to my hole and gasped a little as he slid inside.

“I’ve missed you, too,” I said, putting my hands on his cheeks.  I pulled his lips down to mine and stuck my tongue into his mouth.  “Now shut up and fuck me.”

“Gladly,” he said, bracing his palms on the bed.  I lifted my legs around his ass and prodded him with my heels.  He started slowly, then began pummeling into me as fast and hard as he could.

“Fuck…” I moaned.  I brought my hands to my breasts again and squeezed my nipples until they hurt.  “I’ve… missed... this…”

“Me… too…” he moaned, his mouth on mine.  “I love… fucking you… Claire… fuck…”

I felt the orgasm building deep inside my cunt.  The feel of his hard cock slamming into my dripping pussy was sending me over the moon.  My tits bounced with every thrust.  My nipples were full and plump between my fingers.  The headboard slammed against the wall.  I was cumming, hard.

“Sean… I’m cumming…” I squealed, my heels digging into his ass like a jockey prodding his horse across the finish line. “Fuck… me… Sean... I’m cumming… Cum… with me…”

I felt Sean’s entire body tense.  I opened my eyes to watch him cum.  He squeezed his eyes shut and gritted his teeth.  A second later, we came together.  He filled me with his hot milky seed and I gushed hot juices over his cock and balls.  He continued his thrusts for a moment, then began to slow his strokes as he struggled to catch his breath.

“God… you’re amazing…” he said, lowering his forehead to mine.  “I love fucking you.”

I chuckled, making his cock bounce inside me.  “I love fucking you, too.”  I put my arms around his neck and drew him down on top of me.  

We breathed in each other’s ears for a moment, then he braced on his elbows to look me in the eye.  

“So, Claire McAfee, can we start over?” he asked.

I let my eyes drift around his face for a moment, then hugged him tight and whispered in his ear.

“Well, Sean O’Connor, I think we just did.”

 


Billionaire’s Nanny Romance 

 

PART 1: THE BILLIONAIRE’S NANNY

 

Blurb 

Veronica Lawrence is a simple babysitter, who is content with her life with her boyfriend, Calvin. She has everything she could ever dream of and more- or so she thought. Without her knowledge Calvin sets her up with an interview for a job with the richest lawyer in the city, Frank Davenport, who Veronica discovers is incredibly attractive and alluring, almost to the point of distraction. She surprises both Calvin and herself by actually landing the job. There is a catch, though. If she wants to take the job, she must agree to move onto his large estate.

While Calvin is reluctant, Veronica decides to take the job, and she finds herself surrounded by opulence and riches. Little did she know, though, that her employer would be quite so impossible to resist.






CHAPTER 1

Veronica heaved a sigh, readjusting the strap of her purse as she walked down the sidewalk. She had just finished up a babysitting job for one of the neighbors in her community. She had started doing as a quick way to make money in high school, and she had loved it so much then that she decided that was what she wanted to do for a living. Even as she earned her business degree, she had used babysitting as a way to get her through school.

Even after she graduated, she had very little interest in picking up a job in the realm of business. Now that she was no longer in school, she had more time to devote to taking care of kids. In fact, in a way, that was sort of like a business in and of itself, and she ran it very efficiently. It didn’t bring in as much money as it could have, because often times the people she babysat for couldn’t pay as much as they had originally thought. 

While Veronica, too, needed the money, she couldn’t bring herself to demand money from people when she could clearly see they were just trying to get by and support their children. Veronica cut a lot people slack, and as a result she often had to live a lean life, but she didn’t mind it. 

That is, until she met her boyfriend, Calvin. 

Calvin was a young social climber, fresh out of law school. He frequented the same coffee shop that Veronica went to, and had taken a liking to her. Veronica had been interested in him as well, on account of his ambition and the fact that he was more than a little attractive. She could hardly resist flirting when he approached to talk with her one afternoon.

It didn’t take long for them to start dating, and for a while Veronica was fairly happy with their relationship. They made plans for their future together, and Veronica could easily picture herself spending the rest of her life at his side, maybe even having some kids and buying a house. It only seemed natural when Calvin suggested that they get an apartment together and start making a life with each other. 

Veronica’s parents couldn’t; have been more thrilled for her. They loved Calvin, as he was a respectable young man who was steadily moving up in his career, and they knew he would provide stability in Veronica’s life. Veronica was glad they were both so supportive of her relationship with him, and she was eager to see where the future would take them. 

At some point, though, after they had spent about a year and a half together in, Calvin began to voice his true opinions about her line of work. Even now, as she headed home to their apartment, she felt a tension creep into her shoulders as she wondered what he would say when she told him she was short on money again. 

Calvin had a good job at a law firm, so money wasn’t an issue for him. Even so, she could tell it bothered him that she didn’t have what he considered a “real job”. He often tried to pressure her into looking for a job somewhere at an office, or at least to collect the correct amount of money for her services. 

Veronica could only prepare her usual list of responses and pick the most appropriate one for whatever argument he chose to employ. 

Veronica finally made it to their apartment building, and she rode the elevator up to her floor. She then made her way to the door of her apartment and unlocked it. She stepped inside silently, looking around and carefully listening to see if Calvin was home. 

Veronica didn’t see or hear anything, so she heaved a small sigh of relief, turning to shut the door behind her. She placed her small bag on the hall tree just beside the door, and moved into the kitchen, taking a glass from out of the cabinet and filling it up with water from the sink. 

Calvin hated when she did this, as he said the water from the fridge was more filtered. Veronica had been drinking water from the time she could even drink water at all, and it was a force of habit that compelled her to do so even in adulthood. She sipped at it slowly, letting it refresh her. 

When she had consumed all the liquid, she washed the glass and put it back in the cabinet. Another thing that Calvin hated was leaving unwashed dishes in the sink, so she didn’t want to give him any more of an excuse to be irritated when he got home. 

With that done, Veronica decided to go ahead and start dinner. She knew Calvin would be wanting to eat at around seven, and she knew it would take a couple of hours to get it all ready. So, Veronica changed into a set of comfortable yoga pants and a tank top and began the process of making their dinner. 

As she expected, Calvin came home around six. The door unlocked, and Veronica looked up as he stepped through the frame and shut the door behind him, offering him a smile. 

“Hey,” Calvin greeted her, moving over to place a soft kiss on her cheek.

“Hey,” she replied as he set his things down by the hall tree. “How was your day?”

“Pretty good,” he answered. “Same story different day, as usual.”

Veronica nodded, looking down into the food she was cooking. 

“What about you?” Calvin asked, moving to lean against the counter beside the stove and cross his arms over his chest. 

“It was good,” she answered simply. 

“Who were the kids today?” he asked, and Veronica tensed, knowing that he was setting her up for another set of inquiries. 

“Toby and Alec,” she answered calmly, though she saw Calvin shake his head a little, pinching the bridge of his nose between this thumb and forefinger. 

“Should I even ask?” he bit out, and Veronica let out a sigh, shaking her head and turning to face him. 

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” Veronica answered calmly. “Every time you ask, the answer is the same.”

Calvin clenched his jaw and shook his head. 

“That’s exactly what I thought you were going to say,” he sighed. 

“Then why are we even having this conversation?” Veronica shook her head and returned her attention to the food on the stove.

“Look,” Calvin sighed, his voice calmer. Veronica felt him place a hand on her shoulder, and she turned once more to look at him. 

“There’s something I want to talk to you about, but I need to get showered and changed first,” he said slowly. “Can we talk about it over dinner?”

Veronica felt a twist of anxiety in her stomach, and she wondered how on earth this conversation was going to go. Still, she knew they would have to talk about whatever it was at some point, and she may as well get it out of the way as soon as possible. 

“Okay, sure,” Veronica nodded.

“Okay,” Calvin said. “I’ll be out in a little while.”

Veronica watched out of the corner of her eye as he left the room, and she let out a puff of air once he was out of the room. She shook her head as she continued to cook. There was no point in worrying herself over whatever it was he had to say to her. All she could do was make dinner and be prepared to listen with an open mind.

 






CHAPTER 2

Within the next hour, Calvin had gotten out of the shower and dressed in a pair of athletic pants and a white t-shirt. He sat down at the table, and Veronica put down his plate in front of him, then assumed her usual place at their small table. 

Calvin picked up a fork, and Veronica followed suit. She had made them a meal of baked chicken and vegetables over a bed of rice. It was one of Calvin’s favorite meals, and she enjoyed as well. For a while, they ate, both of them appreciating the silence that spread between them. 

It couldn’t last, though, and at length, Calvin set down his fork and looked across the table at her. Veronica let out a soft sigh and put down her fork as well. 

“I know that you love what you do,” Calvin said. “I appreciate that you’re able to make any money at all with what you do.”

Veronica listened silently, giving him a short nod at the conclusion of his statement. 

“But you have to admit that the way you do business is not a reliable way to make money,” he continued. “You can’t constantly be cutting people breaks, because then at the end of the day you suffer. I know at the end of the day, between the two of us, we have enough money to get by, and even to do well. But what if something ever happens to me? What would you do then?”

Veronica worked very hard to keep from rolling her eyes. 

“We’ve been through all this Calvin,” Veronica said, keeping her tone level. “I’m not going to demand a full amount of money when I know good and well they can’t afford it. They’re barely staying on top of things as it is, and if I rake them over the coals too, their kids are going to suffer. If I lose a couple of bucks, I’ll be okay. Some people don’t have that luxury.”

Veronica felt like this was an elementary concept, and she got annoyed every time she had to explain it to him. However, she could hardly blame him. He had grown up in a moderately well off middle class family, and he had really never wanted for much at any point in his life.

Veronica, however, had not always been so lucky. Growing up, her family often had to go without food, or heat or water for extended periods of time. Veronica knew the true worth of money, and all material possessions. She was grateful for everything she had, and she knew better than to let things go to waste. 

She knew that the families she gave a break to really did need it, and that they were in situations just like the one she had been in. For her it was the least she could do, but for them, it definitely made a huge difference. 

It seemed that no matter how many times she tried to explain that, though, Calvin just couldn’t wrap his head around the concept. 

“Okay,” Calvin said, a look of surrender on his face. “I totally get your need to help people out, okay? I do. I just think that maybe you need to be thinking about yourself a little more.”

Veronica wanted to protest, but she knew it was pointless. 

“Whatever you say,” she sighed, just wanting the conversation to end at this point. She picked up her fork and took another few bites of her food. 

“Veronica,” Calvin said, and Veronica set down her fork again and looked back up at him.

“Yes?” she replied, her voice sharp and quick. 

“I think I have a solution for you,” he said, and Veronica blinked in surprise. 

“A solution?” Veronica leaned forward a little, resting her forearms on the table. Calvin hated when she did that, too, but she was honestly at the point where she didn’t care. 

“Yes,” Calvin said, and a small smile began to form on his face. “You know my friend Jason at the firm?”

Veronica thought for a moment, and finally remembered who the man was. 

“Yes,” she finally spoke up. 

“Okay,” Calvin’s eyes lit up a little. “He is an assistant to this big-time lawyer, a guy named Frank Davenport.”

Veronica frowned a little, not quite sure where this narrative was headed. 

“Well as his assistant, Jason spends a lot of time with him,” Calvin went on. “And Jason tells me that Davenport is looking for a babysitter. A babysitter that he is willing to pay a good deal of money for their services.”

Veronica’s eyebrows raised.

“Is that so?” she asked speculatively.

“Yes,” Calvin confirmed. “And I took the liberty of telling Jason to tell Davenport that I had a wonderful recommendation.”

“Calvin,” Veronica frowned a little. “You shouldn’t have done that without even talking to me about it first.”

“I know, I know,” Calvin reached across the table and took Veronica’s hand in his own. “I just got a little caught up in the moment. But tell me, what do you think about it?”

Veronica thought for a moment, her eyebrows meeting in a frown. It really was a good opportunity. By making the money, she could afford to cut down prices for her other clients, and at the same time, appease Calvin. Maybe then they could be as happy as they were earlier in their relationship. 

If anything, she could at least give it the old college try, and if it didn’t work out, they would just have to find another solution. 

“I think it would be a great idea,” Veronica spoke up. 

“Great!” Calvin exclaimed, baring his bright teeth in a smile. “Because I already set you up for an interview with him. It’s tomorrow morning at nine, before you have to go in to watch the Jackson’s kids.”

Veronica was a little taken aback, and the irritation must have shown on her face.

“I know, I know,” he held up his hands in a gesture of innocence. “I really should have talked to you about it first. But I really think this will be a good thing for the both of us. And I know that if this guy sees you, and you talk to him about how good you are with kids and how much experience you have, you’re sure to get it.”

Veronica’s mind was more than a little overloaded, and she shook her head as she tried to process all of it. She stood up, placing her napkin on the table.

“Look,” she said, her voice a harsh sigh. “This is a lot for me to have to think about, okay? I just need a little bit of time to think it over, apparently before nine in the morning.”

“I understand,” Calvin gave a nod, looking appropriately contrite. 

Veronica took a breath and adopted a calm tone. 

“I am going to take a shower,” Veronica said simply.

“I’ll put up the leftovers and wash the dishes,” Calvin said, offering her a smile. Veronica did not smile in return, but she did feel a little appeased. 

“Thank you,” she said softly, and turned to make her way into their bedroom. 

She moved into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. She stripped out of her clothes and tossed them into the hamper, and then turned on the hot water. Once the temperature was to her liking, she stepped in and began the process of cleaning herself. 

As she bathed, she let herself think over the opportunity that Calvin had found for her. It had certainly caught her off guard, and she wished that he had asked her if it was even something she was interested in before he went ahead and made an interview date for her. 

In the end, though, she knew it was a great idea. Calvin was right. This way, she could make enough money to satisfy him, and still manage to help out the people in her life that needed it. It seemed like a win-win situation. She could at the very least go to the interview and see how it went. After all, she may not even be selected for the position. 

After she had rinsed herself off, Veronica stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel, using it to collect the water off of her deep chestnut skin. She shook some of the water droplets out of her hair, and then left it to air dry.

She began the process of moisturizing her skin, and when she was finished, she moved out of the bathroom and over to her closet. As she crossed the room, she saw Calvin laid out on the bed, his reading glasses on as he perused some law journal. 

Veronica put on a pair of shorts and another tank top, then moved to get in her side of the bed. As she settled down beside him, she could see him looking over at her. 

“Well?” he finally asked, and she could see that he was eager to know what her response would be. 

Veronica simply looked at him for a moment, and then released a soft sigh and gave him a smile. 

“I decided to go to the interview,” she said.

Calvin smiled widely and leaned over to plant a soft kiss on her lips.

“I’m so glad you made that decision,” he said, and Veronica heard the soft undertone of victory in his voice. “I think it will go really well.”

“You think so?” Veronica raised an eyebrow, her tone dropping. She scooted a little closer to Calvin, gently pressing her body against him.

“I mean I don’t see why it wouldn’t,” he said. “You’re probably one of the most experienced people he’s likely to find.”

“Hm,” Veronica mused, taking hold of the journal in Calvin’s hand and putting it on the nightstand, then resting her hand on his chest. She saw Calvin’s eyes flick up at her in confusion, and she bit her lip as she slowly lowered her hand down his torso.

Veronica was acutely aware that they had not been having nearly enough sex as of late. Well, not nearly enough for her, anyway. And even when they did, Calvin seemed to do it out of a sense of obligation, and even then, it seemed that he was the only one who ended up satisfied. Still, as rare as the occasions were becoming, she was grateful for anything at all. 

Veronica hoped that since she had agreed to take the interview, he would be more open to the idea of intimacy. Veronica could already feel her body becoming aroused, and she felt her breathing catch a little as she slid the tips of her fingers under the hem of Calvin’s shirt, then started to drag them up over his skin.

“Whoa, whoa,” Calvin stopped her, taking hold of her wrist and removing it from the inside of his shirt. “It’s getting late. I have a long day ahead of me and you have an interview. We should both be getting to sleep.”

Veronica nodded, and tried to push away the feeling of disappointment. She knew there would be no point in arguing. She moved back over on the bed to her usual place, and laid down, getting nestled under the covers. 

Calvin leaned over and gave her a kiss on the forehead. 

“Goodnight,” he said softly and lied down beside her, reaching over to turn off the bedside lamp. 

“Goodnight,” Veronica said softly as the room went dark. 

Veronica felt Calvin turn over on his side facing away from her. Silently, she slipped her hand down between her legs, and like so many nights before bit her lip as she silently alleviated herself of the desire that had built within her core.






CHAPTER 3

Veronica was awoken by the sound of Calvin’s alarm going off. She opened her eyes groggily, unused to having to actually wake up at that sound. She grumbled and turned onto her side as Calvin flipped on a lamp. 

“Good morning,” Calvin said, his voice cheery, as he turned onto his side and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

Veronica, a little surprised by his sudden show of affection, turned to face him.

“You too,” she mumbled, offering him a smile.

“Hurry, get out of bed!” Calvin said hastily, nudging her a little in the side. “You need to make sure you look appropriate for your interview!”

Veronica groaned a little at the idea of having to interact with people at such an hour as this. Then again, she would probably have to get used to it at some point, and now was just as good a time as any. With a sigh, she rolled out of bed and headed into the bathroom to relieve the pressure in her bladder and freshen up.

Veronica went through her normal routine, though having Calvin rustle around alongside her was certainly something that would take getting used to. She felt her eyes on him as she selected a very professional- looking pants suit for the interview. She cast him a warning look before he could say anything. She loved this particular outfit, and she would not be deterred from wearing it. 

Eventually, they both made themselves ready, and Calvin held the door for her as they made their way out of the apartment. Veronica blinked sleepily as they made their way toward the elevator. 

“Wake up!” Calvin said excitedly beside her. “This is going to be a great day for you, I can already tell.”

Veronica could only grumble. She was less than excited to even be awake, much less facing an interview. In her hand, she held a small briefcase that held her resume and a few reviews from her previous customers. She was too tired to be experiencing any real emotion at all, but she felt relatively neutral about the whole ordeal.

After all, Calvin wanted this more than she did. If it was up to her, she would have still been in bed. However, she figured she could at least do this small thing to appease him. So, she would give it her all and if she could then Calvin would leave her alone, at least for a little while. 

It did not take them long to arrive at Calvin’s building, and she could feel him becoming more and more worked up the closer they got to their destination. 

“Okay, now his office is on the top floor,” he explained as they went. “There will be a secretary there named Lynn who will be waiting for you, so you will just check in with her at the desk.”

Veronica nodded and gave a grunt to signify that she had heard him.

“You may have to wait, we’re a little early,” he said, looking fidgety. “But not too early, I don’t think.”

“I’m sure we’re just punctual enough,” Veronica offered easily, wanting him to just calm down for one second.

The two got on the elevator with a few other people, and Calvin pressed the button for his floor, and then hers. 

“Just be sure to be calm and relaxed,” Calvin instructed her, his tone embodying neither of those traits. “Just be natural, you’re sure to get the job after my personal recommendation, and if you show him what I know you’re like.”

“I will do my best,” Veronica said, some of her annoyance becoming evident in her tone. 

“Sorry,” Calvin released in a sigh. “I just really want this to go over well.”

Veronica felt a soft surge of guilt at her own impatience. 

“I know,” she sighed, and gently squeezed Calvin’s free hand. “I know this means a lot to me, and I don’t want you to think I’m just going through the motions. This is important to me, too, and I am going to conduct myself in a way that will be sure to reflect very highly upon you.”

Calvin smiled and leaned down to press a kiss to her forehead. 

“I’m glad to hear that,” he said.

The elevator let out a soft chime, and the doors slid open. 

“Here I am,” Calvin sighed, and Veronica heard a bit of tension creep back into his voice. “You know what to do?”

Veronica nodded and gave him a smile. 

“I’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Have a good day at work.”

“I will,” he said. “Give me a call when you finish the interview! I want to hear all about it.”

“I will,” Veronica nodded. “I love you.” 

“I love you too,” Calvin smiled, and disembarked from the elevator. 

Veronica let out a soft sigh of relief that Calvin was gone. She did love him, but he certainly was a little oppressive when it came to relying on her to do just about anything. A part of her wished he would just trust her to be an adult and stop hovering over her. But another part of her recognized that he was probably only acting this way because he cared.

Still, Veronica couldn’t dwell on these thoughts, as she had to begin to mentally prepare for her interview. As the elevator headed up to the top floor, she focused her mind and went through all the possible questions he could ask her, and created a set of potential answers for them.

With another soft ding, the elevator doors opened, letting her out into a small foyer area, with a large reception desk and a row of soft chairs and a couch. Veronica felt a flutter of nerves as she approached the desk. As she drew nearer, the woman behind the desk, presumably Lynn, looked up and smiled at her. 

“Good morning,” the woman, a brunette in her middle ages, smiled at her. “How can I help you?”

“Hello,” Veronica greeted her politely. “I’m Veronica Lawrence, I have a meeting with Mr. Davenport at nine.”

“Oh, of course,” Lynn gave her a smile. “You’re right on schedule. Mr. Davenport just got in. Let me tell him you’re here, and you can probably get started with your interview a little early. Just have a seat and I’ll be right back with you in just a moment.”

“Thank you,” Veronica smiled, a little surprised by the courtesy that the secretary had displayed. She took a seat on the edge of a nearby chair and took a breath to calm the nerves that had begun to flutter in her stomach. She wrung her hands a little on the edge of her briefcase and closed her eyes. 

“Miss Lawrence?” Veronica heard Lynn’s voice, and she immediately looked up. “Mr. Davenport will see you now.”

Veronica gave her a nod and a smile, and she stood to approach the door. 

She moved over to where Lynn stood, holding the door for her, a pleasant smile on her face. 

“Just relax and stick to your guns,” Lynn advised her, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Be yourself- if there’s one thing he can’t stand, its people trying to fake him out.”

Veronica blinked, more than a little surprised by genuineness that this complete stranger was displaying. It was altogether very comforting, and Veronica felt much more confident. 

“Thank you so much,” Veronica said, her appreciation very evident in her tone.

“Of course,” Lynn smiled. “Ready?”

Veronica took another breath and then nodded. Lynn opened the door, and Veronica stepped inside. 

 






CHAPTER 4

Upon setting foot in the room, Veronica had to work hard to keep her jaw from dropping. She had heard of the illustrious Frank Davenport, and his intelligence and wit, but she had never had the pleasure of seeing the man in person. 

The man was nothing short of absolutely gorgeous. Though he was approaching his middle ages, he had kept himself in fine shape, his perfectly tailored suit serving to display his broad, likely muscular physique. His skin was several shades darker than her own, and his nearly black eyes seemed to gleam with intelligence. His face was framed by a well-kept beard and his hair was artfully faded, with immaculate edges. 

“Good morning Miss. Lawrence,” he greeted her, his voice rolling out smooth and low. “I see you are punctual- already a good first impression.”

Veronica nearly had to shake her head to refocus her mind. She was, after all, here for a professional interview on the recommendation of her boyfriend. She was certainly not here to ogle her potential employer. 

“Thank you,” Veronica smiled, trying not to betray all her nerves, or the paths that her mind had taken. 

“Please, have a seat,” Davenport gestured to one of the chairs in front of his desk, and she moved toward it, sitting down on the edge of the seat, and immediately reaching into her briefcase to pull out her resume.

“Oh I’m not really interested in going through any paperwork,” Davenport held up his hand, and Veronica blinked up at him. She sat back up in her seat and shifted a little uncomfortably. This interview was already taking a far different turn than what she had expected.

“It’s a little formal to call this an interview,” Davenport admitted with a shrug. “Honestly, I would have preferred to discuss all this over a coffee. Or maybe you’d like something stronger?”

Davenport gestured to a small stand beside his desk, on which was a variety of decanters filled with all manner of amber liquids. 

“Coffee is fine,” Veronica spoke up, managing to keep her voice level in spite of her accelerating heartrate.

“Coffee suits me better in the morning as well,” Davenport shot her a blindingly white smile as he rose and crossed the office to a counter along one wall where a coffee maker was situated. She watched as he poured out two mugs, and brought them back over. 

He placed them on the side table between the two chairs in front of his desk, and Veronica was more than a little surprised that instead of resuming his place behind his desk, he took up a place in the chair beside her. He sat back in the chair and picked up his mug, bringing it to his lips. 

“Oh,” he said suddenly. “Do you take cream or sugar? I take mine black, so I just forgot to ask.”

“Both, actually,” Veronica said. She would have just taken it black, but she remembered what Lynn had said about trying to fake him out, so she decided to just be honest. 

Davenport gave her a smile, and once again rose and crossed to a small cabinet, withdrawing a box of miniature coffee creamers and a box of sugar cubes. He set those, too, on the side table, as well as a mixing spoon. 

Veronica hurried to fix her coffee, and then rose the mug to her lips, doing her best to keep her hands from shaking. She could feel Davenport’s eyes on her the entire time, and she couldn’t ignore the reaction it inspired deep in her stomach. 

“So,” Davenport spoke after they had both sipped at their coffees for a moment. “Tell me about yourself and your business.”

“Well,” Veronica cleared her throat, setting down her coffee on the nightstand beside her. “I started out just babysitting other kids in my neighborhood when I was in high school. I started out doing it for free, but I eventually figured out I could make some money doing it. I love working with the kids. I actually considered getting my degree in education instead of business.”

“Oh wow,” Davenport raised his brows. “So you have a degree?”

“Yes,” Veronica nodded. “It’s only really been a couple of years. 

“And you were never tempted to go explore other options?” Davenport asked, and she could hear the genuine curiosity in his voice. 

“Well, I considered it,” Veronica nodded. “But at the end of the day, I have always wanted to keep up the babysitting. But with my education, I run it more like a business than I did before. It has been very helpful.”

Davenport nodded and gave her a smile, though his thoughts seemed to be elsewhere. 

“You seem like a very driven and committed young woman,” he noted, and Veronica heard a shift in his tone. She blinked, taken slightly off-guard by the comment, but she assured herself that it was just meant to be polite. 

“If you don’t mind me asking,” Davenport wrapped his fingers around his coffee mug. “What are your rates?”

Veronica shifted a little in her seat. 

“Well,” she started, trying to think of the most diplomatic way to say what she needed to say. “I don’t really have a flat fee. I create a plan for each family that I work for, according to their income and their ability to pay.”

“That’s very considerate of you,” Davenport noted, and Veronica blinked, more than a little surprised by his response.

“Some people have said it’s an irresponsible business decision,” Veronica noted, taking another drink from her mug.

“Not necessarily,” Davenport shrugged. “You’re building a good rapport with your clients, who will recommend you to friends, and ultimately increase your income. Even if you make less money in the short term, it does help to set you up for long term success. Good business decisions aren’t determined by the amount of money you bring in on a short-term basis.”

Veronica nodded. She couldn’t agree more.

“Besides,” Davenport went on, and his tone softened. “It speaks highly of your character to know that you are willing to be flexible when providing a service for those less fortunate.”

“Well, I certainly wasn’t always as fortunate as I am today,” Veronica said with a shrug.

“Neither was I,” Davenport let out a low chuckle. 

“Oh?” Veronica raised her brows, curious. 

“I grew up in the system,” Davenport confessed. “I didn’t always end up in the best homes.”

“Oh,” Veronica blinked, a surge of sympathy flowing through her. “Did you ever…?”

“Get adopted?” Davenport gave her a smirk. “No. I was in and out of homes until I aged out.”

Veronica couldn’t control her emotions for a moment. She hadn’t had the most opulent upbringing, but at the very least she had her family. She couldn’t imagine going through the nightmare of being transferred from one foster home to the next for the entirety of her childhood. 

“I’m so sorry,” Veronica said, her voice soft. Davenport gave her a gentle smile. 

“It’s quite alright,” he comforted her. “As you see, I managed to rise above my circumstances.”

Veronica could clearly see that was true, and she was glad that he had been able to elevate himself to this status. 

“And as you can imagine, I want to do everything in my power to provide my little girls with the kind of childhood that I didn’t have,” he explained. “Which is why I am looking for a nanny for them in the first place. And also, why I would very much like it if that nanny was you.”

 






CHAPTER 5

Veronica choked a little on the coffee she had been sipping, her head spinning at the sudden turn in conversation.

“Are you serious?” Veronica asked, and Davenport laughed a little.

“I am very serious,” Davenport gave a single nod. “I am offering you the job if you want it.”

Veronica’s head spun. She had certainly not expected to be offered a job immediately in the interview. 

“I don’t know what to say,” Veronica shook her head from side to side, still in disbelief.

“Well, don’t say anything for the moment,” Davenport held up a hand. “I will have Lynn send you home with a file of paperwork detailing the requirements of the job, the pay, and all manner of details. You can take it home and peruse it, and if you should say yes, you can sign the documents and report to my estate in the morning to start. If you have to decline for any reason, just send me an email, and I’ll understand completely.”

Veronica had to work hard to keep her jaw from dropping. This was all moving so fast, and she could hardly keep up. She shook her head a little, reminding herself that she had to respond.

“I can’t tell you how much this means to me,” Veronica said, laughing in disbelief. “Thank you so much.”

“Well, don’t thank me just yet,” Davenport laughed. “I’ve heard I can be a hard man to work for.”

Veronica laughed, and she followed suit as Davenport rose from his seat. 

“It was a pleasure to meet you Miss Lawrence,” he said, holding out his hand, which Veronica immediately took and firmly shook. 

“Again, I can’t thank you enough for this opportunity,” Veronica said, almost giddy. 

Davenport laughed, and held his arm toward the door.

“Let me walk you out,” he offered. Veronica felt his hand on the small of her back, and she stiffened as she felt a shiver roll up her spine. She stopped cold, and looked up to meet Davenport’s intense gaze. She saw a glint of some emotion in his dark eyes, and she felt her mouth go dry. 

They lingered that way for a long moment, and Veronica was certain that something had passed between them.

“After you,” Davenport spoke again, his voice sounding to her like a soft growl.

After another shiver racked her body, Veronica shook herself and moved forward toward the door. She couldn’t tell if she was more grateful or disappointed when they were no longer alone, greeted by Lynn.

“Lynn, will you give Miss Lawrence the necessary documentation to begin her employment?” Davenport addressed her politely. Lynn looked over at Veronica and her face lit up. 

“Of course!” Lynn said happily, and turned to open a drawer of one of the filing cabinets behind her desk. 

“I have to go back to my office and look over a few papers before my next meeting,” Davenport looked down at Veronica from his superior height. “It really was a pleasure meeting you today, and I certainly hope I will see you tomorrow. Until then, have a wonderful remainder of your day, and if I don’t see you, I hope you have a wonderful life.”

“It was a pleasure to meet you as well,” Veronica managed to say, though she was certainly having trouble forming coherent thoughts with his eyes lingering on her as they were. “And I hope the same.”

Davenport lingered for a moment more, letting his eyes sweep up and down her body, before he turned and stepped back into his office, the door closing behind him. Veronica stared at the door for a moment after it shut, her mind still racing from what had just happened.

“I think he likes you!” Lynn said excitedly as she placed the papers on the desk for Veronica to retrieve. “Congratulations! I think that was the fastest interview he’s ever had! Well, at least since I’ve started working here.”

“Thank you,” Veronica said as she collected the papers, sliding them into her briefcase. She felt numb, and she couldn’t get the image of Davenport’s dark eyes out of her head. 

“All you have to do is read over them and sign on the dotted lines,” Lynn said cheerily.

“Thanks,” Veronica said. “It was great to meet you, and thank you so much for being so encouraging and positive.”

“Just doing my job,” Lynn smiled brightly. “Have a wonderful day!”

“You too,” Veronica smiled, and then headed back toward the elevator. 

Veronica couldn’t stop thinking about her interview as she headed out of the building and down the street back toward her apartment. Her mind was a little hazy, and while she wanted to be feeling excitement over her new job, her mind lingered instead on the man who had given it to her. 

There was something about being near to him that made her feel electric. Like he was passing his energy directly into her just through his proximity. His easy smile and low voice served to draw her in, but the constant fire in his eyes kept her just enough on edge to keep her from getting too close. 

It was a delightful combination, and she contemplated her own reaction to him even as she arrived at her apartment, being sure to close and lock the door behind her. She moved into her bedroom and changed out of her dress clothes, hanging them back up in the closet, except for her shirt, which she tossed in the hamper. 

She still had a few hours before she had to babysit, so she decided to head to the gym. She changed into a pair of yoga pants and a sports bra and tank top and tightly tied on her tennis shoes. The gym was only a half- mile away, so she set off at a jog.

As she made her way there, she felt the reality of her situation sink in. Frank Davenport had offered her the job. This created a complicated mix of emotions within her. While she was happy to have gotten it, she knew this meant that she would be in close proximity to him… and she wasn’t entirely sure how that made her feel.

Veronica tried to sort through her emotions as she worked out, which was having a negative impact on her form, and keeping her from getting the most out of her time there. Frustrated, she set down the dumbbells she had been trying to curl, and moved over to get a drink from the fountain. 

She shook her head, and determined to focus enough to get through the rest of her workout. She was by no means skinny, but she loved to be healthy, and to maintain her curvaceous figure. So, she cleared her mind, and got through the rest of her workout, and then jogged home. 

Once inside, she stretched herself out and then undressed to get in the shower, wrapping her hair up before stepping under the flow of the water. Once she was clean, she moisturized her skin with coconut oil and changed into a loose t-shirt and some shorts, then moved to sit on the couch and watch TV before she had to start getting ready for work. 

No sooner had she settled on the couch than her phone started to vibrate on the coffee table. She looked at the screen, and her Picture ID of Calvin appeared on the screen. She picked up the phone and answered it. 

“Hello,” she answered easily, her eyes still lingering on the show she had been watching.

“Hey, you never called me!” Calvin said, his voice full of energy. Veronica felt a surge of guilt, not just for forgetting to call him, but for all the thoughts she had been having about Davenport. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Veronica sat up on the couch, and picked up the remote, turning off the television. “I just completely forgot.”

“It’s okay, you’re fine,” Calvin insisted, and Veronica could tell he was eager to hear about the interview. “How did it go?”

Veronica hesitated a moment, wanting to leave him in as much suspense as she possibly could. 

“It went...” Veronica hesitated, and dragged it on for as long as possible. “It went great. He offered me the job.”

“Veronica that’s amazing!” Calvin shouted into the phone, and Veronica pulled the receiver away from her ear.

“I know, I know,” she laughed lightly into the phone. “I could hardly believe it.”

“Well wait hold on,” Calvin sounded suddenly concerned. “You said he offered you the job?”

“Yes,” Veronica confirmed. 

“Well did you take it?” he asked, his voice insistent.

“Not yet,” Veronica answered.

“What?” Calvin exclaimed. “Why not?”

“Well, he gave me a bunch of paperwork to go through,” Veronica explained. “He said to look it over, and that I could make my decision from there.”

“Well, have you looked at it?” Calvin asked her, and she could hear the irritation creeping into his voice.

“Not yet,” Veronica said none too snappily. “I thought it would be best if we looked through it together. I don’t want to make any decisions without your input.”

“Oh…” Calvin said, and she could hear his tone become gentler. “I guess that’s very thoughtful of you.”

“Yeah,” Veronica sighed into the phone, shaking her head. “I was thinking we could go over it tonight after dinner, since Mr. Davenport wants my answer by tomorrow.”

“Wow,” Calvin said, his voice surprised. “That seems a little soon.”

“Well, there’s not much paperwork,” Veronica shrugged. 

“Well, I mean it’s a good job,” Calvin mused. “I hope you’re considering saying yes.”

“Oh, I am,” Veronica nodded, though she felt a little guilty for her own reasons for wanting to accept the job, an image of Davenport floating around in her mind. “I think it should be a really good job.”

Veronica heard Calvin release a sigh over the phone.

“I’m so glad to hear you say that,” Calvin laughed lightly. “I was afraid you wouldn’t want to take the job even if he offered it.”

“Well we can look through the paperwork together tonight, and we will make a decision together,” Veronica said, knowing those were the words that would make him the happiest.

“Wow, I honesty just can’t believe you’re being so open,” Calvin said. “I know we still have to go through the paperwork and everything, but I just want to say again that I’m already so happy with your giving all this a go in the first place.”

“Well whatever it takes to make you happy,” Veronica said, and she hoped he didn’t hear the hint of sarcasm in her voice. 

“Well I really appreciate that,” Calvin said, and Veronica felt a little guilty again. 

“Alright, well you get back to work,” Veronica said. “I’m going to start getting ready for work.”

“Okay babe,” Calvin said nicely. “I’ll see you when I get home tonight.”

“See you,” Veronica said monotonously. “Bye.”

 






CHAPTER 6

Veronica set the phone back on the coffee table with a sigh. She knew she couldn’t ever tell Calvin about how attracted she was to Davenport, but a part of her felt like concealing that fact was deceptive. At the end of the day, she was only concealing it to spare his feelings, and that would have to be enough.

Besides, it wasn’t as if anything would ever come of her attraction to Frank Davenport. He was likely the object of attraction for many women, and surely nothing ever came of it. After all, he was hiring her as his babysitter, so there was likely already another woman in his life. 

Veronica shook her head and decided to focus on the job she had at hand. This was a particularly good group of kids, and all she would have to do was watch them for a couple of hours before their parents got home from work.

Veronica changed into a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt, then gathered up her purse and left the house, being sure to bring her wallet and phone charger with her just in case. 

It didn’t take her long to arrive at the house, just before the kids got there. She liked working with them. The oldest, a girl, liked to sit and read, and the younger one liked to talk to her about whatever had happened throughout his day. The hours passed quickly, and before long their parents were home. 

By the time she returned home, it was about six thirty at night. She was already mentally preparing herself for the dinner she would have to cook, and to read over the paperwork Davenport had given her. She turned her key in the lock and stepped into the house, only to be taken completely by surprise. 

Calvin stood by her chair at the dining table, which was decorated by a red tablecloth, and had a candle burning in the center. On the plates was her favorite dish, chicken parmesan, as well as a large bowl of salad. She looked up at him surprise, and his face broke out in a smile. 

“This is…” Veronica started, and struggled to find words. “Wow.”

“I wanted to surprise you!” Calvin laughed, and moved to take her purse from her shoulder, setting it by the hall tree. He then led her over to the table, pulling out a chair for her and helping her to sit down. 

“Well I’m definitely surprised,” Veronica said, giving him a soft smile. 

“I am just really happy for you,” Calvin said, leaning down to give her a kiss. “And I can’t wait to look through all this paperwork with you so that we can decide if you actually want to take the job!”

Veronica nodded, and began to help herself to the salad he had prepared for her. 

“I mean, whatever you decide,” Calvin waved a fork in the air as he spoke. “I’m happy you even went to the interview and that you impressed him enough that he offered you the job.”

Veronica felt a little deceitful. If Calvin had seen the relaxed, almost too personal nature of the interview, he would likely not have been half as impressed. Still, she had not seen Calvin so excited or even remotely happy in months, and she didn’t want to lose the atmosphere of the moment. 

“Well maybe we can celebrate a little after we look through all the paperwork,” Veronica suggested, allowing her voice to take on a darker inflection.

Calvin looked up at her and blinked, obviously taken aback by the suggestion.

“Oh, well I mean yeah, we’ll have to see!” he said, and Veronica couldn’t help but be a little disappointed by his lack of enthusiasm. Still, he had done all this for her, and to pressure him into having sex wouldn’t exactly be very fair of her. 

Veronica allowed them to settle into a comfortable silence. She did her best to enjoy her meal, but she could feel that Calvin was practically itching to just clear the table and break out the paperwork. So, as much as she would have liked to relax and savor this meal, she hurried up for his sake. 

When they were finished, they both worked together to clear the table and clean the dishes. Then, without prompting, Veronica moved to retrieve her briefcase. She moved over to the couch in front of the coffee table, and spread out the papers along its surface. 

Calvin was at her side in almost an instant, eagerly looking over the multiple sheets of paper. 

“Okay, we can take turns reading all the papers, and when we are both finished,” she said calmly. “We can discuss the contents. Deal?”

“Deal,” Calvin said eagerly, and immediately snatched up the thickest stack of papers. 

Veronica sighed a little, and took up a paper of her own. Over the course of about thirty minutes, they had both read all the papers. For the most part, it was all standard issue legal information, including a nondisclosure agreement. That was not unexpected for Veronica, as she would be working in his home and she would be bound to be exposed to something or other that he didn’t want discussed in the long run. 

What Veronica did not expect, though, was for a part of their arrangement to be that she take up residence in his home. There would be a private room and bathroom expressly for her, and she would have complete access to the kitchen. The purpose of this was that he often had to be away on business, and he needed someone whose presence his children could become accustomed to. 

In addition to watching his children, she was expected to take care of a few of various household tasks. While there was a housekeeping staff, there were a few things that required a more personal touch, such as cleaning bedrooms and doing laundry. This took Veronica a little off guard, but it was nothing too different than what she did at the houses she already worked for. 

She would not be expected to remain at the house at absolutely all times, and she would be allowed to take time for herself if it was needed. Any time he was at the home in the afternoons and evenings, she would not be required to be there, but she was to be in the house by ten o’clock each night, unless she had requested off. Which, if he was at work in the day, meant she essentially had a full-time job.

Incidentally, that also meant that she had a full-time salary. He was offering her a hundred thousand dollars to do all this, as well as bonuses and tips whenever he saw fit. She would also get bonuses for going on vacation with him and his family, which seemed to her like a two-fold benefit. 

Altogether, this whole deal seemed like an absolute dream come true. The pay would be more than enough to satisfy Calvin, and that was what he had seemed most concerned about. In addition, he would be saving money that he could have been spending on food. He could probably also move into a smaller apartment by himself, since she would be living at Davenport’s home. 

Secretly, Veronica was grateful for the opportunity to move away from Calvin and spend her time elsewhere. Living together had, in her opinion, not really served to benefit their relationship. Spending so much time together, in her opinion, seemed to subtract from their intimacy, and caused them to fall into a pattern. To Veronica, it seemed like the separation would, in fact, be a good thing. 

Veronica determined that she did, in fact, want to take the job. The money alone was too good to pass up, and all the other factors only served to make her more determined to go through with it. She would listen to what Calvin had to say about it, and truly listen to what he had to say, but ultimately the decision was hers, and she had all but made it. 

“So,” Veronica spoke as she gathered up all the papers into one pile. “What do you think?
	Calvin seemed deep in thought, his eyebrows meeting in a frown in the center of his head. His fingers stroked over his chin as he thought, and Veronica fought the temptation to roll her eyes. 

“Well I think the pay is a great deal,” Calvin offered, though his tone did not seem very thrilled. “And the duties outline in the subscription don’t seem too far out of the norm of what you do at anyone else’s house for a lot less money than what he’s offering you.”

Veronica nodded silently. She could already tell that there was a ‘but’ coming up, and she was already preparing her rebuttal. 

“I have to be honest with you though,” Calvin said, and ran a hand over his face. “I don’t really like the idea of you taking up residence over there. It just seems like a little bit too much to ask, in my opinion.”

“Well,” Veronica said slowly, folding her hands in her lap. “He did explain that the reason he wants me there as a permanent resident is just to take care of the kids. He probably just doesn’t want to deal with wet beds and kids coming up to him to talk about bad dreams. He probably just wants to be able to come home and have a good night’s rest.”

Calvin blinked, and frowned. 

“I don’t know,” Calvin shook his head. “I just really don’t think it’s the most… appropriate thing for you to live there.”

Veronica felt the first sparks of irritation.

“The contract explained that several of his household staff reside there,” Veronica explained as calmly as possible. “And my situation would be no different.”

Veronica watched as Calvin seemed to undergo some kind of internal struggle. She knew that he wanted to say something, but was obviously reluctant to do so.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked him as gently as she could. 

Calvin looked over at her and released a sigh.

“I mean it’s just,” Calvin said softly, and gestured to the room around him. “We have this great setup here. We moved in together, we’re in a serious relationship. I think we’ve got a great thing going here. And to just lose all that for the sake of a job? I don’t know. The job is supposed to help supplement all this, not lose it altogether.”

Veronica listened, and she supposed he was making good sense. Still, as much sense as he was making, she couldn’t really bring herself to completely agree. 

“Well you make a good point,” Veronica said, speaking as slowly and gently as she could. “But honestly, what we have here together… is it really that great?”

 






CHAPTER 7

Calvin’s face fell, and then contorted into an expression of confusion. Veronica nearly groaned, knowing that their conversation was now going to take a much different turn. 

“What do you mean?” Calvin asked, shifting on the couch to face her more head on. 

“I think…” Veronica paused for a moment to collect her thoughts. “I think that maybe the situation we’ve created for ourselves is not the situation that’s for the best in the long run.”

An expression of hurt passed over Calvin’s face, and he said nothing. Veronica felt a twinge of guilt, but she knew that she had opened the door, and that she couldn’t very well close it now.

“All we’ve managed to do by living together,” Veronica explained slowly. “Is fall into a routine, and lose all the variety in our life. There’s no spontaneity. There’s no romance. We have a set schedule. We barely go out because you’re so disappointed by the way I conduct my work and you’re worried we’ll go broke.”

As she spoke, Veronica started thinking less and less of how it would impact Calvin, and more about how good it felt to finally get some of these frustrations off her chest. 

“I am grateful to live here, and at first it was nice to live with you,” she went on. “But now, I just feel like I’ve been here for the past ten years. We live together, but it’s like all that I do create more problems, without the added benefit of closeness and intimacy. Speaking of which, we also barely ever have sex anymore, and what’s the point of even having our own place together if we don’t even need the privacy.”

Calvin looked shocked by the admission, and she could tell that her comment about their sex life had made him a little uncomfortable. 

“I’m… sorry,” Calvin shook his head. “I had barely even noticed.”

“Calvin,” Veronica said, her tone slightly accusing. “I try to come onto you every single night, and I’m lucky if I get any kind of action every two weeks. I hate to break it to you, but that’s really not enough for me. And it certainly doesn’t justify staying here where I have to pay rent when I could just live somewhere else and get paid to do it.”

Calvin still looked a little affronted, and Veronica could all but see the wheels turning in his head as he processed her words.

“I just really think,” Veronica said softly, reaching out to place her hand on his knee. “That this situation could end up being really good for us. We can both spend some time on our own and figure things out for a little while. And eventually, maybe we can try living together again. But for now, I think it will be better if I move out, and you could find a smaller place to live on your own. The contract did say he would pay to break the lease if it inconvenienced me.”

Calvin nodded, but was silent. He seemed a little dejected, and again Veronica felt a little guilty. 

“Hey,” she said softly, looking over toward him. “Are you okay?”

“I think so,” Calvin nodded, giving her a small smile. “I just had no idea things were like that for you. I mean, I know I was riding you about your job. But I really had no idea you were feeling any of these other things.”

“Well,” Veronica said, shrugging. “I am.”

Calvin was quiet for another long moment. Veronica sighed and ran a hand over her face.

“Look,” she said, standing up from the couch. “I’m going to go take a shower, and you can think all this over. I’ve made my decision, but I can see you need time to process all this.”

Calvin looked up at her, and it looked as though he was about to speak, but he closed his mouth and nodded. Veronica nodded, too, and headed back into their bedroom to shower. 

Veronica took her time, as much for Calvin as for herself. She had known this would be hard for him, and he deserved time to accept it. She knew that they still had things to discuss, like packing and a place for him to live. Ultimately, though, it was in essence a done deal.

Veronica got out of the shower and went through her post-shower moisturizing ritual, and then unwrapped her hair. She wrapped her towel around her body and then stepped back into the bedroom. She crossed to her dresser and withdrew a pair of shorts and a tank top, dressed herself in it, then returned to the bathroom to hang her towel up on the rack. 

Veronica looked at herself in the mirror for a moment and released a soft sigh. She hadn’t expected for this decision to be so easy, and she felt a little guilty that she had hardly struggled with it at all, particularly given the specific circumstances. She knew, though, that if things between her and Calvin kept going the way they were, their relationship would be on a fast track to demise. 

Veronica shut off the light in the bathroom and stepped back into the bedroom, shutting the door behind her. She blinked and sighed softly to see Calvin already laid out on the bed, looking over at her somewhat expectantly.

Silently, Veronica moved to get on her side of the bed, then covered herself with the comforter. She was more than a little surprised when Calvin scooted closer to her, pressing his side to hers. She looked up raising both her eyebrows. 

Calvin said nothing, but lowered his head and pressed a soft kiss to her lips. Veronica blinked in surprise, and softly kissed him back, juts as an instinctive reaction. Calvin deepened the kiss a little, and moved his hand to cup her cheek.

Veronica knew that this was just Calvin trying to respond to her complaints with a display of intimacy, and that she should stop him, knowing very well that it wasn’t going to change her mind. Still, they hadn’t been intimate in what felt like ages, and Veronica couldn’t help but feel her body respond.

Calvin’s hand moved lower, and he took up the hem of her tank top. Veronica raised her arms so she could help him to raise it up over her head. He disposed of the shirt, and then removed his own. Calvin kept himself in fairly good shape, and he sported a lean, toned physique. 

Veronica felt Calvin’s hand at her hips, and she allowed him to lower the shorts down her legs. Calvin kissed the top of her thighs, and ran his hand between them. Veronica moaned a little as he brushed against her slit.

“Sorry,” she whispered. She knew that Calvin didn’t like for her to make any kind of noise, always afraid he would get a reputation for annoying his neighbors. 

Calvin said nothing, and kidded a line up her thigh to her hip, and then over to her mound. Veronica tilted her hips up, and hoped that he would move lower. Calvin hadn’t given her oral since the early days of their relationship, and she certainly wished that hadn’t phased out of their relationship. 

Alas, Calvin moved up her body, and she could soon feel his hardness brushing up against her thigh. She felt a surge of excitement, and she bit her lip to keep from voicing her excitement. She moved her hands to the waistband of Calvin’s shorts, and began to push them down over his hips and down his legs.

When the shorts were completely removed, Veronica looked up at Calvin expectantly. Calvin, in turn, shifted his weight and situated himself so that his tip was aligned with her slit, and before she could even anticipate the motion, he slid into her. 

Veronica arched her back into his thrusts, and allowed a soft thrum of pleasure to fill her body. She arched up to meet him as he increased his pace, and she heard his breathing start to come in soft pants. She felt Calvin’s cock tighten inside of her and she felt him jerk a couple of times. 

Veronica felt the familiar surge of disappointment as Calvin sighed to his completion, slowing his movements as he softened. Veronica was still twitching with her own desire, but the only feeling she was rewarded with was that of Calvin withdrawing from inside of her. 

Calvin settled down beside her and pressed a kiss to her cheek.

“Was that what you were missing?” he whispered softly into her ear. 

Veronica offered him a smile, then reached to her nightstand and pulled out a few tissues to clean herself up at least minimally, then rolled out of bed to go to the bathroom and do a better job. She wet a washcloth with warm water and washed between her legs, then tossed it in the hamper before making her way back to bed. 

She laid herself down and then turned off the lamp. Calvin leaned over and pressed a kiss to her forehead.

“Goodnight,” Calvin murmured softly into her ear.

“Goodnight,” Veronica answered. “I’m going to report to work tomorrow and sort out the details of my employment for Davenport.”

Calvin stiffened in the bed and was quiet for a long moment.

“If that’s really what you want,” he said a little shortly. “I can’t stop you.”

Veronica said nothing. He was right, and they both already knew it. With a sigh, she turned over onto her side and looked over at him.

“It’s a good opportunity,” Veronica said softly.

“I know,” Calvin nodded, offering her a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “I just… pictured all this a little differently.”

“Me too,” Veronica lifted her hand and cupped his cheek. 

They remained that way for a moment, silent.

“Well,” Calvin sighed, taking her hand and pressing a kiss to her palm. “I guess we’d better get to sleep.”

“Yeah,” Veronica murmured. 

“Well, goodnight,” Calvin said, and settled down into the bed. 

“Goodnight,” Veronica responded, and settled into the bed as well.

She felt Calvin wrap his body around hers, and she didn’t protest. She knew that this would be the last night they spent together for a long while. She wanted to feel more sentimental, but the feelings never stirred within her. She simply made herself comfortable and fell asleep.

 






CHAPTER 8

When Veronica’s alarm went off in the morning, she was a little surprised to find that Calvin was no longer in bed with her. She looked around for a moment, wondering if he was in the shower. She listened for a moment to try and tell if he was in the kitchen, but she heard nothing. 

She rolled out of bed and headed to the bathroom, brushing her teeth. She realized about halfway through that she was headed to Davenport’s estate today, and her stomach fluttered with excitement, and not entirely about getting such an incredible job. She wondered if Davenport would be there to greet her himself, or one of his associates. 

Veronica scolded herself for her wayward thoughts. She may be moving out, but she was still with Calvin, and Davenport was off limits. 

Veronica moved out of the bathroom and headed to her closet. She carefully selected a simple outfit of a white blouse, a black blazer and a matching pencil skirt. She would likely have to be more practical with her wardrobe in the future for her tasks around the house, but for her first day she figured something nicer couldn’t hurt. 

Once she was satisfied with her wardrobe, she considered the fact that she was to start living there immediately. The paperwork had said Davenport would arrange movers to come to her apartment and collect her items, but he had perhaps not accounted for the fact that she lived with Calvin. 

So, she collected a few sets of clothes, and put them into a small suitcase. Then, she would speak with Davenport about her situation, but still be able to stay there as per his request. When she was fully packed, she gathered up her suitcase and purse and headed down to the ground floor of their apartment building. 

Veronica stepped out onto the street and reached into her pocket for the business card that had been among the papers Davenport had given her. The number on the card was for a driver that would take her to the estate. She felt a flash of nerves and excitement and dialled the number. 

“Thomas Elkhart speaking,” a man answered after the first ring. Veronica recognized it as the name on the card.

“Hello,” Veronica said, feeling a little awkward. “I’m Veronica Lawrence, I’m starting work at Mr. Davenport’s estate today. I was told to call this number to get there.”

“Certainly Miss Lawrence,” the man answered pleasantly. “I have your address right here and I will be there to collect you shortly.”

“Oh,” Veronica blinked in surprise. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” the man said, and the phone went dead.

Veronica felt another flash of nerves and excitement. She set her suitcase on the sidewalk and sat on top of it as she waited. It was not long until a car pulled up on the curb just in front of her. She stood, and the driver, fully dressed in a crisp black suit, stepped out of the car. 

“Miss Lawrence?” he asked her, a smile on his face.

“Yes,” Veronica nodded, moving to pick up her suitcase, but he beat her to it.

“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” he said kindly, moving to put her suitcase in the trunk of the car. “I’m Thomas.”

“Nice to meet you too,” Veronica replied.

Thomas moved to the rear passenger’s side door and opened it for her. Veronica stepped into the car and allowed him to close the door behind her. She buckled her seatbelt, and waited for Thomas to seat himself in the driver’s seat.

Soon, they were moving back on the road. Veronica felt her heart pounding in her chest as they navigated outside of the city and into the more richly populated areas on the outskirts. More and more space began to form between homes, until the countryside surrounded them. 

Finally, they turned down a long driveway and approached a large gate between brick pillars. Thomas pressed a button on a remote he had on him, and the gate began to draw back and open, allowing them access to the rest of the driveway.

Veronica allowed herself to look ahead, and her jaw nearly dropped as she took in the sight of his home. It was not quite a mansion, but it was still a very large home. She could see that outside was a pool house, and there was surely a pool to go along with it. There was a fountain in the circle drive, and there was yet another gate to pass, this one situated between more brick columns, but gold instead of the black of the first. 

Thomas once again pressed a button on the remote, and the gate opened inward. Thomas drove into the circle drive, and he stopped when they were in front of the entry to the home. 

Thomas stepped out of the car and moved to her door, then opened it. He offered his hand to her and she took it, allowing him to help her onto the driveway. He stepped away to get her suitcase out of the trunk.

“Right this way,” he smiled and gestured toward the staircase leading up to the door.

Veronica nodded, awe still written across her face as she took in the beauty of the large home. As they approached the door, Thomas moved to the side and pressed a small button, and Veronica could hear the sound of the doorbell ringing through the large home. 

Promptly, the door swung outward, and a woman, apparently in her thirties, appeared to greet them. 

“Mrs. Martinez,” Thomas spoke up. “This is Miss Lawrence, our new nanny.”

“Of course, and you can call me Maria,” the woman gave her an easy smile. “We were hoping you would accept the offer. Mr. Davenport made it very clear that you were his first choice.”

Veronica felt her stomach flip at that information. 

“Mr. Davenport is, of course, at work,” Maria went on, and Veronica couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. “But he will be returning this afternoon, as is his usual. Until then, I’ll be introducing you to the girls and showing you around the house, letting you know what you’ll be responsible. Oh, and of course showing you your living space.”

Veronica nodded.

“Alright, well I’ll leave you ladies to it,” Thomas said, moving to excuse himself. “Miss Lawrence, here is your suitcase. It was a pleasure to meet you, I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around a lot more in the very near future.”

“I’m sure,” Veronica smiled up at him. “It was very nice to meet you too.”

With a smile, Thomas went back down the staircase and moved back over to the car, driving it away.

“Here, let’s get you inside,” Maria smiled, and gestured to the inside of the home.

Veronica took up her suitcase and followed Maria. Veronica barely kept her jaw from dropping as she took in the splendor of the foyer. It was like something someone would see in a movie. There were marble floors and even a staircase leading up to the second floor. 

“Yeah,” Maria chuckled at her. “It’s a lot to adjust to, but trust me, you will.”

Veronica gave a soft laugh, and she followed Maria as she led her further into the house. 

Maria gave her a brief tour of the living room and the kitchen as they passed through. Both the rooms were outfitted with obviously extravagant and expensive furniture and appliances, and Veronica wondered where in the world he would even get any of these things from. 

She was a little surprised when Maria led her out of the house, and to the pool. It was large and plain square, and off in one corner there was a small gazebo, and under its shelter was a hot tub. 

“The girls love to swim,” Maria explained. “So you’ll have plenty of opportunities to come out and enjoy the weather.”

Veronica nodded. 

“So do you live here at the estate as well?” Veronica asked as they made their way around the pool. 

“No, I’m just one of the daytime staffers,” Maria explained. “We do all the work in the day so the property is empty when Mr. Davenport comes home for the evening. Except for his security team, of course.”

“And the nanny,” Veronica assumed. 

“And the nanny,” Maria verified with a smile. 

They finally made it to the door of the pool house. Maria withdrew a key from her pocket and opened the door. 

“This is the pool house,” Maria explained. “There is a shower just out here so you can all get clean after a swim.” 

Veronica nodded.

“Whenever guests come to stay, this is where they generally take up lodging,” Maria explained. 

Veronica nodded, taking in all the information.

With that, Maria locked the door again and led Veronica back to the house through another of its doors. This door opened up into what appeared to be a more informal version of a living room. 

“This is the den,” Maria explained. “This is where the girls like to play and Mr. Davenport will watch football or movies or whatever.”

Veronica nodded more as they walked, and they approached another staircase, this one far less grand than the first. Veronica soon discovered, though, that they led the same place, as she could see the main one from down a hallway. 

There was a large open space that led to four different hallways. In the main area, there was a couch, as well a few chests and decorative boxes. 

“The girl’s toys are in there,” Maria explained, and Veronica smiled as she was led to one of the hallways in each of the corners of the body of the floor. 

The hallways were much longer than Veronica would have ever expected, with doors lining either side. 

“And here,” Maria said with a smile. “Is your room.”

Maria opened the door, and again Veronica could not keep the look of shock off of her face. 

The room was large, and it was complete with a king-sized bed with a four-poster frame and curtains. The room also had a vintage vanity, a small cream colored sofa, and a chair, as well as a long bench at the foot of the bed. The bedclothes were a dusty rose color, and they complimented the cream colored walls and dark wood of the furniture and floors. To offset the hard word of the floor, there was a large, soft rug that matched the color of the bedding and tied the room together. 

There was also a nook surrounded by a window where veronica could picture herself curling up and reading if she ever had the time to do so. 

“And the bathroom is just over there, and your closet is there,” Maria pointed to two different doors.

“Thank you,” Veronica said, more than a little shocked by the opulence of her dwellings. 

“Why don’t you take a minute to unpack what you’ve already brought,” Maria suggested. “And then I can give you the whole tour.”

“That sounds great,” Veronica nodded. Maria gave her a smile and then made her way out of the room. 

 






CHAPTER 9

Veronica sat down on the long bench at the foot of her bed and released a soft whoosh of air that had built up in her lungs. She was struggling to accept the fact that soon, this was going to become familiar to her, and it would be as natural as breathing to live here. 

In a haze, Veronica unpacked her few belongings into the large walk-in closet. Her small quantity of clothes seemed even smaller compared to the size of the closet. Once the rest of her clothes were there, it wouldn’t seem quite so large, but there was no way they would fill it up either. 

She put her suitcase in a corner of the closet and looked around, making sure she liked the way she had placed her clothes. She stepped out of the closet and took in the sight of her extravagant room once more, then she left and went downstairs to meet up with Maria.

Once there, Maria went through the house with great detail. She left no stone unturned, letting Veronica know what each and every room was, and which ones she was responsible for. By and large, the household staff took care of most of the things, but she was still responsible for the small maintenance items, and of course anything that the girls impacted. 

“Speaking of the girls,” Veronica spoke up as they came up in conversation. “Where are they right now?”

“They’re out with the interim nanny,” Maria explained. “We just wanted to give you the chance to get the lay of the land and then meet them. They should be in at about noon; they went to see a movie.”

“Okay,” Veronica nodded. She appreciated the time she had been given to get to know the house, but her main job would be interacting with the girls, so she was eager to meet them. 

“Well, that’s about all I’ve got for you,” Maria said, clapping her hands together. “Make yourself at home! Unless of course you have any questions.”

“Actually,” Veronica said, and Maria raised an eyebrow. “I do have some concerns about my moving situation.”

“Oh that,” Maria waved a hand. “Not even complicated. We have the best movers. We would just need your permission to enter the premises and we will take care of breaking the lease and everything. You don’t have to worry about any of that. And any furniture you have can either be sold or put into storage at Mr. Davenport’s expense at your discretion.”

“Actually, that’s just the issue,” Veronica spoke up. “I live with my boyfriend, so our things are kind of mixed up together.”

“Oh,” Maria blinked, as though that possibility hadn’t even crossed her mind. “Well that does complicate things a bit.”

Veronica waited as Maria seemed to think the situation over in her head.

“Well,” Maria frowned a little. “I’ll have to call Mr. Davenport and work out the situation with him. Do you mind if I step out for a moment?”

“Of course not,” Veronica smile pleasantly. 

“The house is as good as yours,” Maria gestured around as she turned and pulled her phone out. “Make yourself at home.”

Veronica watched as Maria went out the kitchen door onto the porch in front of the pool. She couldn’t help but feel a little awkward, but she figured she may as well try to normalize all this as soon as possible. So, she moved into the kitchen and took a glass from the cupboard and filled it with water from the sink. 

She moved over to the breakfast bar and sat down on one of the cushioned stools. She sipped at her water as she went through a mental list of the things she was responsible for. She assumed she would likely do her set of chores while Davenport was at work so that she wouldn’t be disturbing him in the evenings when he was home. That certainly wouldn’t be hard, and she could do it all while keeping a close eye on the girls. 

As Veronica was thinking of these things, Maria came back into the room, and she turned to look over at her. 

“Mr. Davenport says not to worry,” Maria said with a calm smile. “He is going to take care of absolutely everything.”

Veronica frowned a little, and she opened her mouth as if to speak, but Maria held her hand up to stop her. 

“Miss Lawrence,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “I have worked for Mr. Davenport for a few years now. When he says he’ll take care of something, he means it.”

Veronica blinked in a bit of surprise. She was used to fending for herself and being the stereotypical strong, independent black woman. Now, it seemed like someone was intent on making sure she was absolutely taken care of. 

“Thank you for calling him,” Veronica said, at a loss for what else to say. “I really appreciate it.”

“You’re really going to like it here Veronica,” Maria said softly and genuinely. “Mr. Davenport makes sure that everyone on his staff wants for nothing. We’re like a family here.”

Veronica smiled. She wondered vaguely if it was because he hadn’t had a family of his own growing up that he spread his wealth to so many people. 

“Well I’ll leave you to yourself,” Maria said. “If you need anything I’m sure you can find me. I’ll meet you in the foyer a little before noon so I can introduce you to the girls.”

“Sounds great,” Veronica gave her a smile. Maria nodded, and turned, walking quickly to some other part of the house. 

Alone again, Veronica stood and took her glass over to the sink, washed it and put it back in the cabinet. Maybe it would be easier than she thought to adjust to life here.

 






CHAPTER 10

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur for Veronica. The girls, Ashley and Kaitlyn, arrived home promptly at noon, and had immediately attached themselves to Veronica’s legs. 

Veronica had been shocked, but managed to laugh, naturally putting her hand on the back of their heads. The interim nanny, a woman who looked slightly younger than Veronica in spite of the bulge that revealed her pregnancy and the wedding band that adorned her left ring finger, laughed, and said her farewells to the girls. 

From that moment on, it seemed almost as though the girls had known Veronica their entire lives. They got along immediately, and Veronica seamlessly integrated herself into their play and activities. She was so engrossed with them, in fact, that she hardly noticed when Mr. Davenport made it home for the afternoon. 

When she finally noticed, him standing in the doorframe of Kaitlyn’s room, she felt her stomach do a flip. He was still dressed in a dark blue suit and a white shirt. His tie, a paisley affair, had been loosened, and it hung around his neck. He had a familiar twinkle in his eyes and a small smile as he watched them play. Veronica could have sworn, though, that they flashed with something darker as he looked at her. 

“Don’t mind me,” he said in his smooth, deep voice, a smile warming his features. “I’m glad to see the three of you getting along.”

“Daddy!” the two girls cried excitedly, and rushed toward the man. 

Veronica watched as he dropped down and scooped the girls up in his arms and gathered them to his chest, kissing them both on the top of their heads. Her heart melted a little to see how well he interacted with the girls. 

She tried not to eavesdrop as they spilled the entire contents of their day to him as he patiently held them. When they had settled a little bit, he put them back down on the ground. 

“Well I don’t know about you guys,” Davenport said to his daughters. “But I’m getting hungry. How does spaghetti sound?”

The girls made their delight known by squeals of excitement. 

“Alright, well let’s all go downstairs then and I’ll get it started,” he chuckled and stood back up to his full height. 

The girls took off down the stairs and Davenport looked over at Veronica with a smile, and that ever-present twinkle in his eye. Veronica suddenly felt that the air had gotten very thick, and it was significantly harder to breather. 

“You accepted my offer,” he said, his tone obviously pleased. 

“It was an offer I couldn’t refuse,” Veronica said, wishing her tone was a little stronger. She couldn’t help but feel at a disadvantage, being in his home and a new member of his staff. 

“I’m glad it pleased you,” he said, and she heard his tone soften and darken.

Veronica shifted a little, feeling a spark light up deep in her core. Her mind scolded her body, but there was little she could do to fight the fire when she knew very well that she desired him more than any man she had ever met in her life. 

“Oh, by the way,” Davenport raised an eyebrow. “I settled all that business about your belongings with your boyfriend. Calvin, is it?”

“Oh, yes,” Veronica nodded, suppressing the way her body was itching to move closer to him, remembering that she was not at all single. Especially at the mention of Calvin. Somehow, though, that made her body even hotter.

“Yes, well,” Davenport went on. “I spoke with him, and he said he would be glad to separate your things and label them so my movers can proceed with their jobs tomorrow, and I assured him that I would be most glad to offer him an apartment at my building, and waive the deposit. I’ll also adjust the rate to be a bit lower than whatever he is currently paying on the apartment you shared with him.”

Veronica blinked, surprised. That would certainly solve the issue of finding Calvin another place to stay since she would be moving out. 

“That’s very generous of you,” she noted, and Davenport chuckled. 

“It’s not like I’m hurting for the money,” he quipped, gesturing to his lavish home with one hand. “Besides, had I known you two were living together, or even that you were in a relationship, I may have made some amendments to our agreement.”

“No amendments are necessary, I assure you,” Veronica said, and Davenport raised his brow. If his smirk was any indication, he had read her tone expertly. She felt a moment of guilt for the way she had just disregard Calvin, but at the same time she couldn’t feel too guilty for expressing her true feelings. 

“Well,” he said softly. “We’d better get downstairs before the girls get into something.”

Veronica nodded, and made her way past Davenport to the main staircase. As she passed, she felt his hand at the small of her back, and she felt a shiver travel down her spine. 

The two made it downstairs, and they proceeded to prepare a dinner of spaghetti and meat sauce. Veronica was surprised to find that Davenport was an expert at the dish, and she could tell that he was not a man to sit around and let his staff do everything. Veronica was a little surprised when Davenport laid a place for her at the table, but she did not object.

As they all enjoyed their meal, the girls chatted, and Davenport joined in. Veronica stayed quiet, content to listen. Soon, they were all finished with their meal. Veronica insisted that she would wash the dishes, so he and the girls moved into the den. Veronica smiled at the noise she heard coming from the room as she put the dishes back in their place. 

When she was finished, she joined the small family in the den. They played a while, and then they settled down to watch a movie. Davenport and the girls took up the space of the couch, and Veronica settled herself into a chair. 

All through the evening, Veronica could feel Davenport looking over at her. She could feel his eyes on her almost as heavily as if they were hands, and she found that goose bumps were constantly rising up on her skin. In addition, her nipples had grown painfully hard, and were pressing eagerly into the lace of her bra.

Veronica had to fight hard not to squirm in her chair. She could feel wetness between her legs, and she wanted nothing more than to reach between them and touch herself. She suddenly had a vivid image of herself in a chair, her legs spread and her fingers working at her dripping sex as Davenport watched her. 

Veronica felt a flash of heat and she felt her sex throb. She pushed the image away and tried to focus on the Princess movie that the girls were watching. 

When the movie ended, both girls were fast asleep on the couch. 

Davenport shot Veronica a look and a smile, and she nodded, knowing just hat to do. Davenport took one, and she took the other up in her arms, and they carried them upstairs to their rooms. 

Davenport checked in on Ashley, who Veronica had carried up. She watched silently as he placed a kiss on her forehead, and then moved over to the door. He flipped off the light and shut the door behind as he stepped out into the hall.

“Well,” Davenport whispered, so as not to rouse the sleeping girls. “You made it through your first day.”

Veronica smiled and looked down between her feet. His presence was overpowering, and the scent of his cologne filled her nostrils and clouded her thoughts. 

“Join me for a nightcap?” Davenport asked her, raising an eyebrow.

Veronica looked up to see that dangerous smirk in his eye, and she nearly swooned then and there. Being so close to him had already been working her nerves raw. She knew very well that it would only be torture if she accepted his invitation, but she knew it would be delightful torture. 

“Of course,” Veronica said softly and politely, and she saw a smile spread over his face.

Veronica could only swallow drily and follow as he made his way down the stairs. Her heart pounded in her chest and she felt more than a little unsteady on her feet as she followed him. The house was lit dimly by the occasional lamp, and she couldn’t help but find the lighting very sensual.

She followed him past the kitchen and into Davenport’s home office. Inside, there was, of course, a desk, as well as a black leather couch and a couple of matching chairs. Davenport, though, moved toward a small bar in the back of the room, which was fully stocked with all manner of drinks and liquor. 

“What’s your pleasure?” he asked her, moving to stand behind the bar. 

“I’m not particular,” Veronica shrugged, feeling nerves creeping up on her now that they were alone. In an attempt to distract herself, she decided to take stock of her surroundings. 

The office looked as though it had once been a sunroom, as the walls were virtually just windows. She looked outside of the room and into the darkness of the night outside. 

“There’s nothing to worry about out there,” Davenport gave her a smirk as he moved to stand beside her, handing her a tumbler of a deep amber liquid. Veronica took a sip of it, the sweet burning filling her throat and warming her blood.

“It’s not what’s out there that I’m worried about,” Veronica confessed softly, and her eyes widened as she realized what had just come out of her mouth. 

 






CHAPTER 11

Veronica could feel Davenport’s eyes on her, and she turned to look back at him. He looked positively predatory, leaning against his desk, one hand braced against the edge and the other twirling his tumbler. His dark eyes burned into hers, and she could only swallow drily as he raised up his tumbler and drained it.

“Well, I assure you,” Davenport spoke, and stood back up to his full height, slowly moving toward her. “You have nothing to fear from me.”

Veronica felt a brief moment of disappointment, but she noticed that his demeanour had not changed, and he was still moving toward her slowly, but with intent and focus. She couldn’t help but flinch a little as he reached up and lightly traced his fingertips over the back of the hand she was holding the tumbler in. She vaguely thought it was a miracle she didn’t drop the glass right then and there. 

“Don’t worry,” Davenport said softly, as his body moved so that he was mere inches away from her. “I’m not going to do anything you don’t want me to.”

Davenport’s hand continued to travel up her arm, and he gently gripped at her elbow. 

“If you want me to stop,” Davenport all but purred. “All you have to do is say so.”

Davenport took up the tumbler from her hand and placed it on a small side table beside them. He then took her free hand and ran his fingertips over her palm. 

“Mr. Davenport…” Veronica began to protest a little, in spite of the way her body was responding to him already.

“Call me Frank,” he said, offering her a smile. 

“I’m not sure this is entirely appropriate,” she protested, though she was certainly reluctant to do so. Her body was crying out to be touched at that point, and it was all she could do to keep from leaping upon him.

“Oh absolutely not,” he shook his head, and gave her a wry smile. “That’s why I don’t make a habit of it. But then again, there’s a first time for everything.”

Veronica gasped a little as she felt Frank move his hands to rest upon her waist. His touch was strong, but gentle all at once, and she felt her body begin to shake a little with the force of her lust. 

“Are you sure there’s no one around?” Veronica asked in a hushed whisper. She had to admit that she wanted this. She had been attracted to the man from the moments she met him. Even now she could feel a dripping wetness between her legs, and he had barely even touched her. 

Being in such close proximity to him throughout the evening had only served to light each of her nerve endings on fire. It was little wonder that she had found herself in this situation, but now that she was here, she was reluctant to take the final plunge. It was one thing to lust after her boss, but it was another to actually indulge in her desires.

“The girls are asleep,” Frank assured her softly, pulling her closer to him, so that their torsos were pressed against each other. “I have a guard posted at the main door. Who else are you expecting?”

“Your wife,” Veronica answered. 

Frank immediately stiffened, and he took a slow step back from Veronica. His eyes searched her face, and Veronica couldn’t read his expression. After a moment, he blinked, and tilted his head to the side. 

“My wife,” frank sighed, and smiled softly. “She died. In childbirth, actually.”

Veronica’s face dropped. She would never have brought up such a painful topic if she had known.

“I’m so, so sorry,” Veronica shook her head. “I shouldn’t have said anything…”

“It’s alright,” Frank said softly, and gave her a gentle smile. “How could you know? I lead a private life; it’s not like it was broadcast on the news.”

“I know, it’s just…” Veronica shook her head. “That’s awful, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Frank let out a sigh, moving to intertwine his fingers with Veronica’s.

“Some days are harder than others,” he said softly, a small smile still on his face. “Today… was not hard at all.”

Veronica blinked at his words, and she felt a heat rise up in her face. Frank moved close to her again, and she slowly lowered his face toward hers, planting a soft kiss on her lips. Veronica blinked up at him as he pulled back. 

“Now that we’ve opened that door, though,” Frank said, his voice a little rougher as his hands travelled to the hem of her shirt. “What about Calvin?”

Veronica barely suppressed a groan of annoyance as she heard his name. The sound dissolved in her throat, though, as Frank’s hands made their way under her shirt and his fingertips brushed against her naked skin.

“I…” Veronica let out breathlessly. “We’ve been together a long time.”

“Hm,” Frank uttered a sound, and moved closer, burying his face in her neck. She felt his teeth nibbling at her pulse point.

“I just…” Veronica moaned softly, her hips involuntarily arching she sucked at her collarbone. “I forgot how this feels…”

“So did I,” Frank breathed against her skin, and a shiver ran up Veronica’s spine.

Frank cupped her breast through her bra, and Veronica released a soft sigh. Her hands shot out of their own accord and she dug her nails into his sides. She heard him growl low in his throat.

“You can always tell me to stop,” he reminded her breathlessly as his other hand moved behind her back and began to fiddle with the clasp of her bra. 

Veronica could hardly catch her breath, much less tell him to stop. She tore her hands away from his sides and anxiously reached to undo the buttons of his shirt even as Frank managed to undo her bra.

Before she knew it, her hands were in the air, and Frank easily divested her of her shirt. Veronica’s mind was in a whirl. She had never experienced anything like this, and she wondered if this was the exception, or the norm outside of her relationship with Calvin. She did not give it much thought, though, as she felt Calvin spin her around and press her back, causing her to fall back into one of the leather chairs with a soft yelp. 

 Frank smiled down at her as he shrugged his shirt off, baring his well-muscled torso. Veronica felt her mouth water as she drank in the sight of his gleaming dark skin and the muscles rippling beneath. He shot her a devilish smile and moved to kneel down in front of the chair.

Veronica watched, enraptured, panting lightly as Frank placed his hands on the inside of her knees, and began to run them up her thighs. She moaned softly as he caressed her sex through her pants for a moment, and then trailed his fingertips to the button and zipper, easily undoing them.

Veronica lifted up her hips as he dragged her pants, as well as her panties down her legs and over her feet. He tossed the clothing over his shoulder and his eyes moved to look at her, a ravenous gleam flickering within them. Veronica couldn’t help but squirm on the chair.

Locking his eyes with hers, Frank lowered his head and Veronica shivered as he began to kiss a line up her thighs, alternating between each one. She bit her lip and tightly gripped the arms of the chair as he placed a kiss on her mound.

Veronica locked eyes with him as he extended his tongue and licked a long line from her dripping slit to her clit. Her hips arched up off the chair, and Frank wrapped his fingers around her hips to steady her as he deepened his attentions.

Veronica was a trembling mess, and she alternated between gripping the chair and Frank’s shoulders. She felt herself approaching the precipice of her orgasm, and she vaguely noted that it was the first one she had received from someone else in a very long time. 

Just as the thought crossed her mind, Frank slid two fingers into her. With a gasp, Veronica felt her inside walls clamp down on his digits and her hips jerked with the force of her climax. Frank masterfully caressed her sex and helped her to ride through her orgasm while not overstimulating her. 

When Veronica’s orgasm subsided, Frank gently pulled his fingers out of her and gently kissed a line back up the center of her stomach and between her breasts. Finally, he reached her mouth and Veronica cupped the back of his head as their mouths locked in a kiss. 

As they pulled back, Veronica was greeted with his gentle smile, and she looked at him in awe. 

“What is it?” he asked her, his tone more curious than concerned. 

Veronica wordlessly shook her head, and a breathless laugh escaped her lips. 

“It’s just been so long since…” Veronica started, and slowly shook her head. Frank chuckled, and ran his fingertips along her cheekbones. 

“Well I have to admit I felt a little rusty,” he chuckled, moving to situate himself beside her on the chair, pulling her side close to his chest. 

“If that’s rusty…” Veronica trailed off, and Frank laughed lightly. 

He began to plant kisses along her temple, and Veronica felt him tilt his hips forward, and she gasped, feeling another flare of arousal as his hardness rubbed against her naked thigh.

Veronica turned to face him, and ran her fingernails down his chest and abs until she reached the buttons of his pants and his belt. She fumbled a little as she worked to undo the fastening, but eventually she was rewarded for her efforts, and she was able to slide her hand beneath the elastic of his boxers.

Veronica’s eyes widened as she wrapped her fingers around the girth of his cock, and was shocked to find that her fingers couldn’t completely surround him. She looked up into Frank’s eyes, and he gave her a smirk, letting her know just how proud he was of his thickness. She vaguely wondered if he had the length to match. 

With little preamble, Veronica slid out of the chair, and pressed against Frank’s shoulders until he followed her motions, and he took up the space in the hair that she had once occupied. Veronica hastily removed his shoes and socks, and then moved to grip the waistband of his pants and underwear, jerking them down his legs. 

Veronica’s jaw dropped shamelessly as she got sight of his cock. It was every bit as long as it was thick, and it stood proudly erect, ready for whatever would come. Veronica felt a flutter of nerves. She didn’t want to start comparing, but Calvin was nowhere near this size. She felt like she had felt before giving her first blowjob.

She looked up at Frank, and her nerves disappeared as she realized he was every bit as apprehensive as she was. In the midst of her lust, she felt a much more tender emotion in her stomach bloom as she realized just how human this man was. 

Her lust returned in full force, though, as she saw his cock twitch. Without hesitation, Veronica got down on her knees between his thighs. She ran her nails along his inner thighs, and she heard his sharp intake of air as she gently traced along his balls. 

Finally, Veronica rapped her hand around his cock at the base, and pumped up along its length. She heard Frank release a soft moan, and saw him arch his hips up into her touch. Veronica felt a rush of heat as she saw a drop of precome form on his tip. 

Veronica leaned her head forward and licked from his base to his tip, gathering up the drop of moisture, relishing the salty taste. More followed, and Veronica continued to pump him, using his own fluids as lubricants. Finally, she dipped her head further down, and she took the tip of his length in her mouth, bobbing her head lightly and flicking her tongue along his frenulum each time she withdrew. 

Frank as largely quiet, only releasing the occasion pant or soft moan. Veronica could tell, though, by his straining muscles, that he was enjoying her treatment. Inspired by his reactions, Veronica relaxed the back of her throat, and pushed past her gag reflex, taking his entire length down her throat. 

Veronica felt Frank’s hand at the back of her head, and heard his growling. She could feel his body vibrating beneath her, and she knew he was likely working hard to keep from roughly thrusting into her throat. 

Veronica’s eyes were tearing up, and her lungs were beginning to cry out from a lack of air, but she couldn’t bring herself to pull off of him, knowing that he was enjoying it. She began to contract her throat muscles as best she could in an attempt to give him as much pleasure as she could. 

She felt Frank’s hands on either side of her face, and she expected him to hold her head still as he thrust into her throat, but she was surprised when he began to pull her off. Veronica gagged a little as he pulled out of her, and she took in a fast breath of air. 

Frank released her face and moved his hand to take her up under the arms so that she was kneeling on the chair over him. 

“That’s enough of that,” Frank growled, and Veronica shivered as he took hold of her hips.

 






CHAPTER 12

Veronica whimpered and squirmed as she tried to lower herself onto his cock, but was held back by his grip over her hips. She knew he wanted it as much as she did, and she did not understand why he was holding her back.

“Please don’t tease me Frank,” she begged, a small whine in her voice. “I want you…”

“I want you too,” Frank uttered darkly, and Veronica could hear the raw lust on his voice. “But if we do this… there’s no turning back for you.”

Veronica took that in for a moment. He was right. So far, they had fooled around, but they hadn’t actually had sex. It was bad, but it was definitely something that she could get through with Calvin. 

If she took this last step, she knew there was a good chance that Calvin would never forgive her if he found out. It would most likely be the end of their relationship. Even if he never found out, she would have to carry the knowledge that she had slept with another man with her for the rest of their relationship. 

And yet, even as she realized all these things, she couldn’t bring herself to stand up from where she knelt straddling Frank’s body, her dripping lit mere inches away from the head of his cock. She could never remember ever feeling so alive and so adored by a man. The way his eyes seemed to devour her lit a blazing fire in her core, and made her feel like the vibrant, unique woman she had always pictured herself as. 

Veronica’s body ached for the satisfaction of feeling Frank’s thick length slide into her, and she was barely aware of the fact that her hips were flexing in an effort to close the distance between her entrance and his tip. She could hardly think when her primal urges were crying out for her to be filled and taken.

Veronica knew what her decision was, and with little regard for the consequences, she wound her hands around Frank’s and intertwined her fingers with his. She looked into his eyes, telling him with her gaze that she had made her decision, and that she would accept the consequences for her actions. 

Slowly, her muscles quivering with anticipation, she lowered herself until she could feel the heat of his cock head just at her entrance. She flexed her hips a little, and moaned at the sensation of his tip sliding along her entrance. She lowered herself still further, and she felt a wave of pleasure roll over her body as his tip was sheathed within her. 

Veronica whimpered, and suddenly found it hard to catch her breath. Frank let go of her hands, and he took a gentle hold of her hips. Veronica squirmed and braced her hands against his chest as he guided her down slowly. When he was fully sheathed within her, he clasped her face between his hands and puller her in for a deep, passionate kiss. Their teeth clashed as they fairly devoured one another, and Veronica’s head spun as her pussy throbbed from how very tightly it was filled. 

Veronica broke the kiss and balance back on her knees and toes. She slowly lifted up and whimpered as she felt her lips drag along his cock as she pulled out almost completely, and then lowered herself back down. 

Veronica locked eyes with Frank as she repeated this motion a couple of times, and then she increased her pace. Faster than what she had intended, Veronica soon found herself riding him with wild abandon, her fingernails digging into the flesh of his shoulders and chest. 

Veronica felt free and invincible. She couldn’t remember ever doing this before, and she cried out every time she crashed down onto his cock, his length piercing a sensitive spot within her that Calvin had never been able to discover. 

Veronica looked down into Frank’s face and tried to judge how he was responding. Each time their eyes met, Veronica felt as though an electric shock had gone straight to her sex. It was not long at all before she felt her body heading to another orgasm. 

As if on cue, Frank took hold of her hips and held her still as he thrust up into her. Veronica cried out and dug her nails into his chest, eliciting a growl from him. Veronica felt her muscles clamp down over him, and she let out a sob. 

Veronica’s mind spun as he continued to pound into her after her orgasm, and he let out a groan as she felt his member stiffen and jerk inside of her, bathing her insides with his seed. Veronica collapsed on top of him, and they both breathed heavily in the aftermath of their mutual climax.

Veronica nuzzled her head into Frank’s chest, and he ran his hand up and down her back. She realized that a soft smile had made its way onto her face, indicative of her deep satisfaction. She knew that the next day she would be sore between her legs, and she had never been so happy about anticipating pain. 

They stayed that way, silently laying with each other in his chair. Eventually, Veronica lifted her hips up off him, and winced a little when his softened member left her. 

“Are you alright?” Frank asked, his dark eyes shining with concern. His hands cupped her face and gently stroked over her hair. 

“I’m…” Veronica shook her head with wonderment. “I haven’t felt so incredible in a long time.”

“Neither have I,” Frank whispered with a smile. He gathered her close to his chest and placed a tender kiss on her forehead. 

They lingered there for a while longer. After a while, Veronica felt Frank stir beneath her, and before she knew it, she was settled bridal style in his arms, and he rose from the chair. 

“Come on, let’s get cleaned up,” Frank smiled down at her.

He carried her into the small bathroom that was connected to the office. It was just a half bath, but a very nice one. Frank set her down on the long counter, and reached to a stack of wash clothes and hand towels closer to the sink. He turned on the hot water and let it warm, then soaked it and wrung it out. 

Veronica could see a spark of Darkness in Frank’s eyes as he ran the cloth up between her thighs, and gently bathed her sex. She felt a soft surge of desire, and she squirmed a little under his hand. Soon, though, he was done, and she felt a little disappointed when he withdrew. She must have pouted, for Frank chuckled at her. 

“Always ready, I see,” he noted playfully, and kissed her cheek. He got another washrag, and bathed his own member, and then turned to open the door of the closet along one of the walls. 

Veronica watched as he withdrew two robes, one dark green and the other a deep scarlet. He handed her the green one, and then put on the scarlet one himself. 

“Don’t want to give the girls a scare in case they’re out of bed,” Frank smiled at her. 

“You sure are prepared,” Veronica noted as she hopped down from the counter and put on the robe.

“Well my wife and I were… adventurous in our youth,” Frank said with a small smile. 

“Wait, I this… hers?” Veronica asked, holding up the hem of her robe. 

“Don’t worry, it’s been washed,” Frank said playfully.

“Frank…” Veronica said seriously, concerned for his emotional state.

“I like my name in your mouth,” Frank purred, moving to place his hands on her waist. “And I like that robe on your body.”

Veronica frowned a little, still feeling uncomfortable. 

“Come on, trust me,” Frank said gently. “Let’s go up to bed.”

Veronica hesitated a moment more, but finally she relented, and took Frank’s hand as he led her out of the bathroom. 

 






CHAPTER 13

They both gathered up their clothes from the office, not wanting to cause a scandal with the rest of the staff. Then, Frank led her quietly up the stairs and past the hallway of the girl’s room, and into the hallway where Veronica knew her own room was. 

He did not go into her room, but rather opened the door across from it. He stepped into the room, pulling Veronica in behind him, and then shut the door. This room much like hers, was outfitted with small sofas, dark wood dressers, and a cream colored rug to match his cream colored bedding. The main feature, though, was the elegant four post bed, though his did not include curtains. 

	Veronica could tell what side he slept on from the nightstand. Veronica couldn’t help but realize that the other side had likely been where his wife slept. She watched Frank get ready for bed and take off his robe, and he waited expectantly for her to do the same. 

	“Come on,” he said easily, gesturing to the other side of the bed. 

	“Maybe I should just go to my room,” Veronica said softly. “I just don’t feel right… I mean just this had already been a lot to take in.”

Frank blinked, an expression of concern passing over his face.

“I’m sorry,” he shook his head. “I never meant to…”

“No, no,” Veronica held up her hands. “I wanted everything that we did, that’s not it. I just… it’s a lot to take in, and maybe we should both give each other time to process all this…”

Frank took in her words and let out a soft sigh. 

“You’re right,” he said, and gave her a smile. He moved over to her and gathered her in a gentle hug. Veronica let out a long breath through her nose as she wrapped her arms around his torso. They stood that way for a long moment. 

“Come on,” Frank finally whispered, looking down at her with his familiar easy smile. 

Veronica let him lead her back out of his room, and across the hall into her own. They entered the room, and he crossed to her bed, turning down the comforter so that she could easily get in. 

Veronica slipped out of the green robe, and made to hand it back to him, but Frank held up his hands.

“Hold on to it,” he said softly. “Just in case.”

Veronica wanted to protest, but she figured she had already won one battle for the night, and it wouldn’t kill her to hold on to the robe.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

“You’re welcome,” Frank murmured, and ran his fingertips along her cheekbone. 

“Goodnight,” Veronica faintly whispered, momentarily regretting her wish to be separated for the night. Frank chuckled. 

“I’ll see myself out,” Franks aid, and made his way to the door. He lingered in the doorway for a moment, looking back at her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. 

“Goodnight Veronica,” he said, his voice hushed. Then, he turned his back and shut the door behind him.

Veronica let out a shuddering breath, a little shocked by the events that had just transpired. She undid the tie of the sash of the robe, and took it off. She held it in her hand and looked at it for a moment. She vaguely wondered what his wife had been like. She wondered if Frank would ever want to talk about her. 

Veronica shook her head, dismissing the notion. She had to force herself to remember that she was not about to try and have a relationship with her boss. The reality of what had just transpired between them finally hit her. 

Not only had she slept with her boss, but she had cheated on Calvin. She felt a rush of guilt. It didn’t matter how sexually intrigued she was by him; she was supposed to be faithful to her boyfriend. 

Feeling disgusted with herself, and suddenly very tired, she made her way over to the bed and crawled into it. She set an alarm for six the next morning, and she made the decision that tomorrow, she would have to tell Frank that this was not possible, and that they couldn’t keep this, whatever it was, going.

With that in mind, Veronica settled down into a fitful sleep, her emotions rolling all through the night. 

 

 






PART 2: THE BILLIONAIRE’S NANNY 

Blurb

After her indiscretion with her boss, rich lawyer Frank Davenport, Veronica Lawrence is locked in emotional turmoil. She feels horrible for cheating on Calvin, but at the same time she is faced with the fact that she and her employer seem to share a strange and powerful bond. Though she tries to resist him, Veronica finds that it is nearly impossible for her to keep herself from falling for him more and more every day.

Even as Veronica grows closer to Frank, though, she is agonizing over her relationship with Calvin. They keep in touch exclusively through phone calls, so it is easy for Veronica to keep her infidelity under wraps. She knows, though, that at some point the truth will have to come out, and that she must decide whether to fight for her relationship with Calvin, or to let him go and pursue a life with Frank.

Unfortunately for her, she will likely have to make up her mind far sooner than she anticipated. 






CHAPTER 1

Veronica tossed and turned through the night, and ended up spending half of the time staring up at the ceiling rather than sleeping. She managed to get a few hours, but she was still highly disgruntled when her alarm rang. Grumbling, she rose, and moved to the closet to pick out a set of clothes for her morning jog. 

It was still about an hour until she needed to start making a breakfast for herself and the girls, so she was looking forward to clearing her head on this run. She quietly left her room, and hesitated in the hallway, looking across at Frank’s door. 

After a moment, she released a sigh and continued into the main hall and down the stairs, silently exiting the house. 

Veronica was unfamiliar with the expanse of the property, but she figured it would be large enough to get in a few miles. So, she turned on the GPS on her phone, and set off along the long driveway, and then into a path that led into the trees that decorated the property. 

While much of the land on the estate was very deliberately managed and cultivated, this particular section of trees seemed largely untamed, save for the path that wound around it. As she looked around, she was even a little surprised to find a brook running through them. It really was beautiful, and once again Veronica found herself in awe of her surroundings. 

As she ran, Veronica’s mind couldn’t keep from traveling back to the previous night, and particularly about the way Frank had made her feel. She had felt like a woman again. For so long, she just felt dull and uninterested in her own life. She had fallen into a routine, and become nearly detached from enjoying life itself. 

The, Frank Davenport appeared. Everything had happened so fast, and it bewildered her that they had met only the day before she had given into her feelings and slept with him. She never would have imagined that she was capable of such a thing. 

As she thought about it, she felt a fair amount of guilt that she had cheated on Calvin. She had no idea if she should tell him, or how she would go about it if she chose to do so. Their relationship surely had its problems, but up until now they had never cheated on her. 

Calvin had been reluctant about her taking this job and moving into the estate, and now all his worried and suspicions had been founded. Veronica knew that this guilt would follow her as long as she was in a relationship with him.

She also vaguely wondered if this was a sign that her relationship with him needed to end. Things had not been going completely well between them for quite some time, and if she was honest with herself, she had been debating leaving him for quite a while. She had just never really had a good reason. 

In the end, though, she had always come to the conclusion that she ought to stay with him, because he really could provide her with a good life if they shared a future. He was a good man and a hard worker with a good job. She had no doubt that he could take care of her, and their children if they had any.

In addition, her parents fully expected her to marry him. They were more than thrilled that she had ended up with someone with a real, steady job, and that had already provided her with a home and with a viable future. She knew that they would be bitterly disappointed and ceaselessly worried about her if their relationship came to an end. 

It certainly didn’t help that her father was the type of man who really didn’t believe a woman could truly have a successful life on her own. 

Veronica knew very well that with this job, and this set of circumstances, she could actually save a lot of money in this job. And given that she had almost no expenses to pay for herself, the longer she could keep this job, the better off she would be. 

Still, there would be no way to explain that to her old-fashioned parents, and it would always just be easier to stay with Calvin and ease their minds. 

Now, though, that she had slept with her boss, she knew that this would not be able to last much longer. 

Veronica let out a huff of air as she ran, and tried to push these pesky thoughts from her mind. She would have to deal with all this at another time. She wanted to prove that she could be a valuable member of the staff before she got too comfortable with any situation. The rest of her problems could wait. 

She also had to deal with the issue of being in such close quarters with Frank all the time. There was a part of her that wanted to let him know that what happened between them the previous night could not happen again. She wanted to get back to and maintain a professional relationship from there on out.

Another part of her though, was eager to feel him between her thighs again. She had never had such good sex before in her life. Sure, she could remember early in her relationship with Calvin when everything sexual had seemed fresh and exciting and new. Looking back, though, she realized that her opinions then were largely based on lack of experience. 

Veronica had seen hot, passionate love scenes on television and read about them in romance novels, but she had chalked those up as works of fiction, and thought that nobody truly had those experiences in real life. Now, though, that notion had been completely erased from her mind. She knew that passion and hot lust were very real things, and that they were going to plague her for as long as she was in such close proximity to Frank.

Even now, as she jogged, Veronica felt a hot surge of heat in her core. There was no denying the attraction she felt for Frank, but that wasn’t hard to believe. He certainly wouldn’t have gotten this far in his career without charisma, good looks and intelligence. He was a man that would make any woman swoon. 

Veronica knew that he had likely played this game before with other women. He constantly had a household full of staff, and she found it quite hard to believe that she was the only woman he had ever slept with since his wife’s passing. 

Still, he had done a good job of making her believe that he was truly attracted to her and interested in her. He had been gentle and forceful at exactly the right times, and looked at her in just the right way to make her feel wanted, and more than that, it made her feel unique. Though Veronica had been tricked at the time and believed him to be genuine, she knew very well that he could have developed such a gaze from years of practice. 

As Veronica approached the house again, she steeled her mind. She knew she would have to encounter Frank again at some point, and she had to be prepared to resist him. As hard as she knew it was going to be, she also knew it was necessary. 

Veronica slowed to a trot and was at a walk as she made it to the porch. She quietly opened the door and slipped into the kitchen, not bothering to turn on the light. She worked hard to make no noise as she reached into the cupboard to withdraw a glass. She shut the cabinet slowly, and then began to make her way to the sink. 

As she moved, though, the light to the kitchen flipped on, and she stopped dead in her tracks. She looked over to where she knew the light switch was, and her stomach clenched as she saw Frank standing there, his eyebrow raised, and a smirk of humor on his lips. 






 

CHAPTER 2

“Good morning,” he greeted her, his voice a little lower and gruffer than she was used to. 

“Good morning,” Veronica replied as best she could, considering her throat had tightened up upon seeing him. 

Veronica couldn’t help but look him over. She guessed he had just worked out, as he wore a compression tank that was almost completely saturated with his sweat. His skin glistened, and she could smell his scent wafting through the air. 

Frank chuckled a little, and began to move through the kitchen toward the sink.

“I see we both like to get our workouts out of the way early,” he remarked, and Veronica could hardly think to form a response. The best she could manage was a light laugh. 

Veronica hung back as he withdrew two glasses from the cabinet. He handed one to her, which she sheepishly took, and the other he held under the faucet to begin filling it with water.

“You don’t have to drink from the tap,” Frank said over his shoulder. “It’s just how I was brought up.”

Veronica could only blink at him as her heart clenched and she was suddenly overwhelmed with emotion. In this moment, he wasn’t her employer. He was a man, and a man that she knew she had a great many things in common with.

As Frank sipped at his glass, Veronica slipped past him to stand in front of the sink and fill up her own glass. She heard Frank let out a chuckle from behind her, and she jumped and gasped as she felt his hand move to trace over her arm. In her surprise, she dropped the glass, the loud crash sounding throughout the room.

No sooner had she dropped the glass, Veronica felt Frank seize her by the shoulders and tear her away from the sink. Veronica’s head spun from how fast he moved her, and when she was able to focus her vision, she could see Frank’s eyes searching frantically over her face and her body.

“Are you hurt?” he asked her urgently, his grip on her shoulders bordering on painful. His eyes looked crazed, and she could clearly see a desperate fear lingering there. She had never seen a look like that before, and it sent chills through her body. 

“I’m okay, I’m okay,” Veronica assured him softly, nodding her head. 

She saw Frank relax little by little, and his eyes seemed to refocus, and finally see her clearly. He let out a soft rush of air, and suddenly brought Veronica close, wrapping his arms around her and holding her tight to his chest. 

“Sorry,” he said, his voice a little shaky. “I’m not always good with loud noises. Grew up in some bad homes, bad neighborhoods… lost a few people close to me.”

Veronica felt dazed and at a loss for how to handle this situation, so she could only hold him tighter. She could feel the muscles in his back relax as she held him and she felt her heart soften just a little more. She heard Frank take in a breath, and she felt him begin to pull back from her. 

He looked down at her and gave her a gentle smile, cupping her face in the palm of his hand. Veronica gave him a small smile of her own. She felt like they were kindred spirits, having finally found each other after spending thousands of years separated from one another.

Frank broke their gaze to glance into the sink, and Veronica blinked as the spell was broken. 

“Oh, I’ll take care of that,” Veronica immediately spoke up, moving to gather up the broken glass. She kept her eyes locked on the shards, and carefully wrapped them in a hand towel before depositing them in the garbage. 

All the while, she felt Frank’s eyes on her, and she felt her skin begin to crawl deliciously. She looked up from the trash, and her eyes immediately linked with his. They stood in silence, and Veronica wondered just how much longer she could take the tension brewing between them.

“I need to shower before I make breakfast,” Veronica said softly, looking for just about any excuse to extricate herself from her current situation. 

“Oh of course,” Frank nodded, seeming to be brought back to reality at least a little bit. “I guess you won’t get much of a chance for the rest of the day.”

Veronica gave him a small smile and a nod. 

“I’m headed that way myself,” Frank said, and held his arm out to gesture toward the staircase. 

“Okay,” Veronica said, and moved to join him. They walked side by side up the stairs. When they made it to Veronica’s hallway, Frank hesitated, and Veronica, almost entranced, hesitated with him.

“I’ll see you at breakfast,” Frank managed to say, and turned to walk away. 

“Okay,” Veronica barely managed, watching as Frank turned down his own hallway. 

When he was out of sight, Veronica turned and went into her own room, releasing a sigh as she leaned against her door. She needed to take a moment to process all that had just passed between them.

Apparently, ignoring the connection they had with one another was not going to be as simple as she hoped. 

Puzzling over how she was going to handle the situation she had found herself in, she quickly went through her shower routine and then dressed herself in a pair of comfortable jeans and a nice blouse. Satisfied with her appearance, she left her room and headed down the stairs to start breakfast for the girls. 

Once in the kitchen Veronica took stock of all the things she had to work with, and she decided on a meal of pancakes, bacon, and eggs for the girls that morning. She got the pancake mix out of the pantry and began the process of mixing up a batch of batter. 

Veronica found the whole process of cooking the meal very therapeutic. Soon, she had all the food items laid out under the lamp over the breakfast bar to keep it warm, and she headed back upstairs to start getting the girls ready. 

Veronica was pleasantly surprised to find that the girls were more than eager to comply with her wishes, and were very helpful and cooperative, even anticipating what they were supposed to do. It was clear that they had been under the care of some very good nannies in their young lives. 

It seemed almost too fast that the girls were ready, and seated at the table enjoying their banquet of pancakes. Veronica easily assisted them with pouring drinks and giving them more syrup or whatever other toppings they desired. 

In the midst of their breakfast, Frank strolled into the kitchen, and the girls immediately hopped out of their chairs and rushed to greet him. 

Frank chuckled as each of the girls attached themselves around one of his legs. Frank indulged them, and began to walk across the kitchen. Veronica couldn’t help but smile as the girls giggled hysterically. Frank looked up, and Veronica was immediately locked in his dark gaze. He flicked her an easy smile, and Veronica felt an ember begin to burn deep in her core. 

“Alright girls, back to the table,” Frank said with a chuckle. The girls rushed to obey, and say at the table looking over at him admiringly. 

Frank looked back at them, a broad smile on his face. When the girls were once again engrossed in their meal, Frank looked back at Veronica, that familiar twinkling light in his eye. 

Veronica blinked a moment, and hurried to act as she felt her cheeks flush.

“Can I get you some breakfast?” Veronica asked softly, looking anywhere but into his eyes. 

“I can help myself, thanks,” Frank said easily. Veronica gave him a single nod. It looked as though the girls had largely finished eating, so Veronica took up their plates and started the process of getting them washed. 

As she took care of the dishes, Veronica was constantly aware of Frank’s presence in the kitchen. It seemed that no matter how she tried to occupy her mind, she always found her eyes wandering to him. And each time, his eyes seemed to meet hers, and her world seemed to center solely on him. 

Veronica could hardly think at all. 

“Alright, I’m off,” Frank finally said, standing from his place at the table. Veronica felt a mix of relief and disappointment that he would be leaving. 

Veronica stood back as he kissed the girl’s goodbye, smiling a little as she witnessed their interactions. When he finished, he looked up at Veronica.

“The movers should be bringing your things in today,” he said easily. “Someone will be here to take care of everything for you.”

“Oh,” Veronica blinked. If she was honest with herself, she had forgotten all about her belongings in the flurry of activity that had taken place in the short time that she had been there. 

“Thank you,” she managed. 

“Of course,” Frank smiled over at her. “I’ll see you this afternoon.”

“Yes sir,” Veronica gave him a nod. Frank blinked and frowned a little, apparently a little confused by her use of a title. 

Frank said nothing more as he moved to leave, though he did cast her a curious glance. Veronica let out a soft sigh as she heard the front door close. She gathered up the few remaining dishes and took care of them as the girls chatted at the table. With Frank gone, she was finally able to focus on her job.

When she was finally finished cleaning up, she turned to the girls. She gave them a smile, and they both smiled back eagerly. 

“I think the weather outside is nice and warm,” Veronica pointed out. “Who wants to go for a swim?”

Veronica was immediately met with squeals of excitement.






 

CHAPTER 3

Veronica spent the day entertaining the girls, frolicking with them through the house. After their swim, she helped them get cleaned off and changed into fresh clothes. No sooner were they redressed, though, they wanted her to take them out on the trails, and of course, she obliged.

As Veronica took care of the girls, bringing them in to have lunch after their trek on the trails, she noticed that rest of the staff had filtered in. Most notably, she caught sight of the men who she assumed were the movers taking her possessions up to her room. 

Veronica felt a flash of guilt as she saw them. Her belongings reminded her of the home she had made with Calvin, and she wondered vaguely what he was up to. She realized she hadn’t spoken with him much at all the previous day, and she realized she should probably call to check up on him. 

It was strange not to be around him all the time, where the details of each other’s lives just sort of came out in the midst of everyday life. Now, though, that they were no longer physically together, she knew she would have to put forth a bit more effort if she wanted to keep tabs on him. 

Veronica considered all this as she cleaned up the dishes from the girls’ lunch. She decided then that she could dwell on all this later, and she refocused her attention on her young charges. 

They seemed a little worn out from their swim and their hike through the woods, so Veronica opted to settle them down in the den for a while and put on a movie. She nearly laughed as she had to intercept what may have turned into a fight over what movie to watch, and they finally agreed upon a system wherein they would alternate who selected the movie to be watched. 

For today, Veronica picked the movie, and the girls were content to watch it. They were quiet for the duration of the movie, but after sitting still for so long they were well rested and ready to go at it again. 

While it was definitely more than she was used to dealing with, Veronica was learning to accept that she would be a major fixture in the girls’ lives. She was not having to hard a time keeping up with them, and the more she interacted with them the more she seemed to like them. In general, they were very smart and well-rounded girls. 

Veronica caught herself smiling as she thought of the opportunities they would have, and how their father had created them. Having grown up under such rough conditions, it would have been easy for him to go down a horrible road for the rest of his life. Instead, he had made a name for himself and paved the way for an excellent future for his children, as well as providing for the countless members of his staff. 

Veronica tried to keep her mind off Frank, but it was hard when she was so clearly surrounded by all that he had made of himself. Even as she took care of his children, she was reminded of him in their smiles and their deep, dark skin. Veronica found herself vaguely wondering what their mother looked like. 

The rest of the afternoon was occupied with trying to put together a large puzzle. It was only when a much larger pair of hands joined in that Veronica looked up and saw Frank kneeling down and helping them. Veronica hastily looked back down at the puzzle. 

Soon, the whole work was completed, and the girls cheered excitedly for themselves. 

“We’ll have to get a frame and hang it up,” Frank said to the girls, and they giggled their approval. Frank glanced over at Veronica and have her a smirk. Veronica offered him an easy smile. 

“Why don’t you run downstairs and get a snack,” Frank leaned over and suggested to the girls. “Miss Lawrence will be right down.”

The girls immediately raced down the stairs, and Veronica felt her stomach clench in a way that was becoming all too familiar. Frank looked over at her and seemed to consider her for a moment before he spoke. 

“How were they?” he asked her, his voice seeming more tentative than usual. 

“They were great,” Veronica answered, trying to keep her voice light. 

“Good,” Frank nodded. There was a long silence then

“I’m going to change out of my clothes,” he said softly.

“Right,” Veronica nodded. “I’ll be in the kitchen with the girls.”

“Of course,” Frank nodded to her. “I’ll be down in a bit.”

Veronica offered him a tight smile and then headed down the staircase to see the girls. She supervised them as they had their snack of a banana and some grapes, and then made sure they cleaned themselves up. About the time they had finished, Frank had made it downstairs. 

The girls, of course, immediately rushed to them and Frank chuckled, stroking each of their heads. 

“How about a board game?” Frank suggested, and the girls immediately began discussing which one they wanted to play. It seemed to go back and forth between Guess Who and Sorry! Eventually, Guess Who won out.

“Alright then,” Frank said when it was settled. “Miss Lawrence, would you like to play?”

Veronica was a little taken aback. She looked into Frank’s eyes, and she immediately felt the urge to flee. 

“Actually,” Veronica countered. “I have been meaning to make a phone call.”

“Oh,” Frank said, seeming a little surprised. “By all means.”

“Maybe I can join in on a later round?” Veronica suggested, mostly speaking to the girls, who encouraged her to do so eagerly. 

Veronica looked up at Frank, who gave her a smile and a short shrug. Veronica smiled back, and then turned to head across the kitchen and out onto the pool area. Once outside, she collapsed into a pool chair and ran a hand over her face. 

She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. For a moment, she merely held it in her hand and looked down at it. Finally, she was able to find Calvin’s contact information and hit the call button. 

The phone only rang once before he answered.

“Hey!” his voice sounded eager, and Veronica was more than a little surprised by his tone. 

“Hey,” she said back, her own voice not quite matching his enthusiasm. 

“I didn’t ever hear from you yesterday,” Calvin pointed out. “I figured you were probably just busy taking care of things over there.”

“Yeah it was a pretty wild day,” Veronica said, feeling a cold pang of guilt as she remembered just what had transpired the previous day. 

“Oh yeah?” Calvin asked, and Veronica closed her eyes at the eagerness in his voice. “Tell me about it? What’s it like?”

“Well the house is incredible and the girls are great,” Veronica said, and she certainly wasn’t lying. 

“What about Davenport?” Calvin asked, his voice full of innocent curiosity. “Is he very cold and distant?”

“I don’t know,” Veronica let the lie slide off her tongue. “I haven’t really seen him all that much.”

“Well I guess that’s to be expected,” Calvin said, and in her mind’s eye Veronica could see him nodding. She couldn’t be sure, buts he could have sworn she heard a note of relief in his voice, and it only served to compound her guilt. 

“So what about you?” Veronica asked, eager to steer the conversation away from herself. “I know the movers came by today.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Calvin said. “They got the whole place cleared out. I’m getting set up in one of the apartments that Davenport owns. Really classy place. And he’ matching what I paid in rent on the other one, can you believe that?”

“Wow,” Veronica said, trying her best to sound even remotely surprised. “That sounds too good to be true.”

“Well,” Calvin said, his voice a little deflated. “Not quite too good. I’m missing the one thing that would really make it all perfect.”

Veronica sighed, knowing that he was referring to their separation.

“I know it’s a lot different,” Veronica tried to reassure him. “It’s a lot different for both of us.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Calvin said, and she could tell that there was something else on his mind. 

A long silence stretched between them, and Veronica began to feel uncomfortable. 

“Well I’d better get back to work,” Veronica said lamely, kicking at the wood of the deck. 

“Oh yeah of course,” Calvin said, a soft laugh on his voice. “Well good night! I love you!”

“I love you too,” Veronica said, maybe a little too softly. “Goodnight.”

With that, she hung up the phone. She let out a long breath through her nose and closed her eyes. She had no idea how she was ever going to manage to tell him the truth. 

After taking a moment to collect her thoughts and straighten out her emotions, Veronica stood up and made her way back into the house to while away the rest of the evening with the girls, as well as with Frank. 






 

CHAPTER 4

Veronica returned quietly to the den, escaping notice as Frank and the girls played their game. She was content to watch them play, and when they had worn themselves out she helped Frank get them up to their rooms. Veronica made sure that extraneous toys were picked up off the ground. 

When there was nothing else to keep her occupied, the only thing left for her to do was face Frank, who lingered in the upstairs open area. 

“Hey,” Frank said softly. 

“Hey,” Veronica replied. 

Another long silence passed, and Veronica looked at the front pocket of Frank’s shirt.

“Hey,” Frank said again, more softly, and placed his fingers under her chin to lift her face so that she was looking him in the eye. Veronica looked there and saw a mixture of emotions swirling.

“Was that Calvin?” he asked her. Veronica frowned a little. 

“Yes,” Veronica answered, her voice soft. Frank let out a sigh, and clenched his jaw.

“How is he doing?” Frank asked, and Veronica felt a familiar pang of guilt, now because she felt like she was being deceitful to Frank. This was all incredibly confusing and foreign to her. 

“I don’t want to talk about Calvin,” Veronica said plainly. Frank blinked and drew back a little. 

“Okay,” he said softly, and Veronica sighed. 

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to sound angry. 

“No, no I understand,” Frank nodded. “It’s your business of course.”

Veronica nodded. They stood in silence for a moment. 

“How are you?” Frank asked. “You’ve seemed a little off today.”

Veronica let out a soft laugh. That was the understatement of the year.

“Yeah I’m just trying to wrap my head around all this,” Veronica said, and Frank seemed to relax a little. 

“Oh,” he said, looking around at their surroundings. “Yeah, I know it’s lot to have to get used to, but don’t worry, you’ll adjust to it.”

“I’m not talking about the house,” Veronica said, all her emotions coming to the surface. “And I’m not talking about the job.”

Frank frowned a little, pressing his lips together. 

“Then what are you talking about?” he asked, his brows knitting together. 

Veronica scoffed and rolled her eyes, irritation and stress coming to the forefront of her emotional struggle. 

“What am I talking about?” she returned. “Oh I don’t know, the fact that I’m sleeping around with my boss and I have a boyfriend!”

Frank’s scowl dissipated into a look of concern. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but Veronica held up her hand to stop him. 

“Look, I get it,” Veronica said. “I know I’m grown and I can make my own decisions, but I really think you are a major contributor to this as well.”

Veronica finished with a huff, and spun around, unable to look at him. She felt tears gathering in her eyes and she swiped at them with her hand. 

“Veronica, I’m sorry,” Frank said from behind her, and she was more than a little shocked to hear him apologize. Slowly, she turned back to face him.

“I know what we did was inappropriate,” he said, his voice soft. “Not only was it inappropriate, it was premature, as we’ve only even known each other for a couple of days.”

Veronica said nothing, and merely looked back at him, sensing that he was nowhere near done saying what was on his mind.

“When I first met you in that interview, I knew you were the person I wanted to be responsible for taking care of my daughters when I am not around,” Frank started off. “You seemed so cool and collected, and experienced, and I knew that two little girls would be nothing for you to handle. After talking with you for a little while, there was little doubt in my mind that you were the one for the job.”

Veronica took in all that he said. She was flattered with all that, but she knew this was just a lead in for whatever else he was going to say. 

“And even then,” Frank said. “I… I felt something else, too.”

Veronica’s eyes widened a little. 

“It was like this… electric connection,” Frank said. “I was instantly attracted to you, just from the way you look. And then when you talked I was just drawn in even more. I knew there was something there, and I couldn’t help but want to explore it.”

Veronica knew very well what he was talking about. She had experienced all these things when they first met as well. Unfortunately, none of that excused the way she had conducted herself with him.

“Honestly, I should have just taken you out for coffee instead of offering you a job,” Frank said. “I should have known that having you living here would be too much for me to ignore. By the way, I didn’t just make all that up about you living here. All the nannies I’ve ever hired have lived here under my roof.”

Veronica was actually a little relieved to hear that. She had actually been wondering if he had not just made up that situation for her in particular. 

“But when I saw you here, taking care of my girls,” Frank shook his head. “I really felt something. And every time I looked up at you, you were looking back at me and… I don’t know. I just felt alive.”

Veronica couldn’t help but feel her stomach flutter at those words, and she felt her expression soften. Frank must have seen it as well, because he began to move closer to her. He raised his hands to brush his fingertips along her cheeks. Her breath caught a little as he brushed his thumb along her bottom lip. 

“I shouldn’t have gotten so carried away,” he said, his voice growing lower and more husky. “I’m sorry.”

Veronica let out a shaking breath. Her heart pounded, and she didn’t quite know how to react to all this. She could certainly not deny, though, the throbbing ache that had wound its way between her legs. 

Veronica said nothing, but she softly kissed the pad of Franks thumb as it hovered near her mouth. Franks’ eyes darkened as she did so, and he pressed his thumb against her lips. Almost instinctively, Veronica opened her mouth further and took it into her mouth, lightly sucking on it. 

Frank’s eyes widened with a predatory look, and she heard him growl deep in his throat. Veronica gasped softly as he suddenly pulled her close, pressing her against his body. Veronica whimpered softly as she felt his hardness pressing against her abdomen. 

“I won’t lie Veronica,” Frank leaned down and whispered harshly into her ear. “I want you.”

Veronica let out a shaky breath. She tightly gripped his shirt and buried her face in his chest. She felt his hands move to her hips and began to trace up under her shirt. She sighed as goose bumps ran up along her skin. She looked up into Frank’s eyes, and she knew that she would give in. 

Looking around though, she realized that they couldn’t very well do this here in the open. What if one of the girls woke up? That would certainly take a lot of explaining. 

“My room,” Veronica said simply. Frank blinked down at her, seemed to have been taken of guard. 

“Are you serious?” he asked her, his voice sounding both excited and disbelieving. 

Veronica simply nodded and stepped back from him, heading down the hallway to her room. She couldn’t hear him moving, but she could feel his eyes on her as she led him into her room. 

Frank stepped in and Veronica shut the door behind him, making sure it was locked. Then, she turned to find Frank already taking off his shirt. Veronica’s throat tightened as his muscled torso was revealed to her, and she felt a wetness forming between her legs. Without hesitation, she began divesting herself of her clothes as well.

Gradually, and slowly enough that it was tantalizing and torturous at the same time, the two stripped until they were standing in front of each other, naked. Veronica’s eyes locked onto his erection, and she nearly drooled when he started to slowly stroke it in front of her.

Veronica watched him for a long while. She finally tore her eyes away from his manhood long enough to look him in the eyes, and the look of lust and desire in them made her knees weak. 

Veronica inched closer to him, and when she was standing directly in front of him, she lowered herself to her knees. She looked up and made sure her eyes were locked on Frank as she took his tip in her mouth, and then took him into her mouth. 






 

CHAPTER 5

Veronica moaned as she sucked and pumped at Frank’s cock, alternating between sharp, fast movements to ramp him up, and then slow, rhythmic movements to bring him back down. She revealed in the way his muscles flexed and twitched in response to her. She lost track of how long all this went on. Her own arousal was maddening in and of itself, but she knew it would be worth waiting for when he finally sunk his length into her. 

Veronica heard Frank release a growl, and she felt his tip slide past her lips as he suddenly withdrew from her. 

“Bed, now,” he commanded, and Veronica bit her lip at the assertion. She wasted no time, and got up to move to the bed. She laid herself out in the middle of it, and tried not to squirm as Frank stood beside the bed, his eyes taking her in. 

Veronica looked up at him, and unable to stop herself, she began to run her hands along her body. She brought them up along her ribs and groaned softly as she cupped her breasts, her back arching up off the bed as she tweaked at her nipples. She played with them as long as she could stand, and then began running her hands down over her stomach. 

Her pussy was dripping and throbbing sharply with the force of her lust, and she couldn’t wait for that first contact with her sex. Just before she reached her destination, though, she felt Frank’s hand clamp down over her wrist. As her mind, had clouded with pleasure, she had not felt him get onto the bed beside her. 

Veronica whimpered a little and weakly tried to free herself. Frank shot her a devilish smile, and brought her hand up over her head, holding it there. Veronica gasped as she felt his hand on the inside of her thigh just above her knee, and slowly beginning to trail up. She wriggled and squirmed beneath him at the light touch, and she panted lightly as he came closer and closer to her sex.

Just before he would have touched her wetness, though, he stopped short. Veronica’s eyes snapped open, and she looked up at Frank in a mixture of confusion and disbelief. 

“Frank, please…” she whimpered beneath him. Veronica saw a spark in his eyes, and she nearly screamed as she felt his fingertips drag along her slit, gathering up her wetness before circling them around her clit. 

Veronica arched her hips up into the touch, and she spread her legs even wider. Frank continued to play at her, running his fingers and the flat of his palm against her soft folds. He kept the touches light and slow, certainly not enough to do anything more than tease her. Sometimes he would increase the pressure just enough to give her a taste of real pleasure, but then he would back off again. 

Additionally, no matter how much veronica ached for it, he did not slide his fingers into her. She ached to have something, anything inside of her as he inner walls ached for lack of something to latch onto. It finally became too much for her to take, and she looked up at Frank in desperation. 

“I need you inside me…” she whined at him, arching her hips up against his hand. 

“Oh yeah?” he teased her. 

Veronica felt him slide the tip of one finger just inside her dripping entrance, and her muscles immediately clamped down around it. 

“You really do need it,” Frank chuckled, and Veronica thought she might actually dissolve into tears. 

Frank withdrew his finger, and Veronica nearly started protesting, when she saw him moving to situate himself between her thighs. Veronica sighed out her relief, and he placed her hands on his shoulders. She brought her knees up alongside him, and when she felt his tip at her entrance, she shuddered involuntarily. 

Veronica bit her lip and squeezed her eyes shut as he began to drag his tip along her entrance and up over her clit. She could feel her heart pounding and her thighs already quivering in anticipation. 

“May I?” Frank asked her, and Veronica nodded frantically. Frank gave her his pure white smile just as he thrust deep inside of her with one powerful thrust. 

Veronica barely managed to keep from sobbing at the feeling of him buried within her. She could not keep still, and she immediately began to roll her hips up into his. She wrapped her legs around his hips, and began to start bringing herself up and down his length. 

Frank, though, would have none of that. He seized her ankles and unwrapped them from around his body, and instead placed them on his shoulder. Veronica could feel him slide even deeper into her, and her jaw dropped as he looked down at her with a smirk. 

Frank began to pound into her with slow, hard thrusts. Each time he bottomed out inside of her, Veronica let out a soft huff of air. She could feel her orgasm slowly building up inside of her, but she knew that there was no way she would ever reach it at this pace. Still, the pleasure he was giving her was incredible, and she didn’t want to ruin that. 

Suddenly, Frank pulled out of her, and withdrew from her slightly. Veronica managed to come out of her haze of pleasure long enough to Catch Frank’s eye. She saw him slowly stroking his length as he knelt at the end of the bed.

“Roll over,” he said softly, and Veronica felt a jolt of excitement rush through her core. She loved being taken from behind, but Calvin preferred other positions. She couldn’t even remember the last time.

Veronica obeyed eagerly and her body hummed in anticipation. She felt Frank move behind her, and he situated her legs so they were closed together. When she felt his top at her dipping sex again, she buried her fingers in the bedclothes beneath her. She arched her hips back a little to encourage him, and she groaned quietly as he slid inside of her. 

This time, Frank started a slow and gentle rhythm that gradually ramped up Veronica’s climax. She could feel her body moving closer and closer to the edge, and as she grew nearer and nearer, he increased his pace and the strength with which he thrusted into her. Soon, she knew she was just about to go over the edge. She arched her back and tightened the muscles of her thighs, but just when her orgasm was about to crash over her, Frank pulled out. 

Veronica had experimented with edging and orgasm denial before, but it was still a cold shock when her approaching orgasm faded away, replaced once again by a burning need ten times as strong. She felt Frank’s hand gently stroking her ass, and she felt him running his head from the wetness of her slit up the crevice of her ass. Veronica’s head was still swimming with a mix of pleasure and desperation, and all she could do was moan softly. 

Finally, Frank sank into her again. Veronica felt her orgasm building up inside of her again. She hurried to clench her muscles and seize her own orgasm before Frank could deny it again, but it was in vain. As soon as he felt her clench up, he withdrew again, and Veronica sobbed into a nearby pillow. 

“Please Frank!” Veronica turned her head to the side to beg him. “I need to come, please, please let me come!”

“Well…” Frank said lowly as he pressed back into her. “Since you said the magic word…”

Veronica yelped into the pillow as he began again at a brutal pace. She panted and squirmed beneath him as he pounded into her, his fingertips digging into her hipbones to keep her still. 

For the third time, Veronica felt her orgasm bubbling up inside of her. She felt a pang of fear as she got closer and closer, still half worried that Frank would leave her aching again. 

When the first wave of her climax crashed into her, Veronica opened her mouth in a soundless scream, the pleasure absolutely overwhelming her. As Frank continued to take her for his own pleasure, she dissolved into a twitching, whimpering mess.

Soon, Frank, too reached his end. With a few particularly hard thrusts, Veronica felt his cock jerk inside of her, and his hot seed filled her womb. He stayed buried deep within her for a moment before gently pulling out of her and moving off the bed. Veronica turned her head as the light of her bathroom flicked on. 

Frank returned with a warm, damp cloth. Veronica twitched a little as he gently bathed her sex, as it was still sensitive. Frank looked up at her at the movement. 

“You okay?” he asked her, his concerned eyes searching her face. 

“I’m wonderful,” Veronica smiled, and Frank visibly relaxed, smiling back.

He left to return the rag to the bathroom and turn off the light. He made to get in bed with her but he hesitated. Veronica frowned.

“What is it?” she asked. 

“I just didn’t know…” Frank gestured to the bed. “You know, if you wanted me to leave for the night.”

Veronica blinked, remembering her refusal to share a bed with him the night before. She considered asking him to leave, but she was not at all surprised to find that her heart sank at the very idea. 

“You can stay,” Veronica said softly. “If you like…”






 

CHAPTER 6

Frank looked a little surprised, but also pleased. He slowly moved back onto the bed, and the two moved to get the covers out from beneath their bodies. Once that was accomplished, the two laid down beside one another. 

Frank turned onto his side and propped his head up in the palm of his hand, and looked over at Veronica. A smile played at the corner of his lips. Veronica smiled back at him, her brows meeting.

“What?” she asked him, mirroring his position to look back at him.

“Nothing,” he said. “You’re just so beautiful.”

Veronica smiled, and leaned forward to press a soft kiss to his lips.

“It’s been a while since I’ve done the pillow talk thing,” Veronica admitted, and Frank frowned a little. 

“Really?” he asked, moving his hand to gently trace over her upper arm. 

“Really,” Veronica softly confirmed. She knew she probably shouldn’t be talking about her relationship, but she was feeling strangely open and vulnerable, and she didn’t really feel like closing up just yet.

“I mean, it was rare enough that we had sex,” Veronica spilled out. “And I mean when we did he sort of just… went to sleep. I guess it gets that way after you’ve been together a while.”

Frank said nothing, but Veronica drew from his expression that he didn’t agree with her.

“What?” Veronica prodded, wanting him to bare all since she was doing the same. 

“I mean nothing,” Frank shook his head. “I just didn’t have that experience, is all.”

It was veronica’s turn to be disbelieving. 

“You mean for as long as you were married, things never got even a little stale?” Veronica raised her eyebrow. She knew it was bold to bring up his wife, but she was in a bit of a bold mood anyway. 

Fortunately, Frank smiled and gave her a chuckle. 

“No, it never did,” he said with a shrug. “I was just always amazed and interested in her. She was… magical to me, I guess.”

Veronica felt a chill, and a small pang of jealousy at the mention of his wife.

“I wish I could relate,” Veronica shrugged.

Frank was quiet for a moment, and he frowned. 

“So…” he started. “I take it your relationship with Calvin isn’t exactly living up to your expectations.”

Veronica frowned and thought for a moment. There was a part of her that wanted to change the direction of this conversation. But there was another part of her that wanted to open up about her frustrations. In the end, the latter was the part of her that won out.

“I didn’t really have any expectations, exactly,” Veronica said quietly. “And in the beginning things really were great. He was smart, and he was going somewhere. He still is. So, I just always felt lucky to be with him.”

Frank listened quietly, his eyes locked on her.

“I think domestic life got to me,” Veronica speculated aloud. “Just the whole do dishes, wash laundry, go to work, repeat cycle.  And I always tell myself that’s what life is about… but there’s a part of me that really thinks there is something that I’m missing.”

“Like what?” Frank asked, his voice barely more than a murmur.

Veronica suddenly felt very vulnerable, and she blushed a little. 

“I don’t know…” Veronica whispered. “But I think I’m getting close to finding out…”

Veronica looked into Frank’s eyes, and he smiled. Again, she felt her heart fill with tenderness as she looked over at him. The tenderness, though, was immediately followed by a rush of guilt, and she cast her eyes down and frowned. 

“What’s the matter?” Frank asked, and Ran his hand down to rest on her hip.

Veronica was silent for a moment before she looked back up at him. 

“I’m cheating on my boyfriend,” she said with a dry laugh. Franks face fell a little slowly, and she could see his jaw clench. 

“I definitely never imagined myself in this situation,” Veronica admitted, moving to lie down on her back, allowing her to look up at Frank.

“I have to say I never thought I’d be in this situation either,” Frank said softly, moving his hand to trace his fingertips over her stomach. “But then again, I never thought I’d feel about someone this way again…”

Veronica looked up at him, and gave him a smile. 

“I never thought I could in the first place,” Veronica said softly. She reached up and ran her hand over Frank’s smooth jaw. 

They were quiet for a good little while after that. Veronica scooted her body closer to his, and Frank laid down and wrapped his arm around her waist. 

“I know this whole thing is unconventional,” Frank murmured softly. “But if it’s any consolation, I really do feel a connection with you.”

Veronica let out a sigh, and then laughed. 

“This is crazy,” she shook her head. “But I feel it too. But I just can’t help but feel like it’s all happening so fast. Like this initial spark we feel is just going to fade, and I’ll be left with nothing.”

“Hey, hey,” Frank soothed her, cupping her palm in his hand. “You’re never going to be left with nothing. Even if nothing more happens between us, I’m not just going to leave you high and dry. I care about you.”

“Well that’s good to know,” Veronica said, though she was reluctant to believe him. 

“And yeah, we did just meet,” Frank said softly. “So maybe we should just take some time and try to get to know each other a little more, okay? We can talk, and just be around each other. We’ll both work, and you can still have your own time in the afternoons if you ever want to go anywhere. We can take things as slow or fast as you want. I really think there might be something here between us. And I’m not willing to just lose the chance of ever finding out.”

Veronica was a little taken aback to find that he was so adamant and certain that there could be something between them.

“As for me, I just have to be honest,” Frank went on, his tone very serious. “I want you to be mine. I want you now and forever. I know what I like, and I know when my soul is connected to someone else’s. We’re connected Veronica. And I will do whatever it takes to make you mine.”

Veronica raised her brows. She certainly hadn’t expected him to speak so plainly and openly, and she hadn’t expected him to feel so strongly. 

“You don’t have to respond right now,” Frank said softly, giving her a small smile. “I just want you to know.”

Veronica let out a soft laugh.

“I think you made all your feelings pretty clear,” she said. Frank smiled and pulled her closer. 

“I’m a pretty open guy,” Frank smiled. “For a really long time I thought that holding in my emotions was going to make me stronger but… it really only made me hurt.”

Veronica looked up at him and gave him a soft smile and a kiss. 

“I’m glad you figured it out,” she said to him. 

“I went through a lot of therapy as soon as I had the money,” Frank said with a hint of humor, but Veronica knew he was likely not joking.

Veronica gave him a somewhat sad smile. Frank leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers, and Veronica kissed him back tenderly. Her hands pressed against his chest, and her body arched into him a little. She had never felt so physically connected to someone in her life. And in spite of how much she regretted cheating on Calvin, and her uncertainty of where this relationship with Frank would lead, in this very moment, she was happy. 

They broke off from their kiss, and each of them gave the other a smile. 

“We’d better get to sleep,” Veronica said softly. “We both have jobs to attend to.”

Frank chuckled and pulled her closer. 

“You’re right, of course,” he murmured as he nuzzled into her hair. “I guess it’s goodnight then.”

“Goodnight then,” Veronica murmured back. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“I’ll see you now,” Frank purred, and placed a kiss on her neck.

Veronica laughed. As she faded away into sleep, she basked in the feelings of contentedness that she was feeling after having gone so long without them.






 

CHAPTER 7

For the next several weeks, Veronica’s life at Franks estate went much like the first several days. In the morning, the each worked out and then met for a rendezvous in the kitchen before the girls arose, and then they went their separate ways, Frank to his office and Veronica remaining at home to take care of the girls. 

For her part, Veronica grew to feel like this was the home, and practically the family she had always wanted. When she was a little girl, she had always imagined what her life would be like as an adult, and this was very close if you subtracted the mansion-like home. 

Every now and then, of course, she had her moments of doubt. She remembered that she was no more than an employee here, and in spite of Frank’s assurances that he had feelings for her and that his intentions were to win her over, the cynical part of her mind insisted that she was just a way for him to pass the time until the next nanny got there. 

It was in these moments that Veronica felt exceedingly guilty for ever even entertaining the thought of cheating on Calvin. In spite of the fact that their relationship was less than thrilling, there had been nothing truly wrong with it. And up until recently, they had both been faithful to one another. 

It certainly didn’t help that while she was delving into a potential relationship with Frank, Calvin was still trying hard to save theirs. It seemed that he had actually listened when she voiced her complaints about their relationship, and was actively seeking to build her up more. Unfortunately, he was only serving to fuel her guilt for being constantly unfaithful to him. 

They spoke on the phone every day, though, and one day, Calvin suggested that she take an afternoon off and go see him. Veronica had no idea what to say.

“Just one afternoon,” Calvin pressed, his tone hopeful. “It doesn’t go against the terms of your contract. Davenport should be home at that time, right?”

“Yes, of course,” Veronica said. She didn’t know how to tell him how much the terms of their contract had changed in the time she had been there.

“Great!” Calvin said. “So that’s a yes?”

Veronica sighed, and ran her hand over her face. 

“I can’t say,” Veronica said. “Davenport is my boss; I have to run it by him.”

“But I mean it shouldn’t be a problem, right?” Calvin said easily. “I mean he said he would allow you time off.”

“Yeah, of course, you’re right,” Veronica said a little snappishly, her emotional turmoil starting to rise to the surface.

“I mean, if it’s too much trouble for you, you can just forget about it,” Calvin said kindly, but Veronica could hear the disappointment in his voice. 

“No, no,” veronica insisted. “Of course I want to go, baby. I just have to ask first, okay?”

“Okay,” Calvin answered, and his voice was filled with relief. 

“I’ll talk to him about it tonight and I’ll tell you what he said tomorrow,” Veronica said. “And if it all goes well maybe we can set a date and time.”

“Great!” Calvin said, excitement evident in his voice. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow then. I love you.”

“I love you too,” Veronica said, her heart heavy. “Goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” she heard Calvin say, and she immediately hung up the phone. 

Veronica let out a long sigh and leaned back against the wall, shoving her phone roughly into her pocket. This whole thing was really starting to wear on her, and she didn’t know how much longer she could effectively keep it up. 

“Calvin, I assume?” Veronica turned to see the familiar figure of Frank in the doorway.

Veronica nodded, and took in his appearance. He wore a pair of dark wash jeans and a grey cable knit sweater. He stood with his arms crossed and his brow raised, a somewhat cold look on his face. 

“Please don’t look at me that way,” Veronica said to him. 

“Fine,” Frank said, raising his hands, and then putting them into his pocket. “So are you going to ask me or what?”

Veronica’s brows met and she cocked her head at him, annoyed. 

“So did you just eavesdrop on my whole conversation, or what?” Veronica asked. 

“Well I couldn’t help but hear,” Calvin said, his voice very calm and measured. 

“Well since you asked,” Veronica said, irritated. “Calvin wants to know if I can take an afternoon off to go on a date with him soon.”

Frank raised both eyebrows. 

“Would that be agreeable with you?” Veronica asked. “My contract states that I am not absolutely required to be here if you are present with the girls, and it assures me some time off as well.”

“I am not opposed to abiding by your contract,” Frank said, his voice as a calm and cool as ever. Somehow, that made her even more furious than if he had raged at her. 

“Fine then,” Veronica snapped at him. “I’ll be calling him back tomorrow so I can set a time and a date.”

Frank said nothing, merely looking back at her. 

“Say something!” Veronica hissed at him.

“What do you want me to say?” Frank bit back. “That I don’t want you to go? You’re a grown woman Veronica. That’s your relationship. You have a right to do what you want with him. I can’t stop you. As you’ve already pointed out, you’re well within the limits of your contract to take an afternoon off and spend it with him. To be honest I’m a little surprised you haven’t already done so.”

“That’s not what I wanted to hear,” Veronica said, her voice now betraying her conflicted emotions. 

“Well then here’s something else,” Frank said, his voice incredibly low and deadly cold. “I don’t want you to go. I don’t want you to speak with him. I don’t want you to ever see him again. The truth? I’m horribly jealous. I want you to myself Veronica. I don’t want to take you to bed every night knowing that there’s another man out there with a claim on you. If you were any other woman in the world, there is no way on earth that I would ever put myself through what I am going through now.”

Veronica could have sworn her heart stopped at his words. She could feel the sincerity of his words resounding in her bones, and she knew that he meant everything he said. She felt numb in the face of such raw truth. 

Silence stretched between them for a long moment, and the only communication that occurred between them was solely between their eyes. 

“I don’t want you to go,” Frank said.

Veronica stayed still as he pushed off the wall behind him and began to move toward her. He came to stand in front of her, and she covered his hands with her own as he cupped her face. He lowered his head and kissed her softly. Then, he pulled back and rested his forehead against hers. 

“I want you all to myself,” Frank said softly. “And for a while I thought that you wanted me too. But right now, … I get the feeling that you don’t even know what you want.”

Veronica said nothing, and lowered her eyes. If she was completely honest, Frank was really right. She stayed silent, and she heard Frank release a long sigh through his nose. His hands moved down to rest on her hips, and his fingertips slipped beneath the hem of her shirt. 

Veronica’s eyes flicked up to Franks, and she saw darkness and lust swirling there. She felt his hands move higher up inside of her shirt, and she gasped as he easily undid the clasp of her bra. 

“Frank, we’re in the kitchen,” she protested in a hushed whisper, but she couldn’t deny the heat that had started to build up in her core. 

“Very observant,” Frank growled into her ear as his hand moved back to her waist and roughly jerked her into his body. He unabashedly rolled his hips into her, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out. 

“I want you,” Frank growled, and Veronica couldn’t help but gasp as he roughly bit down on the juncture of her neck and shoulder. 

“But you have to be quiet or we’ll wake the girls,” he warned her with a dark whisper, his lips brushing against the shell of her ear. “We wouldn’t want them to walk in on something like this, now would we?”

Veronica panted and shook her head. Frank forced his knee between her legs and rubbed it against her sex, nearly causing her knees to buckle. She knew there was no way she could resist, and deep downs he knew she didn’t want to. 






 

CHAPTER 8

Frank reached up to the collar of Veronica’s shirt and tore downwards, ripping off all the buttons and baring her upper body to him. He quickly swiped off the bra as well, and dipped his head to take a nipple into his mouth. 

Veronica struggled to keep quiet and she dug her fingers into his shoulders as he tortured her breasts. By the time he finally pulled back, they were exceedingly tender, and even the cool air of the room brushing against them was serving to excite her. 

He moved lower and took hold of the waistband of her yoga pants and roughly dragged them down her legs. He wasted no time and immediately brought his hand between her legs. She was not shocked at all that his fingers slid easily through the wetness at her slit, sending her head spinning. 

Frank looked up at her with a dark smirk just before he sank two fingers deep inside her. Veronica ground her teeth and shuddered as he began to rhythmically pump into her, brushing his thumb against her clit. 

It didn’t take long for Veronica to dissolve into a quivering mess under his touch, and she soon found that she could not remain on her feet. She began to slide down the wall, Frank’s fingers still buried inside of her. When she finally hit the floor, Frank did not hesitate to pounce and capture her lips between his own, nipping at her lower lip with his teeth. 

Veronica cupped his face between her hands and held him tightly. Veronica gasped as Frank suddenly scooped her up into his arms and stood up with ease. Veronica had never been small, and she was taken aback by his pure show of strength. 

He carried her across the kitchen to stand in front of the table. 

“Bend over it,” Frank commanded, and Veronica easily obeyed. Her breasts pressed painfully into the wood beneath her, but a part of her relished the discomfort, and used it to better fuel her arousal. 

Veronica noticed that Frank was still dressed as she felt his Erection through his jeans pressing against her backside as she bent over the table, and she felt the rough material of his sweater against her back.

She moaned softly as his lips came into contact with the back of her neck. 

“Shh,” he scolded her, and gave her backside a light swat. Veronica jumped a little, and feared that she would bit a hole in her lip from biting it so hard to keep herself quiet. 

Frank proceeded to kiss, suck and lick a line down her back. His hands at her waist kept her from moving away, and she kept a tight grip on his wrists to keep herself secure. The touches of his lips, tongue and teeth were sending shocks of sensation right to her core, and she was not at all surprised when she felt a thick droplet of her own wetness travel down her leg. 

“Hm,” Frank hummed, and gathered up the droplet on his fingertips. He held up his fingers, wet with her juices to her mouth, and Veronica knew exactly what he was asking of her. Without hesitation, she drew his fingers into her mouth and sucked them clean. She felt a shudder roll throughout her frame at the taste of herself.

“God you’re a sexy woman,” Frank growled.

Veronica felt his hands move from her waist, and she heard the shuffle of material as he divested himself of his clothing. It was not long, though, before his hands resumed their place at her hips, and she felt the tip of his cock at her entrance. Veronica let out a harsh breath, and she moved onto her tiptoes to offer herself up to him. 

Veronica felt one of his hands move up her sides and eventually come to circle her neck. He gripped her there, not too tightly, but tightly enough to excite her, and he slowly pressed into her. 

Veronica let out a sigh of pure pleasure as he filled her, and she turned her head to look back at him. She immediately met his eyes and saw his lust, but also his pure adoration for her sparkling in his eyes. As he began to pull out of her and then press back in, establishing a steady and gentle rhythm, she lost herself to the pleasure he created within her body. 

As excited as he had already made her with his fingering and the abruptness of the entire encounter, it did not take long for Veronica to feel an orgasm coming on. She doubted she would be able to take a denial from him this time. 

“I’m going to come…” Veronica whimpered softly. 

“Go ahead baby,” Frank encouraged her softly, moving his hand down from her neck to gently caress her back. 

Frank picked up his pace a little, and slipped a hand beneath her to gently circle her clit. Veronica could have sworn she felt electric shocks to her core, and within a minute, she was bucking and whimpering as her climax rocked her. Behind her, Frank panted softly as he thrust into her a bit harder until he, too, reached his peak. 

When he had finished, he leaned down over her, and began to place gentle kisses along her back. For a while they both remained that way, catching their breath, their sweat cooling on their skin.

At length, Frank stood and gently withdrew himself from inside of her, and helped her into a standing position. They both quietly gathered up their clothes, and retreated into the bathroom of Frank’s office to fetch a pair of robes before they headed back upstairs. 

They quietly moved into Veronica’s room, and they both undressed and settled into the bed. As they laid down, Frank pulled Veronica in close to him.

“Are you okay?” he asked her softly. “I hope I didn’t hurt you or do anything that you didn’t want…”

“No, no,” Veronica insisted, horrified that he would ever even think that. “Baby, if you ever do anything I don’t want, I know you’ll stop if I ask you. I am never going to put us through anything like that.”

Veronica felt Frank’s muscles relax, and she leaned forward and placed a soft kiss on the hard muscle of his chest. 

“To be honest,” Veronica said, her voice more teasing. “I thought it was all really hot.”

Frank chuckled and nuzzled his face into her neck. 

“I thought you might,” he said, baring his white teeth in a beaming smile. “And I thought we both needed to blow off some steam.”

Veronica sobered as she remembered what had brought about their show of mutual lust in the kitchen. Her heart sank a little, as it always did when she thought of Calvin. 

“Hey,” Veronica said softly. “I’m going to talk to Calvin tomorrow, and I tell him that I’m too busy here and I can’t go. Okay?”

Frank was silent, except for a soft sigh. He took her hand in his and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. 

“I want you to go see him,” Frank said softly, and Veronica felt a shock at his words. 

“You what?” she asked, her disbelief evident in her voice. 

“I want you to go,” Frank said, firm in his resolve. “I think it will do you good to see him. I think it will help you to better think things through.”

Veronica’s head spun. This was certainly not what she had expected to hear from him just now. 

“I’ll get you a car and a driver so you can get a ride there and back, and not worry about having a good and safe time,” Frank said.

Veronica was still horribly confused.

“Why do you want this?” Veronica frowned over at him, pulling back a little from their embrace. “You made it pretty clear in the kitchen that you wanted the exact opposite.”

“Well I was angry,” Frank nodded. “And what I said about my feelings was true. But I did some thinking just now, and I think that you are very cut off from the rest of the world here. I don’t think you’ve left even once. Which is perfectly fine. However, you may feel differently in a different environment.”

Veronica was a little offended. 

“You think I will change my mind when I get out into the real world?” Veronica asked. 

“I think you will think more clearly in the real world,” Frank corrected gently. “I think this is a good idea, and you have my blessing. You are grown, of course, and you can do what you want.”

Veronica was silent for a long moment, thinking through all the things he had said. Finally, she looked back up at him and sighed. 

“Okay,” she said softly. “I will call him tomorrow and set it up.

Frank smiled a little sadly, then leaned down to press a kiss to her forehead. 

“Okay,” he said. “I think this will be a really good thing. For both of us.”

Veronica nodded. 

“Goodnight, baby,” Frank whispered into her ear as he slipped his arm arbour her waist.

“Goodnight,” Veronica whispered, and tried to settle herself in to sleep. 

She knew that she was in for a very long night.

 






 

CHAPTER 9

The next day, in the morning just after her run, Veronica made her call to Calvin. Her heart was pounding and her stomach was in knots. There was still a huge part of her that wanted to turn back and have absolutely nothing to do with this. Still, by the time she pressed the call button, it was too late to turn back. 

“Hey!” Calvin answered. “What’s going on? You never call this early.”

“Oh nothing,” Veronica answered, trying to muster some enthusiasm into her tone. “I just wanted to call to let you know that I want to set a time for us to have a date.”

The phone went silent for a moment, and Veronica wondered if Calvin was even still on the line.

“Hello?” she spoke into the phone, wondering if he had somehow cut out. 

“Oh hey!” Calvin said, his voice clearly illustrating his shock. “Sorry, I just honestly didn’t expect you to say yes.”

“Well I want to go,” Veronica said. “So when are we doing it?”

“Um, let me check!” Calvin said, and Veronica waited for him to respond. “Actually, tomorrow looks good! I was going to take you to that Italian place you like. Is that good for you?” 

“Yeah that sounds wonderful,” Veronica said. That particular restaurant was her absolute favorite, and she hadn’t been in quite a long time. All in all, it was a very thoughtful gesture for him to put forth. 

“Great!” Calvin said with a laugh. “I get off at five, what time would be good for you?”

“Why don’t we call it six?” Veronica suggested. She knew that Frank normally got home about five thirty, and he would be able to take over care of the girls for the night. “I know that seems a little early, but I told Davenport I would be back in by midnight.”

“Alright Cinderella,” Calvin teased her. “Six it is! God, I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to this. I’m so excited to see you!”

“I’m excited to see you too,” Veronica said, hoping that she sounded at least a little genuine. 

“Okay well I have to be getting to work,” Calvin said. “I’ll see you tomorrow. I can’t wait! I love you!”

“See you,” Veronica said. “I love you too.”

Veronica hung up the phone just as Frank walked into the kitchen. Veronica had already gotten him a glass of water, which he immediately drank. 

“Thank you,” Frank said. 

Veronica nodded, but remained quiet. 

“Was that Calvin?” Frank asked quietly, and Veronica knew that he already knew the answer to that. 

“I called and set up our date,” she explained quietly. “It’s tomorrow at six, and I told him I had to be back by midnight.”

Frank looked a little surprised. 

“I thought you would want to take the whole night,” he said. 

“That is probably the very last thing I want,” Veronica scoffed. 

“Hey,” Frank moved closer to her and placed his hands on her waist, looking into her eyes. “Don’t be down about this.”

“I can’t help it,” Veronica sighed. She thought for a moment, and she was grateful that Calvin granted her the time to process her thoughts. 

“I haven’t even seen him in weeks,” she said softly. “I just… I just don’t know how to be around him anymore. Especially not with all this. With you and me.”

“Don’t worry about all that,” Calvin said softly. “You just be you. You’re smart. You’re going to know what to do in whatever situation you find yourself in. I believe in you.”

Veronica nodded, and she found that his words served to comfort her quite a bit. 

“Are you sure you want me to go through with this?” she whispered, and he smiled down at her. 

“Like I said,” Frank gave a half smile. “I think you need to see him. And I think it will help you to figure out what you really want to get out of this situation.”

Veronica nodded. She moved closer to Frank and rested her head against his broad chest. She inhaled the scent of his musk after his workout and shivered as the scent filled her lungs. 

“I just want you to remember one thing,” Frank said, pulling back slightly. Veronica looked up at him, waiting for him to tell her what was on his mind. 

“I want you to remember that I want you,” he said. “In your mind while you’re processing all these things, I don’t want you to ever doubt that I think you’re the woman for me, and that I want you more than anything. Don’t ever get that twisted. I want you to be mine. You just have to decide if I’m the one for you.”

Veronica swallowed at yet another raw confession from this man. 

“But if that man for you is Calvin,” Frank went on more softly. “I will respect your decision in that regard, and we can both move on with our lives accordingly.”

Veronica took in his words, and looked up at him.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “I can’t tell you how much it means to me that you’re so understanding.”

Frank smiled down at her. 

“All I want is for you to have a good chance to be happy,” Frank almost whispered. “And I do want it to be with me, no doubt. But I think Calvin is a good man, too. And I know he has a good future to offer you as well. If he was some kind of shady low-life, I wouldn’t be encouraging you to entertaining him as an option.”

Veronica smiled, as she couldn’t quite manage a laugh. Frank noticed her quietness, and he lifted her face up to look at him. 

“Everything’s going to work out, alright?” Frank assured her. “I’m going to go get ready for work. You coming up?”

“No,” Veronica shook her head. “I’m going to stay down here for a second. I just want to clear my head a little bit.”

“Okay,” Frank smiled. “I’ll see you in just a little bit.”

Veronica smiled as he moved out of the kitchen and up the stairs. She let out a soft rush of air, and she buried her face in her hands. She felt like her life was beginning to spin out of control. 

She wondered how things would have been if she had never taken the job from Frank. Would she and Calvin have broken up eventually just from their differences? Would they have stayed together, eventually gotten married and had children and a family of their own? All those ideas seemed to be pure fantasy now that she had been disloyal to him. 

Veronica wondered if she would tell him about her and Frank on their date. It seemed almost too cruel to do something like that to him. She knew he was terribly excited to see her, and this revelation would absolutely crush him. 

And if she didn’t tell him, she knew the guilt would be eating at her the whole night, and she would just end up having a completely miserable time altogether. She would only be sparing him from the truth temporarily, anyway, and there was little point in dragging it out. 

She wondered how he would react if she did tell him. Would he be angry? Hurt? Betrayed? Embarrassed? Doubtless he would feel all these emotions, but which one would he display. It was a question she would not know the answer to until she revealed her horrible secret. 

And the bigger issue in all this was whether she wanted to try and recover her relationship with Calvin, or if she wanted to pursue a new relationship with Frank? In some ways, the choice of Frank seemed easy. She had already nearly seamlessly adjusted herself into his life. She was attracted to him both physically and mentally, not to mention the deeper connection that they shared. 

But then, there were outside issues to consider. Frank was a man of wealth and status, and the duties of a wife were certainly much different than the duties of a nanny. She would likely be expected to attend events and to mingle with an entirely different class of people than she was accustomed to. In her mind, she just could not picture herself ever fitting in to that kind of picture. 

Veronica was also afraid of being a disappointment to Frank. They had only interacted in this environment. What if he came to find one day that she was not all he had made her out to be, and came to regret his decision entirely?

All these thoughts rushed through her head, and Veronica rubbed at her temples. She got up from the table and headed upstairs to her room. She desperately hoped that a shower would help her to be able to sort out her thoughts on these issues.

 






 

CHAPTER 10

Veronica had a hard time keeping her mind away from this pressing issue for the next couple of days. She tried and tried to sort everything out, but even after hours and hours agonizing over it, she had not come any closer to finding a solution or making a decision.

By the time Friday afternoon rolled around, she was nearly a complete mess. She was anxious about seeing Calvin after having spent this time without him, and knowing all the things she had done in that time. 

She really was on the verge of a complete mental breakdown. 

So, she was very caught off guard when Frank showed up at his home a little earlier than usual. He greeted his daughters, and then gave her a small smile. 

“Go on up and start getting ready,” he said softly. “I’ve got the girls.”

Veronica nodded, unable to verbally respond, and headed up the stairs. She made it into her room, but stopped short as she saw a box on the bed. She looked closer and saw a note card lying on top of the box. 

She hesitantly moved closer, and picked up the card. 

‘Wear this on your date. I know it will look incredible on you. -Frank’

Veronica felt her heart clench as she read the note. As if it wasn’t enough to be playing with Calvin’s emotions, she was also acutely aware that Frank had feelings for her, and wanted her to stay with him. 

She was tempted to simply ignore the box and refuse to wear the dress. But she knew that he would insist, and she didn’t want to risk hurting his feeling over something that only cost a tiny fraction of his fortune. She would wear the dress, and she would thank him profusely for it. 

Slowly, Veronica opened the box, and she gasped at what she saw. It was a deep purple dress that she already knew would accentuate all of her curves in just the right way. It was complete with a neckline that would serve to show off her generous cleavage, but not so much as to be tacky. 

Veronica couldn’t wait to put it on. She found a pair of black lace bra and panties that would easily compliment the dress, and then she slipped on the garment itself. She gasped as she saw herself in the mirror. She was shocked to find it fit her perfectly, and with a pair of black heels it would give her a classy, elegant look.

Veronica hastily took off the dress, all but too eager to put it back on when her hair and makeup were done. She went into the bathroom and picked up her speed on that whole process. She found the perfect pair of black heels to go with the dress, and then put on the dress and shoes. She selected a black clutch to complete the look, as well as a matching set of pearl necklace and earrings. 

She was observing herself in the mirror when she saw her door open from its reflection, and she stiffened a little as Frank walked into the room. 

“Hey,” he said softly, and she watched his jaw drop slightly as he took in her wardrobe. She felt heat rush into her cheeks, and she couldn’t help but smile up at him. 

“Thank you for the dress,” she said softly, feeling a flutter of arousal as his eyes swept hungrily over her. 

“Thank you for wearing it,” he said, his voice husky. “You look stunning.”

Veronica dipped her head out of modesty.

“I wish it was me taking you out tonight,” Frank said softly as he moved closer to her. He placed his hands on her waist, and she could tell he was being careful so as not to wrinkle the material of her dress. 

“I wish it was too,” Veronica said softly, and she meant it. 

Frank gave her a sad smile and sighed. 

“Well if you go on a date with me at any point,” he said speculatively. “I’ll just have to buy you an even nicer dress.”

Veronica smiled up at him, knowing that he was quite capable of doing so. They were both quiet for a moment, feeling a bit awkward for the first time she could remember since they had met. 

“Are you ready?” Frank asked her.

“I think so,” Veronica said, though she was having a hard time keeping her voice from shaking. 

“It’s a little chilly out, you might need a coat,” Frank said. 

“Oh, thank you,” Veronica nodded, and moved into her closet to find an overcoat. She had forgotten that the chill of autumn was creeping up on them and that the warmth of summer was disappearing. She couldn’t help but think that somewhat metaphoric for her life at the moment. 

Veronica stepped out of her closet with the coat and began the process of putting it on. 

“Here, let me,” Frank stepped forward, and held the coat so that she could more easily put her arms through it.

“Thank you,” she said when she was securely wrapped in the garment.

“Of course,” Frank nearly whispered. Veronica could feel tension building between them, and she could see Frank’s jaw working. 

“You know,” he finally spoke after what seemed like ages. “All I want to do right now is take you and kiss you, so that when you kiss Calvin tonight, it won’t be your lips he’s tasting, but mine.”

Veronica wanted to tell him that her lips already were his, and that if he had not already physically claimed her at this point, then one more kiss wouldn’t magically do the trick. Besides, she knew what he was saying, and she didn’t want the moment between them to be ruined by useless logic.

“Anyway,” frank cleared his throat. “I came up to let you know that Thomas is outside with the car for you.”

Veronica was a little relieved that Thomas would be driving her. She had gotten to know him better and better during her time her, as he was a member of the staff. He was kind, and she knew he would not judge her for where she was going, and he wouldn’t badger her with questions about her situation. 

“May I help you to the car?” Frank offered, extending his hand to her.

Veronica gave him a nod, and took his offered hand. A little more slowly than they might have normally walked, he led her down the grand staircase and out the front door. Veronica saw Thomas waiting by the rear door to help her in, but with a nod from Frank, he moved to get into the Driver’s seat.

Veronica felt her nerves mounting up inside of her as she approached the car, and when Frank opened the door for her, she hesitated to get in. 

“Everything alright?” Frank raised an eyebrow at her, and Veronica could hardly find her voice to speak with him. 

“I…” she trailed off for a moment, feeling vulnerable. “I’m scared.”

“Don’t be scared,” Frank assured her softly. “Just try to go out and have a good time. Don’t think about right or wrong or making decisions. Just go out, and stay calm.”

Veronica nodded, and she took a deep breath. She had known Calvin for years. There was no reason to be getting so worked up over a simple date with him. Somehow, though, in such a short time, she felt like everything had changed. 

Veronica lowered herself into the car, allowing Frank to help her as she did so. He bent over so he could smile in at her. 

“You said you’d be back by midnight?” Frank asked.

“That’s right,” Veronica smiled up at him, taking comfort in the fact that no matter what happened on her date, she was still coming back to her life here afterward. 

“Good,” frank said, and she heard a trace of humor in his voice. “That’s about when the spell wears off, or so they say.”

Veronica laughed aloud. She debated telling him that Calvin had also made a Cinderella joke, buts he decided the information was not quite welcome. 

“I’ll miss you,” veronica said softly. She had not spent an afternoon away from him since she had known him, and this was more than a little strange to her. 

“I’ll see you soon,” Franks aid comfortingly. “You should get going, you don’t want to be late.”

“Alright,” Veronica agreed, sounding very calm considering her heart had just leapt into her throat.

“Have a good date,” Frank said, a little acidity in his tone.

“Thank you,” Veronica said.

With that Frank closed the door and patted the hood of the car, and Thomas pulled out of the driveway, taking Veronica to her date with Calvin. 






PART 3: THE BILLIONAIRE’S NANNY

 

Chapter 1

 

Veronica stepped out of the car and smiled a thank you to Thomas, who had extended a hand to help her out. When she straightened herself she saw Calvin standing at the front entrance of the restaurant and he had a sparkling smile on his face. Instantly, waves of nervousness and guilt filled Veronica and she felt her shoulders slump a little from the weight of it all. 

As she heard the car being driven away by Thomas to be parked, she walked towards Calvin. She only took small nervous steps, still unsure of herself. 

Calvin was dressed to the nines, and it suddenly reminded her of how hard he had tried in their initial days of being together; to please her. He was in a sharp dark navy suit and his hair was neatly polished to one side. He had a bouquet of red roses in his hand that he was gripping tightly. 

She could sense that he was pleased to see her. Not only pleased, but he was excited. 

“You look beautiful, Veronica,” he said, gushing, as he stepped towards her. 

Veronica felt an initial instinct to step away from him when he moved towards her, but she caught herself just in time. Calvin was her boyfriend after all, and he had every right to touch her or kiss her. 

“Thank you,” she said, blushing to a bright red as she accepted the soft kiss that he left on her cheek. Without a word, Calvin extended the bouquet towards her and she accepted it, hanging it from the crook of her arm. Then she felt Calvin’s hand on the small of her back as he pushed open the door of the restaurant and they both stepped inside. 

Veronica was glad for the hustle bustle of the place. Surrounded by so many people, the noises and the soft background music; had put her somewhat in ease. At least they were not completely alone. 

Calvin had already booked a table for them, and the host led them towards a small table for two by the large bay windows overlooking the back garden view. 

Veronica noticed the changes in Calvin’s behavior. He was quick to pull out a chair for her before he sat down, a chivalrous gesture that he had tended to forget as their relationship grew old. She was beginning to believe that she had completely been right, their time apart had definitely done them a world of good. 

Calvin’s eyes were bright and he had a constant smile on his face. Like a young teenager, giddy over a crush, he sat down across from her. The host came over and lit the tall candle between them, and Veronica placed the bouquet of roses at her feet on the ground. 

“Is that a new dress?” Calvin said, finally breaking the awkward silence between them. Veronica wondered if it was only awkward for her or for them both. He seemed blissfully unaware of the contradictory feelings that were going on inside her. 

“Yeah, it is,” she admitted, being quick to avoid looking directly into his eyes. She was aware that she felt beautiful in that dress. Was that the most expensive piece of clothing she owned? The feel of the buttery soft fabric against her skin, was also a constant reminder of who had given the dress to her. Frank Davenport. Her cheeks colored immediately. 

“When did you have time to go shopping? I thought you said you were always in the house with the two girls,” Calvin continued to interrogate and Veronica crossed her brows. Back to the cross examination! She thought. 

“Will you stop being a lawyer, for one second, Calvin,” she snapped at him, and instantly regretted raising her voice. Calvin’s eyes widened and then sank down. He had rarely seen her lose her temper, and she hadn’t expected that reaction from herself either. In fact the last thing she wanted to do was to infuriate Calvin. 

Veronica gazed at him, blinking, as he quietly read the menu. She still hadn’t decided when and what she was going to tell him. She could feel a familiar feeling of guilt creep up in her as she watched him. 

It had been several weeks since she last saw Calvin, and given how long they had been dating and how intimately she thought they knew each other - Veronica had expected at least a little more excitement when they met after so long. But she had felt nothing when she set her eyes on him. She appreciated the effort he had put into setting up the date, and how polished and handsome he looked. Beyond that however, she didn’t feel that spark. The spark she knew she felt every time she merely set her eyes on Frank. 

Calvin looked up at her suddenly, interrupting her thoughts. 

“Have you decided what you’ll order?” he asked and Veronica felt her mouth go dry. After the number of times they had frequented this restaurant, she thought he would have known exactly what she wanted. She had ordered the same main and same side for the past three years, every time they came to this place. She never got bored of it. 

But instead of pointing that out to him, she simply nodded her head and Calvin smiled. He shut the menu and placed it with a smack on the table, which caught the attention of one of the waiters. 

“I’ll have the Arancini as a side and the Gnocchi with ricotta,” Calvin said, looking up politely at the waiter when he appeared at their side. 

“And I’ll have the Linguini in clam sauce as my main, and the pesto and garlic bread on the side,” Veronica said. 

“Of course, I forgot you order the same thing!” Calvin said with a nervous laugh escaping his lips. 

When their eyes met, Veronica looked away from him. She was feeling guilty again, because even though she was sitting in front of her boyfriend who was trying his best to be sweet and kind to her, all she could think about was being with her boss. 






Chapter 2

 

 

“How’s the food?” Calvin asked her and Veronica looked up from her plate to fix her eyes on him. They had been eating in relative silence since the food arrived. Even though Veronica wanted to make some kind of conversation with him, she couldn’t think of a single thing to say. 

“Delicious, as always,” she said finally, wiping the sides of her mouth with the napkin on her lap. Calvin smiled and nodded his head, and after a few moments of silence had passed again, Veronica decided to say something too. 

“And how is yours?” she asked, her voice catching a little in her throat. 

“Very good,” Calvin replied. 

Did they really have nothing left to talk about? They were seeing each other after nearly four weeks. Granted that they spoke over the phone every other day, surely, there would be something more private to discuss? Veronica racked her brain. 

“Ashley, Mr Davenport’s older daughter…just won a dance competition,” she said. Veronica had to try very hard to remind herself to refer to him formally, instead of just calling him Frank. She didn’t want to slip up unexpectedly. Any news she wanted to break to Calvin would have to be done gently. 

“That’s lovely. Sounds like you’ve grown quite fond of the kids,” Calvin said, with another one of his kindly smiles. It seemed to Veronica that he was trying to please her. They had lost a lot of their comfort and it felt more like a “first date” rather than a hundredth. 

She nodded her head vigorously. 

“I love them. They’re brilliant kids,” she said with a smile. She noticed that Calvin was looking at her curiously, something was on his mind. 

“And what is Frank Davenport like? I’ve heard that he is quite a difficult man to work for,” Calvin said, dropping his fork on his plate. He was gearing himself up to listen to what she had to say. 

Veronica felt nervous again. How was she supposed to describe Frank to him? What words could she use to tell Calvin that Frank Davenport was the most interesting and affectionate man she had ever met. She considered if this was the opportunity she needed to confess everything to Calvin. 

“Umm…he’s okay. We get along fine,” she blurted out, before she could formulate any other words. 

Calvin’s eyes seemed to expand. 

“And I suppose you don’t bump into him very often anyway, do you?” he asked and Veronica spooned a mouthful of food into her mouth. She tried to bide her time before committing to a response. She couldn’t decide how to frame a response. 

“I see him everyday,” she said flatly, when she was done chewing. Calvin licked his lips and nodded his head, before going back to his food. A deathly silence had descended on their table again. It was evident to Calvin that Veronica didn’t want to talk much about her work for some reason. 

“How is your work coming along?” she asked, just as Calvin opened his mouth to ask something else. She wanted to distract him. He closed his mouth shut and nodded his head again. 

“Good. The usual. Nothing new,” he said and then cleared his throat. 

Veronica was still trying to avoid looking at him directly. She was still trying to find more neutral ground to talk about.

“But, we’re not here to discuss my work,” he said suddenly and she jerked her head up to look at him. Calvin had his eyes narrowed at her, he was studying her face intently. Veronica gulped. 

“What are we here to talk about then?” she asked, and she was sure that he could hear the loud thumping of her heart in her chest. 

“You. Us. Our relationship,” he said, without wasting another moment. 

Veronica put her spoon down lightly on her plate, wiped the sides of her mouth and reached for the glass of water beside her. Calvin was following all her movements with intent eyes. He was giving her a chance to respond. 

“What do you want to discuss about our relationship?” she asked, in a voice that sounded more weak than confident. She was afraid that somehow Calvin knew that she had cheated on him, that she had been cheating on him for the past four weeks. She was guilty and afraid and upset with herself. Looking at Calvin’s narrowed curious eyes, which showed that he was trying to be patient with her; Veronica was sure now that she had taken him for granted. He didn’t deserve this treatment. 

“When you took this job, you told me that we needed some time apart. You said that we had fallen into a routine…quite frankly, you were trying to tell me that you were bored of me,” Calvin said, still keeping his eyes on her. 

Now that she was hearing those words, and after what she had done with Frank; Veronica could see how harsh it might have sounded to him. Calvin’s face was softened. He wasn’t accusing her of anything, he just seemed sad. 

“I’m sorry Calvin, if I hurt you…” Veronica said, but he interrupted her again by shaking his head. 

“No, you were right,” he said and her mouth nearly dropped open. Those were the last words she was expecting to hear from him. 

“Don’t look so shocked, babe. I’ve given it a lot of thought and I know you were right. And I want to make up for what you felt was lacking in our relationship,” he continued. 

Veronica still couldn’t say anything. She was dumbstruck by Calvin’s apologetic voice and his patient kind eyes. Then she saw him put his hand into the inside pocket of his jacket. In silence, with her eyes widened, she watched as he extracted a small blue velvet box. 

In the next moment, Calvin was down on his knees beside her. He was opening the box, while Veronica’s hands flew to her mouth in shock. Calvin was proposing to her! 






Chapter 3

 

When Calvin opened the box, Veronica was struck instantly by the size of the diamond ring. It was sparkling in a hexagonal shape with smaller diamonds covering half of the platinum band on either side. 

Some sighs and cheers had erupted around them, other people had taken note of the proposal and some had even begun clapping. Calvin remained on one knee on the floor beside her, looking up with an earnest face and enthusiastic dark eyes. Veronica was still dumbstruck, she still didn’t know what to say to him, except to remain in shock. 

“Veronica Jane Lawrence, will you do me the honor of being my wife?” he said finally, in a loud confident voice. He wasn’t expecting a refusal, he didn’t appear to be able to think of a single reason why his longtime, dedicated girlfriend would refuse a proposal right now. And Veronica could say nothing to that. 

Eventually, when she realized that there were too many people’s eyes on them, she slowly removed her hands that were covering her mouth. 

“Please sit down, Calvin,” she said in a quiet voice that was tearing up. She was emotional, realizing that she would soon break into tears. The last thing she was expecting was for Calvin to propose to her. Not when she was toying with the idea of confessing to him that she had been cheating on him. 

The smile on Calvin’s face dropped. He was expecting an immediate “yes”. He remained on the floor for a few more moments. 

“Aren’t you going to let me slip it on?” he asked and Veronica licked her lips and breathed in a deep sigh. 

“Let’s talk about it first, Calvin, this seems so sudden,” she said in a soft voice, hoping that the people who were staring at them wouldn’t be able to eavesdrop. 

Dejectedly, Calvin straightened up and took his chair again. He dropped the open velvet box between them and stared into her eyes expectantly for an answer. 

“I was going to wait till dessert, but I couldn’t. I had to ask you. I’m so excited, Veronica. What is there to talk about?” Calvin sounded confused, and he kept trying to catch her gaze while she tried to avoid his eyes. 

Veronica shifted in her seat, and eyed the beautiful diamond ring for a few seconds before looking away from it. 

“It’s so sudden, Calvin. We haven’t seen each other in four weeks,” she blurted out. 

“So? We’ve been together for so many years. We’re practically married already, besides this would be a good excuse for you to come back home,” he said and over the table, Calvin reached out to touch her hand lightly. Veronica didn’t have the heart to pull her hand away from him. Instead, she remained still, with her muscles stiffened. Those electric shocks that Frank sent down her spine every time he touched her, were sorely missing with Calvin. 

“Yeah, but your home isn’t my home anymore. We were taking some time out to work things out,” Veronica said and Calvin nodded his head, like he was in total agreement. 

“And I’ve worked it out. I can’t…and I won’t live without you. You’re my girlfriend and I love you. Your place is in my home, in my bed. I want to be able to wake up every morning and see you by my side,” he continued and Veronica felt her heart drop to her stomach. This was too overwhelming. First Frank and now Calvin. She had waited for so long to hear these words come from Calvin. She had given up on them. She had just assumed that men in the real world, outside movies and books, just didn’t say things like these. 

“But, I need some time to think, Calvin,” she said. 

“You had four weeks. Don’t you miss me?” he asked, squeezing her hand now. Veronica didn’t pull it away. 

“I do miss you, Calvin. I had four weeks to clear my head but not four weeks to think over whether we should be married,” she said and Calvin drew his hand away and sat back in his chair. He suddenly looked disappointed. His features were darkened again, with a steady narrowed gaze, he stared at her. 

“I thought you would be more excited about this, Veronica. I mean, isn’t this what you wanted? More stability? Isn’t this what your parents want for you?” he prodded her and all Veronica could do was stare back at him. At the mention of her parents, she looked away from him. She couldn’t disagree with Calvin on this. He was right. This was exactly what her parents wanted, especially her father. They wouldn’t be happy or satisfied without knowing that their precious daughter was well settled. The prospect of marrying a successful man like Calvin, was the dream. Wasn’t it? 

“I have to go now, Calvin,” she said abruptly and got up from her chair. 

“Go where? Back?” Calvin asked, standing up with her. 

“Yes, I have to be back for the girls. I have a job,” she said and picked up her purse. 

“Promise me you’ll think about this, babe. Please take the ring with you,” Calvin said and she felt him thrust the box into her hands. Veronica had no choice but to accept it, and with that she turned away from him and started rushing towards the doors of the restaurant. 

She could sense that a lot of eyes were on her, on them, but she didn’t care right now. She needed to breathe, she needed to think. 

“Veronica, I love you,” she heard Calvin’s voice behind her. She turned to see him standing next to their table still. He had called it out to her, loudly, for everyone to hear. She gulped and tried to force a smile on her face. 

“I love you too,” she said, more to herself than to him and she didn’t wait to see if he had heard her. 






Chapter 4

 

When Thomas pulled up outside the mansion, Veronica got out of the car quickly. She was feeling suffocated and was constantly too aware of the velvet box in her purse. She hadn’t taken it out or looked at the ring once since she got into the car. Her mind was dizzy with thoughts, her knees felt weak as she hurried towards the front door. 

It was way before midnight, but the house looked dark. She was certain that the girls were asleep and also hoped that Frank had gone to bed. 

Just as she was about to push the front door open though, she found Frank swing it inward. He was standing on the other side, with one hand pushed deep into the pocket of his pants. He was casually dressed, in a thin plaid shirt and khaki pants. He looked handsome and relaxed, with his thick beard covering most of his face. He still had his reading glasses on, so Veronica assumed that he had been working in his study and had been alerted of her arrival by the sound of the car. 

“You’re home early,” he said gruffly and stepped aside to let her in. 

Veronica could barely control her emotions. Seeing Frank was just too much. Carrying the diamond ring in her purse was a whole other ball game. Why hadn’t she just said no to Calvin, there and then? Why hadn’t she confessed everything to him? Surely, he wouldn’t have wanted to marry her if he knew that she was sleeping with Frank Davenport all these weeks!

“Yeah, I wasn’t feeling too well,” she said, stepping past him into the darkened foyer. The crystal chandelier was above them, an instant reminder of the world of difference between Calvin and Frank. 

Calvin was successful, ambitious and young. Frank was rich, established and much older. He was looking at her curiously now, with his dark brows crossed. He didn’t buy her excuse. 

“How did it go?” he asked, stepping towards her. 

Veronica didn’t step back, she was under his spell again. Just setting her eyes on Frank was enough to remind her of just how he made her feel. Her body was reacting to his presence already. 

“It was…” she began to say, and Frank stepped even closer and took her purse off her shoulder and flung it to the side. 

“Don’t tell me the details,” he whispered, bringing his lips close to hers. Veronica felt a shiver run down her spine. He had begun leading her toward his study, in the dark, without making any loud sounds. 

“The girls are asleep so we can be together,” he said, gripping her hand tightly. He hadn’t even given her a chance to explain herself. What did he assume had happened at the dinner? 

Veronica remained silent as she entered the study with him. The table lamp on his desk was still on, and there were papers strewn everywhere. 

“I was trying to concentrate on my work, but I couldn’t,” he said and gently closed the door shut behind them. “I was thinking about you all evening. I couldn’t help but be jealous. I didn’t want to imagine you and him together,” he continued and encircled his arm around her waist and drew her close to him. 

She could feel her breasts pressed tightly to his chest, and she drew in a sharp breath. Veronica was suddenly afraid of what he was going to do. At the same time however, she couldn’t deny that her body was reacting to his touch. She was aroused by him already, and he had barely even touched her. 

“Frank, I…” she said, and bit down on her lip as she looked up at him. 

“We don’t have to talk about it now,” he said gently and lowered his face so that he could graze her cheek with his lips. She felt a quiver between her legs. The coarseness of his beard as it grazed her soft flesh was enticing. She suddenly felt an incredible urge to kiss him. 

“For now I’m just happy that you’re home so early,” he added, before pressing his lips to hers. Their breaths caught in their throat as they started kissing. She felt his hands gripping her waist tightly while his tongue parted her lips and searched her mouth. 

Veronica couldn’t help but compare the differences between Calvin and Frank. With Calvin, she had felt no inclination to touch him. She went cold in fact when he took her hand. With Frank, she could barely keep her hands to her self. 

When Frank drew his face away from her, Veronica was out of breath. 

“Did he compliment your dress?” he asked gruffly, in a low growl. His fingers found the hem of her skirt and he was pulling up the fabric of her dress. Slowly sliding it up her thighs as he leaned her backwards by the waist. 

Veronica held on to his arms tightly, digging her nails into his shirt as she arched her back. 

He had sent goosebumps all over her skin as his fingers continued to pull her dress upwards, till it was bunched up at her waist. 

“You are so beautiful, Veronica. I missed you so much,” he said, just as his fingers found the lace material of her panties. She gasped as she felt his fingers slide underneath it. She couldn’t hide her wetness from him any more. She could feel herself throbbing, her juices beginning to slide down the inside of her thighs. 

“Get up on the desk,” he commanded, suddenly letting go of her. She nearly stumbled away from him, but she was quick to do what she was told. 

Veronica wasn’t even thinking about Calvin or the ring any more. All she could think about was having Frank inside her, feeling his cock slide into her. She got up on the desk, her knees resting on the scattered papers as she thrust her ass out towards him. 

“Not so fast,” she heard him say as he came up to her and placed his hands on her ass. 






Chapter 5

 

Veronica felt like her heart had stopped beating, as she felt Frank’s long fingers travel around her hips, then her belly and then dip down. 

She could sense that he had discarded of his clothes, while her dress remained bunched up at her waist, exposing her legs, her ass…his fingers found her hot mound quickly. She was wet and throbbing for him. She felt him press his erect cock against her ass, but only left it there. He was going to let his fingers do all the work for now. 

Gently at first, he only grazed his fingers along her wet slit and Veronica moaned. He was teasing her again. She was sitting on her knees on the desk, with Frank pressed up behind her, his arms encircled around her waist. 

Then she felt the roughness of his two fingers as he started sliding them in, slowly parting her flesh. She started panting, anticipating the moment when his fingers would be completely inside her. She straightened her back, pressing herself against his bare chest. With his other hand, Frank wound around to grab her breast which he squeezed hard. 

Veronica moaned again. He was quickening the pace of his thrusts. His fingers kept sliding in and pulling out, bringing her to the brink of an orgasm and then pulling back. She wriggled as she sat, keeping her legs pressed together so that Frank’s hand was stuck there, between her thighs. 

She threw her head back, so that it rested on his shoulder and she could look up at him. She pushed her breasts forward and Frank continued to massage one of them, through the fabric of her dress. 

“Frank…” she said his name pleadingly but he wasn’t going to stop. He was going to keep pumping into her till he was satisfied that she couldn’t control her orgasm any more. Veronica looked up at his firm face, the thickness of his dark beard with the specks of gray. His eyes were narrowed and glowing at the same time, they were almost glazed over. Like he was on a mission. 

She squirmed around while his fingers pumped into her. 

“I’m going to come…” she moaned sleepily. She didn’t have the energy to protest or think any more. She felt like she was lost under his spell. 

“Not without me you won’t,” he said and abruptly pulled his fingers out of her. With his fingers still sticky from her own wetness, she felt him push her body forward. She was kneeling in front of him again. He was standing at the side of the table, stroking his throbbing cock. 

“I don’t want you to ever wear that dress again,” she heard him say and when she looked around she found that he was reaching for her dress. With one swift motion he had ripped it apart, right down the centre and it fell to the floor. 

She was only in her black lace bra now. 

“That goes too,” he growled and Veronica quickly took it off, her mouth hanging open as she stared at his chiseled muscular body. 

He stepped towards her again, his feet firmly set to the ground. 

“Turn around,” he said, almost angrily. Veronica gulped as she turned, thrusting her ass towards him again. 

Frank reached for her, without giving her a moment to prepare herself. He used his hands to pull apart her butt cheeks so that he could better reach her soft throbbing core. She had just closed her eyes when she felt him push himself in. 

This time it felt different. Almost like Frank was angry about something. He had mentioned jealousy to her. Was he fucking her like this because he was jealous of Calvin? 

Veronica couldn’t think about it for too long, because Frank’s forceful thrusts had taken over her body. She felt tight where he continued to slide in and out of her, slowly stroking her in that spot which she knew only he could reach. His cock felt bigger, fiercer than usual as he continued to push in and pull out. 

He was gripping both her shoulders. She could feel the strain of his fingers on her skin. Veronica started feeling dizzy with pleasure. She wasn’t going to be able to control her orgasm any more. She had reached the point where she didn’t even want to warn him. 

She just came. 

It felt like an explosion as her body shook against his. She was in a dream-like state as she sensed that he was releasing himself as well. She felt the warm seed from inside him, shoot into her and Veronica gasped. Having him inside her, deep inside her like that…was the most comforting feeling in the world. It made her believe that she didn’t have anything to worry about…

Veronica could feel her eyes begin to droop. She knew she was exhausted, mentally and physically both…but she had never passed out from an orgasm before. She tried to force her eyes to open as she felt him slide out of her. 

“I’m so tired, Frank,” she managed to mumble and then she felt his strong rugged arms encircle her waist. She started to snuggle into his arms, resting her face on his chest as she sensed him lifting her off the desk. 

“Don’t worry, just go to sleep. I’ll take you to bed,” she heard him say. The sound of his beating heart against her ears was like a soothing lullaby to her. She could sense that she was being carried, a silk robe had been lightly draped over her. 

Veronica couldn’t open her eyes. It was like her mind had completely shut down from the experience of the night. Frank was carrying her upstairs…he was tucking her into the bed…his lips were on her cheek and then she was completely asleep. Her body and her mind had given up for the night. 






Chapter 6

 

When Veronica woke up the next day, she was surprised to find that the other side of her bed was empty. When she spread her fingers over that side of the sheet, it was cold. She thought she had sensed Frank sleeping beside her at night, but now she wondered if she was mistaken. He might have just tucked her into bed and then gone to sleep in his own room…but why would he do that?

Veronica sat up in bed and stretched her arms, enjoying the warmth of the sun pouring in through the windows. For a few minutes she forgot that she had things to worry about. But soon enough, she remembered the previous night all too clearly. Calvin had proposed to her, she came rushing back to the Davenport mansion and then slept with Frank. 

Veronica pressed her temples with her thumbs, trying to stop the dull ache that was arising. How had she let that happen? How had she allowed herself to fall into Frank’s arms so soon after Calvin proposed? She had made up her mind to spend the night by herself, thinking over things. All her resolve had melted away the moment she set eyes on Frank.

She shook her head, trying to get the raging thoughts in her head to settle. She could still hear Calvin’s voice ringing in her ears. He had told her that her place was in his house, on his bed and that he wanted to wake up every morning with her by his side. She gulped as she thought about that. They had spent so many years together. They had a strong history, their lives were wound up together…he certainly had a point when he said that her place was in his home. 

Then she also remembered that he had pointed out how that was what her parents would want. He was right about that too, wasn’t he? More than anything else, that was what her parents were most happy with about her. That she had a handsome successful boyfriend, and they had high hopes that one day they would get married and live in a big comfortable house and start a family. 

She didn’t even want to imagine what her parents would say if they found out about Frank. They definitely wouldn’t be thrilled. The prospect of being with an older man, who already has two children would not be something that they wanted for their daughter. Especially her father. No matter how successful or rich Frank was, they would always assume that Frank was with her only for her body and her young age. 

Besides, Veronica didn’t even know for certain if he wanted to marry again. What if Frank was done with marriage and never asked her for her hand? She wasn’t sure if she wanted to spend the rest of her life just as somebody’s girlfriend. Despite how much she loved the girls, Ashley and Kaitlyn, she also still wanted her own children. What if Frank didn’t want any more kids?

Veronica slid her legs off the bed and stood up, swaying a little on her feet. She could still feel the sensitive spot between her thighs throbbing, where Frank had driven into her with much force the previous night. At least, that wasn’t a dream, she thought and smiled. 

Then the guilt came flooding in, all over again. Calvin had truly changed his ways. He had taken all her complaints and tried to make a positive change in his life and a positive change in their relationship. And how had she rewarded him? By cheating on him, and avoiding seeing him as much as possible. 

Veronica stepped into the bathroom and splashed some hot water on her face and began brushing her teeth. Despite all the thoughts in her head, she still had a day to get on with. She realized that she had overslept, so she wouldn’t have the time to go for a run this morning. She still had a breakfast to prepare nonetheless, and get the girls up and ready for school. 

She stared at herself in the mirror for some moments longer than necessary. She still hadn’t come to a final decision about what she was going to do, but she knew, deep in her heart that she was leaning towards Calvin. Towards giving him another chance, towards saying yes. Frank had said that he would respect whatever decision she made…but every time she thought of Frank, about ending it with him, she felt her heart break a little. What would her life look like without him in it? For the past four weeks, her life had revolved entirely around him, his home and his children. She was happy here, she wanted for nothing. 

She knew she was falling in love with Frank too, it had transcended sex. It wasn’t just lust any more, it was more than that. Like he said, they connected on an emotional level. The sex the previous night for instance, blew her mind…but saying yes to Calvin was the right thing to do. The right way forward. 

Marrying Calvin would give her the stability in life she needed, and also keep her parents happy. It was the right decision for the future of her life. Perhaps in the long run, she would be happier if she spent her life with Calvin…and perhaps Frank could not give her more than what he was already giving her. 

Veronica took a quick shower, changed into a pair of tight slim jeans that accentuated all her curves, and a floral blouse; before stepping out of her room to go downstairs and prepare breakfast. The grandfather clock on the landing told her that it was time for Frank to come back from his run. Which meant that it might give them an opportunity to talk in private before the girls woke up. 






Chapter 7

 

 

Veronica was flipping pancakes when she saw Frank enter the kitchen through the pool doors as usual. She jerked her head up to look at him and noticed how good he looked. The t-shirt he had worn for his run was sticking to his body, she could see the sweat trickling down the sides of his face. His hair looked damp and his eyes were bright and narrowed. 

“Morning,” she said cheerily, recognizing how he made her feel just by entering a room. She was still stressed over all the thoughts in her head, and the big decision she needed to make, but she was sure that she would feel better once she spoke to Frank. 

He grunted and turned to one of the cupboards to take a glass out. In silence, he filled it with tap water and turned away from her to drink it. 

Veronica stared at the back of his head blankly. She couldn’t understand what was going on. He was usually happy and cheerful after a run, and on other days she would have been in his arms by now, embracing in a tight hug. 

“Pancakes?” she forced herself to ask, which made him turn sideways a little, only to look at her over his shoulder. 

“I’m good, thanks,” he said in a deep voice that startled her. Veronica was now getting the feeling that she had done something wrong. She remembered the way he had made love to her the previous night. He was rougher than usual, like he was trying to prove something…even though she had enjoyed herself, she couldn’t help but wonder if Frank was still jealous of the fact that she had gone on a date with Calvin. 

“Frank, is something wrong?” she asked him, stopping the work she was doing. 

He finished drinking the glass of water and smacked it on the kitchen island, before turning to her. She saw the rage in his eyes. His face was darkened and she could see that he was clenching his jaw. 

“Nothing is wrong, Veronica,” he said, in that same deep voice that scared her a little. She licked her lips and met his eyes nervously. 

“Did you spend the night in my room? I was surprised to find you missing in the morning,” she said in a meek voice, hoping that he might care to explain. She knew for certain now that he hadn’t slept in her bed. 

“No. I was in my room,” he said flatly, without any intention of continuing the conversation. 

“Frank, something is wrong. You’re not yourself. Please tell me what’s wrong,” she cried and walked around the kitchen island towards him. She was surprised to find that Frank took a step away from her. As though he didn’t want to get too close to her incase he got burned! 

“Nothing is wrong, Veronica. Everything is exactly the way it should be. I hope you have a nice day. Say hi to the girls for me,” he said and with that he was out of the room in seconds. Veronica remained standing there in silence, watching him leave. She still hadn’t moved, even though she heard his shoes on the stairs, then the opening and slamming of his bedroom door upstairs. 

She was completely at a loss now. He seemed fine the previous night, even if he admitted that he was jealous of Calvin, he hadn’t taken out his anger on her. Veronica gulped, still confused and a little hurt now as she went back to stacking the pancakes on plates. Wiping her hand on a kitchen towel, she went up to the girls’ bedrooms. 

Ashley and Kaitlyn were never any trouble to wake up. She went through the usual routine with them, of helping them brush their teeth and wash their little faces. She brought them down to the kitchen after that, the whole time trying to keep a cheerful face on, for their sakes. 

“Where’s daddy?” Kaitlyn asked after a few minutes of chewing her food. Frank usually came over to say bye to them before leaving for work, even if he didn’t have breakfast with them. 

“He was in a rush. He told me to say hi,” Veronica told her, taking a seat across from them at the breakfast bar. Kaitlyn looked crestfallen as she ate, while Ashley hung her head over her food. 

“What’s wrong girls? You’ll see him in the afternoon again. I’m sure he misses being here,” Veronica said, realizing that a lump had formed in her throat. 

Ashley looked like she was hesitating to say something. She kept exchanging looks with her younger sister. They were too young anyway to successfully keep secrets, and Veronica gave them some time. She knew Ashley was going to spill eventually. 

“We’re just sad that maybe daddy is going to go back to before,” she said in a sad voice. 

“Go back to before? What do you mean, sweetheart?” Veronica asked, and reached for Ashley’s hand. 

“Like before you came to the house. He was always sad and grumpy after mommy died. But ever since you came to stay with us, he is happy and spends more time with us,” she explained and Veronica felt her heart sinking. 

“He just had work, girls. Nothing to worry about. Now c’mon, lets get you ready for school,” Veronica declared, standing up from her chair. 

She guided the kids out of the kitchen and back up to their rooms so they could take their showers and change into fresh clothes for the day. The whole time, she felt like she was going to implode from what she had just heard, combined with Frank’s behavior from the morning. If the girls were being truthful, it meant that having her here had made a huge impact on Frank’s life. He was being honest when he said that he had never done anything like this before, with any of his employees. It could mean that their relationship actually meant something more to him than just sex. 






Chapter 8

 

Frank didn’t return in the afternoon, as was his usual routine. Instead, it was after dinner, after Veronica had already tucked the girls into their beds that she heard the front door opening. She hurried down the stairs and found Frank hanging up his overcoat on the coat rack and placing his briefcase by the door. 

“Where have you been?” she asked, as she reached the landing of the stairs. She was aware of the strain in her voice, but she couldn’t help herself. 

“Work. Why?” he asked, fixing narrowed dark eyes on her. His beard looked freshly trimmed and he was in his formal office wear that made him look more intimidating than usual. Veronica caught the lump in her throat and she gulped. 

“The girls have been asking about you. We didn’t know you weren’t coming home at your usual time,” she said, taking a step towards him. She had missed him all day, especially after his behavior from the morning. Veronica yearned for his touch, but Frank stood his ground. She could see now that he wasn’t going to reach out to her. 

“They know that I’m sometimes held back at the office. And it’s not like I need to ask for your permission before I change my plans,” he said curtly and it felt like a dagger had been struck in her heart. Veronica thrust her chin out to him and realized that her lip was quivering. 

“Yes, I know. I only work here,” she said, trying to sound as firm as possible even though she was crumbling inside. Without a word, Frank stepped past her and walked towards the living room. She followed him. 

They were both silent as he walked over to the bar in the corner and poured himself some whiskey in a crystal glass. He didn’t offer her any, but Veronica knew that he was aware of her presence in the room. He was purposely choosing to ignore her. 

“What’s changed, Frank?” she blurted out, when she realized that he wasn’t going to say anything. She couldn’t just remain silent endlessly. He swirled his drink around in his glass and then slowly turned to her. 

“You tell me, Veronica,” he said and a small sarcastic smile was forming on his face. 

She was stumped. Yes, a lot of things had changed since she met Calvin. But nothing between Frank and her. 

“I don’t know what you mean. You were fine last night when I came home and since today morning you’ve been pushing me away, like we’re strangers,” she said, clasping her hands together. She was thankful that the girls were already asleep, because they definitely didn’t need to hear this. 

Frank took a few hurried sips of his drink and then smacked his lips, before fixing his eyes on her again. 

“We are strangers, Veronica, aren’t we? I mean, how much do we actually know each other?” he said and she shook her head, her nostrils flaring. Why was he tiptoeing around what he had to say? Why wasn’t he just being honest with her?

“Last evening, before I left for the restaurant, you told me that you cared for me deeply. That you wanted nothing more than to be with me. What has changed since then? What makes you think that we don’t even know each other?” she said, aware of the tears welling up in the corners of her eyes. She was already awash with guilt, full to the brim with the anxious thoughts in her head…with the decision she had to make. Who knew when Calvin might call and demand for her answer? And Frank was only making it worse for her. He was making her feel like she was all alone. 

“A lot of things have changed since you went to the restaurant, hasn’t it?” he asked and Veronica watched in silence as he gulped the whole drink down his throat in one go. He slammed the glass down on the bar and proceeded to fold his arms over his chest. His eyes seemed like they were trying to burn a hole right through her head. She had never seen Frank so angry. This was probably what people talked about, when they said that he was a difficult and harsh man to work with. 

“What’s changed? You know nothing about what happened at the restaurant. You’re only making assumptions and taking your anger out on me!” Veronica’s voice was raised now, but she couldn’t control herself. Even though the truth was that a lot of things had changed, Frank had no way of knowing that. And she was sure that he hadn’t followed her to the restaurant and seen Calvin proposing. 

“You’re right, I have no way of knowing exactly what’s changed. Especially since the first thing you did when you came home was have sex with me,” he said, maintaining his calm deep voice. 

“You wanted it too!” Veronica said, aghast. 

“You’re right. We both wanted it, but you failed to point out a crucial factor of the night. Which was entirely your responsibility,” he said, keeping his small glimmering dark eyes trained on her. Veronica could hardly look at him any more, without the fear of breaking into a volley of tears. 

“What crucial factor? Why don’t you just tell me what’s on your mind?” she said, through gritted teeth now. She could sense that she was beginning to lose her patience. 

“I found it, Veronica,” Frank said and drew in a tired deep breath. “The ring. It fell out of your purse in the study, maybe when we were stripping our clothes off each other. I found it when I came back down to turn off the lights after you were already in bed,” he continued. 

Veronica could do nothing but stare at him, her mind had stopped functioning. 

“It’s a beautiful ring and I suppose congratulations are in order!” he added. 






Chapter 9

 

“Frank, I…” Veronica tried to formulate the words but he only waved his hand away like he didn’t want her to bother with an explanation. 

“Like I said, Veronica, I respect your decision. You’ve decided to marry him, and that’s fine. What I am concerned with is that you kept it from me and then proceeded to have sex with me, knowing fully well that you now officially belong to another man,” he said and turned away from her with a jerk, to pour himself another drink. 

Veronica stepped towards him when his back was turned, in the hopes that she might be able to find the words to explain it to him better. She wanted to get closer to him. 

“I wanted to, Frank…I really did,” she muttered and he turned to look at her again. 

“But you didn’t, did you?” he said and Veronica noted how completely calm he sounded, despite the anger she could see in his eyes. 

“You told me that you didn’t want to hear the details then, not before we made love first,” she argued in a strained voice and Frank sighed and shook his head. 

“When your first words weren’t - it’s over between us Frank, I assumed that there was no reason for us to not continue as usual,” he said, his voice rising a little but within seconds he had calmed himself back down. “I had no reason to believe that anything had changed. I asked you to spare me the details of an awkward date with an ex boyfriend, not spare me the most important detail; that you are now engaged to the man I thought you were going to break up with,” he said and with a huff he shook his head, as though there was something funny about that. 

Veronica stared at him, her dark eyes widened, her breathing going heavy. 

“I’m not engaged to him, Frank,” she said and suddenly the sarcastic smile from his face dropped. 

“What was the ring for then? It certainly looks like an engagement ring to me,” he said and took a swig of his drink. 

“Yes, Calvin did propose, but you should have asked me first Frank, instead of just assuming things,” Veronica said and now it was her turn to fold her arms over her chest. Frank followed her movements and she noticed the way he gazed for a few moments at her breasts before looking away. Despite the conversation they were having, Veronica was well aware of the existing sexual tension in the room. 

“I haven’t given him an answer. He forced me to take the ring with me, to think over my decision. But last night, when we had sex, I wasn’t and am still not engaged,” she said. 

A silence hung between them for a few seconds. Frank was breathing hard. She could see how his knuckles had turned white as he gripped the glass tightly in his hand. It was like he didn’t believe a word of what she was saying. 

“Frank…” Veronica said, taking a few steps towards him. Thankfully he didn’t move away this time, but neither did he reach for her. 

“I didn’t say yes because I’m torn, don’t you see that?” she said and he clenched his jaw. 

“But you didn’t say no either,” he said and Veronica could only stare back at him. 

In a flash he had slammed the glass down on the counter and taken two long steps in her direction. She was in his arms and Veronica let out a sigh of relief. She had spent the whole day yearning, craving for his touch and now finally she could have it. 

“I’m sorry, Veronica. For losing my temper at you. I don’t want to push you to make a decision, that was not my intention,” he said and she looked up at him. 

“I thought you didn’t care about me any more. That you were suddenly bored of me,” she said with a quivering lip. Frank lowered his face so he could kiss her. Their kiss this time was soft and meaningful. His hands remained on her arms, keeping her close to his chest. When he pulled away, Veronica looked up at him again. 

“I haven't made my decision yet, because I don’t want to lose you, Frank,” she admitted and he nodded his head. 

“But Calvin is the right choice for you, isn’t he?” he asked, and she noticed the change in his tone. 

“We have a history together,” she said and Frank nodded his head. 

“And no baggage,” he added and Veronica looked away from him. 

He had tightened his grip on her arm and she could now feel his heart beating against hers. 

“I don’t know what to do, Frank. I’m so sorry that it upsets you. I don’t mean to keep you hanging like this,” she said and Frank hooked a finger under her chin and tilted her head so that he could look down at her face. A soft, encouraging smile had formed on his lips. 

“You’re not keeping me hanging, Veronica. You’re only filling my life with joy. I was afraid of losing you too, which is why I got angry,” he said and she bit down on her lip. It was getting harder and harder for her to control the feelings of arousal that were coursing through her veins. 

“You haven’t lost me yet, Frank,” she said, almost in a whisper and he smiled. His fingers found their way down, and then under her blouse till he found the snap of her bra. She felt her bra straps sliding down her arms. Frank helped to pull them off and they fell to the floor. 

“No, I haven’t lost you yet,” he said as he undid the buttons on her jeans and thrust his hand in, under her panties, till she could feel his fingers slipping into her again.  






Chapter 10

 

Frank was bringing her to the brink of an orgasm, as he continued to push his two fingers into the soft deep core of her. He held her tightly with his other hand and they stood pressed together, in the middle of the living room. Veronica noted that all the lights were on, the curtains at the windows weren’t drawn and they had never had sex in the living room before. A thrill ran down her spine, as though they were doing something dangerous tonight. 

Frank’s breathing was heavy and he thrust his chin towards her as he kept stroking her wet center. His fingers had found their way in, deep into that spot she knew was going to make her come. 

Her fingernails dug into Frank’s biceps as she clung to him, her eyes rolling in her head from the pleasure. He hadn’t even bothered to roll down her jeans, he just held her in that position while he made her inch closer and closer to the brink. 

“Don’t stop, Frank, please don’t stop,” she cried and just as she said it, she felt him sliding his fingers out of her. When his hand was out from under her jeans, he held her by the waist lightly, looking down at her. She was quivering, her thighs were still shaking from coming so close to an orgasm. 

“I can see your nipples. They look like they want to be sucked,” he said, with a soft smile dancing on his lips. He lifted his left hand and it found her pert bare nipple, through the thin fabric of her blouse. 

Veronica moaned, as he pinched her nipple. She had never thought she could feel this much pleasure in pain. He squeezed her breast and toyed with her sensitive erect nipple between his thumb and forefinger. 

“You have to beg me,” he muttered, keeping his eyes focused on her. 

“Please, Frank. Please!” she cried, digging her nails deeper into his biceps. 

“Show me what you want,” he said and she drew away from him. She hurried to strip herself of her clothes. First her blouse, then her tight jeans and followed by her panties. Within a minute, Veronica was standing completely naked in front of him, with not a stitch of clothing on her. Frank on the other hand was fully clothed. He was in his crisp dark suit and starched white shirt, replete with textured blue cufflinks. He hadn’t even loosened his navy tie yet. 

“Show me, Veronica,” he said, stepping back. He wanted to see her in full naked view. She could sense his hungry eyes on her, and when she looked down she saw the raging erection in his pants. But he still didn’t make a move to take his cock out. 

She got down on her knees, on the soft fawn colored carpet and then sat down. With her open palms supporting her body, she spread out her legs, opening them wide so that he could see how wet she was. How badly she wanted him inside her. 

Frank stood over her, watching her for a few seconds more. Then his hands went to the zip on his pants. Then the buttons and slowly, but surely, his pants came sliding down to the floor. 

With his eyes still on her, as Veronica wriggled on the carpet with her legs outstretched, Frank unbuttoned his shirt, loosened his tie and dropped his clothes. Veronica opened her mouth, drinking in Frank’s powerful muscular naked body. Those glistening chiseled abs, the strength in the muscles on his thighs. The smattering of short curly black hair on his chest that she wanted to weave her fingers through. 

Frank kneeled down in front of her, and she started moving her hips. His cock was big, glistening at the top with precum. He pointed it towards her, as he grabbed her ankles and placed them gently on his shoulders. Veronica felt helpless in his hands, like he could mould her like clay if he wanted to. 

With her feet up in the air, Frank moved forward, placing his bunched up fists on either side of her. Then, just as she moved her hips, trying to reach him, he thrust himself in. He needed no help. His cock was hard and she was wet and ready. He slid in smoothly and they both groaned. This time the waiting had seemed longer than usual. 

She felt him slide deep inside her, reach her there where his fingers had been. He moved, pushing his cock deeper and deeper into her, and then pulling out again. Their eyes were locked, Veronica grabbed her own breasts, squeezing them for support. Frank increased his pace when she least expected it, and now she was sure that she was going to go over the edge. 

“Veronica…” he said her name softly and she released. She could feel herself drip as he continued to drive into her, fast and strong. He grunted and she saw the beads of sweat on his forehead that were beginning to form. He came too, only seconds after her orgasm began to soften. Frank’s body jerked and he gritted his teeth, releasing his hot seed in her with multiple jerks, till she knew that he was done. 

Frank drew in a deep breath and then gently, he lay himself on her. Her breasts were pressed against his chest, and they were both panting softly. 

“How is it always so good with you?” he asked, almost in a whisper as she felt his cock beginning to slacken inside her. She could do nothing other than smile at him, a genuine heartfelt smile. Because she had the same question in her mind…how was sex always so great with him? Now, after seeing Calvin just the previous night and being reminded of their relationship, Veronica was certain that sex had never been this good with him. Calvin had never been able to satisfy her this easily. But was it enough to choose Frank over him? 






Chapter 11

 

When Veronica woke up the next morning, she found Frank’s broad chest pressed against her lips. His arm was around her neck and she was nestled into his chest while his leg covered her thigh, almost like he was afraid she might try and escape at night. 

She had an instant smile on her face. It was nice and comforting to wake up next to this man, she thought. Veronica tried to wriggle free from his arms, realizing that they were both too late for a run now and she would have to go straight to making breakfast again. 

Frank blinked his eyes, forcing them open when he sensed her moving in the bed. 

“Where are you going?” he mumbled in a groggy voice that sounded happy at the same time. He reached for her just in time and tugged at her arm so that Veronica came tumbling back into bed with him. 

“We’re late. I have to make breakfast and get the girls ready for school,” she protested, laughing at the same time. Frank only wrapped his arms around her tighter, making it impossible for her to escape. 

“Let’s all stay in today,” he said, smiling at her. Veronica’s eyes widened and she laughed. 

“What do you mean?” she asked and Frank drew some strands of her dark curls away from her face. 

“I mean, I’ll stay at home. The girls can skip school and we can all stay home and spend the day by the pool,” he explained and Veronica couldn’t suppress her smile. 

“You’re going to skip work for a whole day?” she asked, arching her eyebrows up. 

Frank laughed and she noticed how his shoulders shook when he did it. 

“Did you think I was incapable of staying away from the office?” he asked and pulled her in closer, nuzzling his face into her hair. Veronica giggled and tried to pull herself away from him. 

“That’s the impression I got,” she admitted and when their gazes met again, she noticed the warmth and softness in his dark eyes. Frank looked content and happy. 

“Well, I want to make it up to the girls for my absence yesterday,” he said and Veronica bit down on her lip. 

“They’ll be so excited. They missed you all day,” she said and tried to break free from him again. 

“As for you. Maybe a whole day with me and the girls, might help you make your decision,” he said, and leaned in to nibble her ears. Veronica felt her muscles stiffen. She had forgotten about that completely. She was so taken up with Frank’s happy demeanor that she’d forgotten about the decision she still had to make. Was that a sign? That an expensive diamond ring in a velvet box was lying on her dresser. Given to her by a guy she had been with since college…and she had completely forgotten about it. 

“What are you thinking?” she heard Frank’s voice which snapped her out of her thoughts. 

“That you’re making it harder and harder for me to make a decision,” she said, pursing her lips. She didn’t want to spoil their mood with serious talk, but she couldn’t help it now that he had brought it up. 

“I’m only making my case,” Frank said, the smile still not leaving his face. He leaned in and kissed her on her cheek then, and Veronica felt a warm glow spreading through her body right after. That was the kind of kiss she wanted to be greeted with every morning. Did it matter what her parents thought? 

“Well, you’re making a strong argument. We have to get out of bed now lazy bones. The girls need their breakfast on time, even if we are staying in,” she said and pulled away from him. This time Frank relented and she was able to jump off the bed. 

She was naked still, and remembered how they had run up the stairs with their clothes in a bundle in their hands the previous night. It was a moment of madness and after they fell into bed in her room, they couldn’t stop laughing. She couldn’t remember the last time she had laughed that hard. 

Frank was watching her. She could sense that he had his eyes on her back as she pulled out fresh clothes from the closet to change into. 

“Veronica…” he called out to her, and she whipped around to look at him. 

He was half-sitting in the bed, with his head propped up by his hands. His arms were folded behind his head and he was staring at her, not smiling any more. He looked handsome in the morning golden glow of the room. His hair looked just as scruffy as his beard now, but she didn’t care. She liked looking at him like this. 

“What is it, Frank?” she asked, breaking the silence. 

“I just wanted to reassure you that you can take your time with this. I know I was angry yesterday, but I’m not today. The decision is yours and I will respect it no matter what. I don’t want to come between you and your happiness,” he said in a somber voice. 

Veronica nodded her head, already feeling like she was drawing closer to a decision. No matter what her parents planned for her future, and how much history she shared with Calvin, no body could make her feel the way Frank did. In just the span of four weeks, she had felt so many emotions for him. Turning quickly from lust to something more. She knew she couldn’t deny it any more. She was in love with him. He respected her and gave her space. He was everything she needed. 

Veronica smiled at him and turned to go to the bathroom, aware now that she had been foolish to even think about this. To waste so much time. There was no two ways about it, as sweet as Calvin was being, she would have to find a way to let him down easily. 






Chapter 12

 

Veronica was in the den when the bell rang. Ashley and Kaitlyn were on the floor, trying to piece together another jigsaw puzzle with Frank. It had been a lovely day. The four of them had spent it by the pool, then ordered pizza in and spent the evening in the den playing games. 

So when the bell rang, Veronica expected it to be the pizza delivery guy. 

“I’ll get it. Must be the pizzas,” she said, getting up from the leather armchair where she was sitting. Frank looked up at her from where he was sitting on the carpet and she noticed that he had his brows crossed. 

“It can’t be. The pizzas would have been collected and paid for by the security guard at the front gate,” he said and stood up. The girls still had their heads knocked together, trying to find the missing piece for one of the corners. 

“So who do you think it is?” Veronica asked, a little confused by Frank’s suspicious look. 

“Has to be a social call. Someone who the guards let through. I’ll get it, you stay put here,” he said and immediately smiled reassuringly. Veronica nodded and went back to looking at the girls on the floor. 

She heard Frank’s slippers squeaking on the wooden floor as he walked down the foyer, and then she heard him opening the door. Even though she was trying to play with the girls, Veronica couldn’t help curiosity get the better of her and she tried to listen. She could hear two male voices and shrugged, assuming now that it had to be the pizza delivery guy. Who else would Frank keep at the front door for so long? 

Then she heard the door shut and the sound of two pairs of shoes on the wooden floor. Veronica sat up straight in her chair, more curious than ever now. The footsteps were fast approaching, and they were coming towards the den. Frank was bringing someone in there, and Veronica smoothened her skirt and tucked in some stray curls behind her ears. 

When the door of the den opened, she stood up and the two girls looked up in unison. Calvin’s nervous smiling face appeared at the door and he stepped in, followed by Frank. 

“Calvin!” Veronica said, her hands dropping to her side.

He took a few more quick steps till he was in front of her. Calvin placed his hands on her shoulders and Veronica looked up at him. 

“I thought I’d drop by. I was hoping that you’d have some time to talk,” he said, smiling down at her. 

“Veronica, who is this?” Ashley’s small voice interrupted Veronica’s trance like state. Not in a million years would she have expected Calvin to just turn up here. She was expecting him to call, but not this! 

“Umm…he’s my friend, Calvin. Calvin these are the girls, Audrey and Kaitlyn Davenport,” Veronica said, gently drawing her shoulders away from Calvin’s grasp. 

“Hello, girls,” Calvin said and encouragingly dropped to one knee to look at the puzzle they were working on. Veronica took the opportunity to lift her head and look at Frank. He was standing with his arms crossed over his chest and leaning against the door frame. 

He had a neutral expression on his face. She couldn’t tell what exactly he was thinking. 

“Calvin, we should talk privately,” Veronica turned to him with a jerk. All the nervousness from the previous night, and the guilt came rushing back to her. She knew she was blushing too. The two men she was involved with were both in the same room with her. She didn’t know where to look or who to talk to. 

Calvin looked up at her and smiled. 

“Of course,” he said and then ruffled Audrey’s hair before he stood up beside her. He placed his arm around her shoulder and Veronica felt her muscles stiffen again. She didn’t want him to touch her, especially not in front of Frank. 

“I hope it’s okay with you Mr Davenport, me intruding in your home like this,” Calvin said, looking up at Frank now with a polite smile. 

“Of course. It’s no problem. Take your time,” Frank said in a low smooth voice. It was still difficult for Veronica to know exactly what he was thinking. 

“It’s just that I have something to important to discuss with my girlfriend,” Calvin added, and Veronica blushed some more. 

“Girlfriend? You’re this man’s girlfriend, Veronica?” Kaitlyn butt in and Veronica looked at her with guilty eyes. She didn’t know what to say to her. In front of Calvin no less. 

“Yes, she is my girlfriend. And maybe soon, she’ll be my wife,” Calvin said in a happy voice to the little girl, before turning to Veronica with a smile. 

“I’ll take over from here, Veronica. You both should go ahead,” Frank said and Veronica whipped her head around to look at him. He looked as calm as ever, and now he was walking towards them. He brushed past her as he walked over to the spot where his daughters were playing, and Veronica felt an electric shock run down her spine when their arms lightly touched. 

She felt like she was beginning to choke up, like she was going to break down and cry. Lying had never come naturally to her, and now she felt like a horrible human being for keeping her affair with Frank hidden for so long. 

“Shall we go up to your room, babe?” Calvin’s voice interrupted her thoughts and Veronica glared at him, speechless still. He reached for her hand and tugged at it, and that was when she started walking, leading him out of the room. Veronica wanted nothing more than to just be out of that space. She wanted Calvin away from Frank and the girls, as though he might end up causing some kind of harm to them. 






Chapter 13

 

“Why would you just turn up here unannounced?” Veronica let her voice loose the moment she shut the door of her bedroom behind her. Calvin had walked in and was now standing in the middle of the floor, looking around him with some awe. He turned to fix his eyes on her again and then arched his brows. 

“Mr Davenport doesn’t seem to have a problem with it, why are you so worked up about it?” Calvin asked and Veronica shook her head with rage. 

“He’s polite, so he won’t ask you to get out of his house. But I know he doesn’t like strangers coming to the house unannounced, demanding to be let in,” she continued. Calvin didn’t seem perturbed by the sound of her voice, he either didn’t care or didn’t seem to notice that her voice was raised and that seemed to be upset. 

“Well, I’m your boyfriend, that doesn’t make me a stranger. I didn’t demand to be let in either. I just asked if I could talk to you and thanked him for the apartment he got me. He let me in and took me to the den himself,” Calvin said and then started walking around the room a little. He was running his fingers over the soft fabric of her fresh bed linen, admiring the thread count apparently. He looked up at Veronica and smiled suddenly. 

“You seem to have it pretty good here,” he said, in a tone that almost sounded like he was jealous of her. 

“Yeah, isn’t this what you wanted for me?” she asked, glaring at him. Calvin shrugged his shoulders and nodded. 

“I wanted you to manage your work better, bring in new and high paying clients. I didn’t want you to shut me out of your life completely,” he said and then took a few steps towards her. 

“I haven’t shut you out of my life,” she snapped and Calvin raised his brows again. 

“I had to beg you to go out on a date with me,” he said but he didn’t seem to be begging now. All the sweetness and kindness he had portrayed earlier had somehow vanished. Calvin had turned back into the man who Veronica was trying to escape when she took up the job. 

“I was busy, I’m sorry about that,” Veronica said and Calvin pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his pants and took in a deep breath. 

“Let’s forget that for a moment, shall we? I proposed to you two nights ago, Veronica. You still haven’t given me a yes,” he said and she noticed now that his nostrils were flared. 

Veronica looked about her room and sighed. 

“I’m still thinking about it. I just need some time,” she said. It wasn’t that she hadn’t made up her mind already, she just didn’t know yet how she was going to break it to him. What reason she was going to give. 

“Need some time for what? We’ve been together for so long, Veronica. Isn’t this a natural progression of a long term relationship? Isn’t marriage what you wanted?” Calvin asked, and now he came closer to her. She remained where she was, nervous of what she might do if he tried to get any closer. 

She could see that he was disturbed. Even though he wasn’t being as nice to her any more, she knew that she would be breaking his heart very badly if she just said no, bluntly. 

“I don’t know if I’m ready yet,” she said, meeting his burning gaze. She was losing some of her earlier confidence now. Her bravado was beginning to crumble. On one hand she didn’t want Calvin to manipulate her like he always did, and on the other, she didn’t want to hurt him either. 

“You’re not ready yet…with me or with anyone?” he asked, and his voice had softened a little. 

Veronica looked away from him, trying to avoid his questioning gaze and she breathed deeply in through her nose and let out another sigh. 

“I don’t know Calvin, I just think it’s the wrong time…it isn’t your fault,” she said and Calvin shook his head, then he let out a small cruel laugh. 

“I know it’s not my fault. I’ve done everything by the textbook. I’ve done everything I could to give you a better life, to guide you in the right direction, save up for our future together…Hell, I even got you this job,” he continued with a snarl in his voice. 

“Maybe, that’s just it Calvin, maybe I didn’t need your guidance. Maybe I didn’t need you to give me a better life. You didn’t approve of my business decisions any way,” she snapped and then there was silence between them. 

Calvin was staring at her, with a sort of blank glazed expression in his eyes, while Veronica stared back at him with her shoulders heaving. She wasn’t exactly sure what he was going to say next. 

He allowed the silence to extend between them for some time, before he cleared his throat and clenched his jaw. 

“So, can I just put us out of this misery and ask you here and now if your answer is going to be no? I’m giving you the chance, Veronica, to get out of this easily,” Calvin said and Veronica suddenly felt like her mouth had run dry. 

“Yes…I mean no. I mean, it’s going to be a no. I’m sorry Calvin,” she cried and felt hot tears pricking the backs of her eyelids as she tried to hold his gaze. 

Calvin only nodded. Like he was expecting that very answer. 

“Okay. Just one more thing, Veronica, before I get out of your hair. Are you sleeping with Frank Davenport?” Calvin asked, keeping his voice as steady and neutral as before. 

As Veronica heard the words, she felt like she would rather dig a hole and jump in it herself, rather than face Calvin for one more second. 






Chapter 14

 

Veronica stared at Calvin in shock, speechless for a few moments. In her attempt to refuse Calvin’s delicately, she hadn’t once entertained the thought that he might have figured it out himself. 

“I take it the answer to that is yes,” he said and Veronica tried hard to even her breathing. She wasn’t angry, she was only feeling guilt. Guilty because the man who had been her boyfriend for so long, who had done nothing truly evil himself…now knew about the fact that she had been unfaithful to him. 

“How could you sleep with your boss, Veronica? I didn’t expect that from you. Is he the reason why you’re turning my proposal down?” Calvin asked, and took a few more angry steps towards her. 

Veronica stepped away, afraid of him a little now. Never before had she felt the need to physically defend herself from Calvin, but now she wasn’t so sure. She couldn’t be certain what he might do in his rage. 

“It just happened, Calvin. I didn’t plan for it,” she said meekly, but her voice only seemed to anger him more. Calvin’s eyes were rounded and fiery, the expression in his gaze seemed like he was ready to pounce on her at any moment. 

“So what if you didn’t plan for it? How could you not even think of me?” he growled and Veronica felt a fat tear drop roll down her cheek. He was right. She had been selfish. She shouldn’t have slept with Frank while still in a relationship with Calvin. And she had kept it from him for so long. 

“I’m sorry, Calvin,” she cried and he shook his head. He wasn’t buying it. 

“I don’t care how sorry you are. You’re going to stop it right now and come home with me,” he said and she noticed the way he clenched his fists. Go home with him? She had just refused his proposal. She had just confessed that she was unfaithful to him. Why did he still want her? 

“I can’t do that Calvin, I’m not ready to do that,” she said, still in a soft voice. He had backed her into a corner of the room now and she still wasn’t sure if he was going to physically hurt her. 

“Why can’t you do that, Veronica? Because you think that Frank Davenport actually gives a shit about you? You’re a nanny to his kids. That’s all you are,” Calvin spat out and Veronica pressed her eyes close. 

“Why do you want me anyway, Calvin? After all this. Why do you care? Why don’t you just leave me alone?” she asked, aware that she was screeching now. She could only hope that Ashley and Kaitlyn weren’t able to hear them fighting. The last thing she wanted was to scare or hurt them. 

“I’m willing to forgive you,” Calvin said, through gritted teeth. 

“I don’t want your forgiveness,” Veronica said and Calvin took in a deep breath. As though he was losing his patience with a small naughty child. 

“Okay, look. I’ve been unfaithful to you in the past. I slept with Jeanine from work, a couple of months ago and I didn’t tell you about it. So we can call it even now, and just move on, okay?” he said and reached out to grab her hand. 

Veronica pulled her hand away, her face aghast with rage. 

“You slept with Jeanine? The girl we had over for dinner with your other colleagues?” Veronica asked, in utter disbelief. She didn’t have a clue. Calvin had managed to keep that under wraps very well. 

He stared back at her now, silently. 

“And you think that’s okay?” she spat out. 

“You think sleeping with your boss is okay isn’t it?” he said, a sarcastic smile was lifting the corners of his mouth. 

“No, I don’t think it is okay. I have been racked with guilt and I was going to tell you. I refused to marry you because my relationship with Frank actually means something. Whereas you, you had no intention of telling me. You had a one night stand with someone else and pretended like nothing happened for several months,” Veronica said, glaring at Calvin with her nostrils flared. 

He rolled his eyes and looked away from her. 

“It’s the same thing, Veronica. No matter which way you put it,” he said in a quiet voice. 

“It’s not the same thing. Frank and I have feelings for each other. How many other girls have you had one night stands with?” she was yelling now, unconcerned about who could hear her. 

Calvin’s silence said a lot about his answer. He had definitely slept with more women. 

The door to the bedroom opened abruptly, and Veronica whipped her head around to find Frank entering. 

“I’m going to have to ask you to leave now, Calvin,” Frank said and crossed his hands in front of him. Beside Calvin, Frank towered above him and even though he was older, he appeared to be stronger and more muscular. Calvin looked up at him and then back to Veronica. 

“So, this is how it’s going to be? Your new boyfriend is going to step in and kick me out of your room? After all these years?” he said, his words drawling and dripping with rage. 

“All those years mean nothing after what you just told me. You’ve been cheating on me the whole time. I tried to do the right thing here and not get into a marriage based on lies,” Veronica yelled and Calvin only scoffed it off. 

“Please, leave Calvin. I’m going to ask you politely this last time,” Frank’s deep calm voice cut through the air and now Calvin looked like he wasn’t going to take his chances. 

“Goodbye, Veronica,” he said and she watched him in fuming silence as he walked to her dresser, picked up the box with her ring and left the room, sidestepping Frank on his way out. 

When he shut the door behind him, Frank turned to look at her and she could tell that he had been worried. 






Chapter 15

 

“I’m so sorry that you had to witness this, the girls…” Veronica cried, but before she could cover her face with her hands, Frank had rushed towards her and taken her into his arms. 

“Don’t worry about that. Are you okay?” he asked, trying to get her to look up at him. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just a bit in shock. I didn’t expect him to just turn up here,” she said, wiping her damp cheeks with the backs of her hands. 

“I heard loud voices and came up here. I didn’t want to intervene unless absolutely necessary. But I didn’t want him to hurt you either,” he said and drew her into his arms. 

Veronica rested her head on his chest as she tried to catch her breath again. Frank remained as he was, with his arms around her, and gently rocked her from side to side. 

“He’s been cheating on me. For years, Frank and I had no idea. I feel so foolish,” she burst into tears again, and now Frank wiped the tears away from her cheeks and continued to rock her. It comforted her, the rocking motion, and she laid her head on his chest again. 

“He figured out about us, and wanted me to stop and just go back home with him,” she said, in a meek voice. Frank allowed a few seconds to pass before he said anything, almost as though he was allowing the words to sink into his mind. 

“Your home is here, Veronica, with us,” he said and she looked up at him with her sparkling earnest eyes. He was right. There was nowhere else on Earth that she would rather call home. 

“I don’t ever want to see him again,” she said, in a whimpering whisper. 

“You don’t have to,” he replied and gently stroked her forehead, pushing her curls away from her face. 

“I’m just glad you decided to stay,” he added and she couldn’t help but smile. 

“I wouldn’t leave for anything. This is where I want to be,” Veronica admitted and Frank leaned in to kiss her. The kiss was soft and gentle, while they continued to sway in each other’s arms. Veronica felt like she could have stayed there forever, just rocking in his arms like that. 

“And he took your ring away too!” he said abruptly and she looked up at him and rolled her eyes. The last thing she cared about was Calvin’s ring. 

“But it’s a good thing that I have something to replace it with,” he said and gently pushed her away. 

Veronica’s brows crossed in confusion as she watched Frank take out a red velvet box from the pocket of his pants. Unlike Calvin, he didn’t drop to his knee but remained standing over her, looking down at her with a warm smile spreading on his face. 

Veronica felt like her breath was caught in her throat. She hadn’t expected him to propose. She hadn’t even expected him to formally commit. She was just happy knowing that she could be near him for a while. 

“I’ve been carrying this around in my pocket for a few days, before you went for your date with him. After that I just wanted to give you a chance to decide for yourself, before putting you in the spot like this,” Frank said and Veronica couldn’t help but burst out laughing. 

“That is the most romantic proposal I’ve ever heard,” she said sarcastically and Frank smiled. 

“What I really want to say is, that ever since I met you I knew that you were a woman who I respected and someone I could trust. The fact that I find you irresistible and I want to make love to you all the time, is just an additional bonus. I want my daughters to grow up around a woman like you, I can see the positive influence that you’ve had in their lives and in mine. My days are just nicer with you around. So, will you be my wife?” Frank ended this by popping open the box and presenting the ring to her. It was a pink diamond, cut out in the shape of a heart, studded with small rubies around it. 

Veronica could do all she could to keep her gasp from being too loud. She stared at the sparkling ring in front of her and then back up at Frank’s face. 

“There is nothing more that I want to do, Frank,” she said and before he had a chance to slip the ring on to her finger, Veronica had flung her arms around his neck and was kissing him. 

When they parted they were both laughing. Frank finally slipped the ring on and she held her hand out to admire it. 

“It’s gorgeous Frank. I can’t believe this. It’s all happening so fast,” she said, through her laughter. She still couldn’t stop giggling. Frank was smiling too and he reached for her hand and squeezed it. 

“I’ve always believed in love at first sight. When I know, I just know. And with you I knew from the moment you walked into my office. And kissing you, making love to you only strengthened that belief,” he said and leaned forward to knock their foreheads together.

Veronica bit down on her lip as she looked at the man who was going to be her husband. She couldn’t help but blush, giggle and remind herself that this was all actually happening. She was going to be with Frank forever. Her deepest wishes were coming true. No matter what the world or her parents had to say about it. 

“I love you, Frank,” she said to him, for the first time aloud. 

“I love you, Veronica. I always will,” he said and pressed his hand on the back of her neck to draw her in closer. 

“Now, let’s go tell the girls!” Frank said and Veronica was laughing again. She was going to have that happy family after all. 
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Book Description:

 

Casey was born and raised in Brooklyn New York by her mother and late father, who died in the line of duty when she was a teenager. Casey was shy and didn’t date very much, but when she was faced with her best friend’s brother on Christmas Eve, she was more than happy to give up her virginity. Afterward, though, she did not see what was coming.

Dex Canton was the businessman that was obsessed with working to build his father’s business from the empire that was created while he was alive, into one of the biggest companies in the world. Dex knew how much he needed to focus, so women were just an after thought in his life until he met Casey that is. After a hot Christmas Eve in her mom’s apartment, Dex jets off to for business, not realizing the secret Casey would be hiding when he returned.

Would the realization of big news push Dex out of his comfort zone and back on his private jet? Would Casey vow to keep her secret forever? These two have more lust for each other than anyone they have ever met, but is it enough to break Casey from her mold, and bring Dex back to reality?

 




Chapter 1: Dex

 

As the small symmetrical icy crystals floated gingerly from the sky and landed on the lawns of Central Park, I felt a sadness swell inside my chest. It was Christmas Eve, a time I relished when I was growing up. My parents always decorated the house to match the festive nature of the city with garlands, lights, and the smell of cinnamon and pine. They threw big lavish parties at their sky-high penthouse in Canton Commons. The wealthiest families in New York would put aside their high natured snobbery to bring gifts, food, and merry greetings to share with everyone else. As children, my sister Natalie and I would run around the house with the other children, playing with our toys and soaking up the feeling of Christmas. It had always been my favorite time of the year. 

Years later, I found myself staring at the lights twinkling in the park, people walking hand in hand through the Christmas Eve snow, and carolers wishing people well, all the while feeling nothing but the silence of a now mostly empty home. After my parents died, the holidays stopped feeling like a magical time. There were no more parties, no more crackling fires, and the decorations sat in storage boxes, hoping one day to be picked up and used again. My sister loved Christmas and tried to keep the spirit alive but it was too much for one person. With me running the company now, I didn’t have time for such frivolous things as holiday parties. It almost felt like my parents took the holidays with them when they passed.

Neither Natalie nor I had a family of our own, so we either spent the holidays with each other or I went to work and left her to her own devices. This year, with my pending travels approaching I decided not to work on Christmas Eve. I tried not to be the scrooge, so I gave my employees off on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. Usually, I ended up spending that time alone in the office, eating Chinese food and watching A Christmas Story while going over financial reports. Everything was settled this year since I was going to be leaving soon and so there I sat, reminiscing and staring out at the city. It was cold outside, colder than any Christmas I remembered and even inside the penthouse, I kept my sweater on to fight the chill. I could hear Natalie down the hall, getting ready for something, though I thought she would be spending the evening here in the penthouse.

I pulled up the number to the local Chinese delivery place and figured I’d order us some food for the night. I didn’t know what Natalie liked to eat anymore, so I sat waiting for her to come out of her room. The fact that she could always keep a cheery attitude during the holidays comforted me. I looked up as she walked quickly down the hall and pulled her coat from the closet. She put on the wool pea coat and turned back, surprised to see me still sitting in the living room.

“Oh,” she said, slightly startled. “Dex, what are you doing here? I thought you were going to be working like you do every year.”

“Since I’m leaving in a couple of days, I figured I’d break that habit and spend Christmas Eve here with you,” I replied, watching her face twitch nervously.  “You look like you're going somewhere.”

“Yeah. I, uh, I was going to go spend Christmas with a friend,” she said, walking over and sitting down on the arm of the chair. I could tell the quieteness of the house was really starting to get to her and I couldn’t help but be disappointed by the idea of spending Christmas Eve alone. “I should have mentioned it. I’m just so used to you always being at work that I honestly didn’t even think to say anything.”

I shook my head, trying not to make her feel guilty. After all, she was right, I didn’t even take weekends off anymore. The last time I had any time off was for her birthday and I didn’t really take off, I just left the office at five instead of midnight. Natalie had gotten used to living her own life, without any real family to spend time with. Part of me wanted to tell her not to worry about it but the other part of me wanted to ask her to stay and hang out. 

“Why don’t I do this,” she said. “I’ll call and make sure it’s okay and we can just go together.”

I nodded and smiled, deciding that spending the holidays with people I didn’t know was better than being alone. I watched as she walked back in the hallway and called her friend. She talked for a few minutes and then hung up, bouncing cheerily out to the living room and waving me over. I grabbed the bottle of hazelnut liqueur I bought for tonight and we walked down to the garage where my car sat waiting. 

Since I gave all my employees the night off, I drove myself, slightly confused as I made my way out of Manhattan and through the boroughs. We ended up in Brooklyn, which was weird since I assumed Natalie meant she was going to see one of the rich kids she grew up with. However, as I pulled up in front of the five-story brick walk-up, I realized whoever we were visiting had much less than we did. I almost felt foolish having thrown on my seven hundred dollar Gucci sweater and ungodly expensive belt. I smiled at Natalie as we got out, stepping over the piles of snow that had been pushed off the streets by the plows. I was glad she didn’t see my confusion. I didn’t want it to look like I was being judgmental toward her friends. That was my sister though, if you didn’t know her as a child, she seemed like any other normal girl from a middle-class family. Her heart was always too big for her to ever come across as the snobby rich girl from the upper East side. 

As we climbed the stairs I could smell food cooking in the oven and I started to relax. The warmth of the glow coming from under the door already made me feel at home. Natalie knocked and we stood back as we heard footsteps from inside. The door flung open and a short round woman with curly red hair and rosy cheeks answered, smiling big and wrapping her arms around Natalie. She smiled warmly before turning to me and pulling me down for a hug. I laughed from surprise but welcomed the happy greeting. 

“Come in, come in. I’m Andrea,” she said, stepping to the side and waving us inside. “You can put your coats up there and then follow me back to the kitchen. That’s where all the magic is happening.”

I set the bottle of liqueur on the floor next to my snow-covered shoes and hung up my jacket. Natalie smiled big and squeezed my arm as she walked forward. She took Andrea's hand as they walked toward the smell of food and the sound of Christmas Carols. Natalie looked really happy just being in this place. I instantly felt better about leaving her for my travels since she seemed to have made her own little family right here in Brooklyn. As I turned into the kitchen I looked around at the apple wall paper, farm themed wall hangings, and cook books propped on shelves all over the walls. It was like I had been transported from Brooklyn to a farm house in the country. There was a large turkey on the counter next to several bowls full of all the normal Christmas food. 

My eyes scanned the kitchen, landing on my sister as she hugged a curvy brown-haired girl. She was facing the stove while stirring something but the lights from the kitchen made the streaks of red in her hair stand out. I could tell Natalie was whispering something to her and as she turned around and caught my gaze, my knees went weak. Her green eyes cut through me like a knife and instantly I wanted to know more about her. She nodded once and looked down, her cheeks growing red. She was shy, which made her even more appealing to me. 

“Dex, this is my best friend Casey,” Natalie said with a knowing look. “Casey, meet my big brother Dex.”

“Nice to meet you,” Casey whispered with even brighter cheeks.

“Okay,” Andrea said, clapping her hands together. “Let’s get this food on the table!”

I started grabbing dishes and helped bring all the food out to the large oak table sitting in the dining room. I looked up at the pictures hanging on the wall. There were several of a man that I assumed was Andrea’s husband posing in his officer’s uniform. His ribbons were encased and hung next to the pictures, making me think he was no longer with us. I didn’t want to bring it up, not knowing the details, so instead, I sat down and began passing the food around. 

“So, how did you two meet?” I looked at Natalie and then over to Casey.

“Oh, we met in college,” Natalie said with excitement. “We ended up being on the same team for one of our Sophomore projects.”

“That’s awesome,” I said. I turned to Casey and added, “Did you grow up in New York?”

“She sure did,” Andrea answered. “In fact, her father and I, God rest his soul, grew up here in Brooklyn. I’m glad she decided to stick around.” Andrea looked at Casey and winked as we ate our food and continued the conversation. I wanted to know more about this girl. In all reality, I wanted to see more of this girl, and I didn’t mean on a date. She was gorgeous with unguarded eyes and thick curvy body. I could only imagine what it would feel like to run my hands over her smooth skin. 

I excused myself from the table and grabbed the cordial I bought, hoping they would enjoy it. It was extremely expensive but that wasn’t something I wanted to mention in present company. I showed Andrea who oohed at the bottle and pointed me to the cordial glasses in the china cabinet behind us. I brought out four glasses and poured a small amount into each, making sure Casey’s was a bit fuller than the rest. She smiled at me as she reached out to take the glass. As our fingers skimmed across each other’s, I could feel the electricity between us. 

We sat around the table listening to Andrea tell stories of Christmas’ when Casey was a little girl. The woman was so happy and so jolly that you couldn’t help but feel loved just by sitting around her table. I kept a close eye on Casey’s glass, making sure to refill it each time it got low. I wanted her to loosen up because the pull between us was thick and hungry. Each time she caught me staring she would look for a bit too long before blushing and turning back to her mother. Her innocent personality was sexy but I knew there was something raw and needy inside of her. I stretched my leg out under the table and grazed her foot with mine. She rubbed it back, staring forward and listening to her mother’s continued stories. Natalie seemed to be in her own little world, which left me and Casey trapped in this bubble, bursting at the seams to be let loose.

 Maybe it was the fact that I was leaving, maybe it was the hazelnut liquor or even the twinkling Christmas lights, but I wanted Casey and I wanted her bad. 




Chapter 2: Casey

 

When Natalie called and asked if her brother could join us for dinner, I had no idea I would end up standing in front of the hottest guy I had ever met. As soon as my eyes met his, I knew I was in trouble. He pierced me with a stunningly blue gaze and there was just something about the way his eyes glimmered as he flashed his wide smile with his wavy blonde hair curling around his face that left me breathless. I longed to put my hands in his curls and pull him close. The warmth in my chest was caused by a combination of his lustful stare and the hazelnut liqueur he refilled my glass with over and over again. There was a serious air of danger emanating from him, which usually made me run in the opposite direction from but for Dex, it only pulled me further in.

As we talked about our childhoods, my mother stood and started clearing the dishes. As always, I took notice and stood as well, reaching for the empty bowls and plates. Natalie grabbed my hand and winked at me, glancing over at her brother who was still staring intently, waiting for me to finish my sentence. I handed her the bowl and stepped back from the table, grabbing my glass.

“I’ll help clean up,” Natalie said brightly. “You did so much before we got here. Go relax and show my brother around the house.”

I blushed at her words, knowing she noticed our heated glances and attentive behavior toward each other. I backed up as she moved around the table picking up plates, unsure of what to do. I looked down as I felt Dex’s hand grab my arm and pull me toward the living room. I smiled sweetly at Natalie and allowed Dex to pull me away, finding him too sexy to ignore. I could feel the alcohol surging through my veins and loosening my nerves. I strolled over to the couch and sat down, watching as he followed. He sat close and turned to face me. 

“What did you get your degree in?” He was very interested in my life and I was very interested in his luscious lips.

“Um. Well, I started out studying medicine but after my father passed away, I changed my major to business, hoping it would open some doors for me,” I said. “My father’s pension pays for the house as such but I knew my mother would need more help than that. I wanted to go to Graduate School like Natalie but I decided to wait for a while.”

“That’s really amazing of you, I know how it feels to lose a parent,” he said. I watched as he looked around at all the Christmas decorations mom and I had put up for the little party. It was nice having people here but even nicer having him sit so close to me. He turned toward me, his hand touching my knee and we stared into each other’s eyes for a moment.

“Okay gang,” my mother said, startling us and making us jump apart. “I’m going to take these down to the mission and make sure they don’t need any help this evening. You three have fun, there’s pie and ice cream in the kitchen if anyone wants anything.”

“Okay, mom. Be safe,” I said with flushed cheeks. 

“Thank you for having us, Andrea,” Dex said, standing and kissing my mom on the cheek. Talk about a swoon moment. 

We watched as my mom left the apartment, feeling the rush of cold air as she closed the door behind her. Natalie looked over at us and smiled, taking another drink of her liqueur and glancing at the twinkling lights. I shifted on the couch, trying to get this hot man off my mind. Every time our legs accidentally brushed each other I could feel the heat in my stomach grow hotter. 

“So, you guys want to play charades?” I didn’t know what else to offer.

“Yes.” Natalie giggled. “Wait, there’s only three of us. I know! We’ll take turns. Me and Dex will act things out and you can be the guesser since I know you hate being the actor.”

“Sounds good to me.” I laughed. 

We played a sloshy drunk game of charades for about an hour. I was laughing so hard from Dex’s impression of a duck that I almost spit my drink everywhere. Just as Natalie got up to take her turn, her phone rang and she walked into the kitchen to answer it. I laid on the couch with my legs propped up on Dex’s lap, trying to get ahold of the warm drunk feeling in my head. I hadn’t had this much fun in forever and the more we drank, the more touchy feely Dex and I became. When Natalie came back out, we looked up at her. She was wearing a thoughtful expression that made both Dex and me frown.  

“So that was Ben from school,” she said, looking down at her phone. “He said he can get me front row at the Rockette’s extravaganza but if I want to go, I have to go now.”

“You should do it,” Dex said, glancing over at me. “That poor boy is pulling out all the stops, the least you could do is go enjoy yourself.”

“I don’t know,” she said, sitting down in the chair. “I’m having so much fun here.”

“Girl, we are always here. Go and have fun!” I said, hoping she would take my word for it.

“Okay,” she said excitedly. “I’ll go. I love you guys. Merry Christmas. I’ll call you tomorrow Casey.”

I leaned up and kissed Natalie on the cheek. I chuckled as she threw her jacket, gloves, and hat on and raced out the door. As soon as she shut the door I could feel just how alone Dex and I were and it was more than exciting. I could tell instantly that Dex was into me and I was sure as hell into him. I hadn’t ever been with a man before, not that I was saving myself for anyone. I was just really shy and the few guys I dated never made the attempt. I looked over at Dex who was staring awkwardly at his drink. He was so hot I could barely stand it. I pulled my legs from his lap and sat up next to him. 

I watched as a small smirk moved across his lips and he turned to me, grabbing my glass and setting it on the table. He reached both hands up and held my face in his hands, kissing my lips softly. The setting was so romantic, with the soft glow of the lights from the tree, the smell of cinnamon in the air, and the orchestra Christmas music in the background. I leaned into his kiss, feeling a desperate need deep in my stomach. The liqueur made me dizzy so we leaned back against the couch, our lips moving sensually together. Though I could feel the heat gathering in my panties, I was okay with making out for a while in the dim sparkling lights. 

Slowly, Dex pushed toward me, lying me down on the couch and running his hand up my side. I could feel his bulging erection against my leg and it sent chills down my spine. He was gentle but needy and I had no reason to tell him I was a virgin, not with his take charge attitude. I could feel his fingertips move down the sides of my dress and reach under, trailing up to my panties. He moved his body to the side as he plucked the edge of the lace and slid his fingers right, feeling my juices run. He bit his lip and ran his hand through my pussy lips, causing a low moan to escape my throat. The sound seemed to arouse him even more and he moved down, pulling my dress completely up and kissing my stomach. I laid my head down and closed my eyes as he pushed my legs apart and pulled my red lace panties to the side, replacing his fingers with his tongue.

I groaned as he lapped at my wet mound, savoring every drop before going back for more. I reached up and unbuttoned the top of my dress. I pulled my bra cups to the side, massaging my big breasts and grinding my hips against his mouth. He felt so good down there and I could feel my temperature rising. He moved his hand from my thigh and slipped two fingers inside of me and groaned against my clit, feeling how tight and wet I was. After a few minutes, he pulled his fingers out and moved up my body. He pressed his mouth against mine and growled as I sucked hard on his tongue. I reached down and unbuckled his belt, knowing we wouldn’t have long until my mother came back. 

He sat up and pulled his pants and boxer briefs off, throwing them in a pile on the floor. He stood in front of me, stroking his rock-hard erection. He smiled excitedly as he dove back down, kissing my neck and chest while rubbing the head of his cock against my clit. I may have never been with a man but I definitely knew I wanted him inside of me. I reached down and grabbed his shaft, kissing him hard as I raised my hips and pulled him into me with need. He groaned loudly in my mouth as he entered me, sliding easily through my wetness.

“You are so tight,” he whispered, nibbling at my ear. “You feel amazing.”

As he leaned into me, he grabbed my hands and put them over my head. Holding them down with one arm, he lifted my leg around his waist. He began to push into me in a steady motion, his shaft moving through my tight wet pussy. He was so thick and so big I thought it would hurt but as I opened my hips to take him in further, all I felt was an unbelievable pleasure. He let go of my hands and grabbed my hips, thrusting forward harder and harder. I reached up and grabbed the arm of the couch, closing my eyes and listening to our skin slap together. He licked his lips and moaned as my juices covered his cock. 

As he picked up the pace, he rocked his hips forward as he pushed in, rubbing against my clit. I felt the orgasm building in my belly as it began to erupt. I screamed loudly, grabbing the couch and arching my back as I felt the waves of pleasure explode through me. As I shivered and shook beneath him, he could feel me contracting against his shaft which only made him needier. I opened my eyes and watched as he thrust hard once, twice, and then a third time, rolling his eyes back and pushing in as he released. He continued to thrust softly as the waves of ecstasy rolled over him, biting his lip and squeezing my thighs in his strong hands. As his muscles relaxed, he looked down at me and smiled, shaking his head and leaning into my neck. 

“That was amazing,” he said breathlessly. “Merry Freakin’ Christmas.”

I leaned my head back and laughed loudly as he pulled out and reached for my hands. When I got to my feet, he placed a long and passionate kiss on my lips. I couldn’t imagine that a better first time existed. Knowing my mother would be home soon, we got dressed and straightened ourselves up. I wanted him to stay but I knew it would look suspicious. I walked him to the door and handed him his hat as he pulled on his jacket. He opened the door but turned back and kissed me one last time, deep and hard, before flashing that killer smile and walking out of the apartment. He may have been a stranger just a few hours before, but I didn’t regret anything that happened between us. 

Little did I know, I wouldn’t see Dex again for a very long time.




Chapter 3: Dex

 

The last five years had been one hell of an adventure. The business needed a boost and the competition needed to be taken out for Canton Enterprises to keep moving toward the future. I spent five years traveling through Asia, making deals with the biggest and richest men I could find. From China, Japan, and Korea, to Vietnam, Thailand, and Indonesia, the world would now see Canton Resorts, Canton Towers, and Canton Enterprises at the forefront of the luxury living scene. I learned so much while I was gone but it felt good to be back. Though I still had some loose ends to tie up, I had to come home for my sister’s wedding. She was the only family I had left and I couldn’t miss such an important event in her life. 

I stood at the front with Natalie’s future husband Brandon, glad she had met such an amazing man to spend her life with. They met at a karaoke bar in Hell’s Kitchen and Brandon instantly fell in love with her. When they flew out to Beijing to visit me, I knew immediately that they were going to be together forever. He was just that guy, the guy who cherished the people he loved and said what he meant when he meant it. As the music began to play, I immediately stared at the opening doors at the end of the aisle. My happiness extended beyond my sister’s special day. Being here, in this little white church in upstate New York, meant I would finally see Casey again. I sure as hell couldn’t get her off my mind, even five years later, and I was hoping she felt the same way. 

The blossoming yellow flowers placed all along the white church pews were accented by the fall leaves that peaked in through the back door. As the bridesmaids walked down the aisle, I Immediately spotted Casey. She was wearing a long sleeveless maxi dress with a tight bodice that made her voluptuous tits look amazing. Her dress was the color of the flowers and her beautiful hair was pinned elegantly on her head, long ringlets falling down around her face. She was even more gorgeous than I remembered and immediately, that night came flooding back to me. I was dumbfounded by how much she had blossomed and how absolutely beautiful she looked. I watched her as she walked up the steps to the altar and glanced quickly in my direction. Her cheeks blushed just as they had the first time we met. 

As she stepped onto the stairs and lined up with the other brides, she smiled, staring down the aisle but feeling my gaze on her skin. The music ended and she took a deep breath. She looked over at me, raising her eyebrows with a playful smirk. I shook my head slightly and laughed to myself, realizing she knew exactly how I felt. When I looked back at her, she had straightened her face and was waiting for Natalie to make her grand entrance. As much as I wanted to see my beautiful sister, I couldn’t take my eyes off Casey. I didn’t realize that, after five years, I would be so drawn to her. I knew I wanted to see her. I was so excited to know she was going to be here but I didn’t expect to feel this way. I had a sudden urge to grab her and kiss her as soon as I laid eyes on her. I pulled my hands in front of me and looked over at Brandon. He was standing nervously while he stared at the open doors waiting for Natalie to appear.

As the music began to play, everyone stood and looked toward the back. I watched as my beautiful sister walked through the doors, escorted by our uncle, and smiling bigger than I had ever seen. From there, the rest of the ceremony was a complete blur. I couldn’t take my eyes off Casey long enough to listen to Natalie and Brandon’s vows. Every time her green eyes shifted and met mine, butterflies would fly through my stomach. When the ceremony was over, I escorted the maid of honor down the aisle and winked at Casey as I looked behind me. Immediately, her cheeks reddened and I glanced down at her hand, not seeing any kind of wedding ring. 

After we left the church, we all gathered in the back for pictures. I watched from the side as the bridesmaids had their photos taken together. My sister walked up to me and nudged me in the side. I looked down and put my arm around her, marveling at how absolutely gorgeous she looked.

“Congrats, sis,” I said, smiling. 

“Why thank you, glad you could make it.” She laughed. 

The photographer called Natalie over. As soon as Casey was free from the group, I made a bee-line for her. I did not want to waste any time. As I approached, she looked up at me and smiled, handing her flowers to the other girl and meeting me half way. We immediately embraced in a tight hug and I couldn’t believe how good it felt to have my arms wrapped around her.

“It’s good to see you,” she whispered in my ear. “It’s been a long time.”

“You look amazing,” I said, pulling back to look at her. “Well, you know, had to tone it down to not upstage the bride.” 

We both laughed and looked at Natalie and Brandon embracing and kissing for the photographer. I watched Casey’s cheeks fade from bright red to a faint pink. She gazed out at my sister and her new husband as the sun started to set behind the church. When their pictures were done, Casey smiled at me before walking off with the other bridesmaids to take the limo to the reception. I watched her curvy hips and amazing ass sway back and forth in her tight dress as she walked along the road. She stooped into the car and I swallowed hard. I reached over and grabbed my sister before she could disappear.

“Hey,” I said, looking at the limo. “Is Casey seeing anyone?”

“No, she’s single,” she said with a sly smirk that I completely ignored. “See you at the reception?”

“I’ll be there,” I said, clapping and walking toward the groomsmen’s limo.

Hopefully, I’d be there sweeping Miss Casey right off her feet. Why not pick up where we left off? It was hot, it was needy, and I couldn’t get her out of my head. I wasn’t looking for anything serious but I definitely wouldn’t mind replaying that Christmas Eve night. When we got to the reception, I had a seat at my table and watched Casey as she laughed and ate with the other girls. She was stunning. When I saw her get up to get a drink from the bar, I knew it was a good time to chat with her. I charismatically moved through the crowd and leaned on the bar next to her. 

“Hey you,” I said, smiling.

“Hey there.” She laughed. “You are still as charming as ever.”

“I try.” I chuckled. She smiled at me as she took her drink. I swiped my hand down her arm and immediately felt a spark, the same spark I felt five years ago. She took a deep breath and stepped back, forcing a smile on her lips. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but she seemed a bit distant. She was still sexy as hell, sweet, adorable as always. She laughed at my stupid jokes but she was also slightly removed from our conversation. I grinned and opened my mouth to invite her to sit with me but I was cut off by the MC announcing the bride and groom’s first dance. Casey shrugged her shoulders and smiled, turned, and went back to her own table. 

I walked back to my seat and sat down, slightly perplexed by what just happened. Had things changed while I was away? Did she no longer have any kind of emotions or feelings for me? Five years was a long time but since I hadn’t stopped thinking about her, I knew her feelings could still be on the surface too. She looked so sexy in that dress and her smile was more radiant than ever. All I wanted to do was get her out of that hot dress and have another steamy night of passion. For about an hour, I watched the festivities develop from the first dance and the cake cutting to the emotional dance with our uncle. When all had settled down and everyone was milling around, I looked up to see Casey sitting alone at the table, watching the couples dance on the dancefloor. I knew this was the perfect time to grab her and bring her close. The idea of holding her in my arms was too enticing to pass up. I walked around the crowd and came up behind her, tapping her on the shoulder. 

“Excuse me Miss,” I said with a playful bow. “May I have this dance.”

She looked up at me and smiled shyly, nodding her head and reaching out for my hand. I draped her arm through mine as we walked on the dance floor. I spun her around and into my arms. She laughed as she crashed back into me, lifting her head and taking my hand. I reached around her waist and pulled her close, feeling her breasts heaving against my chest. She looked up at me with her big green eyes and my heart fluttered inside my chest. It felt like the first night we met, when the want and need between us was so thick we could barely breathe. As we danced across the floor, our eyes did not detach and for a minute, it felt like we were the only two in the room. I knew I had to have her again. I needed to feel her skin against mine, to taste her and feel her mouth wrapped around my cock. 

Needing to set the mood, I pulled her even closer without caring that she would feel my half erection against her body. As her waist hit my crotch, her eyes widened and she bit her lip. A conflicted expression crossed her face. I leaned down and picked her up by the waist, letting her feet dangle as we swayed to the sound of the orchestra playing in the background. Her breathing was heavy against my neck and I buried my face in her hair, breathing in her sweet scent. I wanted another night of passion and lust. No, I needed another night of passion and lust and not with just anyone, with Casey. There might have been something going on in her head that I didn’t understand but at that moment, I didn’t care. All I cared about was making her feel wanted, sexy, and desirable. 

As we swayed to the music, I could feel her suck in a deep breath and let it out hard. I feared she wasn’t feeling the same way as me but the way she clung tightly to my body, rubbing her lips against my neck, told a different story. I wasn’t sure what was wrong and I hoped I hadn’t done something to mess up this reunion already, though I didn’t see how I could have. Either way, I was going to enjoy having her in my arms until the song was over and then, hopefully, I would take her in my arms in my bed later tonight.




Chapter 4: Casey

 

This day has been nothing but a sea of raging emotions. I cry at weddings all the time but watching my best friend marry the love of her life, an amazing and extremely handsome fireman, I am simply beside myself. I watched their relationship grow over the years and I knew from their first real date that there was no going back for Miss Natalie. This guy swept her off her feet so fast I didn’t think she would ever touch back down. The way he protected her, respected her, and cherished her was something rarely found in today’s world. Seeing them together was perfect and it gave me hope that one day, I’d be just as happy.

On top of all that, the man I spent five long years pining for, finally surfaced and was back on my radar. I knew he was going to be here. He is Natalie’s only brother, so it would have been strange for him not to come. Still, my memory did not do him justice and when he flashed that damn smile at me from across the church, I almost collapsed right there in the aisle. I told myself over and over again that I needed to relax. It had been five years since we saw each other, there was no way he was going to be interested in me now. Just in case he was, I gave myself strict instructions to keep my distance. Things became very different in my life after he left and I knew I couldn’t just welcome him back with open arms, or legs for that matter. Then, he looked at me with those deep blue eyes and I’m pinned, unable to move, or even breathe. I’m right back where I was, completely vulnerable to his charms. 

I was strong. I learned so much over the last five years but it was like all it disappeared with just one look from Dex. I didn’t know whether to be angry at myself or just accept that I was human and this was bound to happen. Either way, I knew I had to keep my wits about me and not give into him like I did last time. It was easier said than done as I hung from his neck, my face buried in his shoulder, and his arms wrapped tightly around me. I kept sighing to keep myself from bursting into tears, everything was very overwhelming. His scent was so familiar, like we were back on that couch underneath the pale twinkling Christmas lights, downing hazelnut liqueur and throwing caution to the wind. The feeling of his skin on mine was still fresh in my mind and just being close to him, his hips against me, an obvious erection in his pants, was so tantalizing I could barely take it. However, knowing where our first encounter led, I knew I had the willpower to resist.

As the song slowly came to an end, Dex held on to me, squeezing me tightly and breathing into my neck. I took a deep breath as he set me down gently on the ground. I looked up into his big blue eyes. He could tell something was wrong but I didn’t say a word. I smiled and turned to leave. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t talk, I just needed some space, and fast. He watched me shuffle off toward the bathroom, holding my hand against my chest. I didn’t know how to explain any of this to him. I rounded the corner and walked straight into the bathroom, stopping and gathering myself as I watched Natalie struggling with her dress. She looked up at me and smiled, breaking into a giggle. Just the sound of my best friend’s laugh made me feel better.

“What in the world are you doing?” I asked, looking at her twisted gown.

“I had to pee and no one was here to help so I stepped out of my dress for a minute to go. Now I can’t get it zipped.” She laughed, leaning against the wall and sweating slightly. 

“Oh my god.” I burst into laughter. “You are a mess.”

I walked over and pulled her to her feet, turning her and straightening the gown while I connected the hooks she had somehow completely screwed up. I looked in the mirror as I pulled the zipper back up and tucked in the ribbons. She looked so happy and I didn’t want to ruin it but I needed to talk to someone.

“Your brother and I had a dance,” I said quietly.

“I know, I saw you,” she said, smirking.

“It's confusing,” I replied. “He’s been gone so long but it feels like he never left.”

“Are you okay?” 

“Me? Yeah,” I said but it was a lie. “I mean sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Are you going to tell him about Seth?” I looked up at her as the words came out of her mouth, too shocked to even try and hide it. I came up with a full-proof lie about who Seth’s father was, how I got pregnant, the whole nine yards. I guess I should have realized I wouldn’t be able to keep it from Natalie, she knew me too well.

“I, how did you…no,” I finally stammered. “I mean, how would I even start that conversation? And God what if Seth was the one who got hurt? I’m not saying your brother is a bad guy but that is heavy and I just can’t take the chance of having him tell Seth, get close, and then leave again. Maybe when Seth is older.”

I leaned against the bathroom sink and took in a deep breath. How did everything get so complicated so fast? I came out here to celebrate my best friend’s marriage and I ended up having to face the thing I feared the most. I knew it was wrong to lie to Dex but we had made love once. It was my first time and then BAM, there I was with this adorable little person who I loved more than my own life. He was perfect in every way and I was terrified that Dex would somehow hurt him.

“I’m not saying my brother is a saint by any means,” Natalie said, holding my hand. “All I’m saying is he deserves to know. I will never say a word but I think that you should tell him eventually. At least promise me you’ll think about it.”

I nodded my head yes and closed my eyes as Natalie leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. She straightened her hair and wiped the sweat from her forehead before walking out of the bathroom. I stood there staring down at my hands, thinking about my little man at home with my mom. He was the best thing that ever happened to me and I would never want to see him hurt, or worse. What if Dex tried to take him from me? I could never let that happen. I had no misconceptions about Dex, I knew he was a billionaire businessman who traveled the world, lived freely, and had never been known to settle down. There was no doubt in my mind that he would want to know but I didn’t think for a second he would fall to his knees and pledge his loyalty to us. 

Seth lived in a different world than Dex. Seth’s was a world of bedtimes, cartoons, his drawings of buildings, and all the love he could handle from me and my mom. Dex lived in a world of penthouses, expensive cars, limos and the best clothes money could buy. It would be so confusing for Seth to be thrust into that world, possibly without the only two people he knew loved and cared for him. I didn’t know what to do but I knew I couldn’t go back out there and face Dex again, it was too dangerous for me. One look from those sultry eyes and he would have me right where he wanted. I would be putty in his capable hands. 

I looked down at my watch and realized it was close to the time Natalie and Brandon would be heading off to their hotel for the night. If I left then, she wouldn’t even notice, especially with the ridiculous amount of pomp and circumstance that was going on. I couldn’t go back out there, not even to say goodbye. I grabbed my purse and turned, looking at my reflection in the mirror. I looked beautiful, just like a rich girl with her expensive gown and perfect makeup. The only problem was, I wasn’t that girl and never would be. I grew up a fallen police officer’s daughter, born and raised in Brooklyn, and destined for single motherhood. I was okay with that because I knew I could give Seth the love he deserved. 

Things may have been complicated in my head because I knew the truth, I lived with that night every day since then, watching as it grew and blossomed into an adorable little boy, but for Dex, it was nothing more than rekindling an old flame. If I were to hide it and give in to his blue eyes, sexy body, and incredible charm, I knew, in the end, I would be left alone and broken, just like I was when he left last time. I couldn’t keep do this to myself again, it was too much. 

I breathed deeply and nodded at myself in the mirror, gathering the strength I needed to unglue my feet from the bathroom floor. Shoving my clutch under my arm, I walked slowly out of the bathroom, peeking around the corner to make sure the coast was clear. Dex was sitting alone at his table, looking around for me, his gorgeous smile wiped from his face. He had to be wondering why I ran off and where I went, which was something I had to let go of. I turned the other direction and slipped into the shadows of the yard, making my way toward the parking lot. I would take a car back to the hotel for the night and then, I would bolt out to the city before anyone even noticed I was gone. I missed Seth and I wanted the comfort of my home and my family. 

I stood at the side of the car watching as Natalie and Brandon came through the front doors holding hands and being followed by the whole of the reception. They laughed and waved as they dodged the wall of bubbles being blown in their direction. I smiled, knowing my best friend had found something I wasn’t sure I ever would. As they drove off, streaming sparkling lights shot up from the fireworks that lined the driveway. It was really beautiful and I could see Dex standing in the drive watching, his hands in his pockets, his bow tie hanging untied around his neck, and the glow of the fireworks casting shadows across his face. I wondered if that was what Seth would look like when he grew up, strong and sure with a lost look in the corner of his eye. 

I took in a deep breath and ducked down into the car, asking the driver to wait until everyone went inside. I watched as Dex looked around the crowd, scratched his head and kicked at the ground beneath him. It wasn’t very ladylike for me to just run off without a word but I knew if I got anywhere near him, I would fall right into his arms. The last thing I needed in my life was to be heartbroken all over again. I told myself it was the right decision to make. I nodded to the driver who put the car in drive and pulled down the driveway. 

I was making the right decision, that much I knew, but it was really hard to convince myself of that.




Chapter 5: Dex

 

My head was throbbing from the champagne I consumed at the wedding. I usually stayed away from the stuff, sticking to my normal whiskey and coke. But, it was there and once I got started I just kept going, especially after Casey disappeared and never returned. To say I was disappointed would be an understatement. She was just as beautiful, if not more beautiful, than the day I met her and I was hoping to rekindle the flame between us. In my drunken state, I tried to find out her room number. We were in the same hotel so I thought it would be easy but the rooms had been blocked out with no names. Natalie had simply handed out keys when everyone arrived. The last thing I wanted to do was pound on every door in the hotel in the middle of the night just to find Casey. So, in my disappointment, I went up to the penthouse and passed out face down on the bed. It wasn’t until room service came knocking that I realized I had fallen asleep still in my tux and shoes. 

I was glad my sister arranged everything, otherwise breakfast would have never even crossed my mind. I was more of a coffee and conference call kind of guy but Natalie knew that, which was why she sent food up. After my shower, I took note of the things the hotel needed to fix in the penthouse, which was a constant thing I did everywhere I went. I went downstairs and made sure my sister’s ride to the airport was on its way. They were going on an amazing vacation that Brandon planned. I tried to talk him into letting me pay for it but he refused, saying he saved up just for that. I liked how he did things, he was down to earth but at the same time, he understood my sister and her background. As I leaned against the side of the elevator, trying to stop the dizziness from overtaking me, Casey flashed through my mind. I could still feel her body pressed against me while we danced, the smell of her perfume had been absolutely intoxicating. 

I shook the memory from my mind when I reached the proper floor and meandered down the hallway toward the honeymoon suite. I knocked on the door and smiled as I heard my sister talking and laughing loudly. Brandon opened the door and grinned, wiping his face from the brunch they were enjoying. He leaned in and hugged me warmly before stepping to the side and inviting me inside. I stepped over the door to find my sister dressed and ready to go, excitement etched in every line of her face. 

“Good morning sweet brother,” she said, standing to kiss me on the cheek.

“Good morning.” I grumbled. “I came to let you know that your private jet is waiting on the tarmac and the car is downstairs. They’re scheduled and ready to get you to the South Pacific.”

“Excellent,” Brandon said, slapping me on the shoulder. 

“Do you want some brunch,” my sister asked, pointing down at the mimosas and pancakes in front of her. My stomach flip flopped just looking at the bubbly. 

“No, thank you. I got your breakfast this morning.” I smiled, taking a seat across from her while Brandon pulled their bags up to the door.

“So, how did things go with you and Casey last night?” She tried to sound nonchalant but I saw right through it. 

“I thought they were going great,” I said, running my hands through my hair. “We were talking, laughing, dancing, just like we never missed a day. Then, poof, she was gone, nowhere to be found. I don’t know what I did but I completely struck out last night.”

Natalie sat quietly, finishing her brunch and setting her silverware down on the plate. She wiped her mouth with the anagrammed Canton Resorts cloth napkin and looked out the window. I could tell she was mulling over her next words, wanting to say the right thing. I always hated that silence, she usually came back with some lecture that was full of wisdom and truths I didn’t want to hear. She had a way of channeling our mother that I didn’t always appreciate. She turned back to me and smiled thoughtfully, reaching out to take my hand.

“Dex, I know you like Casey and I know you two hooked up before you left for Asia, but she is my very best friend,” she said with demure and class. “You know I love you but I also know that you are not the settling down type. You have this empire left by Mom and Dad and it’s your job to keep it afloat. You’ve done an amazing job but if you are just looking for another play toy, then you need to look somewhere else. Casey is not your girl if that’s all you want. She is so sweet and smart and deserves so much more than a casual lay. I could never be okay with you treating her like one of your play things, she is way too good for that.”

She patted me on the leg and took a sip of her mimosa, allowing me time to process her words of warning. Deep down, I knew this wouldn’t be as simple as waltzing back in town and picking up where we left off, at least not with a girl like Casey. She had a life, a career, and probably some sort of love interest that I couldn’t expect her to drop for another one-night stand. In all honesty, I spent the last five years completely dedicated to my work, not even thinking about any random trysts while I was away. However, the last thing I wanted to do was admit that to my sister and give her the wrong idea. My sister’s words did not skip over me. I took them to heart, knowing she had the best interest of both of Casey and me in mind when she spoke. 

“I know.” I sighed, leaning back. “When she ditched, just left without a word last night, I got the message loud and clear. I don’t want to cause her any undue stress, Natalie. I may not be the relationship guy but I’m not a total asshole.”

“Oh, God, Dex, that is not what I meant,” she said, shaking her head. “I know you are a good guy at heart.”

“I don’t have any plans to pursue Casey,” I said, wanting to end the conversation. “I have a good couple of weeks in town and then, I am out again. I don’t want any complications either.”

“Good,” Natalie said, leaning over and kissing me on the cheek. “Glad we settled that.”

My sister was so cunning sometimes, it was like she knew exactly what she wanted to hear and when it was said, she lifted the burden and moved on. I watched as Brandon walked over, leaned down, and kissed Natalie on the cheek. Her cheeks blushed and she closed her eyes with a blissful smile. They were the perfect couple and it was almost nauseating. In three weeks, I was going to be on a plane to South America to finish up some new acquisitions for the company. From there, I wasn’t sure where I would go. My sister was going to spend the holidays with Brandon and his family as far as I knew, so there was no real reason for me to sit in an empty penthouse, staring enviously out at families walking through the park. I had my fill of that last year, though the end was much better than I thought it would be. 

“You ready to go?” My sister looked up at Brandon and smiled brightly. 

When we opened the door, the staff was standing there waiting to carry down the bags. I tipped them generously and took the elevator to the bottom floor with my sister and new brother in-law. With them leaving and me deciding against any kind of relationship, short or long-term, I felt kind of lost as to what I would do with myself in the city for the next three weeks. I figured I might as well get some extra work done while I was here. It would help me ignore all the holiday decorations the city was already putting up. We reached the bottom floor and walked through the lobby, smiling as some of the guests watched us walk outside. The staff went to work loading the trunk while I pulled my sister into a tight embrace. 

“You take care of yourself in South America,” she said while I squeezed her. “Don’t drink the water and stay out of the rivers.”

“Yes mom,” I said, chuckling. She kissed my cheek and ducked into the car. Brandon turned to me and shook my hand, thanking me for everything I did to make sure their day was perfect. I stood on the sidewalk and watched as they drove off down the street. I looked around at the beautiful trees that had already changed colors and decided that building this hotel in upstate was a good idea, though I was ready to get back to the city. It was late in the afternoon on a Sunday, so I figured traffic wouldn’t be too bad. I would still have time to work when I got back. 

I went back upstairs and gathered my things, hanging my tux on the door to be returned. I owned several tuxes but having been out of the country so long, it was easier to rent one for the occasion. I carried my small bag back downstairs and hopped into the limo that was parked out front. The driver wasn’t my usual but then again, nothing was really the same after five years away. As we drove along, I stared out at the passing farms, the crops brown and withered, and the trees dancing in vibrant colors of oranges and reds. Casey immediately flew through my mind. What I told my sister, though flighty in nature, had to be the truth. I was leaving and wasn’t sure how long I would be gone this time. There was no way I could promise my time to Casey in any concrete way. That night five years ago was so amazing it kept my mind occupied through all these years but it was just that, a memory. One that had repercussions. 

I knew Casey would love more than anything to settle down like Natalie and Brandon but I just knew I wasn’t ready to do that. She needed a man who was here for her completely. I was here but only in spirit most of the time, regardless of how much I would worship her sexy body and lose myself in her steaming green eyes. It wasn’t a good idea to try to repeat that night. I needed to remember that, feel good about it, and move on with life. That was what was best for both of us, regardless of what my cock tried to tell me. As I repeated the words over and over to myself, I could feel a pang in my chest, something I hadn’t felt in a very long time. I breathed deeply and pulled my briefcase into my lap, ignoring the feeling and trying to focus my mind on something else, anything that did not have to do with Casey.

As we got closer and closer to home, I started pushing myself back into my work with my usual avid determination. I promised my sister I would leave Casey alone and I needed to stick to my word. Still, as we passed through Brooklyn, I looked out at the row houses and wondered what that beautiful girl was doing right at that exact moment. 
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Blurb

Prince Milos Dobrimil, the royal playboy lives a life of excess and luxury, constantly fulfilling his sexual desires during his escapades into the city. When his father falls ill, eventually dying, Milos is left with his last wishes, to see Milos married and ruling the Kingdom with wealth and pride. 

This request, however, comes as an ultimatum, and Milos is left scrambling to try to save the royal line and still keep his freedom. Thinking he has the ultimate solution, he makes an indecent proposal to a sassy and free-spirited stripper who just may turn his world inside out. 

With love, betrayal, sex, and power, this book will take you for a ride through a modern-day adult fairy tale. As you explore the deeply hidden desires of a girl from the slums and the inner struggle of a boy from another world, the truth will reveal itself in ways that will tantalize your fantastical mind while pulling at your lustful heart. 

 




Chapter 1: Adriana

 

The smell of stale cigarettes and cheap perfume have been permanently stained into my nostrils from working at the club for so long. The client section of the Caspian Cabaret was built for royalty with its large stone archway, red velvet carpets, and stainless-steel counters, but all I ever saw was the shoddy backroom and the glaring red lights pointed at the stage. It was almost time for me to head out there, and I felt jittery. I always did before my first dance of the night. 

I looked down at the gold bodysuit I was struggling to get my ass into. Now I understood why Reg, the owner, always gave me nasty looks when I shoved anything fried into my mouth. I swear, if he had it his way, his girls would be pumped with silicone and live off two carrot sticks and a glass of water a day.

Every time I start thinking about how much I hate my job, I remind myself that it’s better than the alternative. Being stranded in Prague with no money and no one to call was terrifying to me, regardless of how many days I’d spent backpacking across Europe. Having money in your pocket was always reassuring. 

I had spent years saving up for this trip, hiding my savings from my alcoholic mother and counting down the days until I could jet off, living the free life as a nomad with a savings account. I didn’t realize how meager of a savings account I had until I ended up stranded in Prague with just my backpack and a smile. Smiles don’t go very far under the unforgiving city lights. 

Shaken from my thoughts, I watched as Sveta bounced into the room, happy and carefree as ever. This girl was top notch, and she did not give a damn about anyone. Her tight curves, huge tits, and petite stature made her the focus of almost every man in the audience. She played that charm to her advantage, but on the inside, she was really a stone-cold bitch, which of course was why I loved her. 

Sveta leaned down and kissed my cheek. Her strong perfume wafted through the room. She always made me feel better, especially knowing that this was not the job I ever wanted to have. She plopped two shot glasses down and a bottle of vodka, smiling as she filled up our nightly dose of liquid courage. I only ever took two shots, but it was just the right amount to get me to drop the nerves and move my hips. 

“So, who do you think will pay our bills tonight?” she asked.

We had this conversation every night.

“Personally, I’m hoping those Russian guys come back,” I replied. I pulled up the straps on my body suit, adjusted my tits so they would pop, and pulled the g-string up, so I got the jiggle effect. “They liked my giant ass.”

“I hope those rich Chinese businessmen come back,” Sveta replied, before taking a shot and sucking on a lemon. “I didn’t understand a word they said, and they were obsessed with my tits. They paid me just to jiggle them in their faces.”

“Nice, or those two Irish boys vacationing on daddy’s credit card,” I replied, laughing. “They liked my English ass. They kept asking me to say things because they thought my accent was fucking hilarious.”

“Whatever,” Sveta said, pouring another shot. “You’re still waiting for Prince Charming to walk through the door and whisk you away from this place.”

“Yeah, right,” I said, laughing. “Like Reg would ever let that happen.”

“Asshole,” we said in unison, clinking our shot glasses and tipping them back.

Prince Charming. That’s funny. I hadn’t thought about a Prince anything since I was a little girl, back when I’d still been oblivious to the cold hard truth about men. I had given up on the fairy tale dreams a long time ago. Mostly as a result of my mother getting wasted and banging a new guy every night, and the string of creepy “uncles,” as my mother called them, hugging me a bit too long and looking at me with their nauseating stare and greasy palms. Now, I was just determined to make enough money to continue on my way. Sure, I could go back to Liverpool, but there was nothing there for me anymore. I was pretty sure my mother didn’t even realize I was gone. 

Even when I’d been standing completely broke and scared in Prague, auditioning for amateur night at the Caspian seemed like a better idea than calling my mother. So, three shots and two drinks later, my tired ass was shaking it for a bunch of dirty old men, whistling from the audience. Surprising to me, I actually won the contest. Not surprising, the owner, Reg Evers, refused to pay me. He was a bastard of a man with huge muscles and a bald head. He had a knack for covering up his deadly persona with bad jokes and cutesy stripper names. But there I’d been, facing off with him.

He offered me a job and an apartment. I stood there under the giant stone entryway and considered my two options. I could stay here, dance a little, make some cash, and then be on my way. Or I could walk out into the cold streets of Prague and find myself homeless with a little less pride than when I started. So, I took the job. As I shook Reg’s hand and stared into his cold eyes, I could feel part of me float away into the red lights of the stage. 

In the end, I guess it wasn’t really that bad. I had a crappy apartment, just like in Liverpool, except the rent wasn’t quite as expensive. That might be because I share it with six other girls, but what’s the difference? It was like staying in one of the hostels I visited on my travels, except with a lot more nudity and way more crazy women. On my one night off a week, Sveta and I would hit the city, dancing with each other, shooing off the guys, and laughing until dawn. When you work at a job where you are constantly ogled by dudes, the last thing you wanted to do was pick one up on your night off so they could grope you for free. 

The money I earned was actually pretty decent, despite the amount taken out for rent, and whenever Reg wanted to be an asshole. I probably could have left, but I was afraid I’d find myself just one country over, doing the same thing again, but probably not in an elite place like the Caspian. 

“Okay I’m up,” Sveta said as her music came up. 

“Titties out and only accepting twenties,” we said, as if it was our motto. 

I smiled as I watched Sveta bounce on stage, wearing her g-string, tiny tutu, and a push-up bra. 

Sometimes I wondered why we even wore anything at all out on the stage. The men didn’t let us keep it on for more than a minute after the song started. But, once I got my top off and I heard the roar of the crowd, my nerves would calm. I would pretend, for just five minutes at a time, that I was the most desired woman in the world. Well, at least in Prague. The longer I worked here, the more I realized something strange about myself. Deep down, I liked the rush of the lights, the smell of hot lust from the men waving money at me, and the feeling that I could seduce just about anyone. It was also incredible, feeling the control. 

I didn’t have to do anything I didn’t want to, even though Reg highly frowned upon turning a client down for a lap dance. But, in reality, if all I wanted to do was dance on stage, I could do it. If I wanted to give a hundred lap dances a night, I could do it. Even if I wanted to let some perv rub his dick all over me, although I wouldn’t, I could do it if I chose. It was all about my control, something I didn’t have growing up in the sleaze house in the junky, run-down part of Liverpool. What am I saying? Every part of Liverpool was junky and run down.

I took a deep breath and strapped on my six-inch heels, knowing when Sveta was done, I would be called up on stage. Reg liked my long legs and had this weird thing with the eighties. He always dressed me in leotards, cut abnormally high on the hips and incredibly low in the front. He also made me wear huge, flashing translucent heels. But I didn’t care, the men seemed to like it, and it’s not like it stayed on very long. Good thing, too, because this g-string hurt. 

I looked in the mirror and grabbed the eyeliner, going for the deep, sultry look tonight. Dark, thick eyeliner always made my bright blue eyes pop, and out here, they loved the blonde look. So I made sure that I teased my hair extra high with big, bouncing curls. I could see the men’s eyes moving up and down my body when I bounced across the stage. My huge tits, my curls, and their eyes danced in unison. During lap dances, when I spoke in my British accent, the men went absolutely fucking nuts. I didn’t know how many times I got three seconds into a lap dance and watched as the guy busted a nut in his pants. That was fine with me because that meant I did a little work for a whole lot of money, and they would most likely come back the next night and do it all over again. 

I stood up and stretched my ankles, getting ready to twist and turn on the stage. No one wanted a sprained ankle, and no one liked a stripper falling to her doom from the red velvet stage. I climbed the steps to the curtain that opened up out onto the walkway, bending my neck and stretching my legs. Reg poked his head around the outside door and looked at me.

“You’re on in one minute,” he said, staring at my ass before ducking back out.

Asshole. This was the part I hated the most, the initial explosion out onto the stage. You never knew what kind of reaction you were going to get. It was really tough on slow nights when you grab your inner diva and strut out, just to see two guys sitting in the audience, too drunk to even notice you’re dancing. 

I turned and leaned over to grab my second shot. I held it up in the air. To future journeys, never telling my future kids I was a stripper, and kicking Prince Charming right in the balls. I slung the shot back and giggled at my own little cheers. I had become such a little hard ass, but that was good. It meant I didn’t get drug down into the depths of hell with the rest of the girls here, who came for a little while and ended up staying years.  

Sveta’s song ended, and she walked in through the curtain, carrying an arm load of cash, as usual. I stepped to the side, tapping elbows with her. With the amount of bills she was carrying, it must be a full house tonight, which meant they were selective about who they let in. Knowing that, I sucked it in tighter and reached into my suit to adjust my cleavage. 

Sveta ran over to the stairs and waved for me to bend over. I closed my eyes, and she blew a dusting of glitter on my tits. I turned and walked out onto the stage. The initial hit of the lights wore off, and the audience became clear. I posed, ready for the music to begin. The sound of the beating bass got the vodka kicking, and off I went down the runway, a spiteful sassy girl, wrapped up in a sexy kitten smile.




Chapter 2: Milos

 

I looked down at my expensive leather shoes as I shuffled down the sidewalk. Alcohol fogged my brain. The streets of Prague were packed tonight, and the clubs were bumping with loud music and beautiful women, just how I liked it. I could feel my knees wobble as I squinted at the signs, trying to find my way to the exclusive Caspian Cabaret, one of my favorite places in Prague. 

There was nothing like ending my night with more booze and sexy girls, fighting for my attention, throwing their tits around just for the chance to have a private lap dance with the Prince of Silesia. Who fucking cared if they didn’t actually know where Silesia was? All they cared about was my stack of Euros and my entourage. Every girl dreamt, at one point in their life, of being a princess. So why not give them a chance to feel like one for a while, even if it was just while grinding on my dick?

The neon lights around me blurred. I stumbled down the street, trying to keep myself upright and moving in the right direction. Who could blame me for the way I behaved? I was born a prince and took everything that came with that, including the huge allowance, the notoriety, and the ability to pretty much do whatever and whoever I wanted. The only people who ever questioned me were my parents, and even they were too busy with royal affairs to pay much attention, really. I learned at an early age that as long as I stayed out of the papers and out of the news, they stayed off my ass. 

Of course, when alcohol entered my life, staying out of the papers was a little more difficult than I thought it would be. The media loved a bad boy. They loved the drama and suspense of not knowing what the Prince would do next. I kept it low key for a while, but I was addicted to the rich life. 

“Watch it, man,” Brat said, steering me around the vendor in front of me.

Bratlay Zobrina was my oldest friend and one of the most eligible bachelors, besides myself of course, in all of Silesia. We had grown up together, fighting the crowds, drinking the liquor, and catching the women. Though not royalty, he was a member of one of the richest families in all of Europe, and he knew what that meant as much as I did. He ended up becoming more of a babysitter than a partier since he got older, always talking about settling down and having a family. His parents had finally gotten to him, and he no longer wanted to get wasted and wreak havoc at the clubs and bars. 

He still came with me, but it wasn’t the same. Settling down and families were good for some people, but it was not my cup of tea. Although it pained me to think about it, I knew I would have to let him find his own way eventually. But for now, we were here, standing in front of the Caspian, waiting to get our drink on and our titties on. At least, I was.

The bouncer at the front grabbed my hand and brought me in close, patting me on the back. I loved how I could go anywhere in any of these cities and be waited on like a king. Because I was a future king. Or the king waiting to be crowned. Just the thought of the palace and the responsibility made me feel uneasy, but the perks were good. 

I stumbled into the dimly lit club and went straight to the bar. I sat there for a moment, trying to collect myself with my jumbled-up, alcohol-induced brain fog. My father had really put me in a bind, making his dying request that I get married, settle down, and become the King of Silesia. Settling down was the last fucking thing on my mind when there were fast cars, loose women, and bottles galore at my fingertips. Don’t get me wrong. I loved my father well enough, but I didn’t want to be him. I didn’t find it fair that just because I didn’t have any brothers, that meant I was responsible for taking over when he passed. Talk about unlucky at birth. 

“Hey, man, why don’t you slow down,” Brat said, leaning in and whispering in my ear. “We’ve already been kicked out of two high-end clubs tonight. There’s nowhere to go but home after this.” 

I shoved him off of me and winked at the cocktail waitress as she passed, flashing her one of my killer smiles. Brat shook his head as I ordered bottle service and hobbled over to the VIP section, taking a seat and sitting back, watching the girl in the tutu bounce all over the stage. She was hot. Like smoking hot. But I was pretty sure I had already had several lap dances from her before. I looked up as the waitress smiled at me, setting down the whiskey, a bucket of ice, and two glasses. I poured a drink and turned my attention away from Brat, who was rolling his eyes at me. Who was he to judge me? He didn’t have a clue what kind of pressure had just fallen on my shoulders.

Before my father, King Yasen, died, he told me that if I didn’t choose a bride and get married, he would dissolve the royal line and donate all of my inheritance, which was the whole of the royal fortune, to charity. The Parliament would then become the ruling force of the land, a group of men hell bent on seeing me poor and in the dirt. Let’s just say my antics over the last thirty-five years of life have not left them with a good taste in their mouths. My father was so intent on forcing me to settle down, that he was willing to kill a 700-year royal reign to see his kingdom end in prosperity. I mean, part of me, the sober part, understood that he was terrified of me squandering the royal fortune like my uncle had done, before my father took the throne from him. But that wasn’t my plan. You couldn’t really impress the chicks with no money in your pocket. 

When my father passed away two weeks ago, I thought I was in the clear, but my mother was just two steps behind him, telling me she would make sure my father’s wishes were fulfilled, even if it was the last thing she did as queen. On the one hand, I did not want to settle down. That life was not for me. The responsibility of an entire kingdom on my shoulders and a wife and kids to deal with were not enticing in the least. On the other hand, there was no way I could keep up with the elite clubs and hot girls without a penny in my pocket. I was a good-looking guy, but damn if my pocket change wasn’t what kept the girls throwing themselves at me. But how the hell was I supposed to pull off both of these? 

I poured another shot of whiskey and took it down hard, wincing at the burn in my chest. All this thought of marriage and my father was really starting to get to me. However, even cloaked in an extreme amount of alcohol, my brain started creating a solution to this little problem of mine. I glanced up at Brat, who was still staring at me with judgmental eyes. I waved away his attempts to woo the drink from my hand and turned toward the red glowing lights of the stage. I took a sip of my drink and sat back watching as Ms. Tutu danced off the stage with an arm full of euros. That must be a month’s worth of bills for that girl, I thought to myself, chuckling. I started to pick my drink back up when a golden goddess walked into the lights. Her long blonde hair bounced around her, and her body was curvy in all the right places. I leaned forward as the music started and watched as she strutted down the runway, just like a queen.

My mouth, normally curved up in a devilish smile, hung open as I watched this Golden Goddess. She made her way to the end of the stage, turning and shaking her ass for the crowd. The men went wild for this girl, but all I could think of was the plan I had just cooked up in my devious little mind. I slammed the full glass of whiskey on the table and turned to Brat.

“Get me some coffee,” I said, watching exasperation cross his face. 

He stood and walked off to find a waitress. I sat and watched as this girl ruled with a golden body suit. Men fell to their knees in front of the stage and threw money at her. The fierce look on her face screamed control, and I instantly had to know more about this girl. She was gorgeous, and her blue eyes sliced through the red lights, piercing right into my chest. She glanced over at me as I sat watching, probably wondering if I was going to come tip her. Not yet. I really wanted to see what this girl was made of. Was she just a coked-out drama queen like the rest of these girls, or was she really as poised and regal as she seemed to be? If she was, then all I could think was: how the hell did she end up dancing at a strip club in Prague? Girls that held themselves like that were usually rich snobs, looking for their next husband, like Brat’s sister, Zlata, who thought I was oblivious to her attempts at gaining the crown by marrying me. 

The thing about girls like Zlata was they were born with the same silver spoon as I was. They thought they were slick with their sweet smiles and cute jokes, but I knew a raging bitch was lurking just under the skin. One thing worse than getting married was marrying some controlling cunt who was going to nag me about everything in our lives. I could see my future now if I married Zlata. I would have all the riches in the world, but I would be locked down so tight I’d never see the inside of a club, or another woman, for the rest of my days. I would be reduced to a fancy placeholder in the throne room, waving at my staff and smiling during parades, secretly thinking about pushing my wife from the moving car. 

 I looked back up and stared at the girl on stage. She pulled her jumpsuit down, dancing along to her rock music and letting men stick euros down her cleavage. If she could con some drunk assholes out of money, using nothing more than an angry stare and her breasts, she could totally run a country. 

Brat walked back to the table. I grabbed the coffee from him and attempted to sober myself up. I needed to think clearly, and the damn whiskey and shots were making it impossible. Maybe there was a benefit to a few moments of sobriety, like my mother kept trying to tell me. Either way, I had concocted the perfect deal in my head, and I could only hope this Golden Stripper, from God knows where, would be down for the ride. 

I reached over and topped off my cup, taking another sip of the hot liquid, wishing the caffeine would hit my brain faster than the alcohol was. I leaned back and relaxed, realizing there was nothing I could do at that moment, except wait and watch. She would get some of my Euros real soon, but they came at a price.

As I sat there gazing upon this amazing creature, my father’s words played over and over in my head.

Marry or lose the Kingdom. 




Chapter 3: Adriana

 

My hips moved with the beat of the music, and I lifted my arms high in the air, opening my eyes and staring off into the distance. Instantly, my gaze fell upon a man in the back section of VIP. As I danced, I stared him, and heat rose in my chest. His dark skin and dark eyes were haunting, and I immediately felt uncomfortable. I’d never felt anything for the men gawking from the shadows. 

I kept the idea of being a queen in mind as I strutted across the stage, watching the adoring peasants at my feet, tossing money as tribute. Intimidation wasn’t really something that entered my mind when I thought of a queen, but, as I danced, he watched my every move, every flick and every shake. I hoped he would come up and tip me during my first set, but I ended up disappointed as he sat in the back behind the allure of the velvet ropes, just gazing at me. 

When my song ended, I collected my money and my clothes and went back stage to change. I felt shaken from my normal stance of confidence, but I didn’t let it show on my face as Sveta passed by, hitting my elbow. Reg had decided on some weird hip hop dance montage for Sveta’s outfits tonight. She walked out on stage in tear-away pants and a ripped shirt that allowed just enough of her breasts to hang out to curl the boys’ toes. Seeing what she was forced to wear, I winced as I picked up the two-piece gold bikini and held it in front of me. There was literally enough cloth to cover my nipples and half of my vag. I shook my head, and I pulled the strings over me and tied them in a loose bow at the back. 

Sveta’s second set wasn’t as long, and I could see the exhaustion on her face as she exited the stage. Several girls had quit over the last few months, tired of Reg’s bullshit, no doubt. That left Sveta and me to pick up the slack. At first, we were all about the extra money, telling Reg not to hire more girls. But now, as the nights wore on, we were dying for a break. 

I took a deep breath and stood at the edge of the curtain, ready for my next song. As soon as the beat started pumping, I strutted out on the floor, trying to ignore the incredibly hot man staring at me from the back. But that proved impossible. As I swung around the pole on stage, I watched as he stood and walked through the ropes and up to the stage. He watched my every move like a hawk, not letting anything slide. I was used to rich assholes hunting me down on stage, but for some reason, this guy brought a different kind of feeling to the pit of my stomach. 

My eyes shifted from him to the others, and he pulled a large roll of money from his pocket and started tossing it at my feet. I looked down as I moved my hips, and realized he was not tossing single Euros. He was tossing hundreds. 

As the song wore on, my nerves lit on fire, and I watched as the mysterious man unfolded the wad of hundreds and began tossing them two at a time. There was enough money at my feet to cross Europe twice. Heat bubbled in my belly, and I tried to push my strange attraction to the back of my mind. I stepped forward closer to him, giving him a good view of what he came to see. His mouth curled into a devilish smile, and he stepped back, tossing the bills from a distance. I couldn’t figure out what this guy wanted. 

The intensity of his stare was so strong, I could barely lock my gaze with his. The small smirk pulling at the corner of his mouth made me feel like the queen I had walked out here, pretending to be. It made me want to dance harder and longer, but just for him. Maybe the gold outfit wasn’t so bad after all. Although, I think I could have come out in a jumpsuit, and this guy would still be standing here. He didn’t watch me like he was devouring my body. He watched me like he was about to devour my soul, but in a really good way. I closed my eyes for a minute and felt the beat moving through me, knowing he was glued to the end of the stage. I needed to get my head straight. There shouldn’t be a single person in this place that made me lose my cool, not even Mr. VIP sexy lips. 

When the song finished, I picked up all the bills and looked up at the man. He bowed his head and walked back toward the VIP, stopping and talking for a moment with Reg. I hope he wasn’t one of Reg’s boys, not that he had many friends with money like that, but they were always douche bags, trying to stick their fingers where they didn’t belong. 

I ran backstage and dropped the hundreds on the table, stacking them quickly, knowing I had to get out on the floor. I could almost not believe how much cash I was holding in my hand. I stuffed it into the envelope and into my drawer for now. I had to turn it in to Reg later on tonight. The bright lights backstage and the darkness of club blinded me for a moment. I fixed the straps on my bodysuit, definitely not wearing the string bikini out on the floor. As I walked along winking at the men in the chair, Reg motioned for me to come over to him.

“You have a VIP request to join the party, have fun with His Majesty,” Reg said with a coy smile, before slapping me on the ass and pushing me toward the ropes. 

I glared back at him. He laughed before walking forward and smiling at the bouncer. I slowly approached the table where the dark-haired man sat. My heart picked up in speed, and heat rose in my belly. He motioned for me to sit, smiling kindly at me in a way I wasn’t used to. Awkwardly, I shuffled to the side and sat down in the booth, crossing my legs and leaning forward, trying to remember he was waiting for my seductive side, not my clumsy, young girl side. 

“Would you like a drink?” he asked, motioning to the table.

There were several bottles of vodka and one bottle of whiskey lined up across the table. I made it a point to never drink alcohol with the customers, something Reg hated, but put up with. I shook my head. He pulled a mug from behind the ice bucket and poured me a cup of Turkish coffee. I felt slightly sheepish, but took the mug and sipped from it, happy to have something warm in the cold club air. I smiled awkwardly over my cup as he sat there staring at me. Was I supposed to give him a lap dance? I put the coffee down expecting that to be the next thing. 

“What do you like to do for fun?” His dark eyes cut right through me.

“Oh,” I said, surprised by his question. “I like to travel, hike. Pretty much anything outdoors.”

“Traveling, I like that,” he said nodding his head in approval. “Where have you been?”

“I backpacked from Liverpool to here,” I replied. “But had to stop for financial reasons.”

“Your family, they don’t miss you?” His questions bordered on too personal, but I shifted in my seat and smiled sweetly.

“No, they have their own thing going on,” I replied, looking up at the clock. “You know, I really should go get ready for my next set.” 

	I put my hands on the table and stood up, looking down at my coffee. I guess I should thank him, but I wasn’t sure what to say. I smiled and turned to walk into the back.

“That won’t be necessary,” he said, grabbing my wrist. “I have paid a thousand pounds to your club owner for your exclusive company for the evening.”

I could feel electricity move from his hand through my body, and I was taken back by how overwhelming the feeling was. I liked his hand on my wrist, and I liked his sexy dark features and the way he stared at me. I shook the feeling away, knowing that I absolutely could not have those feelings for a customer. His hand tightened on my wrist, so I yanked it away, pissed that Reg would think it was okay to sell my services off to some stranger.

“Despite what you might think goes on in a strip club,” I said cutting my eyes at him. “I do not, nor will I ever, sell sexual favors for money.”

I raised my hands to my hips and looked at him with attitude.

“No, no, no,” he said, laughing. “Please, sit back down. I have never in my life had to pay for sex, nor would I start now.”

I looked at him curiously, not understanding what it was that he wanted from me. I didn’t fully believe that he wasn’t expecting any kind of favor, but since he had paid for my company, I figured I should probably sit down. He was an interesting man, obviously rich, but he had a way about him that was sexy and mysterious. I was not excited to be having these feelings for a customer at the club, but they weren’t something I could shake. I watched as he whispered something into his friend’s ear, who was standing close to the table but allowing us privacy. He sipped his coffee and looked back at me.

“But don’t mistake my words for lack of interest. If I were ever to pay, you would be the girl.” He smiled. “However, I can’t imagine there is a sum high enough in this entire country that would be sufficient for the honor of your, what do we call them, personal services.”

Heat shot through my chest, and I couldn’t control it. He had paid a stripper the best compliment he probably ever could, but it wasn’t that. It wasn’t the coffee, the pile of euros sitting in my desk drawer, or even his extremely expensive clothes and jewelry that made him attractive. It was the way he moved and the way he talked that did it. His eyes prowled over me as if he looked at a fine piece of art, too beautiful to touch, but too valuable to push away. 

I could tell he came from a good family. His manners were impeccable, even in a place like this. His hair was styled just right, as if someone meticulously placed each strand of hair before setting it, and his skin was soft and smooth looking. 

I sat back down at the table, knowing I should walk away, but feeling like it was just impossible at this point. There was a shimmer of mischief in his partially crooked smile that both scared and aroused me at the same time. I could feel the heat in my stomach as it moved down between my legs, and I crossed them as a warning to myself. There hadn’t been a man yet that could get me that easily, and it definitely wasn’t going to be some rich guy in a strip club while I pranced around in a gold spandex leotard. He scratched his chin and laid his hands in his lap as he fiddled with the button on his very expensive Armani dress shirt. Who was this guy, some kind of prince or something?




Chapter 4: Milos

 

Everything in my carefree soul wanted to reach down and grab her perky tits and wrap my hand around her blonde hair. But now was not the time. I had to let her see my regal side, the side I had been born and bred with, the royal side of me. I needed her to realize that despite the fact that I wanted to fuck her brains out, I was charming and refined, worthy of her attention. If I was going to get this girl to spend at least a year of her life as my wife and queen, I needed her to like me. 

Sure, I could definitely see myself enjoying several hot sensual encounters with this sexy, bronzed babe, but I was still not going to cave to one woman for my deal. Besides, variety was the spice of prince hood, and I was not going to take that for granted. I did know that whatever I needed to do to secure this blonde bombshell by my side, I was going to do it. My inheritance and future depended on it. 

I watched as she sat there, letting the hot coffee wash across her pouty lips before taking a sip. There was something innocent hiding under that sex kitten gaze, and either she truly didn’t sell her body, or she was really good at acting, which was good since I needed her to go from the pole to the throne. In fact, her indignation was turning me on in a way I hadn’t felt before, and though I appreciated her modesty by keeping her sexuality protected, I sure as hell hoped she was stern on that deal. I might not be looking to buy that pussy, but I was definitely looking to buy her charm, wit, and ability to walk through a room like a queen. 

This girl, I was going to have to work at, though, and that was okay because without her, my plan will never work. I was going to have to seduce this girl with my charm and candor, not my crown, and though the crown was usually the easiest way, I could tell this girl didn’t give two shits about royal status. No, I was going to have to bring out the big guns for this one.

“What is your name?” I asked, pouring more coffee. “If you don’t mind telling me that is. I find it hard to believe your mother named you The Golden Goddess, though it does have quite a ring to it.”

“No,” she said chuckling, finally smiling and relaxing her shoulders. “My name is Adriana, but I don’t usually tell people that, for safety reasons.”

“Of course,” I replied. “Well, I promise you are safe with me.”

“What is your name?” she asked, and stared strongly at me, making it known she wasn’t down for games.

“Milos,” I replied, leaving it at that for now. Silesia was a small country, and the likelihood of her ever hearing my name was miniscule, but I didn’t want to take the chance. She wasn’t the typical no brain bimbo I was used to seducing.

“Milos,” she repeated. “I like that. So, tell me about yourself, Milos.”

I paused for a moment, glancing up at Brat who was hiding a smirk. I was pretty sure at that point, he knew exactly what I was up to. I wanted to be genuine with her, not completely lie, but I wanted to be vague at the same time. This kind of girl was not going to be impressed by stories of my twenty-five cars and lavish lifestyle. This girl was the type of person that needed to feel connected to a man if she was to trust them. My normal story about vacationing in the islands with six houses and the perfect views was not the one that would release the tension from those sexy freckled shoulders of hers. She was simpler than that, which oddly made the whole conversation a little bit more complicated for me. I wasn’t used to being simple, and I loved the fact that my life was filled with excess and bounty. But no, I needed to talk about myself as a child, even if it was more personal than what I told any other woman. 

“Okay,” I replied, loosening up a bit. “I live in a small country not far from here. I grew up in an affluent family in a large manor in the country. I was a curious child and pretty much got my hands into everything.”

“It seems that hasn’t changed much,” she replied, smirking.

I laughed. “It drove my mother crazy. Still does, actually. When I was a kid, I had this favorite blanket, and I would take that thing everywhere. When it was bath time, they had to pry it from my fingers, practically. When I got older, my mother pulled it out of storage and held it up. It wasn’t a blanket at all. It was some tapestry she said I found on one of the adventures that took me to the west wing, where they kept old important family heirlooms. Apparently, it had been in my family for two hundred years, but my mother didn’t have the heart to take it from me. All that time, I was dragging around an irreplaceable heirloom and had no idea.”

I laughed at the memory, both to show I was human, and because it really was one of my favorite stories of myself. Adriana tried to hold back, but she burst out laughing as well, shaking her head and relaxing her body into the red velvet seats. Her smile was intoxicating, and I couldn’t help but stare. I even glanced over to catch Brat smirking and gazing at her. If she could get a smile from Brat, I knew she could enchant an entire Kingdom, including my hard ass mother who barely ever smiled.

“There were several times, my nanny found me hiding out in the stables, lost in the maze of holding areas and horse manure. That might be why I wasn’t allowed to bring my blanket to the dinner table.” 

“Oh gosh,” Adriana said, wiping tears from the corners of her eyes and giggling uncontrollably. “Your poor mother. She definitely had her hands full.”

“Yeah,” I said, calming my laugh. “I was constantly curious. Today, it’s a different curiosity. I no longer dig through old boxes or get myself lost in the horse stables. Instead, I am curious about people, about where their minds are, and what their lives are like outside of the situation at hand. That’s what I was thinking while I was watching you dance. Who is this amazing girl when she wasn’t controlling all the men in the room with her seductive gaze?”

“Just me,” she sighed, still smiling. “Just a girl from Liverpool who broke free from the chains that bound me. I don’t mind this life, but it’s not forever. Don’t get me wrong. It’s nice sitting here chatting, but I want to be back on the road, exploring, learning, and meeting people from all walks of life. I guess you could say we are alike in that way. I’m curious about what lies around the next corner.”

“How do you do it?” I asked, looking at the glimmer in her eye. “Just walking from place to place with the things on your back, not knowing where to sleep or having your next meal ready for you. That sounds stressful.” 

She laughed. “I’m not a vagabond. I would say more like a nomad than anything else. I travel with a safety net, my savings. Sometimes, I’ll sleep in a hostel, sometimes a nice hotel, if I really need the rest, and sometimes, I’ll pitch a tent in the country and sleep under the stars. It’s freedom in the purest form you can find these days. No nine to five jobs, no boss to shove you around, just you and your choices.”

“That actually sounds pretty amazing,” I said leaning back, thinking about my parents and their constant nagging. 

“I don’t know,” she said, lifting an eyebrow. “You don’t seem tough enough to deal with it.”

“Ah, you underestimate me, Adriana,” I said. “Though you may be right. I do like my coffee served on a tray and a soft pillow under my head at night.”

I could see her start to relax.  As she leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table and her chin in her hands, I took a moment to skim my eyes over her gorgeous body. She was fit but had curves in every spot I loved. Her big hips and firm ass were just what I liked when I was grabbing onto a woman in bed. I looked back up and met her gaze, realizing she had caught me combing over her voluptuous thighs. She didn’t say anything, but I saw a bit of pink rise up her cheeks. The fact that it didn’t bother her, and in fact, seemed to excite her, sent a tingling sensation into the pit of my stomach. I could feel my pants getting a little tighter, and I ran my hand across my hardening cock under the table. Be patient, Milos. Be patient. 

“So, Miss Adriana, where do you stay? In Prague?” I already knew the answer, having flashed money in front of the owners face and causing him to spill everything he knew about this girl. But I wanted to hear it from her.

“Oh,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Reg has an apartment upstairs for all of us. It’s not free, by any means, but it’s cheaper than the flats out in town, if you can handle the constant chatter of a bunch of strippers.”

“Sounds miserable,” I said, realizing that might not be the best thing to blurt out, but it had already escaped my lips.

“It can be,” she said, laughing. “But sometimes it would nice to be alone.”

“Well, I have a proposal. I would like to offer you a nicer place to relax for the night. My family owns a hotel in Prague. It’s very upscale. You would have the run of the suite. There is a jacuzzi, sauna, and I promise the softest beds in the entire city. You deserve to rest comfortably, instead of being shoved into a tiny apartment with all these other girls.”

“I don’t know,” she said, looking wary. 

I could see the interest in her eyes, especially after mentioning the soft beds. Though I had other thoughts on what to do in that bed, she didn’t need to know I was included in the deal. I poured her some more coffee and sat back, glancing up at the stage, but finding no interest in the tiny girl grinding against the pole. The girl I was interested was sitting across the table, mulling over the idea of a relaxing night in a hotel with a stranger. 

I knew I couldn’t offer to pay her. That would make her say no in a heartbeat, but I had a feeling our honest conversation was trying to sway her mind. She tapped her finger against her mug and looked around the room, as if the answer to the question would be shining brightly in the red lights and neon signs. Brat leaned down and whispered in my ear.

“It is getting late,” he said as he tapped his watch and glanced up at the girl. “We should be heading over to the hotel soon.”

I nodded my head and stuck my finger up, signaling I understood but to give me just a few more moments. The club was open until the wee hours of the morning, but I had exhausted my interest in watching other women dance around. My eyes landed back on Adriana as she looked up and gazed back at me. My interest was now that blonde hair and those sensual eyes. 




Chapter 5: Adriana

 

This was a tough decision. Several of the girls, including Sveta, had gone home with clients before, but I always made it rule never to step foot outside of the club with a customer. What happened after the girls left the club was none of my business, but I was pretty sure from the influx of cash and the way they looked when they got back, they weren’t just grabbing a bite to eat or going for a drive through the city. 

I wasn’t judging them in any way. Everyone had a different story, and most of them needed the extra money, but I just never found myself desperate enough to sell my body for a few Euros. I looked down at my cup of coffee and bit my lip, feeling Milos’s gaze running over me. I was used to men staring at my body. Although normally, it would make me feel a tinge of irritation. I felt nothing but heat knowing Milos was enjoying the sight of me. 

My choices were simple. Either I said “no thank you,” dragged myself up to the apartment, put my headphones in, and tried to get some sleep on the thin spring mattress, or I said “yes” and go to the suite with plush beds, hot showers, and most importantly, privacy. I doubted that Milos had any intention of leaving me alone once there, but in reality, he was sexy as hell. A romp in the hay with his strong, tanned body wouldn’t be the worst thing that had ever come my way. On top of all of that, I was sure there would be an opportunity presented to make even more cash tonight, something that had been weighing heavily on my mind since my mother had tracked me down and called me, crying over the house.

When my grandmother passed away, she left her flat in Liverpool to my mother and me, so we would have a better place to live than the shitty ass apartment in the slums. My mother, being useless most of the time, didn’t do anything but lay around and get trashed, but I made sure to keep up with the normal maintenance of owning a house. I figured once my mother had shacked up with some dude, I’d end up getting the flat, which I was fine with. When she called me, though, all those dreams seemed to disappear in one phone call. 

My mother, being the complete idiot that she was, realized I wasn’t there to give her money. Granted, it took her like three weeks before she realized I wasn’t just holed up in my room ignoring her. Needing money for more liquor and escapades, my mother took out a mortgage on the flat. How she did that with no viable income, I will seriously never know. 

Either way, getting that panicked call from my mother was already shocking enough because she had the fortitude to hunt me down to this strip club. Adding fuel to the fire, she then told me the flat was in foreclosure, and if she didn’t come up with several thousand pounds in the very near future, she would be out on the street. Part of me wanted to hang up and tell her she did it to herself, but the other part of me still had a sentimental feeling for the woman that raised me, knowing she hadn’t had the easiest life. I also wanted to keep the flat so that I could inherit it and not have to shell out a ton of money to buy some crappy apartment when I finally settled down and went to work. 

I told her I would do what I could and I hung up. She called several times since then to inquire how it was going, but I screened her calls, sending her an email instead. I wasn’t going to hand that money, even if I had it, over to my mother. I contacted the bank and was talking directly to them.

Milos had already dropped nearly a thousand Euros in tips, plus what he paid Reg, so I was pretty sure he wouldn’t hesitate to drop quite a bit more. And if there wasn’t any money involved, hell, I deserved a night of relaxation and possible hot steamy sex. I took a deep breath and looked over at Milos, who was waiting patiently for an answer.

“Okay,” I said taking a deep breath. “I’ll do it.”

“Excellent,” he replied. He smiled and took his jacket from his friend. He reached his hand down to me. “Shall we?” 

“I’m going to change if you don’t mind,” I said as I stood. “I’ll be right back.”

I ran to the back and cashed out with Reg. His eyes grew big as he took his cut. Then I changed into my sexy black dress I had in the closet, and raced back out front. Milos stood under the large archway, smiling over at me. He was so fucking handsome, and part of me hoped he made a move tonight. The hotel was only a few blocks away, so we walked there. We took a special elevator up to the top floor, and I couldn’t help but notice everyone staring at us as we crossed the lobby, probably because he was the owner’s kid. The place was gorgeous and even more luxurious than he had described at the club. When we walked in, he tossed off his shoes and jacket. I rolled my eyes, not surprised a bit that he was staying here, too.

At that point, what else was I to do, other than just relax and soak it all in? He started the Jacuzzi, and since I had already been naked once in front of him, I didn’t feel weird at all about stripping down and jumping into the hot bubbling water. I watched as he handed me some champagne and set a plate of strawberries by the tub. His muscles shimmered in the dim lights over the hot tub, and I couldn’t help but watch as he dropped his pants, letting his cock roll out with the rest of him. I could feel my neck getting hot. Much to my surprise, he didn’t immediately jump on me. Instead, we sat and talked about my life and more hilarious stories about his childhood, and we drank two bottles of champagne. 

I was definitely a bit wobbly when it was time to get out. He stood on the steps of the hot tub, holding open a towel and helping me get out. As I stepped, my foot slipped, and I fell into Milos, my arms wrapping around his neck. I giggled to myself, feeling the electricity return as our wet skin moved across each other. I felt his arms wrap around me tightly, and I pulled back, looking deep into his handsome eyes. A small, mischievous grin pulled at his lips, and he leaned forward, pressing his mouth hard against mine. Between the champagne and the atmosphere, I was helpless to fight off his advances and found myself kissing him back with heat and need. 

His hands slid down me, dropped the towel to the ground, and pulled me against his warm, soft body. I felt his erection press against my stomach, and I immediately felt myself get wet. This man was unbelievably sexy, even in the way he kissed. His lips lapped over my mouth, tasting me with his tongue. He reached down and grabbed my ass, picked me up off the floor, and wrapped my legs around his waist. 

He walked slowly back into the penthouse, water dripping across the floor. We walked into a darkened bedroom, and he laid me down on the soft pillow bed covered in satin sheets, smelling of rose and sandalwood. I pulled myself backward until my head rested on the pillow and watched as he crawled toward me, his arms flexing and his hard cock skimming the comforter underneath us. He oozed confidence, and I was immediately turned on at how he took charge and gave me exactly what I needed.

His hands grazed over my breasts, grasping them and kneading heavily. He dipped his head down and brushed his lips across my stomach, looking up and smiling as I whimpered quietly. Milos scooted back further, collapsing onto his ass, his knees underneath him. He lifted my ass into the air and pulled it close to his face. His warm tongue swiped across my lips, and I gasped, instantly wanting more. 

He moved his hands around, pressing his two thumbs into me and parting my lips with his tongue. He ran his mouth over my wetness and across my clit, and I arched my back and moaned loudly. As my reactions intensified, so did his movements. I found myself grabbing tightly to the iron headboard above my head. He moved his face back and forth in my pussy, driving me closer and closer to orgasm. My breath was heavy, and my eyes were closed, feeling every inch of his tongue on my mound.

“God,” I moaned. “I want you so bad.”

I felt the smile spread across his face as he tapped my nub and nibbled it with his teeth. He set me down and reached across me into the nightstand, pulling out a condom and pushing it over his huge throbbing cock. He stroked the shaft several times, looking down at my dripping pussy. Watching him rub his hand up and down his dick made me want him even more, and I began to squirm closer to him.

“Is this what you want?” He whispered it, and all I could think was, fuck yes.

I nodded and bit my lip. He grabbed onto his cock by the base and moved forward, rubbing his thick length over my wetness. He was so fucking big, and even though I probably should have been scared of it, all I could think about was feeling the whole thing inside of me. 

He pushed his head against my pussy and slid his cock slowly inside of me. He grabbed onto my hips and threw his head back. His cock was thick and hard, and it filled every single crevice inside of me. Immediately after, he started to thrust, pushing hard and fast against me. I felt my temperature rise. He slapped his hand against my clit, and I clamped my fingers onto my hard nipples. I screamed loudly, moaning and whining.  

Over and over, he thrust inside of me, bringing it almost fully out before slamming his cock back into me. I reached up and ran my fingernails across his chest, gritting my teeth and grinding my hips as I did on stage. He groaned loudly, and he rocked his hips faster against mine. 

I could feel myself reaching orgasm. My breathing sped up with quick, moaning gasps, getting louder with each powerful thrust. The explosion hit me, and I screamed out, arching my back and grabbing onto the bed. He growled when the heat of my wetness flow over his dick. He grabbed my hip and rubbed my clit harder with his other hand, sending waves of intense passion through my whole body. He pushed in hard, pulled out slowly, and then thrust with everything he had, holding it deep inside of me as he came. I could feel his cock bulging and pulsating against the walls of my pussy. I relaxed my muscles and watched him take in every last ounce of pleasure. 

He pulled out and flopped down on the bed beside me, breathing heavily with his hands on his chest. A smile washed over him. He pushed me on my side and pressed up against me, his arm draped over my waist. I could still feel my heart racing and was pretty sure that had been the most intense orgasm of my life. My energy was drained, and before I could say even a word, I felt myself slip into a blissful sleep, surrounded by real gold, real luxury, and a real man.

Note: CLAIMED is available on Amazon store at only 99c or FREE on Kindle Unlimited. Simply click on the link below….

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B075WXZLBB


Sneak Peak: Going Deep
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Blurb

I’m an undercover cop, so getting down and dirty with the scum of the earth is something I’m not afraid to do.  I’m also a bad boy at heart, with or without the badge and gun.  And women love getting under the covers with a bad boy, especially when they feel what I’m packing in my jeans…

I’m more than willing to bend the rules if it means I get to nail the bad guy, and maybe nail some bad girls along the way.  It’s all part of the job.  And I do my job very well.

I’m dead set on taking down the South Side Gang. This undercover bouncer gig got me in the door and now I’ve got Richie Silvestri in my sights. All I gotta do is wait, watch, listen, then make my move. It should be just another day in the life of Detective Danny O’Shea.

Then she comes along: Hannah Silvestri, Richie’s little sister, the finest piece of ass I’ve seen in a long time. Hannah is smoking hot, with a mouth to match. She’s sassy and smart, and all I can think about is burying myself between her thighs. 

But Hannah is one tough nut to crack. It’s going to take more than my macho BS and bad boy charm to get those legs spread. But I’ll keep working her, cause that’s what I do. And soon I’ll sink into that hot flesh, and when I do, the whole South Side will explode in flames.

 




Chapter One: Detective Daniel Dutton

Sometimes it was hard being an undercover cop.

Sometimes it was harder than others.

Like now, for instance.

It was hard as a rock.

“Jesus, you’re good at that,” I sighed, sucking the night air in quickly through my gritted teeth. My head clunked back against the dirty brick wall I was leaning against. I barely felt it because all the sensation in my body had pooled in my cock. The girl’s tongue was hot and wet, hotter than the sweltering night air.  It slid over my salty flesh like warm butter. 

I felt like I was melting, she was that good.  My knees felt like they might dissolve, just puddle onto the ground, leaving my body to flounder in the cesspool of stink and rot and filth that filled this back alley. 

The thumping bass of the music inside the dive bar matched the pounding of my heart as the girl—what was her name again?—sucked the head of my cock, teasing and tasting my sweaty flesh like a refreshing Popsicle. Even the sounds she made had me thinking of yummy summer treats. 

Devouring slices of watermelon. 

Sucking a straw full of thirst-quenching lemonade. 

Licking at those snow cones I used to get as a kid.

A bead of sweat rolled down the side of my face, and as I wiped it away, she gulped my cock all the way down her throat. I lost all thought after that. I ignored the snickers from some partiers passing the alley. I forgot about the scrape of my head against the brick. I stopped caring about the mosquitos buzzing around my face. My cock was held in a warm vise, being massaged and caressed by the smooth column of her throat and tongue, drawing out drops of precum, which she eagerly swallowed.  

That tiny movement made me grit my teeth. The sensation was too good to give up. I refused to come. My greedy cock wanted more.  

Danny O’Shea, underworld bad boy, had a reputation to uphold in this shitty town. There was no way I was gonna blow my load this quick, not knowing that this dame would spread the news of our encounter like wildfire, either furthering my reputation of a bad boy with a big cock or as a shit head who couldn’t hold back his cum for more than five minutes.  

I lived and died by my reputation, my legend, the other cops called it.

There was no way one amazing blowjob was going to ruin that.

I slid my fingers through her sweaty blonde hair and pulled her closer, ramming my cock even farther into the tight recesses of her mouth. She responded by clutching my ass and clinging tighter, trying to take every inch, and that did it.

My body tensed then shuddered and I couldn’t help but moan.  I erupted like a kinked firehose that had been twisted free, shooting so much cum down her throat I couldn’t imagine how she swallowed it all. My cock jerked and lunged to the beat of the music coming through the open door, but that didn’t stop this girl. She kept on sucking and licking, her mouth a siphon, drawing out every drop I had in my body until I had nothing more to give.

She released my cock with a little pop from her lips. I glanced down to see some drops of cum glistening at the corner her mouth. Without hesitation, she wiped her lips with one finger and stuck it into her mouth with a smile.

I let go of her shoulders, then stepped back to run my hands through my hair, pushing the sweat back through the long locks, plastering it to my head. A cool shower was in order, but of course that wasn’t on my agenda tonight.  At least not yet.  For now, I had other plans.

 “I think I owe you a drink,” I said as I glanced down at her.  Her hand was still holding my now withering cock.  She was caressing it lovingly.

“Just a drink?” she asked coyly, gazing up with luminous green eyes that practically glowed in the sputtering light above the door. Her fake eyelashes cast shadows on her cheeks. “Aren’t you gonna let me ride that big thing tonight, Danny?” She pulled my cock to its full flaccid length. It twitched in response.

 I smiled and tugged a strand of her hair to get her attention. I loved blowjobs as much as the next guy, but I didn’t have time to sample all of this girl’s talents, at least not tonight.

“I’d love that, doll, but I’ve gotta see a guy about a job.”

“I just gave you a job,” she said.

“Sorry, not tonight.”

“Fine,” she said with a pouty smile.  She planted one last kiss on the tip of my cock and let it go.  I stuffed it back into my jeans before she opted to try again.

“Rain check then,” she said as she got off her knees. She tugged her tight red mini dress down to cover her ass. It was a nice ass, and she was probably a nice girl, but I never dated any girl who hung out in dive bars and gave blowjobs in a back alley. Not good for my wellbeing or survival. It wouldn’t pay for anyone to put together that Danny O’Shea, bad boy renegade and criminal opportunist, was actually Detective Daniel Dutton, Vice Division, Chicago P.D. 

I zipped up my jeans then dug in my pocket for some money. I held out a twenty.

Another pout. Her cherry lipstick was smeared all over her mouth. Not a good look for her. She plucked the money from my fingers.

“I was hoping we could at least have a drink together,” she said softly as she caressed the money over her face.

“No can’t do, sweetheart.  Not tonight.”

“Are you sure?” She took a step toward me, but I held up my hands.  Man, this chick didn’t know when to quit. I wasn’t used to women not taking no for an answer. I gave her a firm look and shook my head.

“Maybe another night,” I said. “Like I said, I’ve gotta see a guy about a job.”

She shoved the money into her swollen cleavage. Nice tits to go with that tight ass. Still, a skank was a skank. I could never take her home to meet Pops, or my siblings—all seven of them in the tradition of good Irish folks—would have a field day with this girl, although my brother Paddy would have tapped that ass in a New York minute.

“I thought you really liked me, Danny,” she said, trying to sound hurt.  Her voice had taken on an annoying, whining tone, and that did it.  I needed her gone. No blowjob out there was worth putting up with a whining woman.

I dug in my pocket and yanked out another twenty. What difference did it make? I was going to expense it anyway. Her eyes brightened, and her lashes fluttered in her excitement as she held out her hand.

The crash inside the bar came right on cue, and a beer bottle came flying through the door to smash against the opposite wall of the alley. She flinched and ducked as she glanced toward the open door. 

Inwardly, I smiled. Things were progressing right on cue.

Another bottle hurtled through the door, hitting the dumpster and shattering into glistening shards. A body spilled into the alley and rolled several feet to land in the glass. 

The girl snatched the money from my hand, and stuffed it into her cleavage with the other bill. “Gotta go before the cops get here. See ya soon, Danny.  My pussy will be hot and ready when you are.”

“Good to know,” I said.  “Now, scram.”

She could run fast in those five-inch stilettos. I took a moment to watch her ass flex and shake as she rounded the corner onto the sidewalk, then rubbed my hands together and took a deep breath.

“It’s show time, folks,” I said.

I headed into the Rack ’Em Up Bar to begin tonight’s act two in the life as Dirty Danny O’Shea. 




Chapter Two: Hannah Silvestri

The sounds and smells of the city filtered through the gauzy curtains over my windows when a whisper of a breeze came through. The night was hot and mostly still, one of those nights in Chicago where everyone and everything seems a hairsbreadth away from melting.  The ancient air conditioner jammed into the other window had died two days before, and though I’d asked three or four times, no one had come to fix it yet.

The rhythmic thump of Girls, Girls, Girls filtered through the floor from the club below. Lucky me, I lived above Pussy Whipped, my brother’s strip club. Any money my brother made went back into the club or into his pocket, not in the areas no one saw. It was a shithole apartment and he let me live there free, so in his mind, I had little right to bitch about anything. The paint was peeling on every wall, and the ceiling had a crack that leaked water in a heavy rain. This had caused a huge stain that looked disgusting and was probably festering into deadly mole, but at least it was on the ceiling, so I never looked up and tried not to think about the tiny spores burrowing not my lungs. 

A tiny bedroom lay off the living room, and the adjoining bathroom had been remodeled sometime in the eighties. The puke green was a lovely color. All in all, not a decorator’s dream, but I did have a small kitchenette, which served my purposes because all I really needed was a small fridge and a microwave. I got most of my meals from the club’s kitchen, and when I was ready for take-out, almost anyone in the neighborhood would deliver to the club, hoping for a free peepshow. 

I was comfortable enough, but the noise level of the music, not to mention the sounds of the catcalls made by its illustrious patrons and the city noise outside, made it hard to concentrate, one of the many prices I paid for being the sister of Richie Silvestri. 

I guess I should have been grateful he refused to allow me to dance. Such a good brother to keep his sister from stripping. As it was, I bartended the day shift, mostly because Richie thought the classier men came in during the day. There was nothing classier than a man who spent his hard-earned money going to a strip club during lunch hour and happy hour. And they all leered at me like I was a piece of meat in a butcher’s front window. Not in my most terrible nightmares would I give any of them the time of day, much less allow them into my bed. I wanted a man who wanted me, not some body dancing around a pole.

I’d seen them all lined up at the bar and the tables around the center stage—politicians, guys in suits, office workers, the construction guys, the factory rats. Very few of them tipped the bartender well because they’d earmarked their money on the hot fantasies shaking pussy and tits in their faces. Fantasy was the right word because, underneath the erotic outfits and the cliché names, the daytime ladies would never be indulging the fantasies of these men with no future, no hope, no passion in their lives except the hard-on in their pants. These women were single mothers, women going to night school, trapped girls trying to make enough money to get back home to Boise and Omaha and Bismarck, women who’d once held big dreams for Chicago. I could have told them dreams died in Chicago, but they wouldn’t have listened. You had to live it to believe it.

None of the women gave a damn who passed over the dollar—sometimes a five or ten—as long as it got passed. Yet the men were all looking for that hookup, not knowing that the stripper with the heart of gold, the hot body, and adoring gaze was a fantasy only in their pornographic imaginations. None of the dancers cared who these men were or what they wanted. The women wanted their money, plain and simple, because they had to feed their kids and buy that bus ticket back to failure and lost dreams. 

All of us were trapped between fantasy and reality, playing mind games and just trying to make it through our ten-hour shifts. I really hated the daytime. 

The nighttime, though, belonged to me. Richie thought I watched Netflix and read romance novels up here in my tiny apartment. If he knew I was working toward a degree, my internet would have been unplugged between one heartbeat and the next. Richie thought women were good for two things—stripping or pushing out kids. I had created a problem for my brother because he didn’t want me doing either.

I finished up my lesson for the night and saved everything on the flash drive. I had just hit Clear Browser History when a fist pounded on my door. My heart skipped a beat. 

“Jesus, hang the fuck on,” I yelled.

I shoved the flash drive into the pocket of my shorts. 

“Who is it?”

“It’s me, Butch.”

My head dropped before I could hold in the sigh, and though my heart tried to return to a normal rhythm, the sound of Butch Collette’s voice always made my hackles rise. They didn’t come uglier than Butch—or meaner. What the hell was he doing here?

“What do you want, Butch?”

Something knocked against the door, and then I heard the rattle of something metallic.

“Came to fix your window unit.”

Yeah, right. My brother’s right-hand man and enforcer had decided to play service technician? Something wasn’t right here. The man would do anything to be alone with me. I guess I had to give him props for at least finding a valid reason to come to my apartment instead of stalking me on the bar floor like he did every afternoon.

I glanced at the clock on the microwave. It was almost midnight. I went to the door and opened it a crack, making sure to keep the chain in place. Not that a chain—or a door for that matter—would matter to Butch. If he really wanted in, he’d get in.

I peered through the opening, up, up, up into Butch’s face. His bald pate glistened with sweat. The scar on his chin blazed a fiery trail over his skin and cut through his lip. No one talked about that scar, but rumor had it he’d gotten it while protecting Richie from a very dissatisfied customer years ago. Butch had carte blanche around here because of that scar. The prison tats on his hands and arms signaled Butch was a badass motherfucker. I never asked what they meant because I didn’t want to be more scared than I was.

Yes, he scared me, but that didn’t mean I had to let him in my house. Richie thought Butch walked on water, but he would back me on that.

“I’m getting ready for bed, Butch.”

Bed. Wrong thing to say. His piggy eyes lit up as he raked his gaze down the gap, trying to see anything at all, any flash of skin. My skin crawled. I curled behind the door and pressed against it, hoping to become invisible. No such luck because his gaze just came back to mine. I felt the flash drive in my pocket like a dirty secret as I tried not to cower under his stare.

“Anything I can help with?” he asked, giving me a lurid smile.

I almost vomited right there at my front door.

“No…thank you.” I swallowed hard.

“I brought the tools.” He held up a metal toolbox and rattled it for effect. I knew for a fact a hammer and screwdriver weren’t going to cut it on an air conditioning unit. That was the box they used to fix the stripper poles downstairs and occasionally tighten a screw on a barstool.

“Can we do this tomorrow please? Maybe before my shift?”

“Seven thirty?”

“Sure. That sounds great.” I tried to smile, but it felt lost inside. I wasn’t even sure I knew how to smile anymore. I’d heard it often enough at the bar. 

“Hey, beautiful, nice ass… give me a smile with those ruby red lips...” 

What I wanted to do every time I heard it was smash a beer bottle against the counter and shove it in the guy’s throat just to shut him up.

I really needed out of this town.

“Okay, Hannah,” Butch grunted.  “See you in the morning.”

He gave me a gap-toothed smile, turned and lumbered down the staircase, all six-feet-five, two hundred fifty pounds of him, muscles and sinew and bone, so much there to inflict pain. Each step creaked a protest beneath his frame. 

I closed the door and locked all three locks, and then for good measure, I shoved a chair under the knob. None of it would have stopped him. He became a charging bull under the right circumstances.

My legs buckled, and I hit the floor hard. The flash drive poked into my hip, reminding me I needed to put it in the tampon box with the others. As far as I knew, Richie never came into my apartment. Why would he? He knew I was a scared little mouse watching the cats prowl around the house with absolute impunity. Every step I took, every move I made, brought the potential for the snap of the traps that seemed to encompass every aspect of my life. 

Someday…

I just kept telling myself…

Someday…

Someday I would be free. 

But in the meantime, I was stuck here until I could do something better.

Then the flash drive joined the other four, which held the courses I’d already completed, in a tampon box in the top of the bathroom closet, each stuffed into a little cardboard tube which I knew no man would ever want to touch.




Chapter Three: Danny O’Shea

The bar lights should have made the place welcoming, but all I felt was sadness. Neon colors split the semi-darkness, creating pools of vibrant blue, red, and green. Some of the lights flickered, and other had burned out creating gaps in the messages. The Chicago sports teams were all represented. 

The Bears and the Bulls and the Cubs were all partnered onto signs with Budweiser and Miller Lite and Old Style, as though those multimillionaire players would touch a bottle of something so mundane or drink it with the common guy.  I wondered why they bothered. No one who frequented this shit hole had the money to actually go to a game. 

To be fair, I guess there was a chance someone would come out ahead on the wagers going down at the tables, but chances were that bonus cash would find its way into a vein or a pussy somehow. The Cubs wouldn’t see a dime.

All the lights made my head hurt and would have spiraled me into a severe depression if I hadn’t been here for work. As it was, I was eager to get the party started.

I waded through the sea of bodies sprawled across the dirty plank floor in various stages of consciousness. My dad’s buddy, Stan—appropriately nicknamed “Gorilla”— had been hard at work in lieu of my arrival.  He was supposed to start a bar fight, zero in on a dude named Archie Dee, then let me save Archie’s ass as a way of infiltrating the South Side Gang, which was headed up by Archie’s best pal, Richie Silvestri.

Stan had been one of the best detectives on the force before he was forced to medically retire after taking a bullet to the brain that would have killed most guys.  At six-foot-six and three hundred pounds, it just pissed Stan off.  Still, the force deemed him unfit to serve and mustered him out. Now, he worked as a private consultant, helping out cops here and there and earning a few bucks for his time.  Having him bust up the place and knock a few dicks in the dirt tonight was the best five hundred dollars I’d ever expense to the job. When he said he’d start something to give me an in with Richie Silvestri, he hadn’t been kidding. 

The target of my brawl ruse—the reason for the C-note investment—was currently being held against the bar by a big, burly fellow who looked like he could be Bigfoot’s cousin.  He wore greasy jeans, had a scruffy beard, a shaved head, a sleeveless t-shirt that showed off his ham-hock arms, and an old biker’s jean vest that had the name KILLER sewn on the front. 

He was not Stan, even though he was holding my target, Archie Devereaux —Archie Dee— the small-time fish playing with the sharks in the big cesspool that was Chicago’s underworld. I knew Archie was allowed to play only because he’d been Richie Silvestri’s best friend since they were baby gangbangers. He was a tall, skinny dude that looked like he might break if you looked at him hard.  Another few seconds with this guy’s beefy hand around his throat would have probably made him shit his pants.

“Sorry about that,” a deep voice said from behind. I turned to see Stan staring at the guy who had Archie by the throat.  I had to look up to meet his eyes.  “That asshole got to Devereaux before I did.  You want me to take him out for you?”

“Nah, I have to do this,” I said, taking a deep breath and blowing it out slowly.  “Just keep my back covered.”

“Will do.”

“And Stan,” I said with a smile.  “If this goes south, don’t let this guy kill me.”

“Roger that.”

“Hey, Bigfoot,” I said, approaching the big guy from behind. 

He gave me a hard look, like you would do to a fly buzzing around your ear.  A growl rumbled out of the big guy’s throat, followed by a snarl.  “Fuck off,” he said.  “Or you’ll be next.”

“You’re not supposed to play with your food,” I said. “Why don’t you just put the guy out of his misery or let him go?”

He growled at me again and tightened his grip on Archie’s throat.  “I said fuck off, shit head.”  He swung around, pulling Archie with him like he was a rag doll. “You wanna take his place?” 

“Sure,” I said with a shrug.  “I’ve got nothing better to do than knock your fat ass away from the bar so I can get a drink.”

The guy frowned at me like he was sensitive about his weight.  He let go of Archie’s neck, and the poor guy dropped like a stone, gasping, his face red, eyes bulging. Bigfoot took a step toward me, stomping on Archie’s hand in the process. A howl rose from the floor as Archie clutched what was probably a broken hand, but the big guy kept his focus on me. 

This asshole was huge and hairy, and would have looked far more comfortable in the Pacific Northwest than here in a steamy pool hall that reeked of sweat, stale perfume, and so much beer-soaked wood a man could gag just walking into the joint. But I was big, too, and had been a linebacker in high school. As long as I didn’t hit him with my bum knee—or he didn’t hit me—I figured I was golden.

“Think I can’t take you?” I asked, smirking at him just to rev him up.  Big guys like him get revved up and lose focus, thinking they can win the fight purely by their size.

“I know you can’t take me,” he snorted.  “Come on, pretty boy.  Show me what you got.”

Pretty boy?  Really?

He took another step forward. Crunch went Archie’s foot. Archie howled and scrambled away, crab-walking his way several feet to curl under the lip of the bar.

I had almost forgotten that the bar fight Stan had started was still raging behind me.  A body slammed into my back, but I shook it off, ignoring the warmth of damp sweat, and possibly blood, against my T-shirt. This fight had devolved from a chaotic skirmish into a full-on battle. I wasn’t worried about me, but I needed Archie out of here in one piece to be of any value to me. 

When the guy came toward me my right fist shot out quickly. My knuckles caught him right on the chin and stopped him cold.  He rocked back on his heels then staggered against the bar. He clutched at a stool to keep from tumbling, and then he roared at me like a pissed off mountain gorilla. 

“Oh, I’m sorry.” I shook my hand, hoping that I hadn’t broken it on this asshole’s face. “Did I hurt you?”

His hot breath poured from his mouth as he let out another roar and charged toward me, head prepared to butt me into next Tuesday. Even better. 

When the fucker got within a foot of me, I sidestepped and spun around, using my weight to propel him farther. He plowed into a table, toppling bottles, breaking glasses, knocking people down, and smashing the rickety thing beneath his ginormous head. 

The sounds of clapping and cheering replaced the sounds of fists hitting flesh and bottles shattering against the floor as everyone around us froze in mid-step and mid-punch. I sauntered over and lifted the ape by the belt and the dank hunk of hair at his neck. I somehow managed to lift him and flung him across the wet floor like a bowling bowl. 

My human bowling ball knocked down everything in his path and smashed into the jukebox, cutting off Johnny Cash in mid-warble. The glass over the front cracked then rained in shards to the floor. The lights flickered, dimmed, flickered again, and then the box just moaned and died.  Bigfoot gave a low groan and fell still.

“Holy shit, man. You took down Otto.”

I turned to find Archie limping toward me, nursing his hand against his chest like a baby bird. A bright red ring punctuated by two thumbprints hugged his neck. His eyes said junkie; his breath said alcoholic. I knew he was both, but he was perfect for my plan. He was staring at me with something akin to wonder. Even better.

“Otto was messing up my night,” I said with a shrug.  “I don’t mind a good brawl, but killing someone shouldn’t be part of it.” I waved my aching hand up and down his body. “You all good?”

He nodded quickly, so fast I thought his head would pop off. 

“I haven’t seen you around,” Archie said, his eyes still glowing like I’d just played the world’s greatest guitar solo. “New to town?”

“I been away for a while, upstate,” I said, inferring that I’d just gotten out of Joliet Prison without actually saying so.  “Danny O’Shea.” 

“Archie Devereaux.  But call me Archie Dee. Everyone does.”

“Nice to meet you, Archie Dee.”

I held out my right hand. Archie started to shake it then winced at the pain in his own hand.  I was glad because my hand hurt like a mother.

I nodded at the hand he was clutching to his chest.  “Is it bad?” I didn’t care, but it seemed the right thing to say.

Archie glanced at his hand and tried to put on a brave face. “Would have been worse, a lot worse.” He glanced toward the giant slug still lying in the demolished jukebox. “Otto doesn’t quit.”

“Seemed like a quitter to me.” I huffed.

“Yeah.” Archie gave me one of those smiles that almost made you feel sorry for a guy. Almost. “I owe you,” he said.  “Big time. You name it.”

I shoved my hands in my jeans pockets and rocked on my heels. This guy was like putty in my hands, though I’d suspected he would be. I pretended to think for a minute. 

“I could use a job,” I said.  “Know anyone looking to hire someone with no marketable skills?”

Archie gave me a bobble-headed nod. His shaggy hair fluttered against his shoulders. “A job?  Sure, I can hook you up. You got a car? I can take you to him right now.”

“Sure, my car’s right outside.” As we started out the door, Otto was groaning, starting to come around, I looked at Archie and smiled.  “Wanna give the bastard a kick for luck?”

“I’m afraid it would be bad luck,” he said, giving me a nervous smile and shaking his head, as if he knew what kicking Otto might bring down on his head later on. 

“Then let me do it,” I said.  I pulled my foot back and gave Otto an easy kick in the ribs that made him groan.

“I like your style, Danny O’Shea,” Archie said with a look mixed with admiration and dread.  “Come on, let’s get the fuck out of here before he wakes up.  I got someone you need to meet.”




Chapter Four: Hannah

Unfortunately, the staircase that led to my apartment was connected to the strip club by a narrow hallway, and down this hallway was Richie’s office, a storeroom, and the kitchen, as well as a door into the alley. 

As I was turning off the lights, the sound of Richie’s laughter boomed in the hallway, a signal that my brother was in a seriously good mood, and it probably involved money. That could only mean that someone had become ensnared in one of his traps. Drugs. Whores. Gambling. It didn’t matter. Richie would get someone hooked, and then they owed him for life.

After midnight was an odd time of night for a meeting though. Curious, or stupid, I decided to take a peek. If he saw me, I’d feign insomnia and ask for a nightcap. He liked to look like a doting brother in front of minions. 

Since I was dressed in a teddy that showed way too much skin, I grabbed my flannel bathrobe and wrapped it tightly. The last thing I needed was someone eyeing me and getting any ideas. I wasn’t sure who I might encounter.

My locks disengaged quietly because I kept them well oiled. The stairs didn’t protest under my weight because I was tall and slender, not a big old ox like Butch. I crept down on bare feet, pulling the sash of my robe tighter, suddenly wishing it had a turtleneck because this robe showed too much cleavage.

The music got louder as I descended, the thump and beat of “Pour Some Sugar on Me” vibrating against the risers. I’d always liked that song, but lately I cringed when I heard it.

The flash of strobe lights flared through the partially opened door to the club. I squinted against the annoying flicker, wondering how anyone could enjoy a night out in that environment, but I knew from experience that the louder the music, the more liquor was consumed. 

The pulsing lights kept the excitement level up, and the more excited the men got, the more money they threw on the stage. Men were sheep, and when you put a bunch of them in the same room with a naked woman and all the liquor they could drink, they became horny rams looking for a score.

The only other light shown from Richie’s office around the corner, so I followed the dim trail and peeked around the T-junction. Richie was shaking hands with a stranger, and Archie Dee stood by like a good little bootlicker. I could feel the hero worship from here. It wafted off Archie in pitiful waves as he fawned over my brother and gestured between himself and the stranger. I hadn’t gotten a good look at him because he faced away from the door, but he was a big lout. All we needed around here was more brawn and less brains. The place got dumber by the day.

No one just casually meeting Richie would know what a bastard he was. My brother was a good-looking man by almost any standards except mine. I knew the blackness of his heart. We both had our father’s black hair and olive skin, and I’d been blessed with my mother’s cornflower blue eyes, but Richie’s eyes were like no one’s in the family. Black voids. Empty except for the darkness that led to his soul. Staring into his eyes was like staring into a level of hell you’d never known existed, and when he smiled, and you knew him like I did…  Well, men actually pissed their pants sometimes.

Tonight, though, that smile was different, big, wide, friendly. He put his arm around Archie Dee and tucked the smaller man right into his side like the good buddies they had always been. If my brother had a soft spot, it wasn’t for his strippers, and it wasn’t for me. It was for Archie. Something had bound them together as kids, but I’d only been a baby then, so I wasn’t in on that secret.

The lighting had changed to flashing red lights, casting an eerie glow over the dark hallway, and then I heard the guitar. I knew what was coming next. Glimmer’s favorite song. I happened to like it too, and for a moment I lost myself to the music and started bouncing and swaying in the hallway until I caught myself. Occupational hazard I guess, or maybe it was just me. Did I like to dance? I sure damn did, but dancing in this place was a bad and dangerous precedent to set. Richie could always change his mind and decide to give me a promotion. Lots of guys had begged him to put me on the stage. The thought made me gag. I didn’t even like them looking at me in the low-cut blouses Richie made me wear. I died a little inside every time I had to put one on.

I crept a little closer so I could hear them over the pulse of Shook Me All Night Long.

“That was a good thing you did, friend,” Richie said. “I won’t soon forget it. Archie here is a friend for life.”

Something was wrong with Archie’s hand because he kept it cupped against his chest, and every time Richie moved, Archie winced and sent a tight smile toward the man in the shadows. He was tall, built like the hero on the cover of the book I kept on my nightstand, with a head of dark hair that curled against the nape of his neck. Below the sleeves of his black T-shirt, his arms were loaded with tats, not scary ones like Butch’s but beautiful artwork that drew the eye.

“He looked like he could use a hand,” the man said. “Bad pun, Archie. Sorry.”

“No problem,” Archie said, cupping his hand closer. Richie jostled him again, and Archie grimaced. My brother was such a dick.

“Archie should stay out of the pool halls,” Richie said. “He sucks balls at it.”

The stranger laughed, and when I heard it, the sound shot straight through my body and my pussy clenched on emptiness. Jesus. 

“Aw, Richie, that ain’t true. I’m okay at pool.”

“Not good enough to hustle the big boys,” Richie said.

“I just needed a little extra dough.”

“Bullshit,” Richie muttered. “I’m not good enough to you? Don’t I take care of you?”

Archie scratched at the arm cradled against him and, even in the dim light, seemed to pale. My brother generally kept him supplied with drugs and liquor, but Archie must have gone through his allotment for the month. Richie wasn’t going to be happy about that. He liked to keep Archie malleable but mostly in the here and now. Too many junkies dropped out of reality, and that wouldn’t serve my brother at all.

“You do, Richie,” Archie murmured. “Like I said, I just needed some extra dough, you know, for my kids and shit. That damn bitch has been on my back again.”

Richie sighed. “You should have come to me.” He dropped into his leather chair and twisted it back and forth, his hands loose on the armrests. I’m not sure I’d ever seen my brother so relaxed. It had to serve a purpose, and seeing it made me nervous. “You’re a damn fool, Arch. You could have been killed. Hustling Otto is the fast track to the morgue.”

“I wasn’t hustling…at least not Otto,” Archie said. “There was some rube from Ohio there. Thought he was all that. I was playing him. Otto was taking down some guy on another table, and he was in a great mood up until the fight started.”

Archie ran out of steam and hung his head.

“And?” Richie said.

Archie drew in a deep breath. “And then he noticed the money missing from his table and blamed me.” He scratched his head. “I don’t know who started that fight. Came out of nowhere.”

“That true?” Richie asked, eyeing the stranger.”

“True from what I saw,” the stranger said, nodding. “Some big guy at the next table threw a bottle and all hell broke loose.”

My pulse picked up as I stared at him. I hadn’t even seen his face, but the timbre of that voice did something to my insides. I knew this was the man I wanted. 

The men’s voices became more muted, but it sounded as though they were rehashing the fight, and the stranger laughed as he talked about Otto. When I heard his laugh, the sound shot straight through my body and my pussy clenched again. My breath caught at the sensation, and for a split second, I was afraid they’d heard me because the mystery man turned slightly, his gaze darting toward the open door.

Jesus, he was good looking.

“So, Richie, about the job…” Archie scratched at his arm again, clearly needing out of there.

“What do you think of Pussy Whipped?” Richie asked.

The tall man laughed. “Depends on the lady.”

“Good one,” Archie said then murmured helpfully, “But he means the club.”

“I get it, Archie. It’s a great club. First-class ass. Love the classic rock vibe too. Too many clubs play all that new shit. You can’t go wrong with classic rock.”

“So, Richie, Danny here is looking for work.  I kind of thought you’d help him out,” Archie said. “After he helped me out and all.”

“And we always make good on promises around here,” my brother said.  Truer words had never been spoken, and in my brother’s case, those promises often ended in real pain. Why anyone would willingly take a job in this place was beyond me. 

“Do you want to work here, Mr. O’Shea?”

“I could use the cash,” the man said. “Like I told Archie on the way over, I’m looking to start a new life with new opportunities.”

Richie gave him the eye.  “Was the old life so bad?”

“Depends on your definition of bad,” the guy shot back.

Richie sat forward in his chair and folded his hands on his desk. His “businessman” persona. 

“What the hell.  I’ll give you a shot.  We always need good bouncers here at the club. Day shift to start. It’s a good training ground. Not much happens during the day. Still, we like a solid presence to show we mean business and our girls are not to be touched without permission. Until after the guy pays, of course, for a little backroom action.” Richie winked. “Butch here can show you the ropes tomorrow. Be here around noon.”

I hadn’t noticed Butch slinking around in the opposite corner. He grunted now, not seeming too happy with the new hire or the added responsibility of training him. Butch liked to sleep in until early afternoon and then spend his shift staring at me and making my life as miserable as possible. 

“Sounds great, Mr. Silvestri,” the man said, sticking out his hand. “I appreciate the opportunity.” 

“Richie,” he said with that pleasant, almost unrecognizable smile. “Mr. Silvestri is my dead father.” He laughed, and there he was, the brother I knew, the one that made my heart sink every time I saw him. 

They shook hands and exchanged a few words, and then as I heard my brother tell Butch he needed to get Archie to the hospital, the stranger turned. I caught a better look of his face, and I froze, my eyes wide, my hands clenched. I simply couldn’t move. I felt as though I’d been caught in a magnetic pull.

His face was as gorgeous as I expected. His dark hair was combed back from his forehead but fell in soft waves against the sides of his face. He had an Italian look to him, but the name O’Shea meant Irish. Black Irish. I’d read about them in the historical novels I devoured. His cheekbones stood out prominently, and dark, penetrating eyes locked on mine.

We stared at one another as he pulled the door closed and began to walk in my direction. Walking wasn’t quite the right word though. This man prowled, like a jungle cat, like a predator walking toward prey. And like a rabbit caught in a snare, I just stood there waiting for the inevitable.

His gaze went from my eyes down my face to stop where my robe gapped just a bit. I felt the heat of that gaze on the swell of my tits, rising and falling as my breath grew ragged. His stare left a trail of fire, and beads of sweat popped out along my skin. I was sure it was from the intensity of that stare, though it might have been from standing in a hot hallway in a flannel bathrobe. He continued to stare, his gaze wandering from my cleavage to my hips and lower to my bare toes, which I curled against the dirty wood floor.

Finally, I managed to shake myself out of my near-catatonic state. I put my finger to my lips and said, “Shhh…”

A smile curled up the corners of his mouth, and then he pulled an invisible zipper across his lips. He made a little gesture with his finger, flicking it between himself and me, and then he cupped his crotch and winked.

 I almost giggled but managed to hold it in by pressing my lips together. I shook my head as I smiled. He put his hand over his heart and made a pouty face. As I walked backward toward the staircase, I couldn’t seem to keep my eyes off him. He strolled down the dark hallway as though he owned it. I was turning to go up just as he reached me, and I gasped and jerked when his hand landed across my ass in a quick, snapping slap.

I whirled around and met dark eyes glittering with both danger and desire.

“Couldn’t resist that ass.” He leaned forward and whispered, “Until we meet again, Miss…”

“Silvestri. Hannah Silvestri.”

He shot a glance down the hall, his brows furrowed. “Fuck me. You’re married to Richie?”

“No, no, no,” I whispered furiously. “He’s my brother.”

His smile widened. “Danny O’Shea.” He took my hand off the bannister and lifted it to his lips. The kiss was sweet and gentle but molten hot, sending rivulets of lava boiling through my veins and down my spine. When he lifted his face, he gave me a wink and gestured up the stairs with a toss of his head. “We’ll save this for another day, Miss Hannah. Beat it before you get in trouble and I end up six feet under.” 

He continued down the hall as if he wouldn’t care in the world.

When I came back down to earth with a heavy, almost happy sigh, I found Butch staring at me from the T-junction, a dark thundercloud encircling his huge frame. I ran up the stairs as fast as I could.




Chapter Five: Richie Silvestri

“He gone?” I asked when Butch lumbered back into the office. 

“Fuck that guy,” Butch muttered. His ugly mug looked uglier than usual. Danny O’Shea hadn’t impressed him much. “He’s trouble, boss.”

“They’re all trouble, Butchie boy, but you know my motto. Surround yourself with trouble, so you have someone to blame things on when the shit goes south.”

“Not sure about that,” Butch said, glancing at the doorway. “This one might be different.”

“He’s just a guy looking for work,” Archie said. 

 “There’s no such thing as just a guy looking for work, you fucking pussy,” Butch said.

“Fuck you,” Archie shot back.

“Easy, boys,” I said. “Tell me again, Archie.  How’d you meet this guy?” 

I rounded on Archie, happy to see he cringed just a bit. It never hurt to remind him who was in charge around here.

I loved the guy like a slow brother, had since I’d pulled him out of a toilet when we were grade school. I still didn’t know why I’d done it. Something about seeing a little kid floundering in shit I guess. My dad hadn’t been the nicest guy, and I’d had my fair share of shit swirlies from that abusive bastard. Pulling Archie up by the collar and wiping the crap off his face, and the vomit off his clothes after he puked, made us brothers of a kind. He wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, and not even the strongest, but he’d always had my back, and I’d always had his. I guess when you knew the world was already out to get you at the age of eight you needed someone in your corner. Archie was in mine. Probably the only one there by choice.

So, I was stuck with him, and most often I didn’t mind it, but sometimes he made my life a lot harder than it should be. Like tonight. The guy didn’t have a fucking brain in his skull, and I didn’t buy for a minute that he’d been hustling pool for money to give his kids. He hadn’t seen those damn kids in eight months. I knew that because I had to send him with a driver out to Arlington Heights when that bitch ex of his had remarried, to a goddamned chiropractor of all things, and moved out of the city. 

Archie had been trying to score money for his habit, and that meant trouble because I supplied Archie with exactly the right amount that worked for me.

“Well, Archie?” I settled in my chair and waited. 

“I already told you.”

“Tell me again.”

“Like I said, just a guy,” he stuttered. “He did me a solid. Otto could have killed me, Richie.  He had me by the fucking neck.”

“No big loss,” Butch said. “You’re as worthless as tits on a bull.”

I cut a glance to Butch to shut him up. He wisely shut his trap.

Archie looked at the floor. “I’m trying to help a guy out is all.”

“Where’d you say he’s from?”

Archie swallowed. “Don’t know. He mentioned Iowa.”

“That dude ain’t from Iowa,” Butch said.

“H-he didn’t say he was born there,” Archie said. “Only that it was a shithole state and he didn’t want to park there. Ran out of money or something.”

“I don’t give a fuck if he came from Mars,” Butch said. “I don’t like his attitude. All cocky and shit.”

“You’re all cocky and shit,” I reminded him.

“Yeah, well, he ain’t me, okay? He ain’t earned the right to be cocky around here.”

“True, true, but I suspect you’ll keep him in his place.”

“We don’t need another bouncer,” Butch said. “Got bouncers up the ass around here.”

“Because we have pussy up the ass here,” I said. “Some of these drunks think they can cop a feel any time they want, and that doesn’t fly here. If they want their fingers to smell like pussy, they gotta pay. If they want a blowjob, they gotta pay. If they want to fuck someone in the ass, they gotta pay.” I spread my hands and smiled. “You can’t do it all, Butch, and I know for a goddamned fact some of these so-called bouncers, the men I pay, are skimming from me. I need you focused on that.”

“I’ll focus. Got it, boss.”

“Let this guy handle the nitty-gritty and you focus on this damn thief. I know the girls are doing their damn jobs making me dough, and almost every night, the till seems lighter than it should be. Once I know which of them is snatching money right out of my goddamned pocket, you can deal with that too. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Butch smiled. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

“Good. So, train this new guy to look after the girls. He’s new blood, so it’ll take a while for him to start getting brave enough to steal from me.  In the meantime, he reports to you, so watch him close.”

“No problem,” Butch said, cracking his thick knuckles.  “I’ll watch him like a fucking hawk.”

A hawk. I needed Butch to be a pit bull. Not a fucking hawk.

I pinched the bridge of my nose and glanced at the clock. I hated doing business after midnight. “Get Archie to the hospital and get that hand fixed. No painkillers. I don’t need him jacked up on something else.”

“Ah, Richie, I ain’t jacked up.”

I stared at the scratches on his arm, where he’d been digging at himself with his raggedy fingernails.. “Sure you’re not.” I leaned forward. “I’m serious as a heart attack here, Arch. No painkillers. I don’t care if you have to put a stick between your teeth. You hear me?”

Archie nodded miserably.

“Now get out of here.” I reached toward my desk drawer for my bottle of scotch.

“One other thing, boss.”

Huffing out a sigh, I glanced up to find Butch shuffling his feet. There was something he didn’t want to tell me, but he would—because he was a good little soldier. “What?”

“The dude…he saw Hannah, out on the stairs.”

Jesus Christ. As though I didn’t have enough trouble. If that little bitch was sneaking around stirring up those dancers again about better pay and shit, she was going to find herself in a world of hurt. The last time I’d lost three of my best girls, along with some of my best-paying clientele. If these cunts wanted health benefits, they were in the wrong place. Let them try to find another job with no skills but big bouncy tits, cocksucking lips, and a damp pussy.

“What the fuck was she doing out there?” I asked.

“Don’t know.” He cracked his knuckles again, his mind obviously still on O’Shea. “She was wearing that ratty old robe that looks like shit.”

“Hmm…” If she hadn’t been dressed, she probably wasn’t stirring shit up, at least not tonight. “Hungry I guess. Did she have food?”

“Not that I saw.”

“So did they talk?”

“A couple words I guess,” Butch said. “She looked flustered, but I didn’t like the way they were looking at each other.”

“And how was that?”

“All cow-eyed and giggly. Made me want to puke.”

“You’re just jealous,” Archie muttered.

Butch turned on Archie so fast the smaller man stumbled and fell back against the desk. He cried out and clutched his hand tighter. 

“Shut your goddamned mouth, you fucking junkie piece of shit.”

“Down, Butch,” I said with a sigh that let them know I was getting bored with their sit. “It’s no secret around here you’ve got a massive hard-on for my little sis.  It’s a done deal, you’ll be family.  She’ll come around…eventually. You just gotta be patient. Gotta catch that sexy fly with honey, and the way I see it, what you been dishing out ain’t honey.” 

“I try,” Butch said, sulking. 

I’d been watching Butch pant after Hannah for years, even since she sprouted tits at fourteen and started smelling like pussy instead of peanut butter and Kool-Aid. Did I want Butch as a brother-in-law? No fucking way. But I needed someone in the family to keep Hannah under control. There was only so much a brother could do. She needed a firmer hand, and though I never minded a bit of violence, I’d promised my dead mother I’d never hurt her little girl. A promise was a promise.

Archie whimpered. “Damn, Richie, can I get this hand looked at? I can’t feel my fingers anymore.”

“Then why are you whining so much, you cunt?” Butch snarled.

“Shut up,” Archie whispered. 

“Boys, boys, I’m starting to feel like a referee here, and that isn’t a good look for me. Hate stripes.” I adjusted my plain red tie.

“Let me follow him now and put him out of our misery.” There he was. Finally. Butch, the pit bull with a bone.

I waved my hand, holding on to my patience by a thread. “Not tonight. I wanna see where this leads.”

“It’s leading to disaster,” Butch said. “I can smell it.”

“What you smell is the stench of your own envy, Butchie boy.”

Butch narrowed his eyes, seething. I really shouldn’t goad him, but these two were wearing on my temper. Trying to look like I didn’t give a fuck about this new guy had given me a migraine. It pulsed just beneath the skin on my temple and threatened to erupt full force. What I wanted was my bottle of scotch and some hot, wet pussy. Maybe Jacklyn. I could bury my face in her plump cunt and inhale. The scent of pussy always calmed my nerves.

“I don’t like him,” Butch said.

“I got that,” I said. “Noted. In bright red crayon. Now get the fuck out of here before I decide I need different lackeys.”

They skedaddled after that. They knew when they’d pushed the final button and I was ready to blow.

I yanked the bottle out of my drawer and drank right from the bottle.

Goddamn, my head hurt. Hannah better not become a problem. I’d loved my mother for the short time I had her and wanted to keep my word, but that girl could only push me so far. I had a business and reputation at stake, and no one—not even a little sis—was going to bring me down.
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Blurb

Neil Driscoll has no intention of looking back. He’s got a trajectory in mind and he’s sticking to it, whether it ruins other people’s lives or not. He’s worked hard to get where he is and has no intention of stopping, not for anyone. Not for anyone or anything, that is, aside from a tragedy that drives him to the home he has come to hate. He vows to stay for as short amount of time as possible, however, and has no intention of breaking that vow, even when a chance encounter throws his entire world off balance.

Fay Turner has never left home and has no intention of doing so. Why would she, when home has everything in the world she could ever want? Her life is predictable and she likes it that way, right up until a surprise encounter turns everything upside down in a matter of moments. When two old lovers come together again, will it rekindle something long believed lost or will the time between them prove too large an obstacle to overcome?




Chapter 1: Fay

“Oh my God!” I said. “Don’t do that kind of thing to me, Courtney! You know I hate it when you do.”

“That’s right.” Courtney grinned at me from the space where she’d suddenly inserted her face in between me and my book. “I do. Which is probably why I do it. You realize that, don’t you?”

I rolled my eyes at her and pushed her head out of the way, gently enough so as not to hurt her but hard enough so that she knew I meant business. Or at least, hopefully she knew I meant business. Courtney Paige and I had been best friends for literally as long as I could remember. Such a long-lasting friendship was mostly a good thing, but it also had the unfortunate effect of giving her the ability to see right through me. She knew when I was actually angry and when I was just kind of annoyed, like right now. 

Courtney knew I was just mildly annoyed, not actually pissed off at her. She allowed herself to be physically moved, but she showed no signs of actually leaving me in peace so that I could continue reading my book without interruption. 

That was really too bad because I had a feeling the story was starting to get to a really good part, where the hero would finally tell the girl he’d been pining after how totally in love he was with her, and had been for years and years. I was a sucker for that kind of thing.

I probably would have gone right on reading for the rest of the day if I hadn’t been so rudely interrupted. Courtney, on the other hand, was a different story altogether. She had never been much of a fan of reading, and she seemed to have a particular hatred for the romance books I completely loved. 

Courtney frowned at me, pretending to be stern. “Um, little lady, you do know that we’re at work, right? I mean, technically, that is?”

“Right,” I said. “What’s your point?”

“Well, I guess my point is that this is a diner, not a library. Do you really think you should just be sitting there at the counter, reading a book like you don’t give a shit who sees you?”

“Are you kidding me?” I asked, laughing. I grabbed a napkin to use as a bookmark before shutting my book. “You’re actually drinking a beer right now. We’re at work, as you so lovingly reminded me, and you’re drinking a beer. Do you think that’s a good idea?”

“Totally different.” Courtney grinned before taking another long swig off of her longneck bottle. “Not even in the same ballpark.”

“Oh yeah? And how do you figure? I mean, how do you justify that drinking a beer on the job is more professional than reading a book while we wait around for even one customer to come in? I would really love to know.”

“Hmm, beer is part of the food industry? So at least I’m sticking with the correct genre? Sure, let’s go with that. Besides, it’s time for you to stop reading that crap anyway. You’ve got to know that by now, Fay. You aren’t a dreamy little girl anymore. You’re twenty-six years old, for Christ’s sake. Don’t you think it’s time to grow up some?”

And there it was. The thing at the heart of this recurring fight about my voracious reading. It wasn’t the actual reading Courtney had a problem with so much as the subject matter. She made no secret about objecting to my choice of entertainment. She hated romances. She didn’t just dislike them, but hated them. She hated them as if they had somehow managed to personally offend, even though they were only inanimate objects. 

They were just stories. Just things I used to pass the time and add a little magic to my life. But to look at the scowl Courtney wore on her face now, you would think I was reading about Hitler. 

She hated them like someone would hate the mean girl who bullied them in high school. I had never really been able to understand her hostility toward romance novels, despite her loud explanations for it. Explanations she was going to offer up all over again, by the look of it.

“Fay, you’ve got to stop filling your head with nonsense, okay? I mean, for real. What do you think it’s doing to your brain, filling it with so much crap?”

“But it’s not crap,” I insisted.

“Oh yeah? How do you figure? You aren’t telling me you think those stories are all realistic, are you? Because if that’s the case, we’ve got bigger problems than I thought. Like, ‘call the men in the white coats’ problems.”

I shook my head. “No, that’s not what I’m saying. Of course not. But stories don’t all have to be one hundred percent realistic to be worth reading.”

“But they aren’t worth reading. That’s my point! It’s all crap because life doesn’t work that way.”

The ringing of the little bell over the front door of the diner interrupted the momentum of Courtney’s impending tirade. At least, for the moment. We both looked up, mildly surprised at the intrusion, seeing as how people rarely ate in our little hole in the wall. Courtney took the man a menu and got him started, leaving me to mull over the things she’d been saying to me once again. 

She kept trying to dissuade me from continuing my love affair with my romance novels. Over the years, she’d told me how stupid my fascination with these love stories was so many times, I couldn’t possibly have kept track. Not even if I’d wanted to, which I didn’t. I couldn’t think of a more depressing thing to keep a tally of. 

Her basic argument was always the same. What was the point in getting myself all worked up and moony over a concept that didn’t exist it real life? What was the point of getting attached to the idea of happily-ever-afters when I was never going to get one of my own? In short, Courtney thought I was setting myself up for failure, and her constant nagging at me was her way of trying to protect me. 

She meant well, and because of that, I never got angry at her about this old argument. It was the reason that I didn’t get angry with her right now. She was trying to look out for me. Her heart was in the right place. After the death of my mother, who’d raised me all by herself, Courtney was the only one who was willing to step up to the challenge. 

“See, here’s the thing,” she said in her always just a little bit too loud voice, as if there had never been a break in the conversation. “You’re setting these expectations, Fay. You’re setting these expectations for yourself, and they’re never going to be met. You don’t know what it’s like out there, sweetie. Men aren’t walking Prince Charmings. Not even close. The sooner you get that idea out of your head, the better off you’ll be. And hey? Maybe you’ll finally be able to get rid of the V-card! God knows you need to before you hit thirty. Can you imagine?”

“Courtney!” I hissed. My cheeks flamed up a hot, bright red immediately at her mention of my lingering virginity. “Come on!”

“What?” She laughed, hopping up on the diner’s front lunch counter and swinging her legs nonchalantly. “It’s not like there’s anyone here to listen.”

“Um, aren’t you forgetting about something?” I asked in a whisper, cocking my head in the direction of our one customer.

“What, that guy? He’s not listening. Old guys don’t give a shit about the kind of stuff people like us talk about. Anyway, don’t try to change the subject. The point is, the sooner you get this fairytale idea of love out of your head, the better. We live in Ashville, Alaska, Fay. There aren’t millions of men walking around just waiting to sweep us off our feet. And there aren’t a bunch of things to amuse us everywhere we turn. Smoking, partying, those are the only things here to help pass the time, and they aren’t bad things, either. That’s all I’m saying, lady. The sooner you get rid of this romanticism of yours, the sooner you can come join the land of the living. And I’ll be right there waiting for you when you do, ready to throw you a fucking party!”

Courtney hopped back off the counter and headed to the back, presumably to take inventory or some other equally tedious thing. I smiled and shook my head, opening my book back up in spite of everything Courtney had just said. Almost instantaneously, I was caught up in the drama of the story again. So caught up that I didn’t even notice when our one patron approached the part of the counter I leaned up against. It was only when he cleared his throat bashfully that I looked up with a start, letting out a little gasp of surprise when I did so. 

“Oh!”

“Sorry,” he said quickly, his face bashful and as red as mine had been at the mention of my virginity. “I didn’t mean to startle you, miss.”

“Don’t be sorry. It’s quite alright. Is there something I can get you?”

“Um, well, no. Not exactly. It’s just that I overheard your conversation with that other one, the one who’s trying to convince you that love is bullshit.”

“Oh, you heard that, did you? I’m sorry about that. I’ll make sure that our silly conversation doesn’t interrupt your meal again.”

“No, it’s not that. I just wanted to tell you something. I wanted to tell you that true love isn’t what she says. It’s real, and it’s out there. Take it from an old man who’s lived through it himself. That’s all.”

I thanked the man profusely. I was strangely touched by both his words and his willingness to go out on a limb and say them to me. I tried to go back to my book, but I found that it was now all but impossible. Whether I wanted them to or not, my thoughts traveled back in time, back to the only boy I’d ever loved. Back to the moment all those years ago when I’d offered my heart up to him, and he’d chosen to walk away instead of taking my simple and all-important gift.




Chapter 2: Neil

Most people considered me to be a very young man, at only twenty-six years old, but I was also a man that had been described as too serious, on more than one occasion. I’d heard these comments, of course, because generally, people who talked behind the backs of others weren’t all that discreet. I’d heard the whispers, and the people calling me an asshole, or saying I was willing to walk all over anyone and everyone to get what I wanted, and I couldn’t have cared less. 

I didn’t give a shit because their opinions didn’t matter. Their opinions weren’t the things that had gotten me almost all of the way through law school. They hadn’t ensured that my grades were at the top of my class across the board. They weren’t the things that had gotten me out of my bullshit tiny town, either. And they weren’t going to be the things that made me one of the top lawyers in Connecticut once I passed my bar exam. People’s opinions only mattered to those who were too small-minded to think for themselves. That had never, and would never, be me.

“Mr. Driscoll! There you are! I was wondering if you’d be here. Some of the others were saying you were far too serious to come to something as frivolous as a party, but I knew better. I was sure you would come, and now, here you are.” 

I turned, scotch in hand, and saw one of my professors approaching. I’d had plenty of teachers over the last three years, and after the two or three scotches I had already slung back, this particular one’s name escaped me. It had the potential to create an embarrassing situation for me, but seeing as the older gentleman seemed to be a fan of mine already, I was sure I could slide through whatever conversation he wanted with me, without him ever knowing I wasn’t sure exactly who he was. 

“Hello, sir,” I said. “Good to see you! And I’m not sure what you’ve heard about me, but I never turn down a good party. My father always told me it was important for a man to know how to work hard and play hard, and that’s a rule I’ve always made a point of following.”

“Excellent! Excellent, my boy, but please, there’s no need to call me sir. Not now that all of your classes are over. Please, call me Dan.”

I nodded and smiled, happy to see that I’d learned his name without him ever being wise to the fact that I wasn’t sure who the fuck he was. I listened to him talk, making sure it looked like he was getting my undivided attention. In reality, I checked out the room to see who I might be able to take home and fuck tonight. 

I had no interest in a relationship. God forbid some clingy chick try to nail me down into a long-term thing. Decent women had tried and failed to do that. No pussy was that good. 

During my time at Yale, I’d banged more than my share of ladies. I saw no reason to stop now. It always amazed me how some of the world’s most intelligent women could turn into mindless fools over a man. Especially when they thought they might be able to trap him. 

I made it clear to them from the beginning that all I wanted was some fun between the sheets. But still, some of them couldn’t understand. It was a massive turn off. If anything, it only made me more eager to ditch their asses. I’d sent more than one crying woman home with her soaked panties in hand. It was their own damn fault for thinking they could change me.

“So, what do you think?” Professor Dan asked. “Are you going for sooner rather than later?”

“Good question,” I answered smoothly, taking a second to make sure I was right about him asking me when I planned on taking the bar. “And may I answer your question with another question?”

“Smart boy,” the professor also known as Dan said with a twinkle in his eye. “No direct answer. Spoken like a true attorney. I suppose most people will take their exam as soon as possible. Impatient to get to work, and all of that. Perhaps you don’t have that same concern? Given your unique set of circumstances and all.”

“My circumstances?” I asked, actually paying attention now. 

“But of course. Your father runs one of the most successful oil companies in the world. One of the most successful companies in the world period. Sitting comfortably in the top two hundred fifty companies for what, years now? Let’s just say, I wouldn’t blame you if you decided to forego law in favor of taking over the family business. Nepotism gets a bad rap, but sometimes it’s the best decision. The best decision by far. Why not start out with something you already know for sure is going to be a success?”

“Right,” I said, faking a laugh. At that moment, I came to the conclusion that I wasn’t a fan of Professor Dan in the slightest. “I can see how a person would think that. As for me, though, I think I’ll take my chances doing the lawyer thing.”

“Really?” he asked me with a look of skepticism so smug, I wanted to reach out and physically smack it off his face. “Is that so?”

“It is. Besides, my father is never going to retire. It would be pointless for me to try and make plans around taking over the family business. He’s going to be heading that company up when he’s a hundred years old. I have to figure out something to keep me occupied in the meantime.”

“Ah, one of those,” the good professor answered in a commiserating tone. As if he could even come close to understanding what I was talking about. 

He went on to talk about who the fuck knew what? He droned on and on, as if I gave a damn what he had to say. Law school had been good to me, but one thing I most definitely wouldn’t miss were the pompous asses who oversaw our education. I had put up with them while in class, because getting top grades was more important than anything else. Now that I didn’t need them anymore, I was having a bitch of a time pretending to tolerate the company of the professors mingling with the students at this party. A man could only fake a smile for so long. 

I was more than a little grateful when I saw my buddy Alastair approaching us with a very serious look on his face. Alastair was originally from London, but he’d been living in the States for many years. I had met him our first year at Yale, when the two of us had quickly established a system of looking out for each other and helping the other out of unpleasant, seemingly endless conversations. 

I had no doubt that his serious, almost grief-stricken, expression now was a part of that ruse. I made a mental note to buy him a beer later on, once we were free of all these stupid professors who couldn’t seem to let us go, now that we were on our way out of Yale’s door and headed out into the real world.

“Neil,” Alastair said in a low, serious voice as he put one hand on my shoulder. “I’m so sorry to interrupt, mate.”

“What’s the trouble?” Professor Dan asked pompously, immediately going into control mode. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Alastair repeated, really putting on a good show, one worthy of an Oscar in my humble opinion. “It’s terribly rude of me to interrupt. It’s just, there’s a phone call for him. About his father.”

“I better take this,” I cut in with my own grave tone, doing my best not to crack a smile and ruin the whole show. “Please, excuse me.”

“Of course! Of course, Neil. Please let me know if you need anything.”

The good professor turned to go. After watching to make sure that he was well out of sight, I turned to Alastair with a grin spreading across my face. Unfortunately, it was a grin that never made it to its full potential. My friend’s expression had not changed. He looked afraid and sad and a little bit like he was going to throw up. Nothing that suggested he was just trying to help me out of a bad conversation.

“What’s the matter, man? You look like shit.”

“I wasn’t bullshitting you,” he said. “There was a phone call. You weren’t near your phone, and it kept ringing. So I picked it up.”

“Okay, so what’s the problem?” I asked.

“It’s your father, Neil. He’s gone. He’s passed away.”




Chapter 3: Fay

“Where the hell is the waiter?” Courtney asked. “Can’t he tell I’m going to die here if I don’t get my drink?”

“I’m pretty sure what you need is a glass of water, by the look of you.”

“And just what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

I laughed. “Are you really going to make me say it?” 

I took a sip of my coke and mentally thanked my lucky stars that I wasn’t suffering from the kind of hangover Courtney clearly was. I was well aware that most people thought I was a bit of a goody-goody, but that was something I was definitely okay with. Especially if it meant that I didn’t have to feel as shitty as Courtney did during one of her legendary hangovers. 

One of those hangovers had her so terribly cranky at the moment, cranky enough that she poked her lip out at me, like she used to do to her parents when we were little and she wasn’t getting her way. 

“Fine, go ahead and make fun, Fay. At least I know how to have fun.”

“Do you really consider this fun, though? You don’t look like you’re having fun. You look like you feel terrible.”

“You may be right,” Courtney answered with a sly little smile, something I was glad to see. It meant that any chance of us getting into a fight had most likely passed. “But I had a hell of a good time last night.”

“Did you now?”

“Yeah, I did!” Courtney practically shouted, taking a moment to nod appreciatively at the waiter who had finally brought her an impressively large glass of wine. “We were all at Rocco’s place. You’ve been there, right?”

“You know I haven’t,” I smiled, totally used to Courtney’s attempts to draw me into her world. “But I’m glad you had fun.”

“Things got really wild. You know they always ask about you, right?”

“Sure,” I laughed, already completely sure of where this conversation was going. “I think you’ve told me that before. I find it hard to believe, seeing as he’s never spoken to me. Not even in high school. But you’ve told me.”

“He hasn’t spoken to you because he thinks you’re hot!”

“Shh! Come on, Courtney, keep it down, will you? You’re embarrassing me.”

“It’s not like the five people in here need me to tell them that you’re hot. Everyone thinks you’re hot. Most of them also happen to believe you should stop being so uptight.”

“Courtney, come on. You know I’m not going to change everything about the way I live my life because some guy named Rocco thinks I’m cute.”

“Not cute. Hot. But okay, fine. I get it. All I’m saying is that you should at least think about letting your hair down a bit.”

“I know,” I said, sighing. “You’ve told me. Believe me, if I ever decide to conduct a complete overhaul on the way I live my life, you’ll be the first one to know.”

“Oh, I better be! Or else I’ll have to kill you.”

The two of us lapsed into silence for a couple of minutes, each of us concentrating on our appetizers and thinking our own individual thoughts. It was something I was sure would have made plenty of people totally uncomfortable, but for me, it didn’t seem like any kind of issue whatsoever. Courtney was like a sister to me, had been since before I could even remember, according to my late mother. There was nobody in the world I knew better and nobody who knew me with that same kind of depth. 

There wasn’t a whole lot to our little town, and I knew that was something that really got to Courtney sometimes. For me, a town that not only had the beauty of Alaska but also had a friendship like the one I had with Courtney was a pretty great place. This was what I was busy thinking about when Courtney spoke again and totally derailed all of my thoughts for the rest of the night.

“You know, there was another pretty interesting topic of conversation last night.”

“I’m sure there always is,” I said, trying not to take the bait.

“Right, but I think this was one you might find of particular interest.”

“Okay, I’ll play along. What was the topic of conversation?”

“Neil Driscoll.”

It was pretty clear to me that Courtney had been going for a dramatic effect with the way she delivered her news. If that was the case, it totally worked. She delivered the news right as I took a bite of my salad, and I almost choked on a leaf of lettuce. It was so noticeable that our waiter actually approached our table, apparently prepared to thump me on the back until I stopped choking. 

“No!” I managed to get out, completely mortified at the thought of him drawing even more attention to the scene I was making, “No, I’m fine, really. I’m sorry, it just went down the wrong way, I guess.”

“Are you sure?” he asked uncertainly, looking from me to Courtney and then back to me again. “You were turning pretty red.”

“She’s good,” Courtney interjected, taking mercy on me and doing the talking for me. “I just said something at the wrong time. You know how it goes.”

“Sure, sure, I know. Still, just wave if you need anything ladies, all right? Seriously, anything.”

I gave him what small smile I could manage. Courtney thanked him before the two of us fell silent while we waited for him to be totally out of earshot. Once I was reasonably confident that he wasn’t paying attention to us anymore, I looked at Courtney closely, trying to figure out if this was some kind of a weird joke, or if what she was telling me was the truth. When she didn’t crack at all, didn’t even blink, I knew she was telling the truth. For whatever reason, the conversation at her party last night had turned to Neil, the only boy I had ever said “I love you” to.

“Sorry, Fay. I honest to God wasn’t trying to mess with you. I just thought you would want to know.”

“But why were people talking about him? He hasn’t been back here in almost ten years, Courtney.”

“He came up because of his dad.”

“What about him?” I asked, trying to ignore the little shiver that went up my spine at the mention of Neil’s father. Neil and I had dated for most of high school, and by the time he left, we were pretty hot and heavy. His father had never been anything but cold when it came to our interactions. 

The Driscoll family was beyond wealthy, and my mother had always told me that it was their wealth and our lack thereof that made him that way. But that didn’t make his chilly treatment of me any easier to take. I never had trouble getting along with people and getting them to like me. Neil’s father was the exception. Even after Neil was gone, the weight of his father’s dislike had been heavy on my shoulders.

“What about his dad?” I asked again. “I’m surprised that anyone at Rocco’s place would have much to say about Mr. Driscoll. I don’t think he ever had much to say about many of us.”

“He definitely won’t now. They were talking about him because he’s dead.”

“Dead? What the hell? How, Courtney?”

“I guess he had a heart attack. I’m not really too sure, but I know he’s gone. Neil just kind of came up because of that.”

“Is he okay? Where’s the funeral going to be held?”

“In Texas, I think,” Courtney said. “At least that’s what I heard.”

“That would make sense. That’s where most of Neil’s family lived while we were together. I would be surprised if they’d left. Jesus.”

“You all right?”

Courtney looked genuinely concerned now, and I assured her that I was just fine. In my heart, I wasn’t too sure. In my heart, I felt like I was being torn in half. I tried hard not to think about Neil too often, especially since I was sure that he wouldn’t even know me now if he saw me. Hearing him brought up this way made it so that he was the only thing on the planet I felt capable of thinking about at all. 

Part of me was sure that I should just pick up and make my way to Texas. I should figure out where the funeral was and go there to be his support. His mom had died when he was a baby, and even though he hadn’t come back to visit his dad, I knew he was the only family Neil felt he had left. Now he would be alone in the world, with nobody to stand by his side and grieve with him. 

On the other hand, it was entirely possible that I was the biggest idiot in the world for even thinking something like that. It had been eight years since Neil and I had seen each other. He was both incredibly good looking and unbelievably rich. The idea that he wouldn’t have found a girl to stand by his side was stupid and naïve. I knew it full well. There was nothing to be done by me, nothing but lie awake that night and think about Neil and the life the two of us might have had if the world had been a different place when the two of us had still been young.




Chapter 4: Neil

Texas always had a confused and mixed place in my heart, and I suspected it always would. It was the place of my father’s birth, the place he called home for the whole of his life, regardless of where he was actually living. I had grown up in Ashville, Alaska for my entire life. That whole time, my dad referred to Texas as his home anytime somebody asked. Hell, he would make sure to let people know he hailed from Texas whether they asked or not as if it gave him some kind of leg up on everyone around him. 

There had been times when I was younger when I found myself actually jealous of the state, wishing my dad would talk about me with the same reverence he used for his home state. At the same time, the family ranch had always been one of my favorite places in the world to go to. I had many childhood memories of family vacations at that ranch, and they were things I was pretty sure I wouldn’t have traded for all of the world. 

Because of those fond memories, being back at the ranch for the first time in almost a decade for a funeral made it feel even more like hell. I was here for my father’s funeral. 

I stood beneath the endless Texas sky and listened to my father’s funeral service. The whole scene felt surreal. I was twenty-six years old, but until I had actually seen the jar of ashes my dad had been reduced to, a big part of me still believed he would live forever, just like a little kid would. 

It was stupid, and I knew it, but stupid rarely stopped people. It sure as shit hadn’t stopped me. Even while spreading his ashes into the strong Texas wind, I’d hardly been able to believe that what I was doing was real. I had hardly been able to believe that my dad was actually dead.

“Jesus, Neil,” Brent said. “I don’t know what to say. I’m really sorry to hear about your dad.”

With a great deal of effort, I focused my eyes on Brent Faulkner, the man who had been my dad’s go-to person for as long as I could remember. He had always been my dad’s number two, essentially the next in line when it came to the business and the company. 

For that reason, some people probably thought I had it out for him. That I considered him a rival or something. That couldn’t have been further from the truth. I liked Brent, and I’d always liked him. Even during the years when I thought everyone else around my dad and me was a complete asshole. 

Brent had always been nice to me, and I hadn’t ever gotten the vibe that he was trying to do anything shady. I was glad to have him there with me at the funeral, especially because he was the only one there that I could stand at all. That was a pretty fucked up thing to think, considering that most of the other people standing around beside me were technically family.  But it had been a long time since I’d considered them to be anything of the sort. 

When I looked at them, I was reminded of that scene towards the beginning of the movie Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. Everyone milling around the casino lobby was a giant reptile dinosaur thing, and nobody could see it but the totally fucked up Johnny Depp character. 

I hadn’t seen any of them in a hell of a long time, years probably, but I would have been happy never to see them again. I didn’t even have to talk to them to know they weren’t really at my dad’s funeral to pay their respects. They were there to grovel. They were there to offer fake condolences, and then see what kind of piece of the pie they could get their hands on. Even thinking about it made me want to kick somebody’s ass, which made focusing in on Brent all the more important.

“Hey, man, thank you for coming.”

“Of course, Neil! As I said, I’m very, very sorry. Last time I checked, everything was fine with your dad. This heart attack came as a surprise to everyone, I think. I know I always thought your dad was going to outlive us all, and my guess is that everyone else did, too.”

“I think you may be right about that,” I mumbled, looking around at the people who were family, according to blood. They felt a lot more like enemies.

“Don’t worry about them,” Brent said in a low, mistrustful voice. It made me feel better, just because it seemed to so closely mirror my feelings for the vultures circling my dad’s grave. “I already had nice chats with a couple of them.”

“Oh yeah?” I answered as nonchalantly as I could manage, feeling a wave of hatred run through me so strong it made me shiver. “Want to tell me a little bit about that?”

“Let’s just say there were a few people with a little more interest in your dad’s financial situation than they had any right to have. They had some questions for you, and I decided to step in and answer them instead. I hope that’s all right. Please tell me if I overstepped.”

“Jesus, no. Thank you, Brent. I’m going to wind up in jail if they try to milk me for money now. Do you know how long it’s been since any of them have seen my dad? I don’t think they’ve even spoken with him, for Christ’s sake.”

“No,” Brent said slowly, the tendons in his neck popping out a little as he spoke and simultaneously surveyed the little clumps of my family members standing around and eyeing us. “Unfortunately, that’s not true. I happen to know that first hand.”

“Tell me.”

My jaw clenched before he even started talking. By the time he was done, I was ready to set the whole worthless group of my dad’s remaining family on fire and take whatever consequences might come to me. 

There was no doubt in my mind that if we were still living in the kind of society where justice was primal and in our own hands, I would be able to do whatever the hell I wanted to those assholes without having anything happen to me at all. Brent had several examples to give me of my dad’s charming family, but they all amounted to the same exact thing. 

Over the years they had made as many attempts as they could get away with to take as much from my dad as they could get. Sometimes, Brent had been able to talk him out of it, and sometimes, he hadn’t been, but the requests had been there consistently. Those requests were the only times dad’s family had ever bothered to keep in touch with him, which solidified their spot as complete assholes in my book. 

It did one other thing for me as well, something I had been kind of uneasy about in my own mind before coming to Texas to lay my father to rest. There was no question that I was going to have to go back to Alaska, at least for a little while, and that was a truth I was just going to have to find a way to live with. When it came to my dad’s company, though, my mind was well on the way to being made up. It would be my company, because that was what my dad wanted, and I knew it. But Brent would be the one to run it, and that was a good thing to have figured out. 

It meant I could get the hell out of Ashville sooner, rather than later, and there was nothing I could think of that I would want more. The only thing that came close to competing was getting out of Texas and never coming back. That was something I was going to achieve the moment I left the ranch and drove my shitty rental car to the nearest airport. I was going to get on a plane, do my duties in Ashville, and then I was never going to fucking look back.




Chapter 5: Fay

Neil grabbed my face and pulled me to his mouth. His kiss was full of passion and lust. He paused, pulled back and looked down at me. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Neil asked me.

I nodded my head. “Yes.” I said. 

Neil grabbed my head again. His soft lips felt so much better than I had remembered. His tongue circled mine. I found my body began to respond in ways I hadn’t realized would happen. My panties felt wet and my nipples were hard. They brushed gently on the fabric of the white t-shirt I was wearing.

Neil slid a hand under my shirt. Guiding it up my stomach and to my breast. He grabbed it and I could feel his fingers finding my nipples. He squeezed and twisted it just a bit. I was surprised that it felt so good when he did that. He continued to kiss me, tasting me. He slid his hand back down my stomach and down to the button and zipper of my pants and undid them both. He slid his hand down farther, into my panties and then I felt his fingers on my clit. He began to move them up and down slowly and then around in circles.

“Mmm, Neil.” I moaned against his mouth. He pulled apart and helped me remove my jeans and shirt. 

“You are absolutely perfect.” He said, observing me. Looking over my entire body. His eyes on me made me feel hot and bothered. “Lay on the bed.”

I walked the few steps over to my bed and got on. I laid down in the middle and looked at him. I wasn’t sure what to expect, as I had never done this before. I watched him remove his pants, his dick was huge. Bigger than I had imagined.

I watched him climb on the bed between my legs. He grabbed my panties and slid them down my legs.

“You don’t need these.” He said and flung them across my room. He looked at me as he reached down and with his thumb, proceeded to rub my clit hard and fast.

“Oh my God.” I said. The pleasure was intense and my body was involuntarily jerking as he continued to rub around my clit. He slowed his movements and took his hand away, leaving me wanting more. 

“I want to taste you.” He said and I watched as he laid down in between my legs and pressed his mouth to me. He began to lick my clit. The feeling was absolutely sensational. 

“That feels so good.” I said. He increased the speed at which he was licking me now. He moved his head as he moved his tongue, pressing so there was some force behind it. He stopped and looked at me. “You taste so good, but now I just want to feel you. Are you sure, this is okay?” 

I nodded my head. “Yes, Neil. Please let me feel you.” I said, almost begging him. I was so turned on and wet. I wanted to feel more of him, all of him. I needed to feel every bit of pleasure he could bring me.

Neil laid down next to me. “You should get on top. That way you can go at your own pace.” He said. 

I gave him a small nod and then straddled him. I slowly lowered myself onto him. I felt the head of his dick at my whole, pressing, trying to get inside. I lowered myself a little farther down and I felt him enter me a little bit. I braced myself for the pain as I lowered myself even more, but there was no pain. Only pleasure.

I lowered myself all the way onto him and I gasped from the pleasure.

“You’re so tight.” He said. 

I moved my body up and down, bouncing on his large dick. It was an almost indescribable pleasure. The feeling of him fully inside of me, my body moving with his, was amazing. It was pure ecstasy. 

“This feels so good.” I said to him as I leaned forward and placed my hands on his chest to get a good grip. I moved my body up and down, allowing myself to slide on his dick. 

Neil wrapped his arms around my back and pulled me forward. He began to fuck my pussy with his dick. He moved himself so quickly that I thought he might burst through me. And then he stopped. “Bend over” He said to me and I nodded my head in response. I moved myself off of him, which was almost torturous. I wanted to keep riding him

I bent over in front of him and I felt him slide a finger inside of me. He moved it around, slowly causing me to wiggle my ass a little bit. He pulled his finger out and then I felt him pressing into it.

He leaned into me and whispered, “Tell me how bad you want it.” 

“So bad, Neil. I want it so bad. Please fuck me.” I begged. 

Neil pushed and I suddenly felt him inside of me. He moved his hips, thrusting in and out of me. He started moving faster and faster. He had me calling out, my body was tensing.

“I’m gonna come.” Neil said as he thrusted harder and deeper inside of me. 

I felt myself getting closer, a build-up of pleasure that had been slowly building up for years now. I felt myself on the edge of the most beautiful orgasm ever and suddenly I rolled my head back, closed my eyes, and began moaning so load. I was having my first official orgasm and it was the best feeling of my whole entire life.

 

The sound of my alarm going off, startled me from my sleep. I sat up, disoriented and reached for my clock to shut the noise off. I was panting and sweaty. But I felt so relaxed. I thought about the dream I had just had. I was having sex with Neil. It had felt so real, though I wasn’t really sure what sex felt like, I had an idea. I was also, ninety-nine percent sure that I had just had an orgasm from a dream.

It had been almost two weeks since Courtney had told me about Neil’s father passing away. I hadn’t been able to get the conversation out of my head. I hadn’t been able to get Neil out of my head. It was more than a little bit unnerving after spending years trying to achieve that very thing. 

Even now, trying to get ready for work, I could feel him in the back of my head, trying to make his way up to the front again. It was a place he’d occupied for quite some time, for several years after he’d made what he liked to call his “escape” from Ashville. It felt shockingly natural to let him come right back to it again. That was something I couldn’t let happen. It was awful, what had happened to his dad, but that didn’t make him any more a part of my life now than he had been before Courtney had told me what happened. I would do well to remember it. 

“You’re just being silly, Fay,” I whispered to myself, feeling downright foolish, and also aware that I was going to be late to work if I didn’t get my ass in gear. “Cut it out.”

I nodded to myself, as if my pitiful attempt at a self-reprimand was actually going to do any good, and hurried out of my front door. I managed to get out and get the door locked before it caught my eye; the thing that completely stopped me in my tracks. 

“Oh my God.”

My voice sounded flat in my own ears and some vague, far away feeling part of my brain wondered if I was in some kind of shock or something. The voice wasn’t present enough to really gain any traction. It was even less authoritative than the voice I’d used to reprimand myself, which seemed like a dismally impressive thing to be able to say. 

The light I saw in the Driscoll house was enough to make me feel like I had been hit by a bus, or something even more destructive. The house I was living in was the house I had grown up in, left to me when my mother had suddenly passed away when I was eighteen years old. It was also the house that had a prime view of the Driscoll residence, which sat high up on a hill I could clearly see from my front porch. 

I had seen light pouring out of its windows plenty of times over the years, which only made sense, seeing as it was where Neil’s dad continued to live after Neil moved on and never looked back. There hadn’t been any lights on since Mr. Driscoll had passed away, but that didn’t mean anything. Or at least, it didn’t have to mean anything, although it could have.

“No,” I hissed at myself, actually starting to get a little pissed at myself by that point. “It doesn’t, okay? It means nothing. Now get to work.”

I nodded to myself as if somebody else had given me the instruction instead of it having been delivered by me, to me. I headed to my car. I was acting like a complete basket case. I knew it, and I didn’t like it one bit. There was absolutely no reason to think a stupid light in the Driscoll residence meant that Neil had come home. 

They’d had a housekeeper for as long as I had known them, and it only made sense that she would be there to help clean the house up now that he was gone. Then there was the business manager, a man whose name I couldn’t remember at the moment, but who would very likely be there to help put the elder Driscoll’s home in order. There were all kinds of likely explanations and not a one of them involved Neil. 

That was only wishful thinking, and what made it sting was that the thinking was based on a person I didn’t know anymore. Neil and I had been in a relationship that had meant more to me than I liked to admit, but that had been in a whole different life. We didn’t know each other now and never would again. A death in his family wasn’t going to change that. No matter how many romance novels I read.

***

“Hey, girl! For a minute, I thought you really weren’t going to show up!”

“Hey, Court, I’m sorry. I guess I got off to a slow start.”

“Please!” Courtney laughed, pulling on the old sweatshirt that indicated to me she was about to head into the walk-in so that she could take some inventory. “I was about to throw you a parade. I’m pretty sure you haven’t ever done even one slightly irresponsible thing since we’ve known each other. If you’d skipped work, it would have shown me that there’s still help for you yet. Besides, it’s not exactly like this place is hopping, you know?”

Courtney looked around the diner with a sour, bored expression on her face, and I followed suit. Busy definitely wasn’t a word you would use to describe the place, that was for sure. As was more often the case than not, there wasn’t a single soul inside of those four walls aside from us. 

I laughed, not because I was trying to be mean, but because it was just another example of how completely different the two of us really were. She looked at the empty diner and saw it as proof of how boring Ashville was. Although, I had a sneaking suspicion that if the opportunity to leave ever actually presented itself, it was one she would decline. I looked at the empty diner and saw an opportunity. I saw an opportunity to regain some of my mental footing, an opportunity to get my bearings again, once and for all, after the stupid funk the news about Neil’s father had put me into. It was just an example of life going on as it normally did, and who didn’t need a thing like that from time to time? 

“I’m going to the back.” Courtney broke into my thoughts with a tone so dramatically morose it started me laughing all over again. “You’ll be okay up here on your own?”

“Of course, I will.” I smiled, pulling my much-hated romance novel out of my purse. “Just like always, right?”

“Oh, brother!” she groaned, shaking her head as she made her way to the walk-in, shaking her head until I couldn’t see her anymore, and probably continuing to do so even once she was out of sight. 

I smiled to myself again and opened to the place where I’d left off in my book, ready to lose myself in the love affair of people who felt just as real to me as Courtney did. I loved that feeling of getting lost in the lives of others, loved it so much that I almost didn’t hear the sound of an engine idling outside. 

Once the sound penetrated my thoughts, I hardly looked up. Our business wasn’t the only one in the immediate vicinity, and I was almost positive that whatever car was outside was not intended for us. It was only once I saw the truck that the panic began to set in. Because I knew that truck. 

It had been years since I’d seen it pulling up to the front of the diner, but I would know it anywhere. I knew its occupant without ever having to catch a glimpse of him. For a moment that seemed to stretch out into forever, I froze, completely unsure of what the hell I was supposed to do now. Then my body just sort of took over. Without giving it any kind of conscious thought, I hit the ground, book and all. 

I did so before I ever saw anyone step out of the truck’s cab, giving me a marginal amount of hope that I hadn’t been seen, and well before the little bell above the entrance gave its merry clang. I could have murdered that bell for sounding so happy when I felt pretty close to certain that I was going to either throw up, have a panic attack, or possibly do both at the same time.

“Hello?”

The sound of the voice shot through the diner like a bullet might have done, sounding so loud in my ears that I had to fight the urge to clamp my hands over them. I wasn’t actually a child, all evidence to the contrary, and if I’d allowed myself the luxury of covering my ears, I wouldn’t have been able to hear what came next. I needed to do that in order to know when I was safe. It was either that, or never leave the safety of the floor behind the front counter again.

“Hello?” the voice called again, a bit of uncertainty and maybe some annoyance as well detectable now. “Is there anyone here? The front door is open. You know, normally a sign that a place is open for business? Any chance that’s true here?”

I cringed and waited for it to be over. It was amazing how quickly things could go from one way to another. Only minutes ago, I had just been dipping into my book, ready for what would most likely be a day of reading without a whole lot else. Now, I was on the floor hiding for my life. Or at least, it felt like I was hiding for my life, which to me was pretty much the same thing. 

“What the hell, dude? Why are you yelling? There’s somebody right—”

Courtney, who had come storming out of the walk-in with a look of total murder in her eyes, stopped and surveyed the scene she found in front of her. I could only imagine what it must have looked like to her, and I felt my face grow hot with what was surely the worst blush I’d ever blushed in all of my life. 

She then looked from me to the disgruntled looking man waiting to be served and then back at me again. I shook my head vehemently, desperate for her to help me maintain my anonymity, all the while sure that I was sunk. When Courtney smiled, I felt my heart leap into my throat and would probably have tried to crawl away if I’d been able to move quickly enough. Except that I was not only not able to move quickly enough, but in the end, found that I could hardly move at all. Courtney reached down and grabbed the collar of my flannel shirt with one freakishly strong arm, and I was powerless to resist. 

I was brought back up from underneath the counter like a fish being reeled in from underneath the water, my face still so hot I was sure it would burst into flames. She’d brought me up so that I was facing our customer, too, taking away any last chance I had of somehow hiding my identity. I closed my eyes briefly, willing my heart to slow its beating and my mouth not to say anything ridiculous. Then, I looked straight into the eyes of the one and only Neil Driscoll.

“Holy crap. Fay. I had no idea you were still working here.”

“I was going to ask you if you knew her,” Courtney said in an amused voice, making a point of not looking at me so that she didn’t have to see my glare of death. “But it looks like you saved me the trouble.”

“It looks like I did,” he said.

“And now you see that there was somebody up here all along. She just wasn’t where you could see her.”

“I can see that. Or rather I can see her. Now. You know what I mean, I think.”

“I do,” she laughed. A laugh that made me wonder if she could feel how painfully awkward everything had gotten in the last thirty seconds. “I really do. Now, do you two think you can manage without me, or is somebody else likely to go missing? Because I’m like, right in the middle of inventory. But if you guys need a translator, I can stay.”

“No, that’s all right,” he said. “Go back to what you were doing.”

Courtney raised one eyebrow, and I could see exactly what she was thinking. She remembered Neil from when we were growing up. I knew she did. I also knew she had never been his biggest fan. She had always thought he was “too stuck up to live,” and the way he was now giving her permission to do what she was going to do already was definitely not helping her to change her opinion. 

For a minute, I was sure she was going to say something in retaliation. I was so sure she would, in fact, that I was actually relieved when she headed to the back again, leaving me alone with the elusive Neil. 

For a second, I just looked at my hands, one of which was somehow still holding onto my book. I wondered what in God’s name I was supposed to do. Just an hour ago, I had done a decent job of convincing myself that Neil would never be back in Ashville. Now, here he was, standing in front of me like he’d never left at all. 

There were differences, of course, the same way there would have been with any person I hadn’t seen in going on nine years. He had a fancier haircut, and the way he was dressed made me think he could have just stepped out of a Brooks Brothers’ ad. But the eyes were the same. 

Those blue eyes that had always made me feel like I was falling were still the same, except for the fact that the way they looked at me was mighty different from the way they had before he’d left his Alaska life behind. My hand flew up to my locket, which was tucked safely away beneath my shirt. I wondered what kind of thoughts were going on behind those beautiful eyes. I was wondering so many things that I couldn’t seem to land squarely on any single one of them. Instead, I stood there like a hollowed out person who’d lost her brain when she wasn’t looking. 

“Fay. I didn’t know you would still be working here.”

“Yeah, well, nothing much changes around here,” I answered quietly, feeling whatever dignity I had left slipping away at his second mention of the fact that in almost a decade, I hadn’t gotten anything aside from my diner job. “But I guess you knew that.”

“Sure,” he answered amicably enough, maybe even a little bit embarrassed, which was something I wouldn’t have minded a bit. “I guess I did.”

“I saw a light in in your house earlier. I’m still living in the same house. I didn’t think it would be you, though. I mean, the thought crossed my mind, but I didn’t think it would be you.”

“I didn’t think it would be, either. I didn’t feel like I had a choice. I inherited the house, and there’s a whole lot more to getting things all figured out than I expected there to be. It seemed like coming back for a while made the most sense in the end.”

“I heard about your dad,” I said in a low voice, furious for myself with the sudden feeling that I might actually start to cry. I dug into my palms with my fingernails, to make sure that didn’t happen. “I’m very sorry. I thought about sending my condolences, but then I realized I wouldn’t have had the first idea of where to send them. So, you know. I didn’t.”

“That’s all right. It’s sweet of you, though, to think about it. Thanks, Fay. I appreciate it. Unfortunately, I should also be going.”

“Going? Didn’t you come in here for a meal? Or, why did you come in here?”

“Just a coffee to go will be fine, actually. I’ve got a lot of shit on my plate, and I’m not trying to stay in Ashville for the rest of my life.”

“Of course. Hold on.”

I poured him his cup of coffee with hands that were undeniably trembling. How many times had I done this exact same thing over the course of my life? Enough that when I’d first begun giving him drinks to go, they had been cups of coke or hot cocoa instead of coffee, back before he was grown up enough for a drink as mature as that.  

Back in the day I had all but lived for the times when Neil would come in to see me. I had loved the way he had always made me feel like the most important, special person on the face of the earth. And now? Now he was like a stranger, only worse. A stranger wouldn’t have had this uncanny ability to hurt me the way that Neil was, to hurt me without even trying. And he wasn’t even doing anything! He was only acting like we were strangers or distant acquaintances, which was exactly what we were now. All I knew was that I wanted him to go. Out of all of the times I had imagined the two of us seeing each other again, it had never once played out like this.

“How much do I owe you?” he asked.

“Nothing, please. Let’s just consider it a gift from an old friend.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure, I’m sure,” I answered in an overly bright voice, knowing that I would never be able to work the register in my present state of agitation. “Least I can do, right?”

“Shit. Well, thanks. I don’t have anything to do for you in return. But we should get together before I leave, you know? We should do some catching up. Maybe I can buy you dinner or something, or what passes for dinner in this place.”

“Yea, if you have time. That might be nice.”

“All right, good. I’ll see you around, Fay.”

I nodded at him, feeling both relieved and sad when he was finally out of the diner and getting back into his truck. It was a nice enough offer, his idea of us going to dinner, but I wasn’t an idiot, or at least not a total idiot. Not as far as I could tell. 

The dinner suggestion had been his way of getting the hell out of dodge as fast as he could. Nothing less and nothing more. For all the things that appeared to have changed about the guy, there was something other than his eyes that seemed to be the exact same as it had been when he’d gone and never looked back. 

His desire to be as far away from little old Ashville as he could get was exactly the same as it had been when we were still teenagers. Although I wouldn’t have thought it was possible back when I was still an eighteen-year-old girl, Neil’s dislike of Ashville seemed to have grown instead of decreasing. 

I’d heard the saying “absence makes the heart grow fonder” plenty of times. Everyone had. For Neil, the opposite seemed to be true. Absence seemed to have made his heart grow colder, towards Ashville as a whole, and undoubtedly towards me. I was nothing more than some silly little townie, and there was no way seeing me again was on his agenda. 

My hand flew back up to my locket, and for just a minute, I could see the Neil that had been mine. The Neil that I had loved so completely. Then my hand dropped back to my side, and that image was gone, leaving in its wake the version of Neil I had just seen. This man was all work and no play for sure. If I saw him again before he left, I would be so stunned, someone could knock me over with a feather. 

My guess was that seeing me again would only drive him to get his work done faster so that he could leave his past behind for good and get on with whatever fancy life he’d created for himself out there in the wide world.

“Well that was a trip and a half, am I right?” Courtney asked.

I turned to look at Courtney, who was beginning to look a little blue from all of her time in the massive refrigerator. I shrugged my shoulders in a gesture I hoped looked at least a little bit nonchalant. Not only was I not sure what to say, but I also wasn’t sure that I could trust my voice. Whether I wanted to be or not, I was kind of bowled over by what had just happened, and I needed some time to regroup.

“Come on, Fay. Don’t be mad, all right? I know you just wanted to hide from him, but really, why the hell should you? This is our diner. Not his.”

“I know. I’m not really sure why I was hiding, to tell you the truth.”

“Because you were surprised? Or who knows? Maybe he’s just like one of those guys in your books. What do they always get called? ‘The one,’ or some shit like that? Maybe he’s that, and your body just reacted.”

“Um, doubtful, Courtney.”

“No shit, it’s doubtful. Now come on, pour a girl a cup of coffee before she freezes to death. I swear, I can’t even feel my nipples anymore!”

And just like that, the strange and unexpected appearance of Neil was behind me. My real life came rushing back with full force. If there was one thing Courtney was good for, it was reminding a girl where she was. I poured her coffee, handed it to her, and the reached out and gave her an impulsive hug. It was something she would normally have shrugged off with a string of curse words, but this time, she let the hug slide. It wasn’t until we got an actual customer that I let her go. By that time, I was starting to feel a lot better. It had been a fluke, seeing Neil, and one I was sure I wouldn’t have to repeat.

 

Note: “Falling For Her” is available on Amazon store for only 99c or FREE on Kindle Unlimited. Simply click on the link below…

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07558SX8S
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Blurb

Jess White is trying to keep it all together. With a child to care for and only her sister to help her do it, she most certainly has her hands full and her job as a flight attendant doesn’t make keeping it all together any easier. When a gorgeous new pilot joins the team for one eventful flight, Jess can’t help but notice him but all of her warning bells go off. The last thing she needs is the complications that come with a hot shot pilot, especially one as good looking as this guy.

 

Drew Larson is all business, almost all of the time. He takes a no nonsense approach to his job as a pilot and doesn’t hesitate to implement it when he meets a less than responsible pilot. He has his life pretty well figured out, except for the hot blonde flight attendant he can’t seem to get out of his head. The last thing he wants is to get involved with a woman, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t interested in doing some very inappropriate things to the very sweet attendant on his plane. 

 

As the tension begins to build, will Drew and Jess find a way to navigate their intersecting worlds or will everything come to a head and blow up in their faces? 




Chapter 1: Jess

“Red light, Mom! There’s a red light coming up!”

The yellow light about to turn was something I had seen with no problem at all, but I hadn’t been prepared for the sound of my daughter's yelling. I slammed on the brakes of my little white Volvo, throwing both Emma and me forward in our seats. The seatbelt tightened, making me feel like I was suffocating, and I heard Emma make a little strangled sound as her own belt struck her across her throat. When I glanced back at the light, I saw that it was just, at that moment, turning from yellow to red. There had been no need whatsoever for the rapid stop. I rolled my eyes and glanced up at the rearview mirror, where I saw my beautiful ten-year-old girl smiling devilishly. 

“Emma, what was that for? We had plenty of time. It would have been safer to stop more slowly.”

“Dunno. This was more interesting, you know?”

"Interesting isn't always better, baby. We're not trying to make things interesting. We're trying to get you to Aunt Sophie's place in one piece."

"But everything's fine, Mama! No big deal, right?"

I rolled my eyes again and hoped that Emma couldn't see the little smile playing at the corners of my mouth. She was only ten years old, but sometimes, I felt sure that she was going on thirty. The way she delivered her little one liners. She had a level of sarcasm and knowing in her that could make it difficult to remember she was only a kid. 

I'd talked to Sophie about it a time or two, expressing my concern the way I was sure any mother would. It was probably because she'd had to grow up faster than a lot of little girls, Sophie had always said. Losing her daddy when she was only five years old was certainly enough to do it. 

Being shuttled from one home to another would do it, too, and that was something that wasn't going to stop any time soon. Case in point, our current car trip. For the third time in less than a month, I was dropping my daughter off to stay with her aunt, my younger sister, so that I could do my job. Being a flight attendant was something I had always dreamed about, and it was something I mostly loved, but leaving my kid every other week? That part sucked, and there was no getting around it. 

"Hey, Mama?"

“Hey, what?”

“What’s the matter with you?” she asked. 

"That's not a very nice question!" I answered with a laugh, hoping Emma couldn't see how much her keen perception of me shook me up. "And there's nothing the matter with me. I'm just thinking, that's all."

“But thinking about what?”

“Nothing important,” I said.

“Thinking about something bad, I bet.”

“And why would you think that?”

"Because your head got all wrinkly. Your head always gets all wrinkly when you're thinking about something bad."

“No, Emma, I promise. I’m not thinking about anything bad.”

At least, I hoped it was nothing bad. I added that last part inside my own head as I worked on making sure my forehead remained unwrinkled. Emma was right, the little frown line in between my eyebrows was one of my tells. It was where my worry showed, unless I worked on suppressing it, and Emma appeared to know it. 

It shouldn't have been surprising, either. She got the same line of worry on her own small face when something was bugging her. I thought about leaving our conversation where it was and then thought better of it. One thing I had always promised myself was that I would never lie to my daughter. It was a promise I had made directly after the death of her father, my husband, and one I intended to keep. 

Not telling her what was on my mind wasn't exactly a lie, but it wasn't giving her any peace of mind, either. I was already about to drop her off and leave her for a couple of days, which was hard enough. The least I could do was drop her off with Sophie without her having to worry about what I had really been thinking about.

“Hey, baby, can I ask you something?”

“Is it about the thing you’re thinking about?” Emma asked.

“It is.”

"Okie dokie. What's up?"

“It’s about going to Aunt Sophie’s house.”

“Alrighty.”

“I’ve just been wondering, Emma. Does it bother you?”

“I love Aunt Sophie. I like her, too, so I like being with her.”

“I know you do, baby, but does it bother you how often I have to leave you with her? Does it bother you how often I’m away?”

She was quiet for a minute. The light turned green, and my foot pressed down on the gas pedal. Her silence made me nervous about what her answer might be, but at the same time, it made me proud. My baby girl wasn't the kind of kid to deliver an answer without thinking it through, and that was something any parent should be proud of. It was something I would always be impressed by, even when the answers she gave me weren't precisely what I wanted to hear.

“Yes and no,” she said finally.

“That sounds like a true answer. Want to explain it a little?”

“Well,” she said thoughtfully, her voice sounding adult enough that it gave me a little pang of anticipation of her growing up. “You like your job, right?”

“I do, sweetie. I really do.”

“That’s what I thought. I like that. I think everyone should like what they do.”

“I think so, too.”

“Right, so that part makes me really happy,” she said. “But I miss you sometimes, and that part is hard.”

“I’m sorry, baby. I miss you, too. I miss you so much when I’m not at home. Every time I’m in a new place, I think about what it would be like to be there with you instead of on my own.”

"But you aren't gone too much," Emma consoled, sounding even more adult than ever. "So you don't need to feel bad. And in a couple of years, I won't even have to go to Aunt Sophie's when you go away."

“Is that so?” I laughed, trying to look at both my daughter and the road at the same time. “How do you figure?”

“Cause I’ll be old enough to stay at home by myself, then. I won’t have to go anywhere. I’ll just be able to stay at home.”

“Oh no. No way, little lady. I don’t know who put that idea into your head, but a couple of years are not going to be enough for you to stay home on your own overnight.”

"Then how long?" she whined, the first giveaway in this particular conversation that she was still only a ten-year-old girl. "A couple of years is so long already!"

“Not long enough. You won’t be able to stay on your own overnight for a lot more years than a couple. Not until you’re thirty-five, at least.”

“Thirty-five?! No way!”

“Thirty-five at least, little lady. Maybe even longer.”

“Um, but that makes no sense.”

“How do you figure?”

"Because, Mama, you're only thirty! If you can go out by yourself on a plane, I can be by myself by the time I'm thirty. Right?"

"I don't know, sugar, we'll see. As far as I'm concerned, there's nothing wrong with keeping you safe for longer than I was kept safe myself. Nothing wrong with that at all."

We drove in silence for a while then, and my mind went back ten years, back to when I was only twenty and getting married, while already three months pregnant. Twenty had seemed so old to me then, but now that I was ten years older, I understood how young it really was. 

Emma would be there herself in only ten years’ time, and it would fly by in the blink of an eye. It was a joke, the idea of keeping her locked up in the house until thirty-five, but that didn't mean there wasn't a part of me that wished I could make it true. I wanted to protect her. I wanted to keep her safe from all of the hardships and pitfalls I'd experienced for myself, even if I wasn't quite sure how to manage it. 

“Hey, Mama?”

“Hm?”

“Can I ask you something else?”

“Of course, you can, Emma, always. You can ask me anything you like.”

“It’s about boys.”

“Oh goodness, is it? Why, do you have a crush?”

“Nope, not me. I was just wondering about you.”

“What about me?” I asked.

“I was wondering if you’re seeing anybody cute?”

“Emma! What on earth would make you ask me a thing like that? Is it because you’re getting crushes of your own?”

It was one of those things I had to ask, but in my head, all I could think was, Please God, not yet. I looked at her in the rearview mirror again and saw her nose totally wrinkled, which flooded me with a sense of total relief. It was still a conversational topic I hadn't been expecting, but I was a hell of a lot happier with it being about me, than it being about her.

“Ew, gross! No, not for me. I mean you, Mama.”

“But why would you ask about something like that?”

“I dunno,” she said. “Because.”

“Because why?”

“Because you’re alone too much. And when you do go on dates, they aren’t good. The guys you go out with, Mama. I don’t think they’re any good.”

Sometimes a child said something that completely floored you, and this was one of those times. I hadn’t ever really considered what Emma might think of the very occasional dates I went on. I hadn’t thought she had ever really noticed them. Not only had she noticed, but she also didn’t approve. It made my heart hurt, as did the reason for the slim pickings available to me when it came to men. 

In my experience, few men were interested in dating a woman with a child in tow. They were generally only interested in unattached women. I had no intention of telling Emma that, of course.  I didn’t want to hurt her feelings or make her feel like it was her fault. But that didn’t make it any less true. 

The dating prospects for a woman like me were a veritable wasteland. It was something I had all but given up on. Of course, Emma didn’t need to know that, either. 

As I pulled up in front of Sophie’s house and put the car in park, I turned and offered my daughter the biggest, best smile I could muster up.

“How about I make you a deal?” I asked.

“Okay! Wait, what? Is it something I’ll hate?”

“No, silly girl, nothing you’ll hate. You promise me that you’ll be extra good for Aunt Sophie, and I’ll agree to do my best to find somebody better to date. What do you think? Sound like a deal?”

“Deal!” she said, nodding. “That’s good because you’re gonna have to find a good boyfriend before I ever can, right?”

“Let’s just deal with one boyfriend at a time, okay sweet girl? One boyfriend at a time is just about all I can take.”




Chapter 2: Drew

 

“Afternoon, sir.” The pretty girl manning the desk in front of me smiled. “Welcome.”

“Thanks, darling,” I said. “Do you happen to know if Captain Fred is in the Pilots’ Lounge?”

"I haven't seen him," she answered as she glanced around. "But if he's flying today, I'm certain he's in here somewhere."

“Certain? How can you be certain?”

"Because it's just part of what he does,” she said. “You know how pilots are, right? Such creatures of habits. He's always in the lounge before a flight, every time, without fail. Do you know for sure that he flies today?"

“I do.”

“How can you be sure?”

"Because," I smiled at her winningly, a smile that had worked on every woman I ever encountered without fail. "I'm his co-pilot. At least for the next couple of days."

“Oh! Oh, God, I’m sorry! Somehow, I didn’t think you would be a pilot yourself. I thought maybe. Well, I don’t know what I thought.”

“I can take a guess,” I said. “You thought I was a flight attendant?”

"Truthfully?" she asked with a guilty look on her pretty face. "That's exactly what I thought. It's just that you look so young, you know? You look super young for any kind of pilot, even for a co-pilot. I'm sorry. I hope I don't sound as rude as I feel."

“Please, don’t worry yourself. You don’t sound rude at all, as far as I’m concerned. If it’s all the same to you, I’ll take it as a compliment.”

“Good! Good, that’s exactly what it is. And good luck finding Fred. Like I said, I’m sure he’s in here somewhere.”

I gave the still-flushing girl another nod and turned to make my way into the lounge. There was no lie in what I had told her. I was neither surprised nor offended by the girl's assumption that I was a flight attendant, instead of an actual pilot. 

I was thirty-two years old and looked young for my age. I also made a habit of carrying myself with whatever youth I could project, rejecting the idea that it was necessary for me to act like a pompous jackass just because I was in a job some people saw as prestigious. I took the job seriously, but that didn't mean I wanted to become old before my time. I wanted the opposite of that. 

Being a young pilot came with plenty of perks, including getting pretty women to spread their legs for me wherever I landed. I fully intended to take advantage of that perk for as long as I was able, which would probably be for a good long time. I wasn't being cocky, it was just a fact, and one that made me smile as I continued my search for the elusive pilot Fred. 

I found him all the way in the back of the spacious lounge, sitting in a cloud of cigar smoke with a half a dozen other pilots. I squared my shoulders and put a neutral smile on my face before I made my move to join the fray. There was never any telling when it came to men like these. It was true that I was technically one of them, but that didn't mean I had to like them. Some of the times, I did, and some of the times, I didn't. When it came to the men I had to fly with, it was all luck of the draw.  

"I'm sorry to interrupt, gentleman, but is there a Fred Stevens amongst you? I've been looking for a Fred Stevens, and if ever there was a group of men who looked like pilots, it's you guys."

There were probably seven men sitting there, all of whom turned to look in my direction when I spoke. Most of them were still laughing, but there was also the question in their eyes of who was interrupting their private get together. Groups of pilots were always that way. They were private clubs wherever they were that most people wouldn't have tried to interrupt. The fact that I had walked right up and done just that gave them pause that was obvious on their faces. Not for the first time, I wondered how I could be part of a profession that was so often unappealing to me in others. It was a conversation I didn't enjoy having with myself, and one I was glad to have put to an end with the answering of my question.

“Who the hell wants to know?” one of the men asked loudly, still laughing light-heartedly. I assumed he was Fred. “Who are you, kid? Didn’t anyone tell you this was the pilots’ lounge? That girl at the front shouldn’t have even let you in. Somebody ought to let her know she can’t be letting every good-looking guy through our front door.”

“No sir,” I said. “That’s not what she did.”

“How do you figure, young man?”

“Because, I’m not a random guy, although I appreciate the implied compliment.”

"Well, then who the hell are ya, if you're not some random guy?"

"I'm your co-pilot, Mr. Stevens. At least for the next couple of days, I am. I've been looking for you."

“Shit, son!” Fred exclaimed. “You should have let me know that a little earlier. What’s your name, anyway?”

“It’s Drew, sir. Drew Larson.”

“Have a seat, Drew, and for Christ’s sake, stop calling me sir. You make me feel like I’m a hundred fucking years old.”

I nodded that I understood and sat where Fred Stevens indicated. He didn't like being called sir because he felt like it made him old. I got it, but looking at his face, I wondered how old he might be. 

In my mind, there were roughly two different kinds of pilots. There was the buttoned-up kind that took everything almost too seriously, and then there was the kind that pushed everything in life to the edge. Just a perfunctory look at Fred Stevens told me he was probably the latter kind. It was why I couldn't get a handle on how old he was. He had the look of a man who had partied a hell of a lot more than he should have. The only thing I couldn't yet be sure of was whether or not the partying was still happening. 

“So, you’re going to be the new guy now, huh?”

“For the next couple of flights, at least.”

“Replacing that last fucker, huh?” he asked, shaking his head. “Thank Christ for that. That one was a stiff, you know? Total stiff. No two ways about it.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I said. “I never met him.”

“Don’t have to meet him,” Fred said, taking a puff off his cigar. “You can take my word for it. Guy was a fucking square.”

Some of the other pilots around the table laughed, but I didn’t.

“I guess there’s a lot of us, huh?” I asked.

“Us?” Fred asked with a frown beneath his drooping mustache. “Aw, shit, us? So then, you’re one of them, huh? One of the stiffs, I mean. The squares.”

I shrugged. “I don’t think of myself as a square, but that’s just me.”

“I should’ve known you were. Pretty boy pilots like you are always stiffs. You know it, just the same way as I do.”

Why the hell was he thinking about stiff pretty boys? I kept the question to myself. Things were already off to a rocky enough start. 

“I don’t tend to think of myself as a pretty boy, sir,” I said.

"I told you! No sir, all right? Stevens. Just call me Stevens, and we'll get along just fine, square or not."

"All right, Stevens,” I said, nodding. “Whatever you say."

"Whatever I say, huh? Well, I say you're a pretty boy, and I've got the proof."

Despite his weird obsession with complimenting my looks, I didn't like this man. I had only spent a short amount of time with him, and already, I knew I didn't like him. 

He represented a shining example of the kind of man I hoped not to become after another dozen or so years on the job. He was a little bit too loud, a little bit too out of control, and a little bit too full of himself. 

I had no patience for men like that. My lack of patience wasn't enough to keep me from looking at his so-called proof, though. When I turned to glance over my shoulder, I smiled a little. The Pilots’ Lounge wasn't just for the pilots; it was for everyone who worked on the flights, including the crew and the flight attendants. At the moment, there was a gaggle of women all dressed for a flight standing several feet behind where I sat with Stevens. Several of them were looking in my direction. 

There was the proof of the pretty boy thing. It wasn't my favorite nickname, but when it got the attention of chicks as good-looking as these, I found myself minding it a lot less. 

There was one, in particular, a little blonde thing with the kind of curves a man could really grab onto. She caught my attention immediately. If this chick was on my flight, things might be looking up. Along with a fantastic set of tits and hips that made me get half hard just looking at them, she had the kind of long, blonde hair I would have loved to pull. Her eyes were wide, blue, and innocent, which only made her hotter, and her smile was enough to make me want to talk to her. 

I had no desire to talk to her for any longer than necessary, not to get into a fucking relationship or anything as stupid as that, but I wouldn't have minded talking to her for long enough to get her into bed. If she was on my flight, and I was starting to pray to God that she was, the two of us were going to be stuck in Dallas that night. Without much of anything to do in Texas, I thought there was a good shot that I might get her up to my hotel room. If I could do that, I could get anything.

I watched the way she looked as she spoke with a couple of other flight attendants. She looked sexy as hell in her flight attendant uniform. I would bet money that she was wearing a sexy little thong. 

I imagined walking over to her. Grabbing her and turning her to meet my gaze. I took her mouth to mine, our tongues intertwining. She tasted amazing, sweet from the lip gloss she was wearing. I put my hands in her hair and pulled the pins out, causing her hair to fall. I wanted to be able to pull it whenever I could.

“I want you.” I said.

“Then fuck me.” She said.

She removed her clothes, slowly. Drawing me in and captivating me. Her body was absolutely gorgeous. Her curves were perfect. Her breasts were large and her nipples were small and perfect. I started sucking on one nipple while I rolled the other between my thumb and forefinger. 

“Mmm.” She moaned softly, arching her back from the pleasure.

My hand slid down to her warm, wet pussy and began to rub her clit through the lace on her panties. She moved her hips along with my hand. 

I backed up, ready to feel her around my dick. 

She removed her panties and bent over. She looked perfect like that. Her wet, hole opening and ready for me to enter.

I took a step toward her and then another and was close enough that the tip of my dick was brushing up against her pussy. I controlled the urge to come already.

“Mmm.” She moaned again, pushing back just a little bit. As she did so, I leaned back. I wanted to drive her a little more crazy.

I grabbed her hair in both of my hands. 

“I’m going to fuck your tight pussy now.” I said through clenched teeth.

A shiver ran through her body and I pushed myself into her tight pussy. It squeezed around my throbbing hard cock. I pushed myself in so I was all the way into her. I pulled myself out slowly and slid back inside of her. 

I began to pick up the pace, grabbing her hair with one hand and holding onto her hip with my other hand. I slammed my dick into her, hard. Her head was titled back some from the way I was pulling her hair.

“Oh shit!” She cried.

“You like that?” I asked. 

She nodded her head. “I love your hard cock.” She moaned as she pushed back on me some. My cock slid in and out of her, faster and faster and I could tell she was getting close and suddenly she was moaning, her body trembling. 

“I’m coming.” She said.

Then I pulled out of her. “I want to come in your mouth.” I said as she got onto her knees in front of me.

She grabbed my cock with both of her hands and put her mouth to the tip. She worked her way down my shaft until I could feel the back of her throat. She gagged just a little bit, but it was sexy. I placed my hands on her head and helped her as she sucked me. Her mouth was perfect, her lips covered her teeth so I couldn’t feel them. All I felt was her sucking on me.

“Yeah,” Stevens said, with a laugh, pulling me out of my day dream. He watched my face as I checked out the curvy blonde. “You’re a pretty boy, all right, but something tells me you know how to use it to your advantage.”

Fucking hell, Fred. Keep it in your pants. I knew what he was trying to say, and that he wasn’t actually hitting on me, but he managed to make it sound creepy as shit, killing my hard-on, which wasn’t a bad thing. I was not looking forward to being locked up in the cabin with him for the duration of the flight. 

He clapped me on the shoulder, making me cringe. “Come on, kid,” he said. “Let’s see which of those hot little numbers are going to be flying with us. Something tells me that’ll help you plan the rest of your evening.”




Chapter 3: Jess

 

 

Being in a plane before anyone had boarded was one of my favorite things in the world. Walking up and down the aisles, checking the seats and the overhead bins, I was always struck by the fact that I was on a giant machine that could take anyone anywhere. 

While it was on the ground, it looked and felt like an overgrown tin can, but I knew it to be something different. I knew it to be a dream maker, something magnificent that could change a person's life, even. It could make the seemingly impossible possible, and to me, that made it the closest thing to magic that any of us on earth were ever going to get.

"Jess!” Becca called out. “Hey, Earth to Jess! What could you possibly be thinking about right now? What do you think about while we do these preflight checks?"

“Nothing,” I answered quickly, embarrassed to have been caught daydreaming on the job. “I guess I just let my mind wander. Why, what do you think about?”

Becca and Trish, two flight attendants I had been on dozens of flights with already, exchanged a glance and a knowing set of smiles. These only made me feel more insecure, and I ducked my head. I could see them wanting to ask me more questions, and the only way I knew how to stop that from happening was to concentrate on doing my job. 

It served me right to be questioned this way. That's what I got for letting my mind wander on the job the way I was doing. Romanticizing the job was one thing, but letting it show on my face was another. Thinking about the nature of travel wasn't what I was paid to do. I was paid to make the plane ready for the people who had somewhere to go. 

I could see Emma's face in my mind's eye, rolling her eyes and telling me I needed a better poker face if I was going to think of things unrelated to work. She would probably tell me not to waste my time thinking about things not related to finding a better boyfriend, too, knowing my daughter. Thinking about it was enough to make me smile. I was still smiling when the pilot and co-pilot boarded the plane.

“Ladies! Ladies, ladies. Aren’t you a bunch of overachievers, on the plane before your valiant pilots have even arrived?”

"Captain Stevens." Becca nodded at the pilot with a thin smile I recognized instantly as phony. "Good to see you."

"But seriously, ladies," he pressed on, either not hearing Becca or not caring about what she had to say. "What's the endgame here? If I didn't already think so highly of you all, I would say you were trying to make me look bad."

“Of course not, Captain Stevens,” Becca said. “Nothing like that. We just like to get a jump on our duties. Besides, your responsibilities really begin when we’re in the air.”

“Right! That’s exactly right. I knew I liked you for a reason. And anyhow, it’s not like I was just playing with my dick or anything, you know? I was getting to know our new pilot here. Good enough reason as any, wouldn’t you say?”

The dick comment was something I would have flinched at several years ago, back when I had first begun my job in the sky. At this point, though, it didn't do anything to me at all. I was used to the often chauvinistic comments of the pilots, and the other girls were, too. It was part of the job, and a part I was mostly at peace with. 

And even if that hadn't been the case, the chances of me paying Captain Stevens much mind at this point were awfully slim. It was the man he was with who had all my attention. The guy standing next to him, who looked vaguely uncomfortable with Fred's arm looped roughly around his neck, was one of the most gorgeous guys I had ever seen in real life. 

He was the kind of good looking you didn't expect to see in real life. Most guys that looked like this one were reserved for movie screens or the covers of GQ. They weren't out walking around amongst normal people, and they definitely weren't the new pilot you got to fly with. 

This guy was tall, probably close to a foot taller than me, with thick, dark hair and dark eyes to match. It wasn't just that he was hot, either, although that was a fact I doubted anyone could deny. There was also just something about him. There was a calmness, almost a stoicism, about him that made me immediately interested in who he was. 

It was the last thing I was expecting on this flight, and I had to mentally kick myself into gear to look somewhere other than at the new guy's face. I busied myself with checking the magazines in the backs of the seats while the other girls took their best shot at flirting with the new co-pilot. At the same time, they fielded a series of less than stellar jokes made by Fred, which they undoubtedly put up with just so that they could make eyes at the newbie. They were the kind of jokes a person only laughed at as a means to an end, and although I found myself smiling at them, it was only to be polite. Even that felt like a whole lot of work. Something about seeing the strange new pilot had thrown me off my game enough that every movement felt like more work than it should have been. 

“So, which one of you is it going to be, anyway?” Captain Stevens thundered so loudly that the plane felt too small for all of us to stand inside of it. “Which one of you is going to break our young buck in?”

“Sir!” Becca admonished with a laugh. “Really, what a question!”

“She’s right, Fred, really,” Tricia laughed along with Becca. “This isn’t an auction. This is work! We’re all very busy and professional women. Isn’t that right, Jess?”

“W-what? I’m sorry,” I stammered, feeling my face flush bright red. “I wasn’t really paying attention.”

“Bullshit!” Fred Stevens cried, his voice so boisterous now it made me jump practically out of my sensible shoes. “No way you weren’t paying attention, my dear. Don’t believe that for a second. Look at that fucking face! That’s not the kind of face people don’t pay attention to, okay? Take it from one who knows.”

“One who knows, huh?” Tricia asked in a teasing voice, “And how would you know? Are you saying you and this Mister…?”

“Larson,” the gorgeous pilot interjected, his voice so low and smooth that it made my heart jump in my chest. “Drew Larson.”

“Thank you, sir. So, Stevens, are you saying that you and Mr. Larson here draw the same kind of attention? That both of you are just fending the ladies off with sticks, is that right?”

"No way! I say take it from one who knows because none of you ladies have ever looked at me the way you're trying not to look at my young co-pilot. That’s how I know.”

"Speaking of co-pilot, I hate to play the stick in the mud, but don't you all think it's time to start getting into place? People will start boarding soon, and I doubt they'll expect us to be standing around talking like this."

All of the banter stopped immediately. Both of my friends and Captain Stevens turned their attention to this Drew Larson. I expected some kind of a fight from Stevens at least, who never took kindly to being told what to do, but there was nothing. I could hear him grumbling a little as he made his way to the cockpit, but considering the loose cannon the venerable Fred Stevens usually was, that was nothing. 

My friends both nodded at Mr. Larson and hurried toward the back of the plane, whispering and giggling to each other as they went. I turned to do the same, careful not to make eye contact as I went, and was almost to the safety of the back of the plane when the new co-pilot spoke up.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Is it about Captain Stevens?” I asked, turning and doing my best to look professional and not at all shook up as I did. “Because I can assure you, he’s harmless. I know he doesn’t always come off that way.”

“No, actually, it’s not about him. I kind of pegged him as harmless right off, you know? All bark, no bite?”

“That sounds about right,” I said, toying with my hair despite the fact that I didn’t really want to be flirting with this man. “And the bark gets worse, depending on how things outside of work are going. Or at least, that’s what I’ve come to believe.”

“I have no doubt. Now can I ask you a different kind of question? A question that doesn’t have anything to do with Fred and the source of his bark?”

“Of course, you can,” I answered breathlessly, wondering if the girls were hearing any of this in the back. “Although, I can’t promise to have the answer.”

“Something tells me that you will, seeing as it’s about you.”

“About me? What about me?”

“I was just wondering,” he asked. “Do you like to fly?”

“Well sure, it’s my job.”

“Right, I know that,” he said. “And that’s the answer that makes the most sense. But outside of the sensical answer, do you like it? Do you like being up in the air?”

“I love it,” I answered quickly, all of my hesitation momentarily gone. “I love it more than almost anything else on earth.”

“Tell me why,” he said.

“I love meeting new people all of the time, whether the passengers or the other crew. I love wondering what kinds of lives those people lead, where they’re going and where they’ve been. I love the idea that these planes could take us anywhere in the world. All we have to do is decide where we want to go.”

As soon as I stopped talking, I felt a wave of embarrassment flood my body. I'd meant to answer him, sure, but I hadn't meant to go into such specifics. The things I'd just told him were things I never said out loud, not to anyone. I couldn't understand what had made me just unload all of my thoughts on this man, who I didn't even know. All I knew was that I didn't want him asking me any follow-up questions, and so I turned his own question around on him in a preemptive strike. 

“And what’s your answer?”

“To what, whether or not I like to fly?” he asked.

“No, actually, I think I already know the answer to that,” I said. “Something tells me you love it. But why? What’s your reason?”

“I love the control. The feeling of having total control over something so magnificent as an airplane. There’s nothing else like it. There’s no rush better in the world.”

It was a straightforward enough answer, but the way he looked at me when he was done talking wasn't straightforward at all. His eyes began on my face, but from there, they moved down slowly, taking in every inch of my body as they roved. Every place his eyes landed felt suddenly naked, like he had the power to take anything he wanted with his eyes alone. I felt frozen under the weight of his gaze, and if it hadn't been for the sound of Fred's voice ringing out from the cockpit, I didn’t know what would have happened.

“Hey! Pretty boy! Any chance you’re going to come up here and do some actual work? Or were you just going to talk to that pretty young thing all day and night?”

“Coming,” Drew called over his shoulder, his eyes never leaving my body. “On my way. As for you,” he directed his words at me, that intensity still all over his face. “It was good to meet you. Very good to meet you, in fact. I look forward to getting to know each other better while I’m working with your crew.”

His eyes did one more quick up and down movement, and then he was off, headed towards the cockpit so quickly that it was hard to believe that the two of us had ever had a conversation to begin with. I immediately set my mind to remembering that one of my hard rules was that I would never date a pilot, no matter what. 

I had spent enough time with pilots to know exactly what they were like, and it wasn't what I was looking for. They were arrogant and inconsistent and would only come in and out of my life. And not just my life, but Emma's as well. A pilot was the last thing I wanted for myself, but as I made my way to the back of the plane, I found that I couldn't quite get Drew's searching eyes out of my mind. They were still roaming up and down the length of my body, and no matter how many times I shook my head to clear his image, I couldn't quite manage it. 

“Enough, silly girl,” I whispered to myself, annoyed by how girlishly foolish I was behaving. “Just stop it. That guy is off limits, no ifs, ands, or buts.”

 




Chapter 4: Drew 

 

 

“I ever tell you about that time I had with the Chinese hooker, pretty boy?”

I was getting pretty goddamn sick of him calling me pretty boy. “Wait, Fred, are you telling me your Chinese hooker was a pretty boy?”

“What?” he asked, scowling.

“I mean, it’s fine if that’s what you’re in to,” I said, not letting him continue. “But I don’t really want to hear the story if that’s the case.”

“No, you dipshit,” he said. “I was calling you pretty boy.”

“Well, stop,” I said firmly. “That’s just fucking weird, man.”

Fred narrowed his eyes and stared straight ahead for a moment. Then he burst out laughing. “Okay, fair enough,” he said. “No more ‘pretty boy’.”

“Good,” I said.

"So anyway, this Chinese hooker, who was most definitely a woman,” Fred continued, almost as if I hadn’t interrupted him at all. “Let's just say, a Chinese hooker in Taiwan is a recipe for disaster, especially when you've been on a drinking binge for a week. I almost don't want to elaborate, but boy, you know I'm going to. You don't hardly know me at all, and I bet you already know that much."

I smiled and nodded to show that I was listening, but my mind was as far away from this conversation as it could get. We were already halfway through our flight, and I hadn't been able to stop thinking about the little blonde flight attendant. 

When I had first seen her in the Pilots’ Lounge, I had known immediately that she was the kind of chick I would want to bang. When I found her on my flight, that temptation had become far more real. I wasn't even sure if she had given me her name, for Christ's sake. I didn't think she had, and I didn't think Fred had, either, but I also didn't really give a damn. 

It wasn't like I was interested in her for her life story. I wasn't even sure why I had asked for her opinion on flying, except that I hadn't wanted her to walk away from me quite yet. Sure, her answer, and the passion I could sense behind it, was more interesting than I had anticipated, but that didn't mean I legitimately wanted to get to know her. I didn't want that. I just wanted her. 

I wasn't any more interested in dating her than I was in dating any other woman on the planet. I wanted to fuck her, and I wanted it badly. That wasn't typically something I really had to give much thought to, seeing as Fred's over the top assessment of my prowess with women had been pretty on point. 

Usually, when it came to women, I just had to flash a smile at the one I wanted, and she practically fell into my bed. It wasn't something I gave much thought to. It was just the way things were. There was something about this chick, though, that made me think it might not be quite that easy. I had no clue where that idea was coming from, only that something told me it was correct. If I was going to get this chick into my bed, it was going to require a different kind of approach. That, I was certain of. What I wasn't so sure about was if it was worth the effort it might require. 

“Hey, Boy, you listening to me?” Fred asked. 

“Tales of the hooker from hell, right? Weird uses for chop sticks, face like a hammered wok, and banging that ass like a gong? Don’t worry, Fred, I’m right here with ya.”

You racist asshole.

“I’m sure I could tell you some stories that would turn your blood cold,” I said.

I couldn't, in fact, at least not when it came to things like prostitutes. A prostitute was something I had never needed and never once considered looking into. I wasn't interested in trying to swap my life story with Fred Stevens. I just wanted him to be sure enough that I was paying attention to him for him to be content. I'd never been a huge fan of flying with an overly chatty pilot, and this yahoo was no exception. I just wanted him off my back so that we could land this plane safely, and so that I was free to think the situation with the little blonde over. 

“Once again, pretty boy—”

“Call me ‘pretty boy’ one more time, Fred, and I’m about break some serious FAA regulations by throwing you off this fucking plane.” My fists clenched as my patience finally ran all the way out. 

“Fine, fine, whatever you say. The point I was trying to make, before you so rudely interrupted me, was that you don’t seem like you have to pay for it. Which is why I highly doubt that you’ve got a whole lot of hooker stories of your very own. But hey? What the hell do I know? Different strokes for different folks, am I right?”

“I believe you are, Fred,” I said, shaking my head. I was astounded by how stereotypically male this guy was. “I believe I would have to agree with you there.”

“Good. I certainly do value being agreed with, Drew. That’s something you should know about me if we’re going to be flying together. Now, I gotta piss like a Russian racehorse. Why don’t you go ahead and ring the intercom so I can see to it?”

I nodded, doing as he asked without comment. This, at least, was nothing out of the ordinary. It was one of the rules of flying that no pilot was supposed to be in the cockpit on his own. Any time one of us needed to do anything that took us outside of it, we were required to call in one of the flight attendants, just for safety’s sake. They all knew the protocol and were primed to expect that sort of a call. Only a few moments passed before there was a knock at our cockpit door. I glanced up at the screen that let us see who was on the other side of the door and smiled a little. It was the blonde flight attendant, the one I’d been interested in checking out a little bit further. I grabbed Fred’s arm as he stood, finally ready with a question of my own.

"What's that one's name?" I asked nonchalantly, indicating the grainy image of the hot little blonde. "I don't want to seem like too big of an asshole, you know?"

“Well, I can’t help you with that part, but the girl’s name is Jess. Pretty little thing, ain’t she? Little too quiet for my taste, but still a pretty little thing.”

He coughed loudly and cleared his throat, doing these things practically in Jess' face as he opened the door and slid past her. It was, frankly, disgusting, and I wouldn't have been surprised if she'd said something to him about it, or at least made a face. Instead, she only smiled at him, all business, and sat in the seat Fred had been occupying as he loudly shut the door.

“Sorry about that,” I said conversationally, never taking my eyes off of the night sky to look at her as I spoke.

“Sorry about what? I can’t see that you’ve done anything you shouldn’t have.”

“No, I know,” I said. “I just can’t imagine that you girls love being on restroom duty for grown men.”

“Doesn’t bother me. It’s just part of the job, right? Besides, it’s not like I’m going to go very far while we’re up here.”

“True, very true,” I said. “Not unless you’ve got some serious skills nobody knows about, skills like sprouting wings.”

"No, unfortunately, I've got nothing like that. Can you imagine, though?"

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I mean what if we could? What if we could just take off and fly all on our own? I literally can’t imagine anything more amazing than that, especially on a night like this.”

“A night like what?”

“A night so beautiful,” she said. “I mean, look how clear the sky is right now! Look at all of those stars. It makes the whole world look more beautiful, you know? It makes everything, even the things that are only ordinary in the day, feel like it’s made of magic. At least for me. I’ve always loved the way it looks to fly at night, especially when we’re over the cities. There’s just something about it.”

“You know what? If I’m being honest? I’ve never thought about it that way.”

I could see her embarrassment at how quickly I dismissed her zealous description of a night flight, and part of me wanted to deck myself in the face. If I was trying to get her into bed, this was probably not the way to do it. 

On the other hand, something about the way she spoke was sort of interesting to me. It was more interesting to me than I had expected it to be, just as she'd been when I had spoken to her earlier. It was enough to make me want to further explain myself, which was something I almost never did. 

“I guess I don’t think about life that way,” I said. “I don’t think about flying that way.”

"You take a much more matter of fact, business approach to it, don't you?” she asked. “That would be my guess anyway, if I had to make one."

“I guess you could say that. I’ve never thought much about the beauty of the world around me while I fly. I’ve never thought about the beauty of any of it, aside from the act of flying itself. That’s what I love. The ability to do it. I love that I can fly when so many other people don’t have a clue how to do it.”

Jess laughed and tucked a lock of her almost white blonde hair behind one ear. As she looked out of the wide cockpit windows, there was a split second where I wanted to take it all back. I had told her the God's honest truth. There was no denying it. I never looked at the land below me and considered it to be beautiful. I didn't consider it to be much of anything, but when I looked at Jess looking at the world rushing by below us I could almost see what she was talking about. She looked from the dark world to me and laughed again, making me feel self-conscious for the first time in as long as I could remember.

“Laughing at me, huh?” I asked. “Can’t say that happens to me all that often.”

“No, I’m not. I promise. I was actually laughing at myself. It’s just that my daughter is always telling me that I can find the good in anything, including a cardboard box. This might be exactly the kind of thing she’s talking about.”

“A daughter, huh? I didn’t realize. How old is she?”

"She's ten, going on a hundred,” Jess said, smiling. “She's sort of a smart-ass, which is one of the reasons I adore her."

“I bet.” I smiled along with her, trying to figure out how I had so badly misread this situation. “Doesn’t seem like the worst quality a daughter could have. Does she get it from you or from your husband?”

“I don’t know. A little bit of column A, a little bit of column B, I guess.”

“And what does he do?” I asked. “Your husband, I mean.”

“He doesn’t.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“I’m sorry, why would you? That was a cryptic answer if ever there was one. He was an architect. That’s what he did. He passed away, though.”

“Shit,” I said. “Jess, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been prying. I’m sorry to bring up painful things.”

"Please, don't feel bad,” she said. “I don't. I loved him very much, but he passed away a little more than five years ago. I still miss him sometimes, but I've made my peace with it. Cancer is a really ugly thing, and he's better off now. I know that's the kind of thing people always say, which makes it mean a lot less, but I believe it."

There was silence between us then, and one that I was grateful for. I wasn't sure if I had started this conversation off with the intention of flirting, but if that had been the case, I had failed. Far from keeping things light-hearted and showing just enough interest in her to make her feel okay with jumping into my bed, I had taken things to a place I'd never meant to go. 

It left me feeling unsure of where I was supposed to steer the conversation next. When I thought about it later, I was sure I wouldn't have been able to dig myself out of the hole. I couldn't ever be sure because I never had to give it a try. A beeping on one of the monitors caught my attention, and when I squinted at the night sky surrounding us, my face broke into a frown.

“Where the fuck is Stevens, anyway?” I asked.

"I'm sorry, I don't know,” Jess said. “He does this sometimes. He'll just disappear into the bathroom for a while. Why what's wrong?"

"Nothing's really wrong, Jess. Everything is going to be okay, but I would suggest strapping in though, all the same. We're flying directly into a storm, and we're going to be hitting some major turbulence any minute now. We're going to have to divert the flight path some, too, but it's going to be okay."

I got on the radio to make a similar, if less informative, announcement to the cabin at large. I kept an eye on Jess as I did so and couldn't help but be surprised, impressed, even. Although flight attendants were supposed to be able to handle things like this, doing so, in reality, was a hell of a lot different from doing so in a simulation. 

I had seen plenty of girls fall apart under circumstances such as these, and I fully expected that kind of reaction out of Jess. Instead, she remained calm and silent, doing as I had told her and nothing more. When she noticed me looking at her, she smiled, just as calmly as she would have done passing somebody in the hallway. 

“You good?” she asked in a soft, even voice. One of her hands reached out and lighted upon my own briefly.

“I’m fantastic. You?”

“I’m just fine,” she said. “Let’s get ourselves out of this mess so those people out there can enjoy flying as much as the both of us do.”

Wonders never fucking ceased, I thought to myself, smiling grimly. She was right, though. Whether or not Stevens was ever planning on getting his happy ass out of the plane’s tiny bathroom, that was exactly what we needed to do.




Chapter 5: Jess 

 

 

I was pretty sure I had done a good job of convincing Drew that I wasn't at all afraid, which was good. It was my job to stay calm in this kind of scenario, and that was exactly what I intended to do. 

Still, the calm I was hopefully projecting on the outside didn't quite match the way I was feeling on the inside, whether staying calm was my job or not. I had been in bad weather before, of course. Any attendant who had flown for more than a couple of months had to have come up against some less than ideal weather. This was probably the worst I had yet to encounter, however, and my stomach lurched inside of me as if to make sure this point was well known. 

My fingers clamped down on the handles of the seat I was in, and my jaw clenched, so hard that I was lucky I hadn't accidentally bit down on my tongue instead of my teeth. The plane dropped violently. Not very far, but enough so that I could hear several of the passengers on the other side of the door cry out in surprise and fear. All the while, Drew maintained his steadfast, calm demeanor. 

If any part of this was fazing him, he wasn't showing it. Every time the violent storm beating against our vessel threatened to destroy us all, he would counter the attack and right us again. It was astonishing to me that a person could remain that calm in the face of such a powerful storm. 

Any person who had worked on a plane or a ship understood that weather wasn't something to be taken lightly. People liked to believe that they were the strongest thing on earth. That as a species, there was nothing that could dominate us. People like me, people who had been at the mercy of a truly terrifying storm, knew that wasn't true. There were things weather could do to us that we couldn't undo. There were some storms some people never made it out of alive. This was something Drew must have known at least as well as I did, but looking at his face, you would never have known it. He looked as calm as he might have if he'd been watching a television show, and I couldn't help but admire it. 

“How you doing over there, slugger?” he asked. 

"Slugger?" I laughed, my voice sounding shakier than I would have liked, but it was the best I could manage under the circumstances. "What do you think I am, a twelve-year-old boy?"

"Nah, but you know. There's only so many terms of endearment that aren't full of sexual innuendo, right? I just went for the first one that popped into my head."

“Sure, I get it,” I said. “It’s not like you don’t have other things going on, right?”

“Nothing too big. A flight tantamount to a leisurely stroll in the park.”

"You're awfully confident, you know that?"

“I like to call it an unhealthy level of thrill seeking,” he said.

I laughed again, dizzy with the sudden movements of the plane, but also with the back and forth banter of this strange pilot and me. It was a terrifying storm to have stumbled into, but looking at Drew's determined face, I had no doubts that we would come out of it just fine. I was so sure of it that I wished I could take a snapshot of his face and pass it around to the passengers so they could see what I was seeing. There was no way this man wasn't going to deliver us to safety. That was something he believed so completely that it couldn't help but be true.

“There we go,” he half whispered, whether to himself or to me I couldn’t be sure. “That’s better.”

"Is it?” I asked. “I'm not going to lie. It feels pretty much the same, Drew."

"It sure does, but if things aren't all completely smoothed over within the next thirty seconds, I'll eat my hat."

“You aren’t wearing a hat.”

“I’ll eat something else, then,” he said with a grin. “Just wait. Just wait and see if I’m not right on this.”

I did as I was told. I held my breath, and I waited. In another couple of seconds, I saw that he was right. The storm that had seemed hell bent on driving us and all of those on board into the ground just an eyeblink ago was gone. Just like that, we were back to smooth sailing, and when I looked at Drew, he was smiling a wide, arrogant grin.

"Hey there, pilot, don't get too cocky now. You may have won the bet, but you made one big mistake."

“Did I?” he asked as he raised one eyebrow, making him look like some kind of rogue James Bond and setting my heart to pounding all over again. “And what might that have been?”

“You didn’t set any parameters for what would happen if I lost.”

"You're right, I didn't. Rookie mistake."

"Don't beat yourself up,” I said. “I have a younger sister, so I'm pretty accustomed to the intricate ins and outs of these sorts of things."

He laughed loudly, probably riding his own adrenaline high, and without thinking about it first, I leaned forward and put my hand over his again. There was a crackle of electricity when the two of us touched, the kind of shock you got after rubbing a carpet for too long, but I let my hand stay where it was. I had something to say, and I was going to say it, even if I had to give myself a freaking heart attack in order to do it. 

“You were pretty amazing just now, you know?”

“Aw shucks, me?” he said, joking.

“No, seriously, you were. I’ve seen plenty of pilots, and not all of them would have kept their head as well as you did. I would say most of them wouldn’t have. The way you handled that was pretty fantastic. You’re very skilled.”

“Don’t give me too much credit, Jess. You don’t know me yet.”

"I don't have to,” I said. “Not to know I'm right about this. That took skill, and it took guts. I appreciate those things. If all of those passengers out there understood how well you just handled that storm, they would say the exact same thing."

“Have dinner with me,” he said.

“Wait, what? Did you—?”

"Did I just ask you out? Is that what you were going to say? Because if it is, then the answer is yes. I know you weren't coming onto me just now. I'm not an idiot, but I don't care. When we land, have dinner with me. If you think you might be interested, that is."

All of the reminders I'd given myself earlier about the fact that I didn't date pilots went flying back through my head. All of those self-delivered warnings were not only still true, but something told me that Drew Larson came with a whole other unique set of warning bells of his own. He was too good looking, for one thing, and I had a pretty good idea that the same thing that had allowed him to maneuver that storm meant that he was reckless in other parts of his life. These were all things I knew, all things I understood very well, and yet when I gave him my answer it went against all of these sound judgments.

“All right,” I said.

“All right? That’s a yes?”

“It’s a yes.”

“Don’t look so excited,” he said, grinning and squeezing the hand I was still half holding. “I promise I’ll try to keep it from being too miserable a time.”

A knock on the cabin door put a stop to any further flirtation that might have taken place between the two of us. Both Drew and I looked up at the video screen at the same time and saw the elusive pilot, Fred Stevens, standing there, one hand clamped firmly down on his forehead.

“What the fuck?” Drew muttered, his frown returning instantaneously. “What, he thought it might be time to rejoin us now that all the danger is over?”

"I'll let him in,” I said. “Hopefully, the second half of the flight isn't quite so eventful as the first half."

There was a pang of regret at having to leave the cabin and Drew, but I shook it off as best as I could. This was my job, after all, not a dating service, and it was probably a very good thing for me to get away from Drew and clear my head some. I pulled the cabin door open and then held both of my hands up, staving off the full weight of Stevens as he lurched forward and almost knocked me completely over.

"Woah there,” he said. “Sorry about that, honey. I had a little mishap, and I'm feeling a little woozy. Might have to let the boy here take over the rest of the flight, if he thinks he can handle it."

"He can handle it," I answered quickly, watching Fred Stevens with a wary eye. "Are you sure you're going to be all right? It looks like you took a nasty hit to the head."

	

“I did indeed, my girl. Fortunately, one of your lovely colleagues took it upon herself to repair me. Nothing that a little bit of time won’t fix, right? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to take my seat back.”

I hurried back to where my designated seat was. The storm appeared to be over, but that didn't necessarily mean it was. Being belted in seemed like the smartest move while it was still an option. That was part of it. The other part was that I was feeling sort of woozy myself, but for a reason unrelated to what I'd just experienced. 

My head was spinning because of what I'd noticed as I'd passed by Fred Stevens. Or, to be more specific, what I had smelled. It was always possible that it was my imagination, but when the two of us had passed by each other, I was almost positive I had smelled liquor on his breath.
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Blurb

Damn you, Zoe Maxwell… You screwed my body then screwed with my head, leaving me to wonder what the hell happened… Why did you run away when we had such a good thing going… Fine, I was a control freak and liked it a little rough in bed, but I never heard you complain when I was slamming you into the headboard and making you scream my name…

 

It’s like she's tattooed on my soul.  It’s been over ten years and I still can’t go ten minutes without her face flashing through my mind. Zoe freakin’ Maxwell, the girl who broke my heart and literally ruined me for other women.  Now, I can’t even get hard without a bit of the rough stuff and my box of toys.  

 

She said I was too controlling, in and out of bed.  The truth was, I didn’t mean to be controlling, I was just afraid she’d leave me if I ever let her down.  Maybe If I had been less dominant, maybe if I’d let her take control once in a while she would have never left me behind. 

 

Now, after all these years, there she is, standing in front of me, older, hotter, sexier. I can smell her scent like a wolf smells its prey.  I’m a different man now; rich, famous, confident, always in control, at least until she looks at me and I find myself melting like an ice cream cone on a hot summer day.   




PROLOG: Zoe Maxwell

 

“What are you doing in here?” I whispered loudly as Mark closed the door of the women’s bathroom and locked it behind him. He never spoke a word. Just smiled, roughly grabbed my ass and pulled me into him and pressed his lips to mine.  I didn’t resist. I couldn’t resist. I had given him permission to do such things the moment I stepped into the role of mistress and first wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist.

Without a word, he hiked my sapphire blue cocktail dress up to my waist and lift me onto the edge of the counter as he proceeded to have his way with me. Sex with Mark was usually all about Mark. And quite honestly, as much as I couldn’t wait for it to be over, a part of me also enjoyed the way he used me. It reminded me of a past boyfriend, one I let get away. 

I knew what Mark liked. My role was to give him everything his wife didn’t, like hot sex in a public restroom while two hundred people milled around outside the door. I bit my bottom lip as his right hand forced my shoulder strap down to my elbow. He squeezed my left breast as his thumb fiercely massaged my nipple. I held my breath as he pinched my plump nipples between his thumb and forefinger.  I loved the pain and pleasure, especially when the line between the two was so thinly drawn.  We’d had sex several times over the past week. I was sore, but was eager to take the sex when Mark was free. 

I sucked on his tongue as he ran his hand down my stomach to the wet spot between my legs. I let out a quiet gasp as he slid his hand inside my silk panties and forcefully slid two fingers inside me. I pulled my arms from the dress, allowing it to slide down and over my tits to bunch around my waist. I laced my fingers around the back of his neck just the way he liked. Mark loved to watch my tits bounce as he fucked me.  I was blessed with firm, round full breasts that Mark loved to slide his manhood through.  He’d left a pearl necklace on my chest many times over the last few months.  It was one of his favorite things to do.  Like I said, I did the things his wife would never do.  That was how our relationship worked, at least for Mark.  

“I couldn’t wait to have you,” he said over gusts of breath, his finger still thrusting in and out of me up to the knuckle.  “When I saw you standing there… talking to Graham… so fucking sexy…”

“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” I said.  “I’m… glad... you did…” I bit my lip as he forced three fingers inside me and curled them to search for my G-spot.  Little sparks of delight shot through my body when his fingertips found their target.

He playfully bit my lower lip and looked deep into my eyes. “Spread your legs for me, baby.” 

“Mark, we’re… in a… public restroom… this is… insane…” I gasped as he pinched and held both my nipples firmly. 

He growled in my ear. “Spread your legs…  Now…”

There was an edge to his voice that made me blink. Something dangerous, something I’d never heard before.  I put my hands on the edge of the counter behind me and spread my legs as Mark pushed my shoulders back toward the mirror. 

“Good girl.” He smiled as he let go of my nipples, releasing them finally from the vice of his fingertips.  I was so caught up in the moment I didn’t even notice when Mark had unzipped his pants to expose himself.  Before I had time to take another breath, he pushed aside the crotch of my soaked panties and thrust inside me until he go inside no further. I could feel my opening spreading to accommodate his girth.  His sizable cock was Mark’s best attribute. It was a pity that endurance didn’t come with size.

With an intensity that I had not seen from him before, Mark dug his fingers into my ass and started thrusting in and out with such force I thought for sure the people on the other side of the door would hear our grunts and groans. A few more forceful thrusts and he came to a dead stop as he shot his load inside me. I could feel the pulsating of his cock with each wave. And just as quickly as it had started, it was over.  That was usually where things ended, but tonight Mark didn’t stop pleasuring me just because he had shot his load.  To my astonishment and delight, he leaned down and kissed me hard on the lips; a good, long, deep, passionate kiss between lovers.  His cock slid out of me, but was quickly replaced by his fingers.

“Mark, what are you…”

“I want you to cum, baby,” he said, his lips on my neck, his fingers working furiously between my legs.  “Do you want me to make you cum, baby?  Do you?  Tell me, Zoe.  Tell me what you want.”

“I want to cum…” I whispered, my lips at his ear, his teeth on my neck.  “Please… yes… make me… cum…”

Mark slowly fucked me with his fingers as he kissed my lips, probing with his tongue.  He was bringing me closer to orgasm with every stroke.  I had never seen or felt him be so attentive.  My knees clasped around his arm when the orgasm hit.  I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I prayed that he wouldn’t stop. 

“Oh… god… yessss… I’m… oh… Mark… oh… oh…” I clenched my arms around his head and pulled him to me as his fingers took me all the way home.  He kept going, plunging, until I let go of his head and grabbed his wrist, forcing him to stop. 

“Let me breathe,” I said, playfully pushing him away, smiling coyly at him.  He took a step back and matched my smile.  His gooey right hand dangled at his side, dripping with our juices.  He had just given me the best orgasm he ever had.  Strange that it happened in a public restroom in the middle of a huge dinner party at a ritzy New York hotel.

“That… was… amazing,” I said, panting, smiling at him.  I turned toward the mirror and adjusted my dress down over my hips and back up over my breasts.  I grabbed a towel from the stack on the counter and turned to the sink to wash up, still dazed about what just happened. 

“I’m glad it was amazing,” Mark said as he tucked his cock back into his suit pants and stepped over to the other sink to wash his hands.  He dried his hands on a towel, dropped it in the dirty towel bin, then reached for his jacket that was hanging on the hook behind the door. He slid his arms into the jacket and stared at me in the mirror.  “Since it will probably be the last time we fuck.”

I frowned at him in the mirror.  “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

He frowned back at me.  His frown was much harder than mine.  It was cold, resentful, angry.   “When were you going to tell me?”

“Tell you what?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe that you’re leaving town for a few months to research a new book?”

Shit.  How did he find out?  I leaned into the mirror and tried to be coy.  “I didn’t know I needed to inform you of my plans.”

“It would have been nice if you had, Zoe. I respect you and I thought you held the same respect for me. Guess not, huh?”

I tried not to roll my eyes. Respect?  Really?  Mark and I obviously had different opinions on the meaning of the word.  “I didn’t tell you because I’m still not sure if I’m going to go.  Or how long I’ll be gone.” 

“Don’t lie to me, Zoe,” Mark said, huffing. “We both know you’re leaving for Costa Rica next week to research your next book, probably for a few months if the press release from your publisher is correct.”

I forced myself to remain calm as I twisted the lipstick tube and avoided his stare in the mirror.  “Who told you that?”

“No one had to tell me,” Mark said as he moved in close behind me. I could feel his hot breath on my neck, burning my skin like a hot desert wind.  “It was front page of the literary section in today’s paper.  Bestselling author Zoe Maxwell to spend the summer in Costa Rica researching her next bombshell novel.  Leaving the man who loves her behind.”

I glared at his reflection in the mirror.  “The man who loves her?  Really?  Is that what we have, Mark?  Love?”

“You could have told me it was over,” he muttered, his lips pouting like a hurt little boy. “I should not have found out in the fucking paper.”

“They weren't supposed to release anything because it’s not a done deal,” I said through clenched teeth. I willed myself not to cry.  Instead, I let anger take the lead.  “Someone at the publisher jumped the gun. I’m really sorry you found out this way.”

“Does it matter now, though?” he asked, growling at me, his eyes seething with anger.  “You’ve made your call.  It’s over.  We’re over.  Fuck me very much!”

“What did you expect, Mark?” I asked, turning to face him. “You’re a married man.  You’re never going to leave your wife.  Sooner or later we both knew that this would have to end.”

“I just wish you would have told me the truth,” he said with a sigh that made him sound old and tired. “You should have said something when this first came up. I’m sure you’ve known about this for a while. Just because I’m married and this…”

“This what, Mark?” I asked, leaning against the counter with my arms folded over my chest.  “This what?”

His hands sliced through the air. “This... What we have…”

“You mean us sneaking around and fucking like deviants in public bathrooms and in the back of your car or at my apartment in the middle of the day because you don’t have the balls to leave your wife?  Is that the this you’re referring to, Mark?”

He swallowed hard and shook his head.  “You always knew that I’d never leave her.”

“And you always knew that this would end, Mark.”

He glared into my eyes for a moment, and then slowly shook his head as he went to the door.  “Good luck, Zoe,” he said as he opened the door.  “This has been fun.”




CHAPTER ONE: Zoe

 I didn’t chase after him. He wasn’t even mine to chase after. He was never mine. But his leaving felt like I was sucker punched in the stomach. I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me as I stood there feeling devastated and confused. I was angry that the paper published the article. They were supposed to wait for another week. Goddammit! 

I felt the tears stinging the corners of my eyes. Why is it every time something good happens in my life, people end up getting hurt? That’s not how it’s supposed to go, but it seems like it never fails.  I always end up hurting those that are the closest to me. Even though Mark was not mine to love, I cared deeply for him and never set out to hurt him.  I didn’t even know how or why I cared for him, but I did. The sex had never been that good. Heck, tonight was the best sex we’ve ever had.

I dried my eyes and took one more glance in the mirror before opening the door and slipping out of the bathroom as inconspicuously as I could. I kept my head down as I walked through the crowd and headed right toward the exit. I just wanted to get the hell out of there. This was not how the night was supposed to go. 

“Zoe Maxwell! In the flesh! How have you been?” 

I stopped dead in my tracks, took a deep breath and turned around.  It was Andrew Brock, a book reviewer for The Times who loved to take selfies with famous authors, yours truly included. I had to be nice to Andrew, even though he got on my last nerve. 

“Andrew,” I said, grinning as I held out my hand. “How have you been?”

“I’ve been fabulous,” he said with a smug smile. “I hear you’re about to take a little island vacation to work on your next book.”

“Well, I guess you could say that,” I said, grinning. 

“I see your name everywhere now. Zoe Maxwell… Zoe Maxwell … Zoe Maxwell. Book signing here, personal appearance there, author meet and greets… Add to that yet another bestseller. Congrats.”

“Thank you, Andrew,” I said, feigning modesty. “And thank you for your glowing reviews.”

“I’ve enjoyed all your books but I must say, the one with Jenny and Jake, now that story is my favorite.  I gave it 5-stars, I believe, which I am sure helped sales quite a bit.  Tell me, how do you come up with such steamy sex scenes?”

“Well, I just…”

“There you are!” A woman literally yelled at me from across the room.  Shit.  I recognized the shrill voice of Carla Grogan, a PR agent who had been pressing me for my business for years.  I took a deep breath and held the plastic smile as she approached. 

“Carla,” I said as she gave me an air kiss on each cheek.  “So nice to see you.  How have you been?”

“Oh, I’m fine, but let’s talk about you.  I hear you’re leaving for Costa Rica to write a new hot romance series for Roland House?” she said, hand squeezing my arm.  “Do they pay you to go there?” 

“Well, no, I pay for it,” I said, frowning at the question. “The next book series takes place in Costa Rica and since I’ve never been there, I’d like to get a feel for the country, the lifestyle. So that’s where I’m headed.”

“Lucky you! And your latest book, Pleasing Him.  Oh my god, I loved it!  It’s like this sexy love affair slash erotic S&M thing with all the… “

“Zoe?”

I turned around as a great sigh of relief escaped my lips when I saw Graham Elliott, an executive at Roland House, my publisher, approach with his arms out.  Graham was tall, thin, and as usual, impeccably dressed.  His hair had gone silver when he was in his thirties, twenty-something years ago, but his face was tanned, youthful, and free of lines. Graham would have been the perfect man for me—older, reliable, handsome, successful—if he hadn’t been gay.

“Graham, darling, how have you been?” I gave him a hug and whispered in his ear. “Save me, please.”

“Nice to see you, Zoe,” he said with a knowing wink. He nodded at Carla and Andrew. “Carla, Andrew.”

They wrinkled their noses at him and said his name as if it left a bad taste in their mouths.  In unison, they said, “Graham.” 

“Andrew and Carla, it was nice seeing both of you,” I said, backing away. “But I have to call it a night.” I glanced at my watch as if it were a countdown to midnight clock. “Graham, we should meet for drinks or dinner before I leave.”

“Yes,” he nodded. “I’d love that.”

“Well, you all have a good night and I’ll see you all later.” 

I waved from over my shoulder as I bolted toward the exit, keeping my head down to avoid eye contact with anyone else. 

I burst out the door, sucking in the crisp night air as I asked the doorman to please hail a cab for me.  I stood off to the side, waiting, trying to go unnoticed.  I didn’t want to talk to anyone else.  

I just wanted to get away from all these horrible people and the memory of Mark in the bathroom. And with any luck, the memory of Mark himself.

*  *  *

I don’t even recall the ride home. It was a blur. A complete blur. I felt awkward and confused. I wanted to talk to Mark but at the same time, I never wanted to see him again. He had no right to be in that bathroom, whether I was his mistress or not.  There were boundaries in any relationship, though Mark would never let such things stop him from getting his way. Still, the sex had been amazing.  I had actually orgasmed, something I rarely did with Mark. 

Typically, with Mark, it was, “wham bam thank you, ma’am” and then he was gone before I could catch my breath. I was always left to finish myself off. I could still feel the orgasm from tonight shaking through my knees. I’d only been manhandled like that by one other man in my life: Chad Walters, my college boyfriend who I hadn’t seen in years. 

Chad was a control freak, but in a good way.  It was always his way or the highway. The sexual positions were always of his choosing and rarely, if ever, did he give me any form of control. He liked it rough and so did I. He liked to play and explore and he let me know over and over how he was in control.  Sometimes his nature got on my nerves, but ultimately the sex was so fucking great I didn’t care who was in control.  I would have left him sooner if I hadn’t been so addicted to his cock. 

After a while, though, I began to feel used by Chad and that was how I was feeling now with Mark. I felt I had no choice but to leave. A few months in Costa Rica would do me a world of good.

After college, I took a job a few states away on purpose and cried the entire drive there. I felt horrible for breaking things off with Chad. I felt horrible for leaving him the way I did. I loved him. I really did. And he loved me and there I was running away. 

Chad called and begged me to return several times, which was so unlike him. It almost made me think the whole control thing was just an act and that he really cared for me. Gradually, however, time and distance took their toll and we slipped away from each other. The last time he called, I didn’t even answer the phone and he didn’t bother to leave a message.

Even though he was gone, Chad had never strayed far from my mind. It still hurt to hear his name and every relationship I’d had since, didn’t compare to what we shared. We shared some intimate moments that were better kept secret. But sometimes secrets knife you until they bleed free. And that’s what happened to me. 

All the secrets Chad and I shared, things that were meant to remain just between us, ended up in my diary. Then, the heart-spilling, jaw-dropping, erotic moments ended up in a book, then on the shelf of every bookstore in the world. I changed the names of the characters, of course, but now my entire relationship with Chad had been read by tens of thousands of lusty readers. Yes, another bestseller. Fiction to everyone, sweet memories to me. 

Somehow getting it all out was like therapy. It took me years to write that story and tell it just as it happened. Every detail, every date, every sexual moment, that I could recall. Along with some secrets I never even told him. 

Writing that first book helped me close a chapter in my life that needed to be closed. Somehow, even though it was closed, it never seemed to go away. It didn’t seem to ease the feelings. It seemed to create more urges than I had to learn how to live with— urges I knew could never be fulfilled because he was no longer in my life. I had to learn how to live with the void of knowing there was nothing that could ever completely erase or ease the feeling of loss I felt when it came to losing Chad.

Mark surely didn’t fill that void. If he wasn’t married, who knows what would have become of us. But he was married and I was just the mistress who sat by the phone waiting for him to call. 

We couldn’t make plans because his family always came first, which I completely understood and was okay with, at least at first. I knew he’d never leave his wife. I’d never asked him to leave her. Not once. I figured if he was going to leave her, he was going to do it on his own, not because of me. 

I wasn’t there to make such decisions for him. Just like he wasn’t going to be making decisions for me. Meaning, I really had no obligation to tell Mark anything that was going on in my life. It wasn’t like we were that close.  It was mostly about the sex.  Or the thrill of the sex.  The feeling of doing something dirty we really shouldn’t be doing in places where we shouldn’t be doing in.  

And it was also about having someone to talk to who understood my crazy life.  Mark spent his days as an attorney at a big firm uptown, but he was a successful author in the moonlight—spies and assassins and all that— and he could commiserate with the daily ups and downs of the author life. We talked every day.  The conversation was usually more satisfying than the sex. It was just nice to have someone to connect with. 

My writing kept me busy and I never had much of a social life. I didn’t count the tours and book signings as social events.  They were more like forced labor.  I’d fly into town in time to show up at some bookstore that Amazon had yet to kill, welcome the crowd, read a steamy passage from my book, shake hands, pass out hugs to people I didn’t want to touch, sign books, smile for the camera… 

It was torture for someone like me, who could barely stand to be in crowds, much less crowds where everyone was facing me, wanting something from me, reaching out like a zombie horde with my book in their decaying hands. 

Sadly, that was the only time I ventured out to really interact with people. Aside from those trips, I was pretty much a hermit, living in my little Manhattan cave with my fingers tapping on the keys to my laptop, creating sex scenes for thousands of horny, lonely women—like me— to enjoy. 

I typically wrote all night until sun-up, then slept the mornings away and forced myself to get up around one or two in the afternoon. 

The life of a writer did not mesh well with the daily 9-5 grind. In fact, we were a completely different kind of animal, mostly nocturnal, mostly introverted, mostly happy to just be alone with our thoughts and the blank page. 

That was why my social groups were not of the norm. People assumed famous writers lived these fabulous lives of glitzy social events, celebrity dinners, and traveling to Cannes every summer to see your latest book on film. To the contrary, being an author, at least in my case, made for a very lonely existence, which sometimes made me wonder why I loved it so. 

*  *  *

I slid into bed and lay there for a while listening to the faint city noise far below my penthouse window, thinking about the events of the evening and where I’d left things with Mark. 

Mark and I had always been covert with our affair, or at least tried to be, which made the fact that he came into the ladies’ room in the middle of a big publishing event even more out of character for him. I wasn’t sure what the heck he was thinking, unless he just couldn’t wait to fuck me and break the news that he knew about the Costa Rica trip.  

We had used Graham as our go-between because we wrote for the same publisher. Graham was never judgmental, though I knew he didn’t care much for Mark and worried incessantly about me.  He thought Mark was arrogant and smug, with far less talent than other writers who never made it big.  Graham did it for me, not for Mark.  I knew he was thrilled that I was leaving town to research the new book series in Costa Rica.  In fact, Graham was the one who made that happen, in part, I believe, to get me away from Mark.

Mark treated our affair like the plot of one of his spy novels. We communicated through Graham or by “burner phones” that he purchased at Wal-Mart.  I didn’t even have the number to his regular cellphone.  And I never called him without texting first to make sure the coast was clear to call.  It was all very cloak and dagger, which was fun at first.  Then it got old because he would not respond to my texts until the middle of the day and then want to come over for a quickie.

 Meeting up usually meant at my apartment or someplace out of the public eye like a “no tell motel” or Graham’s apartment on those rare occasions that he would agree to let us in. Once we met by chance, as I was running through Central Park, and snuck off for a quickie in the bushes. Like I said, Mark was all about the quick fuck.  He was like a breeder rabbit.  He’d hop on my back, hump till he came, then quickly move along.  I’d miss good old Mark, but probably not as much as he’d miss me. 




CHAPTER TWO: Chad Walters

I squeezed Bree’s tits as she rode me like a bucking bronco at a Texas rodeo. Man, there was nothing more stimulating than a perfect set of double D’s bouncing in your face. I had always been a breast man, which was why most of the women I had fucked in my life had a nice rack to catch my eye.  Bree was no exception.  The first time I saw her was from the tits up.  I know, I’m a pig.  Sue me.

I held on tight to Bree’s waist and let her ride my cock as I closed my eyes and let my mind wander. As usually happened when I had my hands full of tits and a tight pussy around my cock, Zoe’s face flashed through my mind.  

Zoe Maxwell, my college sweetheart… actually, that sounded too juvenile to describe what we had.  We were lovers, not sweethearts, though when she left town she took a big chunk of my heart with her.  Of course, I would never have told her that.  I was too macho, too full of myself, too much of a control freak.  And that’s what drove her away.

Sometimes, I wondered what she was up to now. Probably married with kids, some poor schlep of a husband, little house with a nice lawn and picket fence in the ‘burbs… Whatever.

But talk about tits.  Zoe had these perfect, natural, beautiful size C’s that defied gravity, with large nipples that looked like raspberry gumdrops. All the fake tits in the world couldn’t hold a candle to Zoe’s beautiful bouncing boobs. 

They were absolute perfection. 

Everything about her was perfect.  

Her skin was sun-kissed bronze and smooth. 

Her body was toned and tight as a drum.  

Long legs, high and tight ass, long blonde hair, the most kissable lips, little turned up nose, and those eyes, those sapphire eyes… they were hypnotic… mesmerizing… I could stare into them for hours. 

I’ll never forget the first time I saw her. I was waiting in the checkout line at the 7/11 with a case of beer and five bags of chips for a frat party.  I turned around to find her standing behind me, her big tits in a tight t-shirt, her long tanned legs sticking out of a pair of cut-off jeans.  She was barefoot, no makeup, her hair pulled back into a ponytail.  And she was buying tampons, of all things. I pretended I didn’t see the light blue box, but I envied those tampons for where they were destined to go. 

I struck up a conversation about the weather or some random shit just to talk to her.  I smiled.  She smiled. Our eyes met. We shook hands.  Sparks fucking flew. And that was it. I pretty much knew I’d be fucking her by the next day. And I was. Because I had no choice.  If I didn’t fuck her, I’d just die.

I turned on the charm and went full-court press on her ass. At first, it was just a game to me, as all women were. I would woo her with my ways, wear down her resistance, fuck the shit out of her and move on, like I always did.

Then, the more I got to know her, the more I wanted to be with her, and only her. She drove me fucking wild, man. A typical woman would get jealous as fuck if their man was flirting or getting hit on by other women. Not Zoe. She was not the jealous type. In fact, many times she’d joke about going home with other dudes, or bringing another man into the bedroom with us. I was like WHAT???  No fucking way! Homey don’t play that shit!

She was doing it just to fuck with me, but sometimes I thought she was serious. Maybe she was. Maybe she wasn’t. I just didn’t want to find out. I’d go fucking crazy just to think of another man fucking my Zoe. 

So, I calmed down with the macho-male bullshit and made sure she knew I just wanted her. And things went great for a while, then slowly started to go to shit.  She said I was too controlling (which I was), too demanding (guilty), too much of an asshole (uh yeah), and that I didn’t appreciate her.  That one hurt because it wasn’t true.  Granted, I had a hard time showing my feelings (I’m a guy, duh), but I appreciated the fuck out of her.  Hell, I probably even loved her. 

Then one day she just breezes in and tells me she’s moving to fucking New York after graduation to work in some publishing house as a copy editor.  I was like, why the fuck do you want to do that?  

She just shook her head and walked out the door.  That was seven years ago.  We talked a few times over the phone after she moved away, but finally I just let it go.  Was I pissed?  You bet your ass I was pissed.  She just up and left, ripped my fucking heart out like it was a fucking Band-Aid on a scraped knee.  The sad part about our time together and her leaving was the residual effect it had on my love life.  Call it carrying a torch or whatever, but I haven’t been able to feel complete with another woman since Zoe walked out of my life. I keep finding myself comparing them to her.  And no woman has ever come close to curling my toes—or breaking my heart—like Zoe Maxwell. 

*  *  *

“Oh, Chad …” Bree’s moans jarred me back to reality. “I’m cumming…god… your cock... cum with me… cum…”

“Cum for me, baby,” I said, digging my fingers into her hips and arching my back to fuck her deeper and harder, as if I could push the memory of Zoe out of my body by shooting a hot load inside Bree. But it seemed the harder I fucked Bree, the more I thought about Zoe. It was a never-ending battle between my heart and my mind and my cock.  It was a painful battle.

It was a pain that I wanted to heal, but wanted to keep as a reminder of a time in my life when everything felt simply perfect. 

It was a time I never wanted to forget, couldn’t if I tried. 

Maybe I was afraid that someday I’d wake up and no longer think of Zoe. I didn’t want that day to ever come. Even though she had moved on and was living her life without so much as a thought of me, I was not ready to let go of what we had, even after all these years.  

The pain was all I had left of Zoe.  

I would never let it go.  

Never. 

I’d never tell a soul because it was a very unmacho thing to say, but I missed Zoe every fucking day and every fucking night, even after all these years.  Zoe Maxwell was mine for just a short time and I let her slip away.  Fuck, who am I kidding… I pushed her way.  She left because I was a controlling asshole with too much pride to swallow.  If I had it to do over again, I would have dropped to my knees and begged her to say.

Right then, at that moment, with Bree moaning and groaning on top of me, I would have given anything to go back to that time with Zoe. 

Even if it was just for an hour, just to feel the old feelings again. Maybe I just needed to say goodbye to her once and for all; have one last conversation that would help me close the Zoe chapter of my life. 

Maybe then my heart wouldn’t feel so numb. 

Maybe that was exactly what I needed to forget Zoe Maxwell once and for all. 

I curled my toes and filled Bree with the hot load that erupted from my cock and balls with the force of a firehose.  I closed my eyes tight and tried not to scream Zoe’s name.

*  *  *

I rolled Bree off my cock and rolled myself off the bed, going into the bathroom without saying a word.  I took a good long piss, then washed off my cock with a warm rag at the sink, then went back to the bedroom door and tossed the towel at Bree. 

“What the fuck Chad!” Bree said with a disgusted look on her face.  She plucked the rag out of the air and shoved it to her cooch to stop the flow of my cum and her juices.  “Where the fuck are you going?”

“I have something I forgot to do,” I said, jabbing a thumb over my shoulder toward the shower behind me.  “Gotta grab a quick shower and run.  Let yourself out. I’ll call you later.”

“Seriously?”  Her mouth hung open and her eyes went wide.  Her big tits bounced on her chest.  “You just remembered right now in the middle of having sex with me that you had something you forgot to do?”

“I know, my brain turns to mush when you’re around, baby.  Okay.  Later.” I closed and locked the bathroom door, ignoring her protests that she needed to pee and shower, too.  

After a minute, I heard her yell, “FUCK YOU!” and then the bedroom door slammed and then, thankfully, silence.

I hated to be rude, seriously, but I knew that if I didn’t give Bree the bum’s rush she would have hung around all day long.  Bree was a great fuck, but she’d never win a contest at being a conversationalist.  She was too young for me. I could never see myself getting serious with her even though she was drop dead gorgeous. 

Tall, brunette, the aforementioned big tits, and an ass that would make the Kardashians jealous. But that’s where it ended. I’d known Bree for a few months now, and had yet to hold a serious conversation with her about anything.  Just having a casual conversation was like trying to explain quantum physics to a first grader. 

I was reaching for the shower faucet when I heard my cellphone ringing in the bedroom. I cracked open the door just to make sure Bree was gone, then found my phone on the nightstand and sat on the edge of the bed to answer it. 

“Go for Chad,” I said.

“Hey, Chad. It’s Martin. How’s it hanging, buddy?”

“A little low and to the right at the moment,” I said, glancing down at my flaccid cock with a smile.  “How’s it hanging for you?”

Martin Friese was my business manager and publicist. I had hired him five years ago when my fitness company, Body By Chad, first started to take off. I had worked forever to build my brand as a personal trainer and fitness coach and now, after years of busting my hump twenty-hours a day, seven days a week, the business was taking off with celebrity clients swarming around like hungry bees in a field of wild flowers. 

Martin was responsible for much of that success. Body by Chad wouldn’t be where it was today if it wasn’t for his expert public relations skills and celebrity connections—connections that landed me in front of the most prestigious clients thanks to the likes of TMZ, People Magazine, and Radar Online.  I was constantly amazed what one photo standing behind Katy Perry at Starbuck’s will do for your brand, even though Katy didn’t know me from Adam back then. I even landed a contract to train the blonde bombshells at the Playboy Mansion. And things didn’t stop there. 

As the opportunities and income grew, I knew my brand had to grow with it.  Martin told me time and time again, “It’s all smoke and mirrors… You are only as successful as the public deems you to be… Live large… Always be seen… Do whatever it takes to stay in the public’s eye… There is no such thing as bad PR… Fake it till you make it, brother… Fucking fake it till you make it.”

As soon as I could swing it financially (thanks to good credit and Martin’s co-signature), I bought a Brentwood Estate just outside of Hollywood.  $6.5 million bucks, baby… A luxury mansion in a gated community, with 10 bedrooms and more bathrooms than one person could ever use.  Six-car garage, tennis court, Olympic size pool, theater room, gourmet kitchen, master bedroom larger than my first apartment, and a toilet that shoots water up your ass. 

The basement was a perfect set-up for my own fitness studio, where I privately trained celebrity clients and recorded my DVDs and the workout videos for my private website. I put four-hundred-grand into the place after I bought it, pimping it out to my standards. 

Life was good.  I had my main business in my basement (I owned three gyms in the city), my own line of fitness apparel and exercise DVD’s, along with a dozen books that had been ghostwritten for me (like I have the fucking time to write).  The best part about being me were the private sessions I give to certain female celebrities who shall remain nameless.  Let’s just say that more often than not, those sessions come with a happy ending, if you know what I mean. 

“The reason I’m calling,” Martin continued, “I need you to fly out to New York in a couple of days. Good Morning Manhattan would like to do a segment on you.  It would be great exposure and you could pimp the new DVD’s that are dropping later this month.”

I whined into the phone like a spoiled bitch.  “Two days? Fuck, Martin you know I can’t just up and leave on a moment’s notice like that…”

“Chad, dude, this is the show we’ve been trying to get you on for the last six months. New York City’s number one morning show.  And now they want you on the show, but it’s gotta be this week. You cannot pass this up. Whatever you have going on, have your assistant reschedule and get your ass on a plane.  Capiche?”

I sighed until my lungs were out of air.  I fell back on the bed and gave my balls a little scratch.  “Fine.  Book it and send me the flight and hotel info.”

“Awesome!” Martin said.  I could feel him smiling over the phone.  More money in my pocket meant more money in his.  “Don’t forget, rock star, you are the number one guru in the fitness industry right now and we’re going to keep it that way, my man. You got this!”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said, wondering if he really believed half of the shit that came out of his mouth.  “I’ll see you in New York on Monday.”

I tossed the phone on the bed and went off to take a shower.  For some reason, I felt especially dirty at that moment, and it wasn’t the stink of my jizz and Bree’s cunt coming off my cock and balls.  

It was just the smell of my life, a smell I knew I could never wash away, at least not on my own. 




CHAPTER THREE: Zoe

“Hello, Mr. Elliot,” I said playfully.  Whenever I saw Graham’s face popup on my cellphone I always forced myself to sound happier than I usually was.  Graham worried about me like an older brother, so I mustered a smile and put a happy tone to my voice before I slid the screen to answer the call. 

“Miss Maxwell,” Graham said, his voice soothing in my ear.  “How are you today?  Did you make it home safely last night?”

“If I hadn’t you would have been my first call,” I said with a grin.  I pushed myself back from the laptop and turned to put my bare feet up on the little writing desk I kept in front of my bedroom window.  “What’s up?”

“I was calling to invite your over for dinner tonight?” he said.  

“Oh, Graham, I’ve had enough of dinner parties for a while.”

“Not a dinner party, my dear.  Nothing fancy, very low key, just you and me. I have something I’d like to run by you.” 

“Low key sounds great,” I said, stretching my arms toward the ceiling.  I had been writing for several hours and needed a break. “Anything out of the public eye is good for me these days.”

 “I kind of figured you’d done your time in the public eye for a while,” he said, chuckling. “Need me to send a car for you?”

“I can get a cab,” I said. “I’m not that much of a celebrity.” 

“The hell you’re not,” he snorted. “If your next book sells like we think it will your lovely face will be plastered on posters and billboards across the country.  You might as well face it, my dear, you are a bona fide celebrity whether you like it or not.”

“Whatever!” I said, cutting him off. I wasn’t comfortable with my celebrity and Graham knew it, as meager as that celebrity might be.  “Need me to bring anything?”

“Just yourself,” Graham said.  “See you around eight.”

I stared at the phone for a moment after he hung up, wondering what Graham wanted to talk to me about.  I prayed it wasn’t about Mark. That was a topic I had no desire to discuss with Graham or anyone else.

 

*  *  *

 

“Glad you could make it,” Graham said, hugging me as I walked through the door of his uptown apartment.  Graham did very well as an executive for Roland House.  His place was larger than mine and much nicer.  Graham had hit the daily double: he came from old money and banked one hell of a paycheck from Roland.  His good fortune was well-deserved. Graham Elliot was a good guy in what could be a very shitty business.  He’d saved my bacon on more than one occasion. He was the best friend this writer would ever have.

“Did you enjoy the dinner last night? Roland House certainly knows how to blow money on large parties that no one wants to attend,” he said as he handed me a glass of wine.  He nodded at the glass.  “That’s an ‘84 Chateau Laffite Rothschild.  Don’t waste a drop.”

“I’ll certainly try not to,” I said, smiling as I took a sip. The wine was smooth going down and left a delicious plum and blackberry taste lingering on my tongue. Graham always had the best wines. He was a wine enthusiast who loved to travel and collect wines from every corner of the world. Some of them were too exotic for my taste, but the Rothschild was like drinking nectar.

 “I couldn’t wait to get out of there last night, I can tell you that,” I confessed as I took another sip. “And Carla… ugh! I can’t stand that woman! I tell her no and she keeps coming back like a rabid dog.”

“Most people can’t stand Carla,” Graham said with a smile. “But she is very good at her job, one of the best PR reps in the business.”  He stared at me for a moment, then brought his glass to his lips.  “I could tell you were ready to get the hell out of there.  Too long away from our cave, little hermit?”

“Something like that,” I said, rolling my eyes.  “Although I’d like to think of myself more as Cinderella in the tower than a hermit living in a cave.” 

“Fair enough,” he said, extending his arm.  “Follow me, princess.”

I looped my arm through his and followed him into the spacious living room, which was all glass along the exterior wall, offering a breathtaking view of the city at night.  I settled in on the sofa and let my eyebrows go up behind the wine glass. “So, why am I here?”  

He smiled like the Cheshire Cat.  Little alarms started ringing in my head.  He said, “Good Morning Manhattan is looking for someone to fill a guest spot on an upcoming segment on young entrepreneurs. Mainly a fluff segment focusing on people who started with nothing and made it to the top of their game. Their goal is to get your basic insider tips for other entrepreneurs taking the same path, you know, something along those lines.”

“And how does this have anything to do with me?” I asked the question even though I already knew what Graham was thinking.

“They were thinking—and I was really hoping since the publicity would be incredible for the new book—that you might be interested in being one of their young entrepreneurs.”

I shot him a panicked look. I hated speaking in public and Graham knew it. It was my biggest fear because I literally melted down when speaking to more than a few people at a time.  My hands shook, my voice quivered, my knees went weak. I could barely make it through a book reading and had to force my hand not to tremble during book signings.  And now he wanted me to go on live TV and talk about what a big success I was?  Holy crap... 

“I don’t know, Graham,” I said quickly as I felt my mouth going dry despite the wine.  “I mean, I don’t really consider myself an entrepreneur. I write books for a living…”

“Right. You write books and you travel and live a lifestyle most people only dream of living, but at the end of the day you run a very successful business. Think about it,” he said, narrowing his dark eyes at me. “You could share your tips about building a successful publishing business, marketing, blogging, even discuss some of your failures, not that you’ve had many, and… well… I kind of already told them you’d do it.”

“You what?” I stammered, nearly dropping the wine glass. “Graham!  You cannot be serious!” 

He frowned to let me know that he was. “Before you freak out, let me add that I also convinced them to give you time to plug the new book, Pleasing Him. The show’s producer has read an advance copy and loved it. Not only that, she told me that she read it in one sitting and it got her so steamed up she attacked her poor husband in the middle of the night.”

“Wow, my book as foreplay… who knew…”

“The point is, my dear teller of dirty tales,” he said, scolding me with his eyes.  “The exposure for Pleasing Him on GMM will help propel it to the top of the bestseller lists.  They have a huge audience.  And I’m sure their viewers—and all the struggling writers who watch—would love to hear how you come up with the ideas for your stories, especially the story in Pleasing Him. That story is... well… pardon my French… fucking hot.”

He made me blush without meaning to.  “Really?”

“Zoe, you are the epitome of a success author and entrepreneur.  Your books are your products. You are the business.  You are well qualified to talk about the subject.  You in the one-percent of authors who actually make a great living writing their own books.”

“Maybe…”

He held out his glass, extended a finger at me, and let his head slowly bob.  “I think you have a lot more to talk about than you think. I might be able to convince them to do a longer segment on you. Maybe even a fully produced piece.  There are a million questions readers and other writers have for successful authors such as yourself. Hell, you’re leaving for Costa Rica, for crying out loud, to research and write a book! Who else do you know that gets to travel to exotic places and gets paid to lounge by the pool and write? People love hearing how dreams come true. They are looking for that magic piece that will bring them success. Some tiny piece of the puzzle and you of all people, Zoe Maxwell, can show them the way.”

I laughed at his enthusiasm, and misconception of my life. Lounge and write? Is that seriously what he thought I did?  Sure. That’s all I do. My lounging life. I only wish. 

“So, this is why you lured me over tonight? To get me to agree to go on Good Morning Manhattan? Because if there’s no food involved I’m going to be pissed.” 

“There’s food, don’t worry,” he said with a smile.  He let his eyes drift down to the wine glass in his hand.  He swirled the wine and watched it go around the glass.  “I also wanted to ask you about last night.”

I hid behind the glass, knowing what was coming.  “What about it?”

“You left suddenly, like you couldn’t wait to get out of there.  I know you hate those things, but you really seemed upset.”

I put on a happy face and sipped the wine like it was no big deal.  “Sorry for rushing out like that, but it had been a long day and I really just wanted to get home where it was quiet. And get away from leeches like Andrew and Carla.  People like that just bug me to no end.”  

I hoped the lie was good enough to convince him to drop the subject.  He knew Mark and I were on the rocks and so far, had shown the decency not to pry.  Somehow, I felt that might be changing as he studied my face, looking for a crack in my armor.

“Are you sure that’s all it was,” he asked after a moment.  He looked past me to stare out the window at the twinkling skyline to avoid looking into my eyes.  “I saw Mark come out of the ladies’ room.  I figured you two had been at it again.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, working up my best insulted face.

“Nothing,” he said, shrugging with his eyebrows, bringing the glass to his lips.  He let his eyes swing back to mine. “So, can I tell the producer at GMM that you’ll do it? It would be great for the new book, and the backlist.”

I took a deep breath.  Graham was a shrewd negotiator.  I could either agree to do the show or he’d continue to press me about Mark.  Son of a bitch was good, I had to give him that.

“Fine. Okay. I’ll do it.” My voice was less than enthusiastic, but Graham didn’t seem to care. If it was anyone other than Graham, I would have definitely said no freakin’ way. But Graham was my best friend, my mentor, and savior. He was the one who gave this struggling writer a chance all those years ago.  He introduced me to my agent, got me my first publishing contract, bragged about me to critics, and was always looking out for me, even when he didn’t agree with my actions, like getting involved with Mark.  His advice and guidance and connections had been just as important to my career as the writing.  There was no way I could turn him down.

Graham held up his wine glass and smiled.  “They are going to be over-the-top excited to hear you’ll be on the show! I literally can’t wait to share the good news!”

“Well, don’t get too over-the-top excited about it,” I said. “I could be a total train wreck on camera.”

“I’m not worried at all,” he said with a smile.  “I’ll see if they will give you a little extra time at the end of the show to do some Q&A with the audience. And I’ll make sure to send over enough books so that everyone in the audience will get a copy of your new bestseller.  Maybe they’ll let you sign the books after the show.”

“More good news,” I said, shaking my head.  I hated book signings, even though they were a necessary part of the process. “So, when is the taping?”

“Monday morning,” Graham said as he dabbed wine from the corners of his lips with the tips of his manicured fingers.  “They’ll send a car for you at 7 A.M. and you’ll go straight into hair and makeup. The show airs at 8 A.M. and your segment will be around 8:45.”

“7 A.M… Fuck, Graham, you know I don’t get up before noon,” I said.

“It’s a morning show, my darling,” he said with an unsympathetic smirk.  “Just take it easy this weekend.  No big parties.  No drunken orgies.  No binge drinking.”

“I wish,” I said, rolling my eyes. I finished the wine and held out my glass.  “The things I do for my art.  And for you. More insanely expensive wine, please.”

Graham smiled as he stood up and offered me his hand.  “It’s tough being you, I’m sure.  Come on, let’s see if a nice filet mignon can make you feel better.”

“Who are the other entrepreneurs that will be on the show?” I asked as he led me into the dining room, where his cook had set out a wonderful dinner for the two of us.

“The producer didn’t know for sure,” he said, holding out my chair.  “The whole thing seemed very last minute.  I got the impression that they were hustling to get guests on because the guy from Shark Tank canceled. She mentioned someone flying in from Los Angeles, but I didn’t catch the name.”

“Well, at least I don’t have to fly clear across country for a two-minute interview,” I said, holding out my glass for a refill.  Graham refilled both our glasses, then tapped his glass up to mine. 

“Here’s to a stellar appearance,” he said with a broad smile.  “And to your next bestseller.”




CHAPTER FOUR: Chad

 “Welcome to New York, sir!” the doorman at the front entrance of the Mark Hotel said as he held open the door for me.  

“Thanks,” I said as I walked through the doors and across the black and white marble floor toward the front desk.  A young Asian woman standing behind the desk smiled at me.  “Hello, sir, may I help you?”

“Chad Walters,” I said, stepping up to the desk and letting the carryon bag slide from my shoulder to the floor.  “I should have a reservation.”

“Yes, sir, one moment.”  Her thin fingers flew across the computer keys looking for the reservation.  She frowned at the screen for a moment, then looked up and smiled, as if she realized who I was.  

“Everything okay?” I asked, resting my arms on the counter.  I glanced at my watch.  I’d been on the plane for eight hours.  Even though I had flown first class all the way, my back was screaming for a massage and I desperately needed a shower and a drink.  If this reservation was fucked up, I was gonna go ballistic on some poor soul.

She kept smiling at me.  “Oh yes, Mr. Walters, I have your reservation right here.  We have the penthouse suite all ready for you sir. Your suite has amazing panoramic views of the city skyline and Central Park, and of course, a staircase that leads to your own private outdoor terrace, a conservatory, a fully stocked wet bar, and a library lounge. It also looks like you have requested a car and driver for your stay.”

“You sound like a brochure,” I said, rubbing my eyes.

The smile didn’t break, but she pushed her eyebrows up.  “Sir?”

“Nothing,” I said.  “Anything else?” 

She batted her long eyelashes at me and pursed her lips.  “Is there anything else you need, sir?  Anything I can do for you?”

I smiled.  She was hitting on me.  Fucking groupies.  They were everywhere.  “No, not at the moment,” I said, holding out my hand.  “Just need my key.”

She tried not to look too disappointed. “Yes, here you are, sir.”  She slid the key into my hand, then picked up a slip of paper and scribbled her name and number on it.  She folded the paper and slid it across the counter to me.  “That’s my number, in case you change your mind.  I’m here till 6 A.M.”

“Good to know,” I said, picking up the slip of paper and tucking it into my back pocket.  I picked up my bag and smiled at her.  You never know, I might get in the mood for a little Chinese takeout later tonight (okay, that joke was too corny even for me).

“The elevator is across the lobby and down the hall,” she said, pointing.  “You’ll need to insert your key to access the penthouse.  Please let me know if you have any other… needs.”

“I will,” I said with a smile.  “I definitely will.”

*  *  *

The elevator opened directly into the penthouse and I walked through the cavernous space with my mouth hanging open. The place looked like an extravagant New York City apartment.  I didn’t want to think about what the place was costing me per night.  Mark took care of business.  I just showed up and did my thing.  However expensive it cost would come back to me a thousand-fold if the appearance on Good Morning Manhattan did what Mark thought it would do.

The place was decked out to the max, from custom kitchen cabinets, granite countertops, marble floors, sound-proof windows, stainless steel everything, heated towel racks, a shower that would hold six people… the list just went on and on. 

I dropped my bag on the bed, then went back into the kitchen and found a bottle of Coors in the fridge and popped the cap as I walked through the penthouse to the rooftop terrace. The view was nothing short of amazing. The view alone was worth whatever the place cost per night.  I could imagine sitting up there smoking a nice cigar and sipping brandy, a naked blonde with big tits rubbing the tiredness from my shoulders…. 

Sometimes I wished that I had someone to share these moments with. I wished that I could find the perfect woman. The thing was, I wasn’t ready to settle down just yet. I knew I didn’t want kids anytime soon, and pretty much every woman I met—other than the groupies who were just out to fuck a famous guy— had the white picket fence and babies on their agenda.  That’s one of the things I liked about Bree. Then again, she was not someone I could see myself with for the long haul.  After blowing her off the other night, I’d probably never hear from her again.  Sad to say, but I was just fine with that. 

I liked being able to call up a woman, have a night of mutual rough sex, and send them on their way. Married or unmarried, straight or bi, they all seemed to want a piece of Chad Walters. And why not?  I didn’t train this hard and sculpt this body for nothing. And I sure wasn’t going to turn down a hot pussy when it invited me to come in (no pun intended).  

I don’t mean to be cocky, but I could literally walk down the street here in New York and have horny bitches following me like the Pied Fucking Piper.  Trust me, I’d done it many times back in L.A.

I’d even had multiple bitches at once more times than I could count.  One fuck-fest in particular stood out in my mind.  I couldn’t even recall their names because I was also a little fucked up at the time. It doesn’t even matter since they were just two random models who were in California for a photo shoot. They were sent to me for a quick workout before the shoot. They got one all right. 

In no time, I had them right where I wanted them and they were eager to please. Being new to California, they trusted and relied on every word that came from my mouth that day. I could have lied my brains out, but I didn’t. I kept it real. It’s crazy how a few sexually-implied, sarcastic comments lead to dripping pussy’s craving to be fondled, fucked and eaten.  Is this a great country or what?

To be completely fair, they came onto me first and I didn’t resist.  One right after the other, I fucked them both that day.  In and out of one pussy, then slamming my cock directly into the next.  It was like a fucking assembly line of pussy.  I had them bent over my bed with their legs spread for three fucking hours straight!  

I drilled my cock into their pussies and even pulled out a few sex toys I kept on hand for special occasions. They took everything I gave them and begged for more, even right down to the nipple clamps and Benwa balls. I got hard watching the sweet pain on their faces as I clamped their throbbing, perky nipples with the clamps. We played a game of sexual chicken, doing wild and crazy shit to one another until someone screamed STOP!  

Either they didn’t want to be the first to yell stop, or like me, they just enjoyed the pain. Either way, they kept spreading their legs and begging for more. 

 We went at it with such force I was sore for days. I let each one orgasm in my mouth after an hour of rough foreplay. After the first orgasm, they thought I was done, that the sex was over. Rookies! I was just getting started. 

I left the clamps on their nipples and handcuffed them to the pull-up bar on my wall. They grinned, smiled and squealed with delight once both their hands were held securely above their heads.  I got the impression this was not their first time at S&M. 

I got down on my knees and sucked one of their clits until she orgasmed. Then, I moved over to the next pussy and did the same thing. I repeated this for two more orgasms each.  They were squealing like little kids on a rollercoaster ride.

I grabbed the thigh bar I kept under my bed and tied it to the one girl’s ankles to keep her legs spread. I added some weights to her nipple clamps and watched her moan in ecstasy. I asked her if she wanted me to stop. She said, “No fucking way!”  Chastised, I kept going. 

I grabbed two more clamps and knelt before her exposed pussy. I clamped those two clamps on each labia and attached the chain to both nipple weights. This kept her pussy wide open for me and, I had to say, it was all I could do not to shoot my load just watching her squirm. Every move made the weights pull her nipples. I watched her struggle to stay still as I played with her clit.  She moaned with delight.

I grabbed a handful of anal beads and squirted some lube on them. I could see the wanting look in the other girl’s eyes who watched as I played around with her friend.  

“Fuck me, too,” she whined.  “I want beads in my ass, too.”

It was hard not to fuck them both right there. God knows I wanted to, but I wasn’t ready to end playtime just yet. I just let my cock bounce and rub against their clits as I continued playing in the taller girl’s ass. She knew what was coming. She didn’t object as I slowly inserted a few beads into her ass.  I licked her clit as they slid inside her.  She moaned and wiggled her cunt against my face. 

I was sure this was far more than what they expected the evening was going to be. Hell, it was more than I expected.  However, they were in my world now and I was the one in control.  I doled out the pleasure and pain.  I said who could cum and when.  They didn’t seem to mind.  They just kept moaning and egging me on. 

After I had all but a few beads in her ass, I licked her clit and slowly pulled out all the beads one by one. She moaned and gushed hot juices all over my face.

As soon as her orgasm was done, I stood up, removed one nipple clamp, sucking her nipple after I removed it. Again, she screamed with pleasure. I did the same to the next nipple. I slid my hand down to her sopping cunt and shoved two fingers inside her and started fingering her hard.  With three fingers hammering into her, I pressed my thumb to her clit and forced another orgasm.  After that, she was spent.  I removed all the clamps and released her wrists.  She lay peacefully on the bed and watched me give her friend the same pain and pleasures I’d given her. 

We ended the night with me flat on my back and my big cock sticking up like a flagpole.  They were both working my cock, pumping the long shaft, taking turns licking and sucking the head, kneading and sucking my balls, probing my tight asshole with their tongues and fingers.  When I told them to watch me pop, they clenched their hands around the shaft and milked me like a machine.  I shot hot ropes of milky cum three feet into the air.  It splashed down over their hands onto my stomach and balls.  The girls squealed and lapped it up like hungry kittens around a bowl of milk.

Yeah, bitches, good times…

I leaned against the railing and closed my eyes to breath in the warm night air.  Yes, a nice woman to share this lovely rooftop terrace would be nice. Hell, it would be a perfect place to have some nice open-air sex. It was private, secluded, nice padded furniture, maybe drag a mattress out here, maybe just whip out my cock and jerk off into the night... 

My cellphone ringing jarred me from my fantasy. I tugged the phone from my back pocket and saw Martin’s image on the screen.  I slid to answer the call on speaker.  

I leaned my elbows on the rail and said, “Hey, Martin.” 

“I assume you got all checked in,” he said.  “Need anything else? Is the place stocked with everything you need?”

“It’s stocked to perfection Martin,” I said with a sigh. “I appreciate you spending my money on such lavish digs, but you didn’t have to book the penthouse.  I can sleep anywhere you know.”

“Yeah, right, like you’d be fine at Motel 6.”

“Well, maybe not that,” I said.

“Look, you just enjoy it and rest up so you kick ass on Good Morning Manhattan on Monday.  I can’t be there, but I’ll be watching you online!”

“Okay, I’ll try not to fuck it up,” I said.  The truth was, I’d been on TV more times than I could count.  This should be a walk in the park.

I hung up with Martin and walked into the bedroom.  I started to get undressed for bed, then realized I was too keyed up to sleep.  And after thinking about the S&M session with the models, more than a little horny.  

I made sure I had my cellphone and room key in my back pocket, then rode the private elevator down to the lobby bar.  If I struck out there, I would pay a little visit to the sweet young thing who was still smiling at me from behind the front desk. 




CHAPTER FIVE: Zoe

Mark’s voice was cold as ice when he answered the phone.  It sent a chill down my spine when he said, “What?”

I cleared my throat and tried to force the nervousness out of my voice.  “Hi, it’s me.  I was hoping you’d have time to meet up for a few minutes tomorrow.”

“I think I said everything I needed to say the other night,” Mark said, sighing like he was bored.  “So why don’t you just fuck off?” 

I held out the phone and stared at the screen in awe.  It would have been so easy to go ballistic on his ass at that moment, given the number of times he’d lied to me and jerked me around.  But I knew that wouldn’t do anything but make a bad situation worse.  I took a deep breath and forced myself to be calm.  “Look, Mark, I know I shouldn’t have called you. And maybe I should have given you notice about the trip, but… well, I just thought maybe—”

“Maybe what, Zoe?  Maybe I’d be over being lied to and hurt?  Maybe I’d have calmed the fuck down enough to listen to your bullshit reasons and excuses?  Give me a fucking break! Do you know how many times we’ve talked and how many chances you had to tell me that you were leaving New York for fucking Costa Rico for a month?  Maybe you don’t, but I sure do!”

“I didn’t call to argue,” I said, my voice cracking despite my best efforts to be strong.  “I just wanted to see you Mark. To explain and to apologize.”

“Fuck you and your apology,” he growled.  “You never meant anything to me anyway.  You were just some bitch I fucked.”

“You don’t mean that,” I said, my eyes welling with tears.  I wasn’t sure what I expected from Mark, but it wasn’t this.  I never expected this.

“I do mean it,” he said.  He breathed heavy in my ear for a moment.  “Goddammit, Zoe, why didn’t you just tell me?  Why did I have to learn that you were leaving town in the goddamn literary column of the newspaper?”

“The publisher wasn’t supposed to issue a press release until next week,” I said, my voice pleading for understanding.  “There was a mix-up in the PR department and the release went out early.  I’m sorry, Mark, really, I was going to tell you.  I would never hurt you that way.  You must know that”

“Well, you did,” he huffed, sounding more and more like a hurt child than a scorned lover.  “You hurt me more than you will ever know.”

Even though my eyes were full of tears, they rolled at that comment.  I wiped a knuckle under my nose and sniffed back the tears.  “Look, I know I hurt you and I’m sorry. Really, really sorry.”

“Yeah, well, whatever,” he said.  “What do you have to say for yourself now, you fucking cunt? I just wish that I’d had the good sense to videotape that fuck-fest in the bathroom. Miss hotshot bestselling author getting her cunt banged to shit in a hotel bathroom.  The world would finally see you for who you really are, Zoe Maxell, you fucking skank!”

“Mark…”  I held the phone up to my mouth and screamed at the top of my lungs. “FUCK YOU!!!!”

I hung up the phone and tossed it on the couch beside me.  The tears came quickly and angrily, red hot as they flowed down my cheeks.  What a low-life piece of shit cocksucker he was.  I couldn’t believe there was a time when I actually thought I loved that man.  If I never saw him again that would be just fine with me.

The really sad part was that I felt like I had wasted months of my life having an affair with Mark.  I knew he would never leave his wife.  Hell, that was part of the attraction.  I wasn’t looking for love and neither was he.  I just wanted to fuck him and he readily complied. Then we kept on fucking and it turned into a thing: a thing I was starting to regret more by the moment.

Mark wasn’t even that good in bed. He rarely made me cum. All he cared about was getting his rocks off and being on his way.  There was rarely foreplay before and never cuddling after.  It was almost like I was his whore.  He’d drop by unannounced, fuck me without ever taking his shoes off, and he’d be gone.  The only difference was that he didn’t leave money on the dresser for covering me with his sweat and goo.

I can’t explain why, but I was suddenly overcome with a strong feeling of remorse, as if I’d lost someone truly dear to me.  I wasn’t crying for Mark.  I cried for myself.  I wrapped my arms around my knees and pulled them to my chest and sobbed like a brokenhearted child. 

At that moment, I felt completely alone, totally unloved, and without hope.  How could my professional life be so fucking fantastic while my personal life felt so fucking miserable?  Someone once said that a writer’s life was the loneliest because there just the writer and the blank page and no one else.  I had never agreed with that old saying until now. 

*  *  *

After my self-pity party, I went into the bathroom to dry my tears and blow my nose.  I splashed cold water on my face and stared at myself in the mirror for a moment.  My phone was on the counter and it buzzed with a number I didn’t recognize.  Another telemarketer, no doubt.  They hung up when the call went to voicemail.  

“Graham is right,” I said to the woman staring back at me through red eyes.  “You do not know how great your life can be.”  I hung the towel over the rack and leaned in close to the mirror.  “Maybe it’s time you take control of your life rather than letting your life control you.”

I turned off the light and went into the living room.  Graham had sent over two-hundred books for me to sign in advance of the Good Morning Manhattan appearance.  The producers agreed to let me give away books, but didn’t have time for me to sign them onset, so I was doing it head of time.  I sat down at the coffee table and opened the first box, calculating in my head how long it would take me to sign two hundred copies.

My mind wandered as I opened the first book and scribbled my name across the page.  I tried to remember the first book I’d ever signed.  It had been so many years now, so many books.

I had started my career ghostwriting sweet romances for a publisher who put them out under another name. Gradually I went from writing sweet romances to risqué to all out erotica.  When I saw my dirtiest books regularly selling thousands of copies for the publisher, I started writing and self-publishing my own books under my name.  After a few books, I started hitting the Amazon charts. That’s when Graham found me and the rest is history.

That’s when I started calling on my own sexual memories for inspiration.  It wasn’t until I wrote Pleasing Him that my relationship with Chad Walters ended up in a book.  Only his name wasn’t Chad.  It was Brad.  Brad Wallace.  And the heroine’s name was Chloe Manning.  I know, pretty close, but I seriously doubted Chad would ever read the book, much less make the connection.

Pleasing Him was my hottest, steamiest, filthiest book yet.  And readers loved it.  Little did they know that every sex act in the book was based on a real memory of sex with Chad. 

There was nothing made up in this book. 

Every fuck and suck and probe and tuck were real.  

I had to sit on a towel when I wrote the book because my cunt would simply overflow. 

Maybe that’s why the book was climbing the bestseller lists and the crowds at the book signings got bigger every week.  

It was all so real, one critic wrote, like it really happened.

Sister, if only you knew.

Note: “BODY HEAT” is available on Amazon for only 99c or FREE on Kindle Unlimited. Simply click the link below…

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B074SBV5XG
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