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Monday came too soon for Nicole Masters. 
The most important day of her life, and she felt ill prepared. 
Nicole hadn’t slept the night before. Instead, she’d spent hours laying out different outfits, going through possible interview questions. Her stomach churning, she’d taken six or eight Tums, read article after article about Jameson International on the Internet, and of course, she’d also researched Red Jameson, the high profile CEO and founder of the advertising agency. At only age thirty-two, the man was already a legend in the advertising world and a heartthrob in the rest of the world. 
While playing around online, she’d even run across a web forum seemingly devoted to discussing Red’s every relationship, both real and imagined. The forum participants gossiped endlessly about celebrity women he’d been spotted with, and then discussed (in great detail) what they would do if they had five minutes alone with him. 
Red Jameson had been featured on the cover of both Forbes and Rolling Stone. He was just that cool. 
Finally, around five-thirty a.m., when the darkness was starting to give way to a gray and foggy morning, Nicole began drifting to sleep. 
Her alarm woke her just half an hour later. She groaned and sat up, feeling like she’d spent the previous night drinking tequila. Or maybe bashing herself in the head with a hammer. 
Either way, she had to pull herself together. She ran to the bathroom and started the lengthy process of getting ready for the day. Shaving her legs in the bath, washing and conditioning her hair. As she rinsed the soap out of her eyes, images of Red Jameson flashed in her mind. He was staring at her and his expression was one of disapproval. He shook his head. 
No. You can’t have the internship, Nicole. You aren’t ready for the real world. 
Maybe you should have gone to grad school instead. 
When she opened her eyes, her heart was pounding. Think positive thoughts, she admonished herself. 
This interview is going to go wonderfully. I deserve this internship. I’ve got all the
skills they require and that’s why I’ve made it this far. 
Nicole nodded, heartened by her own propaganda, and applied moisturizer to her skin. Her skin was smooth, silky, and pale. It was one of her attributes that seemed to get the most comments from men and women alike. She rarely had a blemish on her face, or any kind of acne. 
Other than her nearly perfect skin, Nicole had always considered herself rather average. She wasn’t too tall or too short. She wasn’t too skinny or too fat. She had breasts but not the kind that men tended to stare at like salivating dogs. She liked to run two or three times a week, so she had some muscle tone, but wasn’t ripped like some of the girls around town. 
Her hair was brown and she usually wore it back in a simple ponytail. 
Today Nicole needed to be sophisticated, though. Jameson International was a cutting-edge ad agency, and she couldn’t come in like some hick with hay in her teeth. 
So she was dressing up way beyond anything she felt comfortable in. 
She’d even gone into credit card debt yesterday at Prada, buying a full ensemble: high heels, skirt, blouse, purse. The entire thing had come to just under two thousand dollars. She’d spread it across two cards. 
TWO THOUSAND DOLLARS. 
More than she’d spent on clothes all of last year. 
But this wasn’t for just any old internship. Nicole had beaten the odds just getting this interview, and now she needed to knock it out of the park. She needed to look global, she needed to look rich and worldly or she didn’t stand a chance. 
Out the door and on the train, she tried to stay calm. Focused on a little breathing meditation she’d learned from a hippie ex-boyfriend. He’d taught her to meditate and he’d also tried to convince her to give him a rim job, which Nicole had politely declined. 
They’d ended soon after that. 
A short walk from the train to midtown and she was suddenly there. The large glass building that stretched almost to the sky. Jameson International. It looked like a block of onyx. 
Nicole’s breath caught in her chest. 
She shook in her heels for a moment. 
And then she went inside. 
The main entrance was huge, with immense marble floors and a fountain. Men and women in suits with perfect hair were filing through the doors and waiting for elevators. 
At the large security desk in the center of the room, three black men were checking in guests. 
Nicole approached them with a smile. None of them smiled back. 
“Name please?” One bald man asked. He glared at her like she might be a potential terrorist. 
Her voice came out so low that she needed to start over. Nicole cleared her throat. 
“I’m Nicole Masters? Here for an interview at eight-thirty?” 
The man nodded and turned to his computer. He typed quickly. Nodded. “Sign in please.” He tapped a clipboard next to her on the desk and she quickly wrote her name and the time and date. 
“Look over here please,” he said, and when she looked at him, there was a sudden flash in her eyes. 
“Just a moment.” Seconds later he’d printed out a picture of her and made a laminated badge, which he handed to her. “Please wear this at all times while you’re in the building, Ms. Masters.” 
She glanced at the badge. In the picture, she looked like a cross-eyed Japanese woman. “I wish you’d at least told me to smile,” she joked. 
He reacted as if she’d never spoken. “Take the elevators on your left up to the fifteenth floor. You’ll be meeting with Glen Goldman.” 
“Thanks,” she whispered. 
Her stomach was churning, anxious. She dug in her purse and grabbed a couple of Tums, chewed them as she crammed into the elevator with the perfect employees of Jameson International. 
She disembarked on the fifteenth floor as instructed, into a wide hallway with black marble floors. To the right was a closed oak door. To the left was a set of glass double doors, and behind them, a waiting room of sorts. 
She walked through the doors. 
There was a striking, tall blond woman behind an immaculate desk. She wore a Bluetooth headset and sat in front of a computer. “Can I help you?” 
She told her she was here to interview with Glen Goldman. 
“Absolutely.” The blond woman smiled in the most perfunctory way possible. 
“Please take a seat, he’ll be with you momentarily.” 
Nicole took a seat in one of the black leather waiting chairs. It felt gorgeous and sleek and glossy, like something out of a four-star hotel room. There was a glass table nearby, with magazines carefully fanned out across it. 
They were advertising industry magazines. Two of them had Red Jameson on the cover. On one, he was holding a golden CLIO statue. In another, he was holding a cigar in each hand and grinning. Beneath his picture it said, How One Man Can Have Too Much of Everything and Still Not Enough. 
It was hard for her to tell if Red was smolderingly sexy because he was good looking and photogenic, or if it was because Nicole happened to know how smart and innovative and powerful he was. Maybe it was all of the above. His looks were interesting. He was supposedly of Irish and German descent, but he looked more Italian or Persian. His skin was dark, almost coffee colored. His eyes were hooded. His hair was slightly curly, black and wiry. His nose was long and a little hooked at the end, and he possessed a strong, chiseled jaw, surprisingly thick neck and broad shoulders. 
In his slick gray and black suits he sometimes looked more like an athlete dressed up as a businessman, rather than someone who belonged in neckties and wingtips. 
“Miss Masters?” 
The blonde receptionist’s voice startled Nicole out of her reverie. She realized she had just been staring at the magazine with Red’s picture on it. 
She stood up too quickly and nearly lost her balance. 
The blonde smiled as if embarrassed for her. “I’ll bring you to your interview with Mr. Goldman now.” 


*** 
The interviews turned out to be surprisingly pleasant, if exhausting. 
Glen Goldman was older, thin and balding. He reminded Nicole of her Uncle Regis, who used to always pretend to find quarters in her ear when she was little. Glen asked her about college, he seemed genuinely happy for her that she was so excited about advertising. 
“It’s a young persons game now,” he said, blinking. “If you don’t mind working sixty or seventy hours a week minimum, you’ll be fine.” 
“I can’t wait to work,” she said, truthfully. “I’ve always enjoyed hard work.” 
Blinking ferociously, he nodded and smiled. “I like your attitude. 
After Glen, a middle aged severe woman named Remi Danvers came in. Remi was an art director at the agency. She had short brown hair, enormous golden earrings and an even more enormous golden necklace. Her white button down shirt was unbuttoned far enough to reveal her nonexistent cleavage. Remi fired off questions about Nicole’s resume, almost as if trying to catch her in a lie. 
After fielding twenty or thirty rapid-fire questions about her previous work experience, Nicole had waited for Remi to move on to some other topic. But the woman didn’t do any such thing. She simply smiled briskly, stood up and left the room. 
Next, the creative director entered. His name was Edward Lane and he was stocky, grinning, with a thin red beard. He had a phone at his side that constantly buzzed as he studiously ignored it. Nicole tried to talk without being distracted by the incessant buzzing sound. 
Edward was also friendly, although his blue eyes were watchful and perceptive. At one point he asked her how she handled conflict, and she said that she typically avoided it. 
“You won’t be able to avoid it here,” he said softly. His eyes watched her intently. 
She took a breath. “I look forward to learning, and if conflict is part of that, I welcome the challenge.” 
“You may find yourself under a great deal of mental and emotional pressure. The strain can be enormous. Working for Red is never easy.” 
She swallowed. “You mean Mr. Jameson?” 
He nodded. “He’s also very egalitarian and likes to meet everyone. That’s why he interviews all prospective employees.” 
Nicole gulped audibly. “He interviews everyone?” 
“Yes, if we think the candidate is appropriate Jameson International material. In fact, there’s a good chance you’ll be meeting him very soon,” he grinned. 
Nicole licked her lips and tried to still her shaking hands. “It must be overwhelming for someone with Mr. Jameson’s schedule and responsibilities to meet with everyone.” 
Edward laughed heartily. “We’ve been trying to get him to stop for years, but he won’t. That’s how seriously he takes his business. And he expects that dedication and intensity from every one of his employees.” 
“I find that refreshing,” she lied. Actually she found it horrifying. She wasn’t ready to come face to face with the man she’d been studying from afar. 
Edward sat back and looked at her anew. “Working for Red can be particularly challenging for female employees.” 
“It can?” She didn’t know exactly what Edward meant, but her arms broke into gooseflesh anyway. She thought back to the things she’d seen on those online forums. 
Women who worked here probably fought tooth and nail to gain his approval and notice. 
Edward tapped the table lightly with his hand. “In any case, you’re a great candidate, and everyone speaks highly of you. I’m going to recommend that Red meet with you today.” 
She felt woozy from all of this. “You’re hiring me for the internship position?” 
Edward sighed. “Pending Red’s approval. But that’s why I’m trying to give you fair warning. This is a tough business, but for someone like yourself it could be positively torturous.” 
“Torturous?” 
“Just…be prepared, Nicole. If you can do this job, you’ll go very far in this business. But if you’re a wilting flower—it won’t be a pretty sight. I’ve seen the ones who crack and it can get ugly.” 
“I won’t crack,” she said, suddenly sitting up straighter. She didn’t like his implication that she was a wilting flower. Maybe she was fresh out of college, but she’d never failed at anything in her life. In high school, she’d been debate champion three years running and when she was even younger she’d won chess tournaments playing against kids twice her age. 
Edward seemed to take stock of her and find what he’d wanted to see. He smiled, stood up and shook her hand. “I’m sure we’ll be seeing a lot more of one another in the future, Nicole. Just hang tight for a minute.” 
And then he left her alone in the small conference room. 
She was suddenly aware of being incredibly thirsty. Checking her phone, she realized she’d been in here for nearly an hour and a half now. It hadn’t felt nearly that long, but time had flown in the midst of her anxiety, and the endless questions and trying to make a good impression. 
Well, apparently she’d done it. Now she just had to make a good impression on him. 
As if to confirm this, the blonde receptionist opened the door to the conference room. “Miss Masters? Please come with me.” 
She wanted to get a drink of water, but the receptionist was already walking ahead of her, striding confidently, elegantly. Nicole was too intimidated to ask for a cup of water. 
Instead she followed her to a different set of elevators. 
When the doors opened, the inside was opulent. It looked like an old fashioned elevator from some nineteenth century mansion. A man dressed in a dark blue uniform smiled at them. “Top floor?” he asked with a delicate smile. 
“Yes,” the blonde replied, barely looking at him. 
Nicole tried to smile and thank him. He pressed the button for the fifty-fifth floor and put his hands behind his back. When the elevator pinged and stopped, he held out his hand and tilted his head gently toward the hallway. 
The blond receptionist didn’t leave the elevator. “Red’s expecting you,” she said with an enigmatic look in her eye. 
Nicole suddenly didn’t want to leave. Her feet felt rooted to the floor. But she forced herself to move and then she was in the hallway and the elevator doors had closed behind her. 
The top floor felt like a different world entirely from the rest of the building. More like a penthouse apartment. The walls were dark and there was lush red carpeting. The hallway hooked abruptly to the left and then she came to a set of heavy wooden doors. 
Next to the doors was a rolling table with a tray of food on top of it. The food was just some fruit and a half eaten sandwich. Somehow the sight of wilted lettuce calmed her. 
It was only food after all. This was just a hallway in a building. Yes, he was rich beyond her wildest dreams, but he was also just a man who ate fruit and sandwiches with old lettuce sometimes. He hadn’t even finished his meal. 
She knocked on the wooden doors. 
“Come in,” he said from the other side. His voice was slightly muffled but distinctly his. She’d watched hours of interviews and footage of him on YouTube, after all. 
She opened the doors and strode into his office as confidently as possible. 
When she entered, she was still shocked by the enormity of the room. It was bigger than three of her apartments put together. There was a full-length pool table on one side, a fully stocked bar near that. On the other side of the room was a set of leather furniture facing a television screen that took up an entire wall. 
Red was sitting at his desk. It was a monstrosity; old, ornate, it must have weighed a ton. Behind him was a floor to ceiling picture window that overlooked the entire city. 
However, he’d lowered one of the curtains, which blocked most of the light. She could still see the city filtering through the semi-opaque material. 
“Don’t be intimidated,” he said, standing and walking around his desk. He was wearing one of his typical gray suits. It was almost reflective. His tie was purple and thin. 
In person he was larger than she expected, and his magnetism was stunning. She found herself star struck and nearly speechless. 
“Hello,” she murmured. 
He continued to close in on her. His presence was so intense that she didn’t know what to do. Literally. She was frozen in place and he just kept moving until he was no more than six inches from her. He was like a movie star stepping off the big screen and smiling at her. His eyes were so confident, his manner was so strong and powerful. No boy or man she’d ever met could come close to projecting his sex appeal or his intelligence. 
“I’m Red Jameson, founder and CEO of Jameson International.” He held out his large hand to her. 
She shook it. “I’m aware of who you are,” she said, sounding more abrupt than she’d intended. 
He grinned and held her hand for longer than was comfortable. “What else are you aware of?” 
She pulled her hand back. “I’ve read a lot about the company.” 
“Have a seat, Miss—“ 
“Masters.” 
“Miss Masters. What a wonderful name.” He smiled briefly. “Would you like something to drink?” 
“Please.” She was grateful for him asking. Her mouth tasted like chalk. 
He moved toward the bar, which was so far away it might as well been in a different state. “What would you like?” he called back. 
“Water’s fine.” 
He grabbed a bottle and came back, his movements graceful and sleek. 
She sat down in the chair opposite his desk and crossed her legs, suddenly aware of the way her skirt rode up her thighs. She felt, in his presence, a vulnerability and nakedness that surprised her. 
“Here,” he said, handing her a cold bottle of Evian. “Let me know if you need anything else. To use the bathroom perhaps?” 
“No, thank you.” She opened the water and took a few long gulps. 
Red sat on the edge of his desk. His leg was only a small distance to hers, he could have practically touched her if he’d just extended his black leather shoe a little bit. 
“So,” he said, “I’ve heard very positive things about you so far.” 
“I’m glad.” 
“What did you think of everyone you met?” 
She pondered. “Everyone seems really nice.” 
His eyes focused on hers with an intensity that was disconcerting. She dropped her gaze to the floor. 
Red didn’t say anything until she looked at him again. “Everyone seems nice?” he repeated. “That’s a bit trite. I don’t like canned answers, Miss Masters.” 
A small buzz of fear ran through her stomach. She’d made it this far. How humiliating would it be to lose the job because Red Jameson himself hated her? 
“Sorry,” she said. “I’m very nervous.” 
“No need to be. We’re just talking.” 
“You’re a pretty big deal,” she said, gripping the bottle more tightly. 
That made him laugh. He threw his head back. His dark curly hair bounced a little as he did so. When he looked at her again, he seemed looser somehow. “I like that,” he told her. “I’m a pretty big deal. I need to have you get on the phone and remind my parents of that.” 
“They don’t know it?” 
He shook his head. “Unfortunately not. The big offices and jets don’t fool the people who raised you.” 
“Well, I didn’t raise you so…I’m kind of scared right now.” 
He laughed again. “You’re honest, Nicole. I like that.” 
She hadn’t told him her first name, but someone else must have. Obviously. He’d probably seen her resume too. But still, she liked the way he said her name. She re-crossed her legs and his eyes strayed to them before returning to her face. 
“I’d work very hard if I get this internship,” she said, nervously twisting and untwisting the cap on her water bottle. 
“I believe you would.” He got up from the desk and walked behind her chair, circling. “But then again, so would the hundreds of other applicants.” 
“I know I can do this job.” 
“What can you do? Tell me.” 
“Anything and everything the creative department needs from me,” she said. 
“Making copies, getting coffee, faxes, emails, research, making phone calls.” 
“Yes, yes, yes, to all of those things. But there’s more to it then that.” He stopped in front of her, sat on the desk again and folded his arms. “I need people who are fearless. 
Absolutely fearless. People who will go to the very edge of their capabilities and then beyond them. I want to hire people who will do whatever it takes to be here.” 
“I’ll do whatever it takes,” she replied. 
“I want to work with men and women that will follow me into battle, that will fight by my side. Because this business is very, very serious, and sometimes even dangerous.” 
“Dangerous?” 
He nodded. “I’ve had death threats. Once, a few years back in Abu Dhabi, I was nearly kidnapped.” 
She wasn’t sure if she believed him. “You never said that in any of the interviews I read.” 
He shrugged. “Some things aren’t meant for public consumption, Nicole.” 
She nodded slowly. 
“You don’t believe me?” he said. 
She thought about it for a moment. “No,” she said. “I don’t.” 
He stared at her a long time, so long that the spit in her mouth dried up. She knew in that instant, she’d blown it. 
Suddenly he grinned again. “Good girl. You’re right, Nicole. I was lying about the kidnapping in Abu Dhabi. In actuality, I’ve had nothing but wonderful times there. 
The hotels are incredible, some of the best in the world.” 
“I’m confused. So you weren’t kidnapped then?” 
“It was a near kidnapping. And no, it never happened.” He stared at her. 
She was aware again of her legs as he looked down at her. The skirt was really short, too short. Her legs were bare and smooth and soft. 
Imagine if he put his hands on your bare legs right now. Pushed your skirt up… 
“..do you?” he said. 
“Excuse me?” she asked, flustered. Somehow she’d gone into a fantasy in the middle of the most important interview of her life. 
Red scratched his chin. “It wasn’t important.” 
“No, please.” She took a deep breath. “Please ask me again.” 
“It’s not important. Really.” He locked his dark eyes on her once more. 
She looked back at him, trying to hold his gaze. “Am I blowing this interview?” 
she asked, surprised that she’d just said it out loud. 
“Blowing your interview?” He took a moment to consider it. “No, I don’t think you’ve done any such thing, Nicole. In fact, I’m very, very pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
“Me too. It’s been nice meeting you, I mean.” 
His eyes moved up and down her body as if evaluating a painting, and he rocked back against his desk, shook his head and laughed wildly. “I’m sorry, Nicole, but I really…I really can’t continue this.” He laughed again. 
“Did I offend you?” she asked. 
“Look,” he said. “I really need to go. I have a call to attend to. It was very nice meeting you.” He couldn’t even look at her now. 
“But…but…I don’t understand…” 
He sat down behind his desk, picked up the phone. A few seconds later he said, 
“Mary Anne, please come and meet Ms. Masters in my office. We’re done here.” 


*** 
She sobbed on the train ride home. She didn’t care that people were watching her, thinking she was crazy. 
She kept thinking about the look on his face as he’d ended the interview. He’d shown her to the door and that bitchy receptionist had been there, and next thing Nicole knew she was out on the street. Not a word about her being hired for the internship position. 
It was clear she’d lost the job because Red didn’t like her. 
She didn’t stop sobbing even when she got home and fell onto her bed, tears still pouring down her face. 
Nicole replayed the interview with Red Jameson over and over in her mind, dissected every verbal exchange and tried to make sense of it. What had changed his mind so quickly? Was it her saying she didn’t believe his story about the kidnapping? Or was it when he looked her over and found her wanting? 
She stripped off her expensive Prada clothing, angrily tossing it all on the floor of her room. 
Luckily, Danielle wasn’t home yet, so she didn’t have to deal with the questions that would surely come from her nosey roommate. 
Nicole stood in her bra and panties, mascara running down her cheeks, hair a mess. 
She looked at herself in the mirror. No wonder he doesn’t want me, she thought. I’m disgusting. My body isn’t like that blonde receptionist’s body. I don’t have the face of a Vogue model. 
She’d been rejected by the most charismatic, powerful man she’d ever met. A man who she considered to be an idol, a celebrity. And what made it worse was the feeling that she’d been so close. Everyone there had liked her. She’d made it through the thousands of resumes, and then the phone interview, and even the three department members she’d met with. 
They’d all approved of her, until him. Until Red Jameson himself had shot her down. As if he could smell her shame and failure and unimportance. He’d laughed her out of the office, if you wanted to get right down to it. 
For the first time in her life, Nicole was so angry, so full of rage and despair that she literally didn’t know what to do. She was frozen in place. Eventually, she picked up her cell phone and checked to see if she’d gotten an email, voicemail, anything. 
When she hadn’t, for a brief moment she considered smashing her cell phone against the wall. Why not? Who would she want to speak with after this horrible failure? 
It would make a good excuse to avoid everyone. 
Sorry, mom, I couldn’t call you and tell you how things went at the interview. My
phone’s broken. 
It was crazy, but it might just be worth it, she thought, hefting the cell phone in her hand and considering the implications of its demise. Se34 And that’s when it started to buzz. 
She turned it over and stared at it, mesmerized. It was buzzing just in time, as if it had known it was about to be launched and destroyed in mere seconds. 
The number just said private, but she answered anyhow. “Hello?” 
“I’m looking for Nicole Masters,” the male voice said. 
“This is.” She held her breath. 
“Red Jameson here.” 
She literally could not speak. Why on earth would Red Jameson be calling her on her cell phone? There were a million people who made more sense. The HR rep, even Glen Goldman made more sense that the CEO of the company. 
“Are you still there?” he asked. 
“Yes…Yes…I’m just surprised.” 
“We’ve decided to hire you for the internship position.” 
“Oh.” She was so stunned that this was literally the only word that came out of her mouth. Oh. She sounded like she couldn’t possibly care less. 
“Are you still interested?” he asked, sounding slightly amused now. 
“Of course,” she rushed. “Oh my god, I’m…you have no idea how excited I am.” 
“As are we. I think you’re going to do big things in this industry.” 
She could feel her face growing hotter as the seconds passed. And then she realized that she was still naked. On the phone with the billionaire mogul, Red Jameson, stark naked! 
“I can’t thank you enough, sir.” 
“Can you start tomorrow?” 
“Absolutely!” 
He sighed deeply. “Good, Nicole.” There was a long pause. “Oh, and by the way…” 
“Yes?” 
“Those Prada shoes. You don’t need to go broke buying fancy outfits to come to work for me. Just wear something tasteful, but affordable. The expensive stuff will come in due time.” 
“Yes sir.” She fell backwards on the bed, hiding her face in her hands. 
“Report to Glen in the morning,” he said softly. “Goodbye Nicole.” 
And then he was gone. She squealed to herself and began writhing in excitement. 
“Yes!” Nicole stood up and held her fists in the air, shook them at the heavens. “I did it!” 
She lay back in bed pondering the phone call. When you thought about it, Red Jameson calling her was about the strangest thing that had ever happened to her. There was absolutely no reason for him to do it. His time was so valuable. Why did he make the call himself? Did he do that with all the new interns and employees? 
She wanted to find out. 
But first, she thought of his voice. She thought of his dark eyes. The way he said her name. It was a shock to realize how wet she was after simply being on the phone with him. Nicole had never considered herself to be a very sexual person. In fact, she didn’t masturbate all that much. When Danielle had first moved in, she’d joked about all of her dildos and vibrators and had been shocked when Nicole revealed she didn’t own any. 
“Don’t you ever get yourself off?” Danielle had asked. 
“Sometimes. I just…use my hand.” 
“And how often do you do that?” 
“I don’t know. A few times a year.” 
Danielle had been awestruck by that admission. “A few times a year? A fucking year?” 
Nicole hadn’t been joking about her sexual proclivities. She didn’t think of herself as a prude, she didn’t have a problem with premarital sex or anything. She just wasn’t that into it all. She’d had sex with only two boys in her life. One had been her high school boyfriend, Tim, who she’d dated for almost four years. 
The second had been Alec, a guy she’d only been on a handful of dates with her senior year of college. 
In both cases, the sex itself had been forgettable; neither bad nor good. She certainly hadn’t achieved orgasm, another fact that Danielle found incomprehensible. 
But lying in bed nude, after hearing the best news of her life and speaking with a powerful man that she practically worshipped—Nicole found herself incredibly turned on. 
To say this was a rare occurrence would have been an understatement. 
And she was so wet. Her fingers traced around the edges of her pussy, the lips, so soft and tender and sensitive. She closed her eyes and heard his voice again. 
Nicole. 
The way he’d looked her up and down when she was in his office, as if evaluating her down to the last cell. In the end, he clearly didn’t find her disgusting. How then, should she take his evaluating gaze? How then, should she interpret this private phone call? 
She dug her two fingers slowly into the moist crevice of herself, slowly penetrating the layers of flesh, going inside. She was pulsing with heat and excitement. For him. For Red. For the only man that had ever made her this hot. 
After only a few minutes of slow masturbation, she came violently, her hips swinging into the air. She could see her pelvis in the full-length mirror across from her. 
Saw her buttocks lifting upwards, her skin slick with sweat as her hand rubbed her clitoris. 
Oh god, she thought. What have I gotten myself into? 


*** 
“Good to see you,” Glen Goldman said when she arrived the next morning at nine o’clock. He checked his watch. “From now on, please come in by eight o’clock. If possible, seven thirty.” 
“Absolutely! I didn’t know—“ 
He smiled and blinked. “It’s fine. First day and all.” 
“Mister Jameson didn’t tell me what time I should arrive,” she said. 
Glen stopped blinking entirely. Which seemed to be a sign that something was truly amiss. “Mr. Jameson?” 
“Yes.” She shouldered her purse nervously. 
“Why would he have told you what time to arrive?” 
“Because he called me to tell me I had the job.” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, suddenly feeling like she was walking into quicksand. 
Glen’s expression seemed to harden a little. “Oh. I see. Well, that’s highly unusual—normally an HR representative would have phoned you. But I’m sure he had his reasons. He always does. In any case, let me show you to your desk.” 
He got up from his chair and escorted her from his office into the mass of cubicles where the lower caste existed. She would occupy a simple corner cubicle. It was bare, white, with a Mac laptop sitting open on the desk and a phone beside that. 
“So, what should I do to start?” she asked him, putting her purse strap over the seat back and sitting down. 
“I’ll bring you over some reading material. A binder with basic information about our company as well as some nondisclosure forms for you to sign, etcetera. When you’re done with the binder, come and see me.” He disappeared and came back moments later with an enormous, thick binder full of various forms and pamphlets and company policies. 
He handed it off with a smile and a few blinks, then left her by herself. Around her, the cubicles buzzed with people gossiping, talking on the phone with clients, or simply working. 
Nicole kept to herself, put her head down and got to work. 


*** 
“Want to grab a bite to eat?” 
She glanced up to find Remi Danvers, the Art Director, standing in her cubicle entrance looking just as severe as she had the previous day. 
“Oh. Is it lunch already?” Nicole asked. 
Remi shrugged. “We’re flexible. It’s only eleven but I find that the cafeteria gets too crowded at lunch time, so I go early.” 
“Sure, I’ll come. I don’t even know where it is.” 
“Oh, you need the grand tour, then!” 
Remi took her down to the fifth floor, which was taken up entirely by the cafeteria. 
The word cafeteria didn’t do it justice in actuality. It was enormous, with seating in four or five separate locals, some great window seats and some private booths too. There were no less than half a dozen food stations that served cuisine from different parts of the world. 
Italian, American, French, Asian, Middle Eastern. 
Remi whispered to her. “The Middle Eastern food tastes like ox shit, but everything else here is fantastic.” 
Eventually they both got their food (Remi had baked ziti, Nicole got a cheeseburger and fries) and sat down at a small table overlooking midtown. 
“This view’s incredible,” Nicole said, biting into her hamburger. “And the food is good too,” she said through a mouthful of beef. 
Remi nodded. She still had her sleeves rolled up and her shirt unbuttoned, but somehow she was less intimidating now. “You could do a lot worse than to get a job with Jameson. It has all the bells and whistles, in an industry known for its bells and whistles, if you know what I mean.” 
“I think I do.” 
Remi eyed her. “Are you really as naïve as you seem?” 
“I—I don’t know. I guess maybe I am.” 
The older woman speared her ziti and held it momentarily in mid air. “I’m trying to decide if you’re going to be ground up and spit out in a month working here, or whether you’ll be promoted to head of the division in the next year. I guess it’s a coin toss.” She ate noisily. 
Nicole just shrugged. “I only want to work hard and do a good job.” 
“Awww, aint that sweet.” Remi chewed and chewed and then her mouth closed and her eyes bugged out of her head. “Holy shit. He’s here.” 
“Who?” Nicole turned to look. 
“Who do you think?” 
It was Red. He was with someone she didn’t recognize, a tall man with an enormous head. The two of them were walking right past Nicole and Remi. 
“Keep your head down,” Remi whispered. “Don’t say anything. Don’t make a peep.” 
She did as told. Picked up her burger and took a bite. Remi looked out the window. 
Her heart was beating a mile a minute as the two men passed by her, and she didn’t take a single breath. And then it happened. Red turned and came back. “I thought I recognized you,” Red said, coming to stand in front of their table. 
At first, Nicole thought he had to be speaking to Remi. But Remi was just looking down at her baked ziti. 
“Me?” Nicole squeaked. 
Red laughed heartily. “Yes, you. I see you made it to your first day of work in one piece.” 
“Yeah.” What a dumb comment. Yeah. Of all things, it made her sound so young and vapid. 
She could smell his cologne. It was musky and fresh all at once. He smelled of power, of cigars and money. 
“I hope everyone’s treating you well?” 
“Yes. Glen and Remi have been amazing.” 
“Glad to hear it. Why don’t you swing by my office today before you go home, and you can tell me what they have you working on?” 
“Sure…Just go up?” 
“Yes, just come up like you did yesterday.” He smiled at both of them and walked off. 
When he was well out of earshot, Remi turned and looked at Nicole like she was seeing Elvis come back from the dead. “You’ve got to be kidding me. He just invited you to his office.” 
“Is that bad?” 
“How should I know?” Remi said, spearing more ziti. “I mean, I’ve been working here nearly six years and he only had me up to his office once, with Edward, when we were planning a pitch for a huge client.” 
Nicole didn’t know what to think. Her palms were sweaty and her throat was tight and dry. “I don’t know what to do.” 
“Do? Just keep doing whatever you did to get his attention in the first place.” 
“I didn’t do anything.” 
“Yeah, keep doing that,” Remi said, shoveling a forkful into her mouth and chewing like a cow. 


*** 
The rest of the day went by in a blur. She was reading the stupid binder and in between that, she made a few hundred copies of some presentation for Glen and then edited a few PowerPoint slides for Edward. None of it required too much brainpower, which was funny considering how picky the company was and all the hoops she’d had to jump through in order to get the job in the first place. 
She’d been going through the motions ever since Red had told her to come up to his office at the end of the day. She was half-dreading it, but the other half of her was so charged up that she was making herself crazy. 
Imagining different scenarios playing out. Picturing him kissing her. Or yelling at her. Or both. Imagining him telling her that he wanted to groom her to take over his company one day. The fantasies were out of control and she could barely take it. 
In the bathroom, at around three that afternoon, she’d had an urge to go into one of the stalls and masturbate. That literally had never happened to her in her entire life. The urge to masturbate had never been much stronger than the urge to play a game of checkers. 
She resisted, but it had been difficult. 
Finally, six o’clock rolled around and Glen swung by, telling her she could go home if she liked. “Nice job today,” he said, blinking and smiling. 
She grabbed her purse and immediately walked to the “special” elevator, the one she’d taken yesterday to get to Red’s office. 
Taking a deep breath, she pushed the call button and soon the doors opened. The elevator operator was there, in his usual suit, smiling formally. “Mister Jameson is expecting you,” he said. 
“Oh. Great. Thanks.” She licked her lips and tried to keep her knees from knocking. 
The elevator arrived and she got out, walking down the familiar hallway and knocking at the heavy wooden doors. This time, Red opened the door himself. “There she is,” he announced, waving her inside. “Miss Masters, rising star of the advertising world, and cute as a button in her red pumps and pantsuit.” 
She looked down at her outfit, feeling suddenly shabby. “Sorry, did I dress inappropriately?” 
“Whatever gave you that idea?” he laughed. “Drink?” 
“No, I’m fine, thank you.” 
“I was thinking of making myself an extra dry martini, but it is a bit early in the week for that.” He smiled. “Have a seat.” 
She did so, crossing her legs and trying to remain calm. Just don’t forget to breathe, she told herself. And remember, he liked you enough to hire you! 
As if hearing her thoughts, he turned to look at her. “I’m glad you came to work for us,” he said. “I have a feeling you’re going to make a huge impression here.” 
“Thank you,” she said, wondering what made him think that. He barely even knew her! 
“In fact,” he said, sighing and sitting at his desk, “I want to get your opinion on something.” 
“Okay…” she waited, totally unsure of what he was doing. 
He spun his enormous computer monitor around to face her. And then he played an advertisement for her. It was only about thirty seconds long. The ad was for a Las Vegas casino, and it was about a bachelorette party having a grand old time; kind of a lighthearted take off on The Hangover. She laughed a little bit at the funny parts. 
When it was over, he looked at her. “You’re the right age demo for this spot,” he said. “So what do you think of it?” 
“I like it. Really cool.” 
His expression darkened. “That’s not going to cut it at all, Nicole.” 
“Did I say something wrong?” 
He slapped the desk suddenly, so loud she jumped in her chair. “Perhaps I’ve made a mistake here.” He got up, smoothing his tie and looking at the floor, as if lost in thought. 
“I’ve made things a bit too informal, given you the wrong idea.” 
She swallowed, her jaw trembling. How could things be going wrong yet again? 
“I’m sorry if—“ 
This time he clapped his hands together. “You will call me sir when you speak to me, Nicole. Is that clear?” 
“Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” She was sweating now. Her forehead, under her arms, between her legs. She was sweating through her suit. 
“That’s better.” His shoulders relaxed a little. He went to the bar. “Perhaps we should have that drink after all. What do you say?” 
She wasn’t sure. It didn’t feel very appropriate, but then again, this was after work hours. So she nodded. “Ummm…yes sir. That sounds nice, sir.” 
He began making them martinis while she looked on, her anxiety ratcheting up as he slowly created the cocktails. “You’ll find that I am a very difficult person to please, Nicole,” he told her, shaking the contents of one drink. “But when you succeed in pleasing me, you’ll find that I show my appreciation in ways that make it all worthwhile.” 
She didn’t know what he meant. And she was more afraid of him than anyone she’d ever met. 
He finished with the drink and brought it over to her. As he handed it to her, their fingers touched and it was like an electric shock. She nearly jumped. 
“Taste it,” he commanded. 
She did so. It was dry and strong and she flinched a little from the taste. 
“It’s very good,” she lied. “Thanks.” 
He just stood there staring at her. “What?” 
“I said—“ she stopped cold. She’d forgotten to call him sir. “I said it’s very good…sir.” 
“I don’t think you like it.” 
“I do, sir, very much.” 
He stood over her. She was suddenly aware that his belt buckle (and below that, his zipper) was at mouth level. She pictured herself reaching out and touching that zipper. 
“If you like it so much, then drink it all. Now.” 
“Right now?” 
His expression darkened. “If you forget to call me sir one more time, you’ll force me to do something very unpleasant, Nicole.” 
She didn’t have a clue what that meant, but she didn’t want to find out. “I’m so sorry sir.” 
“Drink up.” 
“Should you really be making me drink alcohol at work, sir?” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. 
“I’m not making you. I’m telling you.” 
Her nipples stiffened when Nicole saw how he was looking at her. 
She took a deep breath through her nose and exhaled out of her mouth. The very air in his office had changed; taken on a heavy, still quality. All of Nicole’s senses were engaged now, and she could smell not only Red and his cologne, but the scent of paper and leather and perfume from women who’d been in here earlier today. 
She could see the small wrinkles in the fabric of Red’s steel gray shirt, the stitching in his trousers. Even the oil on his shoes. 
She threw back her head and drank the martini as quickly as possible. Halfway through it she nearly gagged, but somehow was able to get it all down. When she was done, she held back a large belch. Her throat burned and her eyes were tearing. 
Red watched her, a small smile playing on his lips. He took the empty glass from her hand, and his fingers seemed to linger on hers when he did so. “I should make you drink another, but I won’t…this time.” He turned and brought her glass back to the bar. 
She was lightheaded and loose now. This meeting had turned into something else altogether, something dangerous and strange and…wrong. She knew it was wrong in her gut. And yet it also felt oddly right. This game was familiar to her in a way that she couldn’t have explained to anybody, not even herself. 
“You can’t make me do anything…sir. You can only tell me,” she said, using his own words against him. 
He spun and walked towards her, dark eyes burning. “I can’t?” 
She met his gaze from her chair. “No, sir. You can’t.” 
“If I ask you to, you’ll parade naked through these halls.” 
She snorted a laugh. “Don’t be silly, sir.” 
He crossed his arms and sat on the edge of his desk. “I have another meeting in just a few minutes,” he said. 
A ripple of disappointment ran through her body. 
“But I’m going to give you an assignment,” he finished. 
She cocked her head at him. “Like homework?” Before he could get angry, she tagged on a sir. 
“Yes, exactly like homework,” he smiled. “I want you to go home tonight and write an essay on how you plan to serve my interests.” 
“I don’t understand, sir.” 
“Figure it out.” He checked his watch. “You’re dismissed.” And then he went back behind his desk and sat down. 
Nicole picked up her purse and stood, wobbling for a second. Her face was burning with shame at his casual and abrupt dismissal of her, as if she were a second grader and he the teacher. How dare he? How dare he try and humiliate her this way? She was an intern and he was making her into something dirty and pathetic. 
She was growing more furious by the second. Of course, deep in the back of her mind, Nicole knew the real reason she was upset. She was hurt that he was sending her away—she wanted more time with him. She wanted more of everything. 
Instead of admitting that to herself or him, she had a tantrum. “This is bullshit,” she said. 
Red looked up from his papers. “What did you just say?” 
“You heard me.” She glared at him. A sheen of sweat covered her body. 
He smirked, as if disgusted by her presence. “You’re free to go, Miss Masters.” 
Now he was becoming even more formal. Her heart pounded in her chest and her stomach tightened. 
“I know I’m free to go.” 
“Did you forget where the door was?” 
“I just want you to know that I’m not going to stand for this.” She tossed her hair and adjusted her purse strap as his gaze met hers. 
“Stand for what?” 
“The way you’re treating me. It’s harassment. I don’t need this job that badly, I can get another one.” 
His smile widened, as if he expected this very reaction from her and welcomed it. 
“Oh, you’re very sure of yourself,” he said, leaning back and appraising her. 
“Sure enough,” she lied. 
“Well, don’t be.” He put a hand on the receiver of his phone. “I can pick up this phone and make a series of calls that will guarantee you never work in this industry again. 
It would take me all of about ten minutes to end your career entirely.” 
The comment chilled her, as did the deadly serious look in his eyes. 
“Why would you do that to me? I’m not important enough for you to waste your time on.” 
“Because I can.” 
The tears burned in her eyes. “I haven’t done anything to you. I don’t understand why you’re being so mean.” 
He sighed. For the first time, he looked troubled. “I didn’t want to hire you.” 
“You didn’t?” 
“No.” 
“Then I’ll leave immediately. Thank you…for…the opportunity.” She turned and started to walk out of the room. Actually, it was more like a sprint to get away from her shame and embarrassment and defeat. 
But before she could exit, he was behind her. One of his hands gripped her shoulder and stopped her. “Wait,” he said. His breath was hot on her neck. 
His hand felt warm and strong on her shoulder and he kept it there as she stood, still facing the door. Tears were streaming down her face and she didn’t want him to see her this way. “If you didn’t want to hire me, then why? Why did you?” 
“You don’t understand,” he whispered. “The moment I first laid eyes on you I knew. I knew that I had to have you.” 
A thrill ran up her legs and directly pulsated into her most private places. “Don’t lie to me,” she moaned. 
“It’s not a lie.” 
“Then why are you so cruel to me?” 
“I’ve already answered that question.” He stepped closer to her. She could feel his body heat radiating against her buttocks and back and neck. He was like a furnace. She wanted more than anything for him to hold her tightly, to push himself up against her, force her towards the wall. His hands to cup her breasts from behind. His warm lips to kiss her exposed neck. 
Neither of them spoke for a long time. 
“I can’t control this,” he said. 
His hand stroked her hair lightly, sending chills up and down her spine. And then he pulled her hair. As her head tilted back, he leaned forward and pressed his mouth to her ear. “Do you understand now?” 
Nicole moaned. She didn’t really, but in another way she did. Her body understood him in a way that her intellect could not. Her pussy was soaking wet, throbbing. She’d never felt this in her life. This want, this need, this aching. Every fiber of her wanted his hands to touch her bare skin. He could throw her to the floor and enter her right here, right now. 
“Please,” she moaned. “I…I want you.” 
He tugged more insistently on her hair. “It’s not so simple,” he warned. 
“I don’t care. I don’t care,” she said. She was dizzy and hot and in need. 
“If you agree to this relationship,” he whispered, “there’s no going back. Walk out now and I won’t do a thing. I won’t pick up that phone, nobody will know a thing. You can get a job somewhere else, be a nice little worker bee at a safe, boring little advertising firm.” 
“No,” she said. “I want this.” 
I want you. I want all of you inside me. 
“You think you want this,” he said, again tugging her hair. This time, there was some pain in her scalp. She hissed. He released the pressure and brushed his lips against her neck, so briefly she wasn’t sure it had even happened. “But I’m a difficult man to please. Do you want to please me?” 
“Yes.” 
Another pull of her hair, harder this time. “Yes sir.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Tonight, you’ll go home and write me an essay. You’ll tell me in detail how you intend to please me.” 
“I’m not sure what you want me to—“ 
This time his other hand gripped her neck. “I gave you an order. Didn’t I?” 
“Yes. Yes, sir.” 
“Then do as I command.” 
“Yes, sir.” He released her completely and moved quickly away. She wished he would return. She wanted to feel his hands everywhere on her body. Even the pain when he pulled her hair was sensual, and she wanted more of that too. If she could just feel those lips against her neck for even one more moment, it would all be worth it. 
“You can turn around now,” he said as he sat back down at his desk. 
Nicole turned, seeing him as if for the first time. In the last few minutes, it seemed as if her entire life had changed. Like she was a different person, a package that had been unwrapped for the very first time. She was raw, naked, vulnerable. If he asked her to, she’d take off her pants, her blouse, her panties. She’d stand in front of him nude, play with herself, show him how wet she was. If that’s what he desired. 
“Should I leave, sir?” 
“I don’t want to cause you any harm,” he said softly. “That’s why I didn’t want to hire you. I know myself well enough to know that our relationship can only be difficult. 
Difficult, complicated, and ultimately destructive…You deserve more than that.” 
“I’ll do anything you need,” she said. “Anything, sir.” 
“Yes,” he nodded, lost in thought. “I just hope you’ll feel the same way when it’s all over.” 
“I will, sir.” 
He nodded again but his expression was troubled. “Go home, Nicole.” 
And she did. 


*** 
The next day was awful. 
She’d been up all night writing the essay Red had assigned, fearing that Danielle would barge in her room at any moment and tear the paper out of her grasp, read it and laugh and laugh. Call their mutual friends and read it aloud to them as well. 
Writing it had been excruciating. She wanted to turn him on, wanted more than anything to please him. This was Red Jameson, after all, the man who could have any woman he wanted. He’d been seen with starlets, models, the most famous and beautiful girls on the planet. 
And now, inexplicably, impossibly, he wanted her. And worst of all, he wanted her to tell him how she would please him. 
What did that even mean? It was a riddle. 
That was part of the anxiety of it all. She couldn’t know what he really wanted her to write because he hadn’t been clear in his instructions. 
Eyes bleary, she woke at six-thirty after only a couple of hours of fitful sleep and sat down with the paper in front of her. She had smudges of blue ink on her fingers. 
She looked at the three pages in front of her, filled with line after line of neatly handwritten script. There were other pages in the wastebasket, crumpled up because she’d needed to cross something out or change a word. She refused to let Red see anything resembling a mistake. 
At first, she’d started writing the essay on her computer, but it hadn’t felt intimate enough. She convinced herself that it should be more like a letter than a book report. 
Now she reread her work with growing horror. 
I will make it my duty to show you my devotion. 
Another line further down the page. 
Pleasing you in every way will be my greatest accomplishment, I will dedicate
myself to the task night and day. Every waking moment will be spent thinking only of your
needs. 
And on the next page… 
My body is yours. My mind is yours. My soul is yours. Do with me as you please. 
She recoiled from the words as she read them. They were utter garbage, and Red would be disgusted when he saw what she’d come up with. He’d want nothing more to do with her, knowing the vapid quality of her thoughts, the sheer banality of her creativity. 
But then she told herself that the quality of her writing wasn’t what counted in this task he’d given her. What counted was how well she was able to communicate her willingness to please him. And from that perspective, she’d certainly succeeded. 
At least, that’s what she told herself. 
Nicole folded up her three-page essay and put it at the very bottom of her purse, then went to the bathroom for a quick shower. She dressed in another skirt, this one baby blue, with a white sleeveless blouse that had a low-cut neckline. She also wore a necklace that she hoped would draw Red’s eye to her cleavage, letting him know that both his gaze and his hands were welcome there if he saw fit. 
She was wet again, which seemed to be a permanent situation since meeting Red Jameson. Last night when she’d undressed, her panties had been soaked and the scent of her sex had been so strong she’d had an uneasy moment where she wondered if Red had actually smelled  her in his office. 
Now, after just getting dressed for the day, she was already getting wet again. It was like a disease, an affliction. She wanted to touch herself, wanted that orgasm, but she also wanted to savor this wanting him. 
And so she went to work, hoping and waiting for him to call her to his office. 
Nicole sat down at her desk, wondering if his request would take the form of a phone call, an email—would he possibly even swing by her desk? 
The morning dragged on. Nobody gave her any work to do, so she continued to page through the stupid binder and read useless company policies. She laughed a little when she came to the sexual harassment policy. How easy it would be for her to turn Red’s overtures into a multi-million dollar lawsuit. 
But she had no real thought of doing that. She wanted his touch far more than any amount of money 
By the time eleven-thirty rolled around, she was anxious and bored. She thought to herself that perhaps he might be in the cafeteria again, so she walked to Remi’s office and knocked on the outside of the doorframe. 
The door was ajar, and Remi was peering through her funky glasses at her computer. Then she saw Nicole and a look of surprise crossed her face. “Oh. Hi there.” 
“Are you going to lunch?” 
Remi thought for a moment. “I lost track of time. I guess I should go.” 
“Cool.” 
She took off her glasses and laid them on her desk. “Aren’t you the punctual one?” 
“Not really. Just hungry.” 
Remi smiled. “Sure. And besides, you never know who you might run into at this hour.” 
Nicole ignored that comment. Inside, she was burning with humiliation that her actions had been so transparent, but outwardly she just smiled in return and the two of them went to the cafeteria. 
There were a few more people waiting in line than yesterday, but the room was still mostly empty. Plenty of tables to choose from. Remi and Nicole sat once again by the window overlooking midtown. 
Remi had pasta like yesterday, while Nicole had a simple garden salad. 
“That’s all you’re having?” Remi asked, shoveling a large portion of ziti into her mouth and chewing. 
“Not very hungry,” Nicole said. 
“Hmmm.” Remi looked at her with concern. “You seem stressed, and nobody’s even given you anything to do yet.” 
“Maybe that’s the problem.” 
“I’ve got work for you.” Remi took a long swallow of water. “When we’re done, I want you to go to the research library on the third floor and look for images of dancing cowboys.” 
“Dancing cowboys?” 
Remi nodded. “Don’t ask why, it’s this horrible magazine spread I’m working on. 
But it’s what I need and since you’ve apparently got nothing to do but look like a scared little rabbit…” she shrugged. 
Nicole nodded and tried to look enthused. After all, it was the first real task she’d been given. “I’m going to find the best dancing cowboy you’ve ever seen.” 
“Just find one decent image,” she said, “and I’ll be happy.” 
They continued eating, with Remi mostly talking about this new client that was making her life miserable. She also mentioned Edward a lot, there seemed to be some friction between the two of them. 
Nicole didn’t care. She wanted to care and normally she would have. Her friends had always told her she was a great listener. But all she could do was wonder when Red would contact her and tell her to bring the essay to him. 
When Remi was finished eating, Nicole tried to think of an excuse to stick around the cafeteria without the older woman seeing right through it. “I need to go to the bathroom,” Nicole said. 
“I’ll come with,” Remi said. 
She was like glue. Nicole seethed inwardly. 
Finally they went back down together and Nicole stopped at her cubicle to check her email and office phone for voicemails. Nothing. As of now she only had a total of two work emails, one of which was an automated welcome email, another of which was Glen emailing her to ask if she would bring him a copy of her signed nondisclosure agreement. 
Her spirits sank further. 
She knew Red Jameson was a very busy man, a CEO of an enormous corporation. 
But still, she wanted just the tiniest reassurance that would had happened between them yesterday was real. 
She was starting to think maybe she’d imagined the entire thing. 
The day wore on. 
She spent the better part of it in the enormous research library, which occupied the entire third floor. The place was filled with books and magazines and microfilm and microfiche, stuff that the company apparently owned and could use in their ad campaigns. 
A lot of it was older and she’d never worked with the technology before. So the crabby old librarian had to show her how to use it all. 
It was tedious, tedious work. 
Every so often she’d break and look at her inert cell phone, then go upstairs to her cubicle and check her email and phone. There was nothing. 
Somehow she’d failed him. Didn’t he at least want to see her essay? Should she go up to his office and barge in, demand to be seen? 
That was crazy thinking. But she was growing desperate with her need to see him and talk to him. She wanted to feel his strong, insistent hand grabbing her hair and pulling her head back. His lips against her ear, his deep voice whispering. Taking control. 
She bit her lower lip as this fantasy took hold. It was after four p.m. and still no word from Red. 
Nicole took a break and went to the handicapped bathroom for privacy. Once inside, she locked the door and sat on the toilet, legs spread. Her eyes closed, she pictured Red in between her legs, his tongue delicately licking her in the most tender way. She started to rub herself through her panties. 
The orgasm was delicious in its quiet intensity. She came while picturing him sucking her clit. 
Please let it happen. Please God. 
Afterward she had a surge of self-loathing. Here she was, coming alone in this bathroom its florescent lights and the smell of cleaning solution in her nostrils. It was the opposite of Red’s opulent office with the smell of aftershave and leather. 
This wasn’t how she was supposed to be. A girl who degraded herself alone in a company bathroom wasn’t what Red would desire. She needed to be above such weakness. 
She would wait for his touch and his touch alone to satisfy her intimate cravings. It would make it so much more exciting when she finally was allowed to climax. 
For the first time, Nicole wondered if he had secret cameras hidden throughout the building. It seemed the kind of thing Red would do. Maybe he was watching her even now. 
Part of her thrilled at the notion, another part was terrified. She didn’t want to disgust him with her animal like lust. Red was refined, calculated, poised and strong. He didn’t simply grope her like a college boy, fumbling with her bra straps. He was seducing her—taking his time and making her want him more and more. 
She needed to learn from his example. Be patient, she told herself. 
Finally, the workday ended. 
Heartbroken, she left the Jameson International building and walked to her train. 
She kept thinking he’d appear behind her in a limousine, honking until she noticed him, then pulling over to let her inside. 
Of course it didn’t happen. 
Her roommate Danielle was home when Nicole arrived. 
“Oh, look at you! Hattie alert, hottie alert!” Danielle cried out, as she cut cucumber and onion and carrots on a plastic cutting board at the kitchen counter. 
Nicole tried to smile. “You’re cooking?” 
“Just making a salad. Want some?” 
“No. I’m not really hungry.” 
Danielle looked more closely at her. “You’re exhausted, Nicole. You’ve got dark circles under your eyes.” She walked from behind the counter as Nicole flopped onto the couch. 
“I’m fine. Just hard to get used to my new work schedule.” 
“I woke up last night at like two a.m. to go pee and saw your light on,” Danielle said carefully. 
“Oh. I must have fallen asleep and forgotten to turn it off.” 
“And I heard you moving around. You were awake.” 
“Haven’t you ever heard that spying on your roommate isn’t very nice?” 
Danielle folded her arms. “I wasn’t spying. The bathroom is right next to your bedroom.” 
“I had a…a work thing. It was important.” 
“What kind of work thing? You’re an intern.” 
Nicole sighed. She felt a headache coming on and pressed her fingers to her temples and rubbed in small concentric circles. “Don’t worry about me, Danielle. I’m fine.” 
“Sure you are.” She walked back into the kitchen and began aggressively chopping veggies. “Don’t say I didn’t try and help,” she called out as Nicole retreated to her bedroom. 
*** 
Her phone was buzzing. 
Nicole swam out of a deep, dreamless sleep, struggling to wake up. She knew it was imperative that she answer her cell, but she was so tired. So awfully, terribly exhausted. 
And then she woke up, as if breaking the surface of a dark lake. It was very late at night—that much she knew. Her heart was pounding. 
The phone buzzed. 
She’d fallen asleep with it right next to her. The number was private, which could mean only one thing. She answered it fumblingly. “Hello, hello?” 
She cursed herself for sounding desperate. 
There was silence for a few awful seconds, and then Red’s voice on the other line. 
“You will be outside your apartment waiting in exactly fifteen minutes.” 
“You’re coming here?” 
He exhaled impatiently into the phone. “Stop questioning.” 
“I’m sorry, sir, for my questions.” 
“Don’t make me doubt my faith in you, Nicole.” 
“Never, sir. I will do better, sir.” 
“A car will pick you up outside your apartment in fourteen minutes. Wear a cocktail dress. And nothing underneath it.” 
“Yes, sir.” She was excited, she was over the moon—and devastatingly moist. 
The line went dead. 
She checked the time. “Oh my god,” she whispered. It was 3:18 in the morning. 
But she didn’t have time to worry about the lateness (or earliness) of his call. She had to get ready in short order. 
So she jumped out of bed and ran to her closet. Luckily she had a cute little dress that would fit the bill, dark and sheer, it hugged close to her body, showing her curves in a very flattering way that few of her outfits did. She’d only worn it once previously, and a lot of her friends had remarked on it. 
Nicole stripped down and slid the dress on, marveling at how intoxicated she felt from just the few moments they’d spent talking just now. It was like she was on speed or coke or ecstasy (none of which she’d ever done—only what she’d imagined them to be like). 
He hadn’t mentioned shoes, but to be safe she put on her dark Prada heels. 
Then she ran to the bathroom, looking both ways first to make sure Danielle wasn’t nosing around. Brushed her teeth, put on deodorant, splashed water on her face—no time for makeup unfortunately. 
Being late for this appointment was simply not an option. She envisioned him driving by, stopping for the briefest of instances, and then simply driving off if she wasn’t curbside when he arrived. 
Not two minutes later, Nicole was downstairs and out front, standing alone in the darkness of her street. Nobody was around. The only light came from the moon and the few streetlights nearby. 
It was creepy and the air was chill. With no coat on, she was shivering, hugging herself for warmth. 
And then a sleek black town car turned onto her street and slowly, smoothly came to a halt in front of her. Nobody got out. The windows were tinted so that she could not see inside. There was no sign of Red—this could be anybody. She could get in the wrong car and end up raped and murdered and left in a dumpster. 
These things happened in the big city. 
But despite the danger, Nicole opened the door and got inside. 
Red wasn’t in the car. The driver was a short, dapper, middle-aged man wearing a suit coat and driving cap. He smiled at her in the rearview mirror. “Miss Masters?” 
Relieved, she smiled at him. “Yes.” 
“Relax,” he said, “we’ll be there shortly.” 
“Where?” she asked. 
“Our destination.” He started to pull away from the curb and she still had the door ajar, so she closed it and sat back, watching the scenery go by—at first slowly, then more quickly as the town car picked up speed. 
Before long, she no longer knew where they were going. The driver went up one street and then the next, and soon they were in neighborhoods that looked increasingly dingy and run down. Not what she would have expected from Red. 
Where are we going? 
About twenty minutes later, the car pulled over to the curb again. Across the street was a 24-hour convenience store that seemed popular. It appeared to be frequented by black and Hispanic customers mostly. 
About a block away, five or six women dressed in next to nothing yelled out to one another, called to cars as they drove by. One car stopped and a woman in a skirt that showed almost all of her ass, bent over and consulted with one stopped vehicle before getting in the passenger side. 
Hookers. They weren’t the first she’d seen since arriving in town. 
But still—she was surprised by the choice of location. What could he have in store for her? 
Nicole took a deep breath and got out of the car, telling herself she was safe. She was under Red’s protection. He wouldn’t allow any harm to come to her. 
As soon as she stepped onto the sidewalk, the town car pulled away and disappeared. She hugged herself and turned in a circle, looking for Red. Nothing. 
Now she was getting afraid, and a little angry too. 
“Hey, baby, nice ass.” The voice came from startlingly close. She turned to see a short but stocky Hispanic man looking at her from the stoop of a nearby apartment building. He stood up, his blue jeans hanging low, his Nets jersey revealing well-muscled arms and too many tattoos to count. “You from around here, honey?” 
She looked again for Red. Panic was rising in her throat. 
“Hey, honey, you got a hearing problem?” 
She started to walk away from him. 
“Baby. Wait.” 
He was coming closer. She didn’t want to run but she would if she had to. She’d scream. 
Suddenly his hand grabbed her bicep and squeezed. “I said wait. What’s your problem? You one of them stuck up bitches from uptown?” 
“Leave. Me. Alone.” She hissed the words. 
He smiled. “I like that talk,” he said through grit teeth. His eyes were deadly cold and cruel. “I like bitches who talk back,” he said, “because it’s that much more fun when I bust a nut in their fucking faces.” 
“That’s not going to happen.” 
“Oh yeah? It will if I say so, mama.” 
He gripped her arm tighter and she winced. “You’re hurting me.” 
“So?” 
“So let her go,” a deep voice said from the shadows. The man glanced over at the voice that came from the darkness beneath a nearby awning. 
“Who the fuck are you?” the little man asked. 
Red stepped out of the shadows. He was wearing dark pants and a dark shirt rolled up to the elbows. He looked more casual, though still rich and stylish and perfect. But his face was a mask of anger. And he was a big man. “I’m the person telling you to let the lady go.” 
The man released his grip on her. “I was just playing.” 
“Sure you were.” 
“She come to this neighborhood dressed like that, she’s asking to have a pimp shoot some game. You know that.” 
“Shut up.” Red walked close and took her gently by the arm. “Come.” 
She turned and together they walked a pace or two. 
“Sorry about that, man,” the little Hispanic guy said. 
Red paused, then spun and walked back to him. Suddenly the man was on the sidewalk, laid out. His face was a mask of blood. Red had hit him, quickly and with tremendous force, hit him square in the nose. It had been so fast that Nicole could barely even process it. 
The man was dazed. His eyes were glazed and unfocused and he was trying to speak but it came out garbled. One of the hookers from down the block came running over, shouting something in Spanish. 
Red had already come back to Nicole’s side and guided her to the door beneath the awning. He unlocked the door and led her inside. 
The door clicked shut behind them and now they were in a dim, grim hallway. He continued to lead her, this time up one flight of stairs to a door marked 25. He unlocked it and escorted her inside. 
The apartment was surprisingly large and comfortable. Not nearly as ostentatious as his office, the living room was decorated with dark, modern furniture and modern art hung on the walls. Strangely, there was no television. The kitchen seemed bare and unused. There was a door that presumably led to the bedroom, but it was closed. 
Red glanced at her body appraisingly. “You dressed exactly as I asked,” he said. 
Nicole was still in shock from what she’d experienced outside. “I don’t appreciate being put in danger. Sir.” 
He nodded and walked to the kitchen. “Water? I’m afraid it’s all we have here.” 
“Fine, sir.” 
He smiled but she could see he was growing annoyed with her insolent attitude. 
Still, she was too upset and frightened to want to please him. She didn’t mind playing his twisted games, but not if she was going to be raped and murdered because of it. 
“Let’s relax for a moment,” he said, filling the glass and bringing it to her. His eyes met hers and she felt her willpower drain under his gaze. 
She was tremendously happy, wasn’t she? Despite the danger, she reminded herself that she’d wanted nothing but this moment—had been aching for it badly. Don’t spoil it now, she told herself. 
“I’m sorry for being upset, sir,” she said, after drinking some cold water. 
“Have a seat,” he told her, and she did. The dress was short and revealing of her creamy white thighs. 
Red took the view in as she crossed her legs, then he moved behind her as she sat on the couch. He reached down and began slowly massaging her tight shoulders. The feeling as he did so was like nothing she could recall. It was as if he was melting her, melting her with nothing but the subtlety of his touch. 
His hands knew her inside and out. 
“Oh…sir…that feels so amazing,” she whispered as his hands slid over her shoulders, slowly pulling the straps of her dress down so that he could access all of her bare skin. The slack created enough of a gap in the top of her dress that most of her breasts were now revealed as well. 
She could hear his breathing, deep and excited as he continued to work the muscles in her shoulders. 
Her slick mound was swollen, ready for his touch. The fabric of her dress was rubbing against her bare pussy, so close to the surface—all it would take was one quick tug and her dress could be hiked up to her hips. 
She could cum right now if she wanted to, but she didn’t want to seem so cheap and easy. Red wouldn’t respect her if she lost control with such little effort on his part. 
And so she ground her teeth together and kept herself from releasing the energy building in her lower anatomy. 
But she was so, so wet. Dripping wet. 
“Your skin is like alabaster,” he said. “I’ve never felt anything like it.” And then he stopped. His hands withdrew from her body, leaving her cold and lonely. 
“Thank you sir,” she whispered, desperately wanting to ask him for more. 
Could we go lay together in your bed—just for a little while? 
Nicole knew better than to ask. 
“Feeling better now?” he said, smiling at her, as if he knew the effect he’d had on her. 
“Yes, much better, sir.” 
“And the essay?” He held out his hand for it. 
“It’s not very good, sir.” 
He swatted her negative response away, irritated, and waited with his hand outstretched for her essay. 
Nervously she dug in her purse, finding the folded pieces of paper, withdrew them and handed them over. They looked silly now, like a teenager’s classroom homework. 
He’d surely wanted it printed out from a computer, hadn’t he? Why had she decided to do the essay longhand? 
She wanted to bury her face in her hands and scream. 
Red took her pages and walked to the chair opposite the couch, sat down and began reading. His face was expressionless but intent. It took him a long time, what seemed like forever to finish, and Nicole had to sit there and be still while she waited for his judgment. 
Her stomach was in knots. 
Finally he was done. He took one last glance at her essay and then folded it in half and set it on the glass coffee table. His expression was unreadable. 
“I know it was a mess,” she said. “But I wasn’t sure what you wanted, sir.” 
“Stand up,” he commanded. His whole demeanor had changed. 
She immediately stood, her blood pressure rising instantly. He looked her up and down, boldly taking in ever detail with his eyes. Her nipples stiffened and she could feel them poke through her sheer dress. 
“You have a beautiful body,” he said. 
“Thank you, sir.” 
“I can see so much of it without your bra and panties on. Do you like that?” 
“Yes, sir, I do.” A tremble ran through her legs. 
“Turn around so I can look at your ass.” 
She did. She could feel his eyes on her. 
“You have a nice tight ass,” he said. “I like the way it curves, the slope of it. 
Would you enjoy being spanked?” 
“I think so, sir.” 
“Never been?” 
“Spanked?” she asked. 
He waited without speaking for her answer. 
“I’ve never been spanked, sir,” she replied. 
She heard him rise from the chair and then the squeak of his shoes against the floor. 
He was slowly approaching. Soon she could feel his body heat behind her, he was very close now. “Your essay was good, Nicole.” 
“Thank you sir,” she said, gratified and surprised that he liked it. 
“But that was just something you wrote.” 
“I meant every word, sir.” 
“Tonight, you came in here with a bad attitude.” 
“I was frightened sir, I apologize.” 
“That’s no excuse for being disrespectful, Nicole. Now bend over and grasp the couch with your hands.” 
She knew what was coming and her entire body trembled with anticipation—both fear and longing. She leaned forward and her hands grabbed the top of the couch. The hem of her dress pulled up to the very top of her thighs. 
“Spread your legs further apart now.” 
She stood with her legs further apart, and her dress moved upwards again. She could feel the air on her butt now. Red Jameson was seeing her ass. 
He maneuvered himself so that he was slightly at an angle to her, and one of his strong hands gripped her shoulder. “Your insolence requires punishment,” he said tightly. 
She felt a sting as his other hand came down and slapped her buttocks. Her ass cheeks bounced with the force of it. “I’m sorry, sir, I’ll do better.” 
“Yes, you will.” 
Another hard slap. The sound echoed in the apartment. Her pussy vibrated from the pressure. She was getting excited. 
“I think your bottom needs to be fully bare.” 
He slowly, ever so slowly, pulled her dress up over the curve of her ass. Now her butt was totally in his view. She could hear his excited breathing, but other than that he was silent. 
Next, there was another crack of his hand against her naked butt. 
She cried out, mostly in pleasure. This seemed to goad him to spank her more fervently. Soon he was paddling her butt with his hand. 
The slaps were firm and strong, but the pain wasn’t very intense. Nicole was enjoying it much more than she would have imagined. It was intimate, she felt completely connected to Red, and trusting that he wouldn’t do anything to truly hurt her. She moaned as he beat her buttocks. 
Finally, he seemed to relent. 
“Pull your dress down, cover yourself,” he whispered huskily, moving away. 
She did as he said. Her cunt was dripping down her legs and she wanted nothing more than his hand on her bare mound. If he so much as grazed it, she’d have gone off like a fire alarm. 
But he wasn’t touching her anymore. 
She glanced back at him and saw that he was studying her. His eyes were so hungry, she knew that he wanted her badly, perhaps as much as she wanted him. 
Then why doesn’t he just take me? 
She didn’t know the answer—she only knew that this was part of his seduction. He was a man, a patient and deliberate man, not some overeager boy who wanted to fumble around in the backseat of a car and then cum all over her hand after some petting and groping. 
“Come with me,” he said firmly. He walked toward the bedroom door. 
She followed him. The door was actually locked from the outside, which sent a chill up her spine. She reminded herself that she trusted him totally. 
Why do I trust him? I don’t even really know him. 
“What are you doing to me?” she said, before he could unlock the door. 
He turned to her, surprised. “If you don’t know, then perhaps you should leave.” 
He was displeased. 
“I should be allowed to ask.” 
“You shouldn’t forget your manners.” 
Her gaze dropped to the floor. “I’m sorry, sir, I just—“ 
“You just nothing,” he said, and although his voice was controlled, she sensed how angry he was. 
“I’m afraid, sir.” 
“I don’t care.” 
Now it was her turn to be angry. She looked up into his eyes. “Who do you think you are? You think just because you have money and a bit of fame you can treat people like dirt? Like toys to do with whatever you please?” 
“Yes.” He smiled at her. 
“I’m not your toy. I’m a person.” 
“You’re whatever I tell you to be.” 
“Fuck you.” 
He broke into a wide smile and laughed. “Fuck me?” 
“That’s right.” She tilted her chin up, daring him. 
“Of course you want to fuck me,” he said softly. 
Her face went red with embarrassment. He’d taken her insult and ferreted out the truth of it. She wanted him to fuck her. She wanted it so badly, more than anything she’d ever wanted in her life. And somehow she’d thought that by turning the tables, maybe he’d do it. Maybe she could enrage him into a frenetic passion and he’d make love to her right here and now. 
“I don’t understand any of this,” she muttered. 
“Do you want to stop? You’re free to go at any time.” 
She sighed. “I want to be with you.” 
“Then do as I say.” 
Head bowed, she nodded submissively. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry for my rudeness, sir.” 
“Again,” he growled. “You don’t learn very easily, do you?” And he swung the door open to the bedroom. Only it wasn’t a real bedroom. 
Everything inside was black. Leather. He led her into the black room. There was a bed with four posts. Hanging from each post were a variety of chains, scarves and handcuffs. 
There were four long, thick chains hanging from the ceiling as well. 
In the corner of the room was something that resembled a pommel horse from gym class. And in the other corner of the room was a menacing black trunk. 
“What do you think of it?” he asked her, like he was showing her a new car. 
“It’s…impressive…sir.” 
“It’s a room of delights,” he said. “You’ll see for yourself.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
He shut the door behind them and faced her. “You’ve been rude to me, again. This calls for stronger punishment.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Do you understand why?” 
“Because I keep being bad, sir.” 
“Good girl. Now turn around.” 
She did as he commanded. 
He waited a moment. “If you ever want to stop or leave, simply tell me, or if you can’t speak--extend your two fingers like a peace sign.” 
Can’t speak? Why wouldn’t I be able to speak? 
The next thing she knew, a piece of dark cloth had been quickly placed over her eyes. A blindfold. He tied it in back with a quick and efficient twist of his hands. “And since you seem so intent on voicing your many opinions, I’m afraid you’ll need to be quieted as well.” A piece of rubber was inserted in her mouth. 
This surprised her greatly. There were two straps that pulled across her cheeks to keep the gag in place. These also were tied behind her head. 
“Now all you will have is my voice to guide you,” he said. 
She nodded, breathing through her nose. Everything was dark. Unable to even speak, she felt totally helpless and afraid. Her head was buzzing. She wasn’t sure she could do this, do what he asked. 
“Down on your fucking knees, you disobedient girl.” 
She hesitated. She wanted to scream. The fear was building in intensity. His hands clamped down on her shoulders and pushed her to the floor. The wooden floor dug into the bones of her kneecaps. 
She considered holding up two fingers, but didn’t want to quit so soon. She needed to at least try. Calm down, she told herself. This is safe. He won’t ever hurt you. 
“Hands behind your back now,” he commanded. 
She did as he told her. The pain in her knees was uncomfortable but bearable. He left her in this position for minutes, maybe as long as fifteen minutes. The pain was slowly increasing as she was forced to maintain the position. 
“Do you want to get up off the floor, girl?” he asked, when the discomfort had built to a truly uncomfortable level. 
She nodded. 
“Will you be respectful to your master from now on?” 
She nodded again. 
“Good girl. Stand up, then.” 
She got slowly to her feet. His hand was immediately upon her elbow, and he pulled her forward. “Now the bed. Lie down on your back, slut.” 
In an instant, he’d thrown her on her back on the soft bed. After the hard floor and the pain in her knees, the bed felt positively luxurious and she was grateful to him for putting her on it. 
“Extend your arms and legs all the way,” he told her. 
When she did, he began tying up her wrists with what she assumed were the scarves she’d seen dangling from the four bedposts. Next, he tied her feet. She was completely tied up and immobile now. 
She couldn’t see or speak. 
“I can see your heart beating through your dress,” he said, sitting next to her. She felt his weight sinking into the mattress. 
It was so dark. So dark and she couldn’t speak or move. 
“Trust me,” he whispered into her ear. “You will come to see what I see in this world. And you will never want to go back.” 
She nodded reluctantly. After some time had passed, he changed position. She could sense his movements but didn’t know what he was doing. His hands were on her calves now, lightly touching them. 
Goose bumps raised on her skin as he caressed her legs softly. “You are a princess. 
You are beautiful. But you need to learn manners,” he cooed. 
His hands moved up to her thighs. Now she was feeling the pleasure. She moaned through her gag. The darkness had become a friend, somehow. She rather enjoyed not knowing where his hands would move next. Not knowing what he might do to her, where he might touch her. 
For a very long time, his warm hands moved along her thighs, tracing up and down, and each time he strayed towards her wetness, she moaned louder and louder. She was going to cum soon. She couldn’t help it. She’d wanted him to touch her like this, and here it was happening. 
A man that could have any woman he wanted had chosen her. 
Her body was shaking as she tried to resist the urge to come. 
The more she tried to resist, the harder it became. Her nipples were so hard she could have cut glass with them. They poked roughly up through her dress. He must have noticed this, because suddenly his hands were on them, roughly pulling her nipples and squeezing them through the sheer fabric of the dress. 
She moaned louder and louder, her body bucking and writhing in its straps. 
“You bad, dirty little slut,” he whispered. “I think we might have found a thoroughbred,” he said, as if to himself, marveling at her eagerness. 
He played more with her nipples, sometimes being gentle, other times squeezing until it became painful. But always there was pleasure. Always. 
He was a master, and he played her body the way a great violinist would stroke his bow against the strings of an instrument. Sometimes fiercely, with something akin to violence, other times the gentleness of his caress was a thing of beauty. 
Nicole was out of her mind, out of her body, out of her self. She’d become something totally different, as if she’d been transported. In the darkness she found she didn’t care how she looked, or what he might be thinking of her moaning and writhing. 
She completely let herself go, let the fantasy become reality. 
The orgasm that she’d been fending off and fending off was building to a crescendo that was unimaginable, like a tsunami building and building. Soon it would swallow everything in its path. 
The wave broke when his hand slid from her nipples down her ribcage, her belly and stopped at the very top of her slick cunt. She knew she’d long ago soaked through her dress, it was sticking to her skin and he could likely see everything in stark outline. 
His fingers came to rest and one fingertip dug slowly into her swollen flesh, nudging her clitoris. 
She came then, with such ferocity that it might have looked like convulsions. She bucked her hips and his finger was fucking her now, fucking her through her dress. 
She screamed but the gag blocked her screams. All that came out was muffled moans. Her nostrils flared as she sucked in air and expelled it, still bucking. The orgasm continued and continued. 
By the time it was over, she was simply drenched. 
Drenched and exhausted. 
She lay there motionless, spent. His hands were soon busy untying the ball gag. It was removed and she flexed her lips, her mouth was so dry. Next, he went and untied all four limbs. When her hands were released, she rubbed her wrists, feeling the indentations in her skin. 
Finally he removed her blindfold. 
She blinked in the brightness of the room, even though it was fairly dim compared to the rest of the apartment. 
Red was sitting next to her. She was lying on her side now. He leaned down and stroked her hair and looked into her eyes. 
She was startled by what she saw there, what she saw in him. It was a need so intense, so great that it defied her imagination. His need, his hunger for her surpassed anything she could rationalize. And it occurred to her that he still wanted her just as much, if not more now then he did twenty minutes ago. He had not been able to satiate himself, his lust. He was unquenchable. 
She wanted to please him the way he’d pleased her. “I’ll do anything, sir,” she whispered to him. 
“Give yourself to me,” he said instantly. 
“I already have, sir.” 
“Not yet.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“No, but you will.” He smiled. His smile was pained somehow. 
“I’ve never felt this before, sir.” 
“This is only the beginning.” 
He stood up and she could tell from his demeanor that their encounter was coming to an end. They left the room and he locked the door behind them. Nicole found that she wanted to go back there, to lie down and look into his eyes again and share that intimacy again. 
He was colder now, more boss than lover, and he took out his phone and played with it momentarily. When he looked up at her, his expression was neutral. “Outside, my driver waits.” 
“You’re staying here, sir?” 
“Don’t worry about what I do.” 
“Of course, sir,” she said, but couldn’t hide the sarcasm in her voice. Nor did she want to. 
She gathered her purse and took a deep breath. She was drenched in sweat and the driver would surely know what had gone on. But then, she suspected he’d seen this kind of thing before. 
The thought of other women undergoing this exact ritual angered her. 
Red was on his phone when she left, standing in the middle of the apartment. 
“Well, thanks for showing me a good time, sir,” she said, again with as much sarcasm as she could muster. And then she left. 
He didn’t speak a word to her. 


*** 
Nicole didn’t hear from Red or see him the rest of that day, nor did she see or hear from him for the rest of the week. 
Needless to say, she was depressed and anxious. She did her work as faithfully as she could, although she was constantly distracted with thoughts of Red. Looking up from her computer and hoping to glimpse him coming towards her with that enigmatic smile on his face. 
Having lunch with Remi and always keeping an eye out for Red to come strolling past the way he did that first day, while Remi went on and on about her cowboy ad that was still the biggest pain in her ass. 
Nicole found she was getting into the swing of things at work, mostly because it was easy. Glen usually had her making copies, sending faxes or running out to pick up lunch from Café Metro. Edward was rarely around, and when he was, tended to mostly be in Glen or Remi’s offices—sometimes she’d walk by and hear them yelling at one another. 
And then the next minute they’d be laughing. 
Remi was the only one that gave Nicole any real work to do. Mostly researching images, occasionally she’d ask Nicole to swing by and look at some of the advertising concepts she was working on. 
Work was easy. The hard part was waiting for contact from Red. 
One morning she heard a couple of the girls in nearby cubicles whispering about him. She couldn’t hear much, because they were trying to be quiet. Just snatches of conversation. 
“…unbelievably hot in that Armani suit…the one with the purple tie?” 
“Red…told someone that he could buy and sell them the way he sells his used Bentley.” 
“…so funny. When he looks my way I just melt…” 
“I would give anything…” 
Laughter, hushed whispers. 
“How big it is?” 
“I’ve heard he’s huge.” 
More laughter. 
She hated those girls. Moments later, peering around her cubicle, she saw them. 
The type of girls she absolutely despised with their high-end designer bags and shoes and clothes, their two hundred dollar salon hair treatments, their manicures and perfect teeth. 
What would they do if they knew she’d been with Red and not them? 
Nicole sat back down at her desk and smiled secretly. But the smile died when she thought about how long it had been since she’d seen or heard from him. 


*** 
The weekend was interminable. Friday night, she and Danielle went out to a local dive bar and had margaritas. Danielle was in rare form, flirting with any halfway attractive guy, mostly trying to get free drinks. She had no shame when it came to grifting her way through a night on the town. 
“The city is so expensive, how can I afford to go out if I can’t get a guy to subsidize me?” she said, after Nicole asked her how she could so brazenly coerce men into paying for her drinks. 
Nicole was a little loose from her one margarita. Sitting together at a high top table while the male vultures circled them like prey, Danielle asked her about Red Jameson. 
“So, have you seen him around the office at all?” 
“Who?” Nicole said, licking the last bits of salt off the rim of her glass. 
“You know who. The famously hot CEO that runs the company you work at.” 
A thrill of excitement followed by a wave of sadness. “Mr. Jameson?” 
“Hell, yeah. Do you ever see him walking through the halls or anything?” 
She smiled. 
“You do! He talks to you, doesn’t he? Tell me, Nicole.” 
“There’s nothing to tell.” Nicole picked up her glass and sipped the dregs of her drink—it was strong, most of the alcohol was at the bottom. 
“Bullshit. I know something’s happened, I can see it on your face. Did he say hi to you or something?” 
“Well…” 
“Ha! I knew it. Now talk.” 
“He did bring me into his office once,” she said slowly, enjoying the look of absolute shock as Danielle registered the information. 
“Bullshit.” 
“Fine, you don’t believe me. Why’d you ask then?” 
One of the vultures came in for a landing. A slick kid who looked like he’d never even shaved a day in his life. Justin Bieber groupies would probably love him, but he wasn’t Nicole’s type at all. “Hey, ladies, you look like you could use a refill,” he said. 
“Oh, how nice—they sent over a waiter,” Danielle replied, batting her eyelashes. 
“Nah, I’m not a waiter. I just noticed you two looked thirsty is all.” Now that he was apparently having success, his wingman sidled up next to Nicole. The wingman’s cologne was pungent and overwhelming. 
“You girls come here a lot?” he shouted into Nicole’s ear. 
“No,” she answered flatly and turned away from him. 
She was hoping they’d take the hint, but Danielle apparently was a Justin Bieber fan, and the two of them were now gabbing away. 
So for the next forty-five minutes, Nicole endured the pestering flirtations of Justin Bieber’s cologne drenched pal, trying her best to stick it out for Danielle’s sake. 
Eventually Danielle even invited the two suitors back to her and Nicole’s apartment, to which Nicole shook her head. “I’m tired, I won’t be staying up.” 
“Oh, come on—don’t be like that,” Cologne Guy said. 
“Yeah, hang with us,” Bieber smiled. 
Danielle gave her a pleading look, but she’d already done enough sacrificing. 
“Sorry, I need to be up early.” 
“For what?” Danielle said. 
“I have work to do.” 
“Staring at pictures of your boss online is considered work now?” 
“Shut up, Danielle, you’re drunk.” 
Bickering, the four of them went back to the apartment together. Danielle and Bieber were snuggling on the couch and getting romantic while Nicole fended off Cologne Guy’s ever more insistent advances. 
Finally she’d had enough. “I’m exhausted, and I’m going to bed now.” 
Her grabbed for her wrist. “Chill, baby.” 
Somehow his snatching at her wrist reminded her of Red. And it reminded her just how unlike Red this buffoon was. If Red grabbed her wrist, it wasn’t impulsive, like a baboon, trying to crudely stop her from acting. He did it out of love. 
She pulled her arm out of his grasp. “Don’t touch me.” 
“Relax,” he laughed. 
“I’m not interested. Got it?” She glared at him and he wilted. 
“Yeah. Yeah. Loud and clear. Jesus.” 
“Good.” She turned and went into her bedroom. Danielle would be angry. She heard their voices, low, but still clearly bitching about how rude she’d been. 
Of course she was rude one in their eyes—not Cologne Guy—who’d tried to grab her arm and keep her from going to bed. 
She lay down and closed her eyes and soothed herself with thoughts of Red, thoughts of his hands on her shoulders, on her breasts, and the way he’d looked into her soul. 


*** 
Danielle wasn’t that angry with her after all. 
By the time Nicole came out of her room the next morning, Justin Bieber and Cologne Guy were long gone and Danielle was on the couch, wrapped in a blanket, watching cartoons on TV. 
“Hi,” she said, as Nicole made herself coffee. 
“Hi,” Nicole replied. 
Danielle glanced over at her. “Sorry about last night. Those guys were idiots.” 
“Did you and Justin Bieber make out?” 
“Who?” 
“That’s what I called the guy you were with in my head. Justin Bieber.” 
Danielle laughed. “That’s funny. He did have a slight resemblance. I sincerely hope Justin Bieber doesn’t have as small a penis as him.” 
“You saw it?” 
“I did, indeed.” 
“Oh boy.” 
Danielle shook her head. “It wasn’t worth it. I’m hung over and disgusted with myself.” 
“Did you sleep with him?” 
“No. He was…kind of premature, if you know what I mean.” 
Nicole grimaced. She finished brewing her coffee and poured it into a ceramic mug. “That sounds horrible.” 
“It was.” Danielle sighed. “I need a real man. Like that Red Jameson type,” she said. “He seems like he would know his way around the bedroom, doesn’t he?” 
Nicole didn’t answer. 
“Weren’t you saying something last night about him calling you into his office? Or did I just dream it?” 
“It must’ve been a dream,” Nicole lied. In the light of day she didn’t want to tell Danielle anything. It was special. It was between her and Red only. 
“God I need a real man so bad,” Danielle said, shaking her head. 


*** 
The rest of the weekend crawled by, and so did the first few days of the following week. Nicole couldn’t believe that Red hadn’t contacted her at all. Nothing. 
She was positively stewing, alternately furious and then wounded, flattened by the sheer inexplicable way he’d withdrawn from her. They’d shared something so intimate, so intense—and the look on his face. She’d seen that passion burning in his eyes, it wasn’t just imagined. 
Everything came to a head when Red did happen to walk by her cubicle, and completely ignored her. 
It was like slow motion. 
She had managed to forget about him for a few brief moments, and was working on cropping an image that Remi had given her. A dancing cowboy, of course. It made her wonder if she could really work in this industry for the rest of her adult life. Remi was doing almost nothing but this cowboy ad, testing out different pictures, using effects to change them and mold them into something interesting. 
Nicole was already sick of it and she wasn’t doing it all day long the way Remi was. 
She finally sat back and rubbed her eyes, glancing away from her monitor just in time to see Red striding past her cubicle. He didn’t even turn to look at her, make eye contact, nothing. 
She knew full well that he’d seen her, though. Red didn’t miss a thing, he was notoriously detail oriented. She’d heard stories of him remembering people’s names, friends of friends that he’d never even met but had heard someone mention years before. 
Burning with rage, her pride mortally wounded, she got up and followed him through the maze of cubicles and out into the hallway near his private elevators. Luckily there was nobody else out there. 
“Why are you ignoring me?” she said, as he pressed the call button. 
He turned slowly, not showing even an ounce of surprise at her following him. 
“Ignoring you?” 
“Yes. We…” she looked around again to make sure nobody could hear her. “We had that time together. It meant a lot to me. I thought we shared something special.” She hated the pleading quality her voice had taken on, petulant, childish. 
He studied her like a scientist discovering a peculiar new species of insect. “I don’t owe you any explanations.” 
“I know that.” Her voice quieted. She knew she’d overstepped her bounds. 
“Did you enjoy yourself this weekend?” 
Startled, she met his steady gaze. “Did I enjoy myself?” 
“You had some company. A young man. Was that also special?” 
“My roommate was interested in his friend, so she insisted—“ 
He waved her explanation off. “Your time is your own.” 
“You spied on me.” She’d only just realized he must have had someone watching her. 
“I need to look after you,” he said, his tone softening. He came towards her now. 
“I have to protect you at all times. I’ll never let any harm come to you.” 
“If someone was watching me, then you know I wasn’t with that stupid boy.” 
He smiled at her. “I’m aware of everything.” 
“So why did you try and use it against me?” 
“I don’t like you putting yourself in those situations. Out at bars, bringing strange men home. Things can happen fast. What if I can’t get to you in time?” 
“I can take care of myself,” she said, but inside she was joyful. Her heart sang. He cared. He was watching after her the whole time. He hadn’t simply forgotten about her. 
“I can’t talk much longer,” he said. The elevator pinged its arrival. “I have an important meeting to attend to.” 
“I—I miss you.” 
“You’ve forgotten your manners again,” he chided, turning to enter the elevator. 
“I’ll be in touch.” 
And then the doors closed and he was gone. 


*** 
That night, he came for her. 
It was only just after ten o’clock. She and Danielle were watching a Desperate Housewives rerun and snacking on roasted peanuts. 
The apartment buzzer sounded, making both of them jump. 
Danielle and her locked eyes. “You think it’s a mistake?” Nicole asked. 
“I don’t know.” Danielle jumped up and ran to the window, looked down at the street. “There’s some fancy black car parked out front, but I can’t see anybody.” 
Again, the buzzer sounded. 
Red. It had to be, Nicole thought. She ran to the intercom. “Hello?” 
“Be outside in five minutes,” the deep voice said. 
“I need to get dressed,” she replied. But he’d already gone. 
Danielle stared at her. “Who’s that?” 
“I—I—It’s an old friend of mine. He just moved here and he mentioned he might be around but I forgot.” She started running to her room to change. He hadn’t been specific about what to wear. 
“An old friend who drives a fancy ass car like that? What’s his name?” 
“His parents are very rich!” she yelled back, running to her closet and pouring quickly through her hangers. Finally she saw something that might work. A black and white striped Nordstrom miniskirt. To go with it, a white sleeveless top. It was a pretty hot combination and one she would normally fret over. She’d bought both pieces a couple of years ago when she’d been determined to try and come out of her shell. 
That had never quite happened… 
She stripped off her sweats and undies, found a pair of thong panties, decided to go nude underneath and tossed the thong aside. Quickly, she put on her ensemble and a pair of short heels, then went to the bathroom to freshen up. 
Danielle was watching her when she came out of the bathroom. “What the hell is going on?” she demanded. 
“Nothing, I told you. I have this friend—“ 
“Who is it really? You’re a terrible liar.” 
“Gotta go! I’ll be back soon!” she called, running out the door before Danielle could try and grill her further. 
Danielle came to the door as Nicole ran down the stairwell. “Be careful!” 
“I will!” 
And then she reached the first floor landing and burst out into the cool night air. It was chilly and breezy and she was wearing next to nothing. 
The car was a black Bentley, which she remembered from reading the Rolling Stone article. The car was running softly. She opened the passenger door and Red glanced at her. “Get in back,” he said. 
She was about to say yes sir, and apologize for thinking she could ride up front with him. But then she realized he had come for her. 
“No, I won’t get in back,” she said. “If you can’t stand to have me in the front seat next to you, then forget it.” 
He glanced at her sideways. “Fine,” he sighed. “Hurry up.” 
She smiled at her small but important victory, got inside and closed her door. He immediately sped off, driving very fast but in total control. Speed normally scared her, but not with Red at the wheel. He was as home here as anywhere, and his movements were all precise and deliberate, nothing was left to chance. 
“Where are we going?” she asked as he turned one corner and then immediately into the next. 
“You know where.” 
She frowned. “Your little tacky apartment where you bring all your whores.” 
That made him smile. “Whores?” 
“It’s true. And I’m not one of them.” 
He chuckled. “I never said you were.” 
“And I’m not going there.” 
Now it was his turn to frown. “You agreed to my rules.” 
“You said I was free to stop at any time.” 
“I can turn the car around on your word,” he said, daring her. 
“Fine.” She eyed him. 
He slowed the Bentley. He was wearing one of his dark suits with a bright pink tie. 
He looked dashing, like he’d stepped right out of one of those photo shoots she’d paged through recently. “What is it you want from me?” he asked her. 
“I want a real date.” 
“What’s a real date?” 
“Don’t play dumb,” she told him. 
His jaw stiffened. “I’m not playing anything.” 
She folded her arms. “I’ll go back to your special room,” she said. “Gladly.” 
“That’s better,” he smiled. 
“After  we have a proper date.” 
Now he looked like he’d just drank liquid soap. “Fine. Have it your way, Nicole.” 
He made an abrupt U-turn and took off in the opposite direction, even faster than before. 
Within ten minutes, they arrived at a restaurant called The Davenport. A valet took his keys and called him Mr. Jameson in a familiar way. Red escorted Nicole past a small coterie of waiting patrons and smiled at the hostess. “Table for two, if you please.” 
“Of course. Right away,” she said, scurrying for menus and took them right to one of the few remaining window seats. 
“I’m a little underdressed,” Nicole said, after they’d taken their seats. 
He shrugged. “You wanted a real date, you didn’t specify that I had to accommodate your choice of attire.” 
“Fair enough.” She smiled at him. “I like this.” She started browsing the menu. It consisted of foods that she’d never had before, the kind of stuff she’d seen while watching the Food Network perhaps, but never in real life. 
She was still trying to decide on something when the waiter appeared. He was thin, small, older, with a tiny mustache. “Mister Jameson, what can I get for you sir?” 
Red took her menu from her and handed it to the waiter. “She will have the duck cassoulet and I will have the agnolotti with squid.” 
“Wonderful choices, sir.” 
“Also, a bottle of the Latour Pauillac,” Red added, handing his menu to the waiter with finality. 
The waiter nodded briskly, turned on his heel and hurried away. 
Red turned his attention to her now. He folded his hands on the table. “Do you like it here?” 
“It’s very elegant. But it would have been nice if you’d asked what I wanted to eat. 
I was going to order the organic chicken.” 
“Why?” 
“Why what?” 
“Why were you going to order the organic chicken?” 
She hesitated, realizing she didn’t even know why. “Because…” 
“Because it was safe.” 
She frowned. “I like chicken.” 
“Then you’ll love the duck cassoulet.” 
“You need to be in control all of the time,” she said. “It must get exhausting for you.” 
He shrugged. “I think it’s worked out pretty well for me.” 
“It’s exhausting for anyone who has to deal with you.” 
His eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “Depends on who you ask.” 
“I’m sure all the girls you bring back to the apartment love it.” 
The waiter came to the table with the wine, showed it to them both, and opened it with a flourish. Red tasted it and seemed to approve, so the waiter poured them each a half glass and set the bottle in the center of the table before leaving. 
Nicole sipped her wine. It tasted amazing, better than any drink she’d ever had. 
She was trying to decide if the wonderful taste of her wine was more an after-effect of being in Red’s presence. Everything seemed better right now. Her clothes felt sexier, her eyes sharper, she heard everything. 
The clinking forks and knives as an older couple ate something unrecognizable at a table just over Red’s shoulder, someone across the room tittering laughter. 
Red was looking at her with interest. “You’re so young,” he marveled. 
She shrugged. “I guess.” 
“Perhaps too young for such a complicated relationship.” 
“And perhaps you’re too old to be playing games all the time.” She arched her eyebrow at him. 
“Touché.” He grinned and sipped his wine. 
A few minutes later, the waiter brought their food on steaming hot plates. Nicole ate her duck without any outward signs of hesitation, knowing that Red would be looking for any excuse to poke fun at her naiveté. 
And in any case, the food was tasty; she did enjoy the duck after all. 
“So what’s it like to be one of the richest people in the world?” she asked him at one point. 
He chuckled. “It’s not too bad.” He considered it further. “You know I didn’t come from money.” 
“You grew up in a two-bedroom apartment with just your mother and little brother. 
Your mother worked two jobs. You did so well in school academically and with your swimming that you received a full scholarship to Harvard.” 
He looked surprised. “You did your research.” Red leaned over and poured more wine into her glass. 
“I guess I have the advantage when it comes to knowing your past,” she said. “You know almost nothing about me.” 
“That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. 
“Oh? Tell me something about my childhood.” 
He sighed and checked his watch. “Another time perhaps.” 
“That means you don’t know.” 
“I’m not in the habit of lying.” For the first time, his voice had an edge to it. His dark eyes locked on hers and she thought again that she would do anything to please him. 
The waiter came and collected their plates and asked if they’d like any dessert. Red answered. “No, we have other plans for desert,” he said, staring right at her. 
“Very good, Mr. Jameson. I’ll get your check.” 
*** 
Nicole was quiet on the ride to the apartment, but Red didn’t seem to notice. 
She was excited to go there with him. She remembered how it had felt when she’d come the last time. She wanted that feeling again, wanted to have his hands touching her in every private place, wanted to be naked so he could look at her, watch her, do with her as he liked. 
But she was also afraid. What if he continued to escalate the punishment and pain he was inflicting? Nicole wasn’t sure that she wanted to experience much more of that kind of thing. 
And she also didn’t like going to a place that was clearly designed for this purpose, knowing she was just one of many, many women he’d brought there for exactly this kind of rendezvous. 
Red parked his car in an underground lot and then escorted Nicole up through an entrance that brought them out at street level. When they came out, he pointed across the road to a brick building with a large man outside in leather pants and a tight black t-shirt. 
He had a handlebar mustache and tattoos on only one arm. 
“That’s Club Dominion,” he said. “A very interesting place. Maybe I’ll take you sometime.” 
The bouncer—or whatever he was—glared at them, oblivious of who Red was, or simply not caring. 
“What’s so interesting about it?” she asked, as they continued walking in the other direction. 
“You need to experience it yourself to answer that question.” 
“So it’s an S&M club,” she said. 
He laughed. “That’s a quaint term.” 
“Sorry, I’m not up on my fetish terminology.” 
“I like to think of it as a school of discipline,” he said. “And for those who have difficulty learning, Club Dominion can sometimes be very helpful in providing extra motivation.” 
“I think it looks creepy. That man out front? Ugh.” 
“He’s really nice once you get to know him. Unless you’re one of his subs, that is.” 
“Whatever.” She shook her head and walked faster. 
Soon they’d arrived at the street where his apartment was located. The hookers were out in force again, but the little Hispanic man who Red had punched out was nowhere to be found. 
They went inside his apartment. 
Red turned to her. “So, you had your fun. Now it’s my turn.” 
She crossed her arms. “What if I refuse?” 
His eyes darkened. “I let you drop the formality while we were at dinner, but you can’t continue this way.” 
She felt annoyed. She didn’t want to play his stupid game right now. “I don’t understand, actually. What’s the big deal?” 
“The big deal is, we had an agreement.” 
“Yeah, but I didn’t say I’d be going along with every little command you give me. 
I’m my own person, you know. Why does it have to be this elaborate production? Can’t you just kiss me?” 
He shook his head and turned away from her. “Damn you,” he muttered. 
For the first time, she was afraid she’d pushed him too far. “I’m just asking—“ 
He spun around and his face was a mask of anger. “Enough. Ask again, push me again, and you will never feel so alone. You think a few days of me ignoring you was painful?” 
Her mouth got very dry then. He’d hit a sore spot. She’d somehow convinced herself that she was special to him now, that he was falling in love with her. But here he was, essentially telling her that he’d drop her like a bad habit if she asked one more question. And the worst part was, she believed him. 
“Sorry, sir,” she said. “Sorry for my insolence.” 
He was still angry and his chest was moving up and down quickly as his nostrils flared. But there was still that intense hunger in his eyes. 
“Don’t you want to make love to me?” she asked him, finally. “Sir.” 
His lips tightened. “I told you not to ask questions.” 
“But I called you sir, sir.” 
“I don’t want any more questions from you tonight. I satisfied my part of the bargain, now you will do the same.” 
“Yes, sir.” As she said it, the tears came. She didn’t want to cry, but she couldn’t help it. The shame of it all. The wanting him, the needing his touch, and his coldness. She was just a plaything to him. 
“Why are you crying?” he asked her. 
She shook her head and turned away. Her shoulders trembled. Soon she was sobbing outright and she hated herself for it. Hated herself for her weakness in front of him. He would likely put her out on the street now and she’d have to find her way home. 
And then the real freeze out would begin. 
But instead of pushing her out the door, Red touched her shoulder. “Come.” His voice was gentle. 
“Sir, I’m so sorry, sir.” She shook her head. “I’m fine, sir.” 
“Come with me, Nicole.” He grabbed her hand in his and led her to the bedroom. 
“I’ll get on my knees for you,” she told him, happy that he was giving her a second chance. 
“No. To the bed.” 
He took her in his arms and laid her on her back, and then he gracefully lay down next to her, still holding her in his arms. His dark eyes were staring into her own. 
“Please, don’t look at me when I’m like this,” she said, tears still streaming down her face. 
“Why? You’re beautiful.” 
“I feel hideous.” 
“No. No you’re not.” His eyes studied her as if she was a painting. “I don’t ever want to make you cry,” he said. 
“I’m fine, really, sir.” 
“You don’t have to call me sir right now.” 
“But I want to, sir,” she pouted. 
Suddenly Red leaned in and his lips met hers. He was so soft, so gentle that waves of pure happiness rippled through her body. His lips were soft and warm, and his breath smelled of mint and wine. 
He stroked her cheek with one hand as he ever so lightly kissed her lips. “Nicole, my beautiful, sweet, innocent Nicole.” He kissed her again. Looked deeply into her eyes. 
His body was against her and she could feel the strength of him and the heat of him. 
She wanted him to undress her, she wanted to take his clothes off and feel every part of him touching her. 
But Red took everything slowly. His gentle kisses on her mouth until she could barely resist crying out for more. 
And then his tongue, finally, entering her mouth. She pushed against him urgently, thrusting her hips into his as she took his tongue in her mouth greedily. She wanted him to know that he could have her right now. 
Of course he knew it already. She was as transparent to him as a piece of glass, and he was in no rush. In fact, the more aggressively she tried to egg him on, the slower he went. 
It was a new kind of torture, exquisite in its own way, and just as painful. Her soft mound of flesh between her legs vibrated with pleasure and excitement, wet as wet could be. She spread her legs, hoping he would see the invitation and take it. 
But Red was focused on her face, on her mouth. Kissing her lips, then her eyelids, her cheeks. When he kissed her neck, she moaned. 
As soon as she moaned, he stopped. He began tracing a pattern of some sort near her neckline. Her nipples stiffened, poking through her sleeveless shirt. 
“Do you want me?” he asked. 
“So much, sir,” she whispered. Their eyes met and a shock of recognition pulsed through her. 
He’s my soul mate. I’m meant to be with him. 
“What are you willing to do to have me?” he asked her. 
“Anything, sir. Anything you ask, sir.” 
“I’m a complicated person,” he told her. “You understand that.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
He shook his head. “No, no sirs just now. This isn’t a game.” He stroked her hair lightly. “I need you to know that if we get serious with one another…I could cause you a great deal of pain.” 
She smiled. “Isn’t that what you enjoy doing?” 
He didn’t return her smile and she saw he was genuinely upset. “Not that kind of pain,” he replied. 
“How can you know what you’ll do to me before you’ve done it?” 
He smiled ruefully. “Because of my past. And the best way to judge the future is based on past behavior. I’m trying to warn you, Nicole.” 
“I don’t care about your past,” she told him, and now she reached up to stroke his hair. He flinched away. 
“Don’t.” 
“What did I do?” 
“Don’t touch me like that.” He shook his head. “I need to be in control of you at all times,” he said. “I need to make all the decisions in the bedroom.” 
“But why?” 
“I’m not interested in explaining further.” 
She sighed, exasperated with him. “You confuse me. One second you act like you want to open up and talk to me, the next you shut down entirely.” 
He grinned. “You’re getting it.” His hand reached up and stroked her cheek. 
“You’re quite perceptive.” 
“I don’t get anything. But I know that I want to try.” 
“Even though it’s going to be a disaster?” 
“We’ll get through it together,” she told him. 
He looked stunned. “Together.” 
“Yes, together.” 
“God, you are truly the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he whispered, and then he was kissing her again. More forcefully this time. 
Her got on top of her, all of his considerable weight pressing down on her, but she didn’t care. She wanted to tear his clothes off, but knew he wouldn’t allow it. 
She could feel his erection through his pants. It was huge. It pressed against her and she did her best to slide her pussy up and down on it without being too obvious. She didn’t want to risk turning him off. But then again, she was going insane with desire. 
Red seemed to be overcome with desire himself. He grasped the top of her shirt and suddenly pulled, ripping it, then pulled again, tearing it off of her. He looked at her breasts. “Your nipples,” he said. “They need sucking.” And then his mouth was on her nipples, softly sucking. Licking. Licking faster. She was so tender, so ready for him. 
She moaned as his sucking became fierce. Soon he was biting her nipples, but just hard enough to make the pleasure that much more intense. 
“Red,” she moaned. “Oh, Red.” 
His hands caressed her stomach and chest. Played with her nipples, torturing her with the pleasure of it. He was a master musician and she was his instrument. Her body was his. “I’m yours,” she told him. 
He sucked her nipples again, and now they were stiff and tender and wet. Just like her clitoris, which buzzed with a fury. 
Red moved off of her, looking down at her heaving breasts. She was in a frenzy. 
She writhed beneath him, dying for his hands and mouth to be on her once more. 
Slowly, he unbuckled his belt. She watched him with a stunned look on her face. 
She hadn’t expected this. “Now you unzip me,” he rasped. 
Slowly she reached out and began to unzip him. When she was done, his pants hung open in a flap. She could see black silk boxers underneath. “What now?” she asked. 
“Pull me out and stroke me.” 
God yes. Finally. 
She reached into his boxers gingerly. Her fingers nudged against his hard penis and he gave a little low moan of his own. Emboldened, she encircled the root of him with all of her fingers and tugged his cock out of the hole in his boxers. 
“It’s huge,” she said. And it was. She had only seen two erect penises up close, and they didn’t compare to this one. She didn’t know if those penises had been so small, or this one was so big. 
Whatever the case, Red’s must have been twice the size of the others. Her hand barely fit around it, and when she stroked up the shaft, it was a long motion up and down. 
His cock was smooth and the head bulbous, arrogant like him, she decided. 
She stroked it almost curiously, as his breathing became ragged. “Yes, like that,” 
he told her. “Just like that.” 
She watched his penis as her hand moved slowly up and down. When she got to the head, she began doing quicker, smaller motions, focusing on that part alone, which seemed to turn him on. “Does that feel nice?” she asked him. 
“Yes. Now suck it.” 
“You want me to—“ 
“Put your mouth on it. And start slowly.” He lay back and allowed her to climb on top of him. 
She didn’t know if she could even fit much of him in her mouth, but she would try her best. His cock was a little slick now from his excitement. When she put her lips on it for the first time, Red cried out. 
She worked the head slowly into her mouth. Her pussy was drenched. 
Red’s hands stroked her hair as she took him deeper into her mouth. His penis was so smooth and it fit her mouth somehow. She liked having it in her mouth, she decided. It was right. More confident now, she started to go down on him with increasing speed. Her tongue swept up and down his shaft and head. 
Danielle had once told her a blowjob tip during some silly drunken conversation they’d had one night at the apartment. “Just pretend his cock is a Tootsie Pop and you’re trying to get to the chewy center.” 
So Nicole took the advice to heart and did what Danielle had suggested. And it seemed to be working, too. 
Just as her mouth and tongue were working fervently and she could sense Red’s urgency increasing along with her head bobbing up and down, he stopped her. “No. Not yet,” he said huskily. 
“I want you to cum in my mouth,” she said. 
“I told you, I make the decisions in bed.” 
“Sorry.” 
“Lie on your stomach.” 
She did as he told her. He began kissing her back, from her neck all the way down to the curve of her buttocks. All she had on was the skirt. Now he was lifting the skirt up. 
His hands began to gently massage her ass, and then he slapped it playfully. 
She moaned. The vibrations were making her want to cum. His slaps grew harder. 
“You’ve been so bad tonight,” he said. “You still need a spanking, I think.” 
“I do,” she moaned. She wanted the spanking. 
His slaps became rhythmic, first on one side of her butt to the other. Each slap sent shivers of pleasure through her pussy. Her nipples brushed against the soft, silken sheets of the bed. 
And then his face was buried in her underside, his tongue expertly licking her wetness. “You taste sweet and perfect,” he said, as she cried out. 
He was massaging her clit with his hand as he ate her out from behind, sending shockwaves through her writhing body. Juices poured from her, which seemed to make him suck all the more greedily. 
Finally he stood up. 
“I’m going to take you now,” he said. 
“Yes. Take me, Red.” 
Her pussy was sopping wet. She wondered how it would be when his huge cock entered her. But she needn’t have feared. Despite the size, he was very slow and cautious. 
He stroked the head of it against her lips for quite awhile, taking her to dizzying heights of ecstasy. 
She begged him to go inside but he would not. 
Finally she could take it no more. She stifled an orgasm. And then he slid into her from behind. Red filled her up with his pulsing manhood, at first just pushing the head in and taking it out. 
“You’ve got the tightest pussy I’ve ever felt, Nicole,” he said. “So sweet, so good.” 
“I want your cock pressed all the way in me,” he said. “I want to take all of it.” 
He responded my taking his dick out of her entirely. She turned and looked back over her shoulder. “Why?” 
“You know why.” 
She flopped her head back on the bed. Wanting to scream in anger. Why did he have to be so damned finicky and picky? He had to control every last detail. 
And she wanted to come so badly now. 
He waited a while. Her heartbeat began to slow. She didn’t move or look at him, she just lay there while he stood and watched her. 
Finally he turned her over onto her back again. He grabbed her skirt and pulled it down, past her feet, threw it on the floor. “Open your legs.” 
She opened them. He lowered himself onto her. She grabbed the bottom of his shirt and used it to pull him into her. At first she thought he might object to this, but he didn’t for some reason. 
He was looking directly into her eyes as he penetrated her. 
She felt like she was looking into two deep reflecting pools, and she was falling into them. But she was safe, even as she fell. 
She was sinking into the depths of pleasure, of total sexual bliss. 
His enormity filled her entirely. He moved slowly in and out of her. His body was so strong and he had total control of it, and of her. 
She was going to have a major orgasm. 
He knew it and backed off. Then he began bringing her to climax, but again—
stopped before she could finish. 
She was exhausted from it, but in a good way. Totally spent. 
He stared into her eyes. “I love you,” he said. “I knew it from the second you walked into my office that first day.” 
She barely contained her surprise. But then, from out of her lips; “I love you too.” 
He moved into her, his thrusts quickening. She locked her legs around him and squeezed him deeply inside, locking him in as she had the most profound orgasm of her life, or any life she could even imagine. 
He held her as she cried out, kissed her mouth as she moaned into his—his tongue penetrated her as he came with her. She could feel him spasming, feel him emptying himself into her. 
She had another orgasm that swept her away, as if to the sea. She was floating in pure happiness. 
When they were done, he lay with her for a while, stroking her hair and kissing her face. “You are so beautiful.” 
It didn’t last long enough. Soon he was up, buttoning his trousers, straitening and tucking in his shirt, looking like Red Jameson, CEO, again. 
“My shirt’s ruined,” she said, picking up the tattered cloth at her feet. 
“I can remedy that,” he told her, walking to the closet. He opened it. Inside there were hangers of women’s clothing. Some of it was latex. He took a white blouse, held it up to the light and glanced at her. “This should do the trick for now.” He tossed it to her. 
Nicole made a face. “This is another woman’s shirt.” 
“Nobody else has ever worn that.” 
“I don’t want it.” 
“Then you can go home nude.” 
“No, I don’t think so.” 
He buttoned his cuffs. “Don’t test me, Nicole. I’m in no mood.” 
“Neither am I.” She met his gaze. 
He smiled harshly. “Fine.” He went to the trunk and kneeled down, opened it. 
After some rummaging, he came out with a man’s dress shirt. “How about this?” 
“One of your shirts,” she said. 
He didn’t reply. “You want it or not?” 
“Fine.” She took it, secretly pleased. She wanted a piece of him with her at all times, and this shirt would do. She put it on, feeling the softness of it, buttoning it up. It was huge on her. 
“You want a pair of khakis to go with it?” he said sarcastically. 
“My skirt’s still in one piece. You owe me a new shirt by the way,” she said. “I’m not forgetting that.” 
“Come on,” he said. “We need to get you home.” 


*** 
She arrived home exhausted, and Danielle was up waiting for her. She was furious. 
“What happened to you?” 
“Danielle, please…” she shuffled past her towards her bedroom. “I just want to take a shower and go to sleep.” 
“Did you get raped or something?” 
“Raped?” Nicole couldn’t help but laugh. 
“Look at your shirt. What happened to the one you left in?” 
Nicole didn’t know how to answer that. “Listen, I appreciate the concern but I’m fine. Really.” 
“That wasn’t some old friend,” Danielle said. “That’s a new guy. Some big shot you met at work, right?” 
“So what if he is?” Nicole spun on her. “I don’t judge you for the guys you sleep with. Justin Bieber and company.” 
Danielle made a face. “I don’t sleep with tons of guys, first of all. Secondly, I don’t scare the wits out of you, disappearing and coming back looking like I just came home from war.” 
“You’re being overly dramatic.” 
“Have you taken a look in the mirror?” 
“I’m sure I look a little messy…” 
“Whoever he is, he doesn’t seem to have much respect for you.” 
“You don’t know a thing about him.” 
“I’ve dated a rich, older man before. When I was a senior in high school. I’d just turned eighteen and—“ 
Nicole put a hand up. “Danielle. If I want your advice on romantic relationships, I’ll come ask for it. But I’m tired now and I want to take a shower and go to bed.” 
Danielle’s expression turned stony. “Fine. But maybe I won’t be around next time you happen to need me. I guess you’re showing your true colors, Nic.” 
“I’m sorry if—“ 
“Whatever,” Danielle said, spinning on her heel and quickly going to her bedroom. 
The door slammed. Nicole shook her head. This wasn’t what she needed. She felt confused and tired and emotionally drained. 
When she got in the bathroom for her shower, she looked in the mirror. 
Danielle was right. She looked awful. 


*** 
She didn’t get into work until almost nine the next morning. First, she got up late and then the train was delayed for some reason. 
When she arrived, the girl in the next cubicle stood up and peered over. Her eyes were wide. “Mister Jameson was looking for you,” she said in a hushed, awed voice. 
“He was?” Her heart began to instantly race. 
“He said you should go immediately to his office when you arrive. He seemed upset.” 
“Thanks.” She fumbled for her purse and then stopped off to tell Glen she was here. 
He waved her in, blinking furiously. “Nicole, did you just get here?” 
“I’m so sorry. The train—“ 
“Red Jameson came down wanting to speak to you. Twice.” 
“Twice?” 
“I told him you came in between seven and seven-thirty. Imagine how foolish I felt when eight forty-five rolls around and you’re still not in, and no phone call.” 
She was mortified. “I’m so sorry, sir.” 
Sir. Now she was doing her submissive thing with Glen Goldman. 
He blinked a few times. “This was highly embarrassing for me,” he told her. 
“Please don’t let it happen again.” 
“I won’t. I should go, he left a message for me to go to his office when I got in.” 
“Go. Go. I can’t imagine why he wants to see you so urgently…” Glen shook his head, more bewildered than usual. 
She ran down the hall, took the elevator up to Red’s floor. Then she ran to the doors and knocked. The door cracked open and Red saw her. His expression was unwelcoming to say the least. “Please wait here,” he said. “I’ve got something I need to attend to. I should only be a few minutes.” 
And then the door shut. 
The time ticked by. Nicole shuffled, shifted her weight from one foot to the other. 
God, she was still so tired. Like she’d been drugged. Her eyes were heavy. No chance yet for coffee, and she needed some caffeine badly. 
The time dragged on. She pressed her ear to the door and listened but there was nothing. It didn’t sound like he was in a meeting or anything. 
She checked her cell phone. It was now 9:30. She’d been up here waiting almost half an hour. 
After another twenty minutes torturously passed, she sank to the floor and sat with her back against the wall. Had he forgotten she was out here? 
Of course not. This was all planned, deliberate, just like everything else Red did. 
Unfortunately, he was still the head of this company and she was just an intern, so she couldn’t disobey him now. 
Another half an hour passed and she started to nod off. 
“Well, well, this is cute,” a voice said. 
Startled, she looked up to see a tall, statuesque brunette coming towards her. Nicole got to her feet, her cheeks burning. “Sorry, I’ve been waiting out here for so long, I just got tired—“ 
The woman laughed condescendingly. “No need to apologize darling, I myself have had one too many cocktails on a Friday night. Of course, it’s not Friday yet, is it?” 
Nicole stammered incoherently. The woman stared down her nose at her. She was tall, very well put together. She was obviously older, more experienced, but still beautiful in a kind of frighteningly serious way. She reeked of money and class and even sex. 
And then she was knocking on the door to Red’s office. He opened it slowly, smiled at the woman. “Ah, Talia, how nice to see you. Come in, come in.” 
Talia walked inside. As Red shut the door without so much as glancing at Nicole, she heard the woman laugh. “I see you have a little wrinkled hobo laying outside your door. Trying to recreate skid row right here at Jameson International?” 
Both of them laughed and the door clicked shut, muffling their brutal guffaws. 
Nicole held back her tears. She was furious. At herself for allowing him to make a fool of her, and at that bitch for thinking she could treat her like a piece of dirt. But more than anything, Nicole was angry with herself. 
Maybe Danielle was right. Red didn’t respect her at all. 
She considered leaving, just walking out of the building and never returning. 
Ignore his calls, if he made any—get a new job. Move on with her life and forget Red Jameson ever existed. 
But she knew that she couldn’t really do that. Which only made her more angry and hurt. She was at his mercy in every way and he knew it. 
Another forty minutes went by before Talia left. She left as she’d entered, laughing and joking intimately with Red. On her way out she brushed by Nicole without so much as a word. 
When the woman disappeared from view, Red turned to Nicole with a brutal expression. “Get in here.” 
“She’s a bitch.” 
“I said get in.” 
She strode past him and he closed the door behind her. 
“What was all that about?” she asked. 
“You don’t ask the questions around here,” he spat. His voice was barely controlled. She saw that he was absolutely as furious with her as she was with him. 
“I didn’t do anything wrong. I don’t deserve—“ 
“You don’t deserve?” he scoffed, walking to the bar and pouring himself a glass of water from a pitcher. He didn’t offer her anything. “You don’t even know what you deserve. You’re a child.” 
“I know that I should be treated with respect.” 
“Bullshit. Who told you that? One of your little teeny bopper friends?” 
She flushed. Everything she thought, he seemed to know it. “Is this because I came in late to work today?” 
He drank some of his water. “You say that as if it’s a minor detail.” 
“My train was delayed.” 
“You think that because we have a relationship outside of work, you can waltz in here after nine o’clock, you think you can get away with murder now.” 
“No. That’s not true.” But she doubted her own words. She  had gotten up late this morning. Would she have done that if she hadn’t felt secure in her relationship with Red? 
He glared at her. “I put my trust in you, Nicole. Obviously I made an error.” 
An error. Like it was an accounting mistake he could fix with a swift stroke of his mighty pen. 
“Am I not allowed to be human?” she asked. 
He looked surprised. “Don’t be glib.” 
“I’m not. You want perfection. I never said I was perfect.” 
He strode toward her. “What I want is effort. Dedication. Don’t come into my place of business and make me look like a fool.” 
His eyes burned into her. She met his gaze and didn’t falter. “I’m sorry I came in late. You’re right. I was being disrespectful.” 
This admission seemed to mollify him slightly. 
“But I’ve been punished enough,” she told him. “You humiliated me in front of that awful woman.” 
His expression darkened again. “You don’t decide what’s enough.” 
“You said I could tell you when I’d had enough.” 
“Have you?” 
“In this instance.” 
He made a face of disgust. “Just get out of my office.” 
It stung. But she was angry now, too. He wanted to keep rubbing her face in shit and she wasn’t going to stand for it anymore. “Fine, Red. Have it your way.” She turned and left, not looking back. 


*** 
Nicole had found a new resolve. After returning to her desk, she made a decision. 
She wasn’t going to crack the way she had before. She wasn’t going to give Red the satisfaction of seeing her go to pieces. 
He wanted her too. She knew that now. 
Being apart would be as hard for him as it was for her. She had to believe that. 
So she went to Remi’s office. Remi was concentrated on her computer. She looked up, dazed. “Hey, Nicole. What’s up?” 
“Give me work. Give me as much as you can.” 
“I thought you were getting sick of dancing cowboy pictures.” 
“No. In fact, I’m kind of getting to like them.” 
Remi’s eyebrows went up. “Oh, no. You must be sicker than I thought. You’ve gone off the reservation.” 
“Just give me whatever you can. I want to work until I can’t see straight.” 
Remi shrugged. “I’ll show you a little Adobe and then you can get going on some of these pictures I’m struggling with. But I warn you—this won’t be pretty.” 
“I’m game.” 
“Pull up a chair.” 
And she did. 
Remi kept to her word, first giving Nicole an Adobe tutorial and then emailing her dozens and dozens of pictures to work on. 
Nicole was at the office until well after nine o’clock that night. And she didn’t check her phone once. 
When she got home, Danielle wasn’t in. She didn’t much care, she was a zombie. 
She fell into bed that night and slept a dreamless, deep sleep. 
Her alarm woke her at five the next morning and she got up promptly, showered, dressed, left and caught the train, arriving at the office by six o’clock. 
She was one of the first people in. She made the first pot of coffee and got right to work. 
That night, she didn’t leave until eight. When Nicole returned home, Danielle was in her room with the door shut and loud music blasting. It sounded like Blake Shelton. He was singing how god gave him someone for the ups and downs. 
The weekend came and went. Nicole spent most of it sleeping and recuperating in her room. She and Danielle exchanged very few words, but at least they weren’t arguing. 
She didn’t have the energy for more arguing. 
Another night of falling asleep when her head hit the pillow. The alarm waking her after what seemed like mere seconds. 
Back to the office, which now felt more like home then home did. 
She kept busy, didn’t allow herself time to think about Red or what (or who) he might be doing. 
Remi remarked that she’d never in her life seen an intern pick up Adobe this fast, nor work this hard. She said it was a relief to have some help on the cowboy ad. 
Even Glen noticed the change. He blinked his happiness every morning he came in and saw her already buzzing away. 


*** 
One night, perhaps two weeks later (she no longer kept track of the days, they all blended together) she was at the neighborhood convenience store shopping for something to eat. She was staring at cans of soup and wondering if it would be better to eat chicken noodle or chicken rice. 
“This is no place for a beautiful flower like you,” someone said from behind her. 
She was going to say something extremely rude without even turning to look at the man in question. And then she realized who it was. She continued staring at the soup cans on the shelves, without really seeing them. “What are you doing here?” she whispered. 
“I needed to be with you.” 
She wanted to smile. Her heart was dancing. She hadn’t allowed herself to hope for this moment, but now that it was here, she was beyond happy. At the same time, she didn’t want to give in so easily to him. She didn’t want Red to think he could treat her terribly and then she’d take him back the second he decided he wanted to return. 
“I’m very busy shopping right now,” she said, picking up a can of tomato soup and examining it. 
“I can see that,” he said. And then, insistently, “Look at me.” 
She turned and looked up at him. He was staring at her with longing, with fire, and she was struck once again by his physical perfection. He could have been a movie star, she thought, if he’d wanted to be. Any woman would pay any price to have him, and yet here he was, with her. In this dingy little convenience store. 
“Okay, I’m looking at you,” she said. 
He was dressed in a suit with a light trench coat because it had been raining off an on all day. She could smell the rain on him even now. “I’ve never felt this way about someone,” he said. “I need you.” 
She looked away, unable to deal with the passion she was feeling. If she kept looking at him, she wouldn’t be able to stay strong. “You can’t just toy with me,” she said. 
“I’m not toying with you.” He caressed her cheek, and then his hand cupped her chin and tilted her face towards his. “Look at me, beautiful.” 
She met his gaze once more and felt the tears sting her eyes. “You were the one who threw me out of your office. You humiliated me, laughed at me. And then two weeks of nothing.” 
“I was wrong.” His eyes didn’t waver. “I was…conflicted.” 
“Conflicted about what? Why do you have to make this so complicated?” 
He shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
“You’re the most frustrating, ridiculous person I’ve ever met.” 
“And so are you,” he told her. 
“So where does that leave us?” she asked. 
“I didn’t expect to feel this way,” he said. 
“How do you feel?” 
And then he kissed her, while she held the can of tomato soup that she didn’t even want. His lips were firm and warm, his hands held her face softly, slid around to the back of her neck, her hair. She’d never felt such passion before, hadn’t imagined it even existed. 
Finally they broke off. He smiled at her and she laughed. 
“This is crazy,” she said. 
“Let’s go back to your place,” he replied. 
She shook her head. “No way Jose.” 
“Come on, it’ll be fun. I want to see how you live.” He grabbed her free hand and started for the exit of the store. The middle-aged Korean man who was working the register stared at them. 
“Red,” she squealed. “We can’t!” 
“I’ve done a lot of things in my life,” Red told her. “I built a multi-billion dollar business from scratch. I’ve invested in startups that people said would never amount to anything, and made money doing it. I swam with the sharks near the Great Barrier Reef. I think I can make it through a night at your second-story walkup.” 
She laughed. “My roommate’s home. I can’t.” 
“Already met her.” He cocked his head. “Come to think of it, she wasn’t particularly friendly to me.” 
Nicole stopped dead in her tracks. “Don’t joke around like that.” 
He smiled. “I’m not joking. I thought you’d be home so I knocked on your apartment door.” 
“You didn’t buzz first?” 
“Someone was coming out of your building while I was waiting, so I just went in and knocked like a true gentleman. But the girl who answered the door wasn’t very forthcoming. She refused to tell me where you were.” 
Nicole put her hand to her forehead. “Oh no. No, no, no.” She had a terrible feeling. 
“Relax,” he said. “She’s harmless. And luckily, I know that you have a habit of shopping at this store on weekday evenings.” 
“I really wish you hadn’t gone to my apartment,” Nicole said. “You’re famous—
she definitely recognized you.” 
“We’re not doing anything illegal,” he smiled. 
He had a point, Nicole thought. Why was she being so secretive about this relationship? Partly because she wanted it to be just between them. She didn’t want to always be answering Danielle’s probing questions, defending her own actions. But also because she sensed that Danielle would judge her, would tell her that it was a mistake. She would say that Red was only going to hurt her. 
“You’re right,” she told him, trying to convince herself that she didn’t care what Danielle knew. “I don’t give a damn what Danielle thinks.” 
The Korean man at the register was unabashedly watching their banter, his face a mask of puzzlement. 
Red sighed. “I think we can do something more interesting than your apartment. 
I’ve got a place in mind.” 
“Where?” 
“Trust me.” 
“Fine. I’m game.” She put the can of soup down on the counter by the register. 
“I’m not buying this,” she told the Korean man, who just stared. 
Red walked her outside. The little bell chimed on the door as they left. 
His car was parked across the street. It was still misty out, but the rain had mostly stopped. 
“Your chariot awaits,” he said, opening the passenger door of the car. She slid into the seat. The inside of the car smelled fresh, as if it had only just been cleaned. And it also smelled of his cologne, which she now associated with pleasure, with passion. 
He got in the driver’s seat and they took off to an unknown destination together. 
*** 
They drove for a long time. Nearly forty-five minutes, and a lot of it on the highway. She tried questioning him, but Red refused to say where they were going. At first, she’d been convinced he was going to take her to that Club Dominion place, but obviously not. 
“Relax,” he laughed, when she got frustrated with his refusal to tell her where they were headed. “The surprise is part of it.” 
So she switched gears and asked him about work. 
“Do you still enjoy it?” 
He thought for a while, maneuvering easily between two cars and then giving the Bentley some extra gas so they shot ahead and into a new lane. His driving was so fast and daring, yet she never felt in any danger from what he did. 
“I do enjoy it,” he said. “But things are different now that we’re so established. I really loved it when the odds were stacked against me. When everyone said I would fail, that I couldn’t land the big account. That I was growing too fast.” 
“And now?” 
He shrugged. “Now everyone expects us to win.” 
“I wish I knew what that felt like.” 
He glanced at her. “Someday you will, Nicole. And you’ll realize it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Coming up is the fun part.” 
Eventually he exited the highway. 
She noticed a few signs for Teterboro Airport and began wondering if it was a coincidence. But as they continued, the signs grew closer together and he continued to follow them, and soon it was clear they were actually going there. 
“Where on earth are we going?” she cried, when she saw the glowing landing strip lights, and a plane flew overhead. 
“I haven’t quite decided.” 
“We need a plane to get there?” 
“Do you not like flying?” 
“Only when I need to get somewhere far away. And last I checked, we’re going on a date.” 
“Right.” He smiled at her. “Glad we’re in agreement.” 
They parked and he led her into the airport, where he was treated like a king. No standing in lines, no waiting. The two of them were escorted immediately onto the tarmac, where a private jet was waiting. 
The pilot personally greeted Red and Nicole as they climbed the steps to board it. 
“Evening Mister Jameson,” the pilot said, his voice betraying a distinctive Southern twang. “Evening, ma’am.” 
“Good evening, Will,” Red said, shaking his hand. “How are the kids?” 
“Great, sir. Oldest just had his eighteenth birthday.” 
“Does he like basketball?” 
“That he does.” 
“What’s his favorite team?” 
“He’s actually a Kentucky fan.” 
“I’m going to have Lacy send him four tickets to the NCAA tournament as a gift.” 
The pilot shook his head. “No way. I can’t accept that.” But he was smiling. 
“You will,” Red laughed as they climbed aboard. 
The interior of the jet was less like any plane she’d ever been on, and more like some kind of futuristic living room. 
There were plush chairs, a long couch, a flat screen television, a full bar. The only thing that proved she was still on a plane was the entrance to the cockpit and the little circular windows that only planes had. Everything was very classy, cream colored, none of the gaudy red and black stuff. 
“Now will you tell me where we’re going?” she asked him when they’d sat in two of the seats and buckled themselves in for takeoff. 
The plane began taxying down the runway. 
He held her hand and looked in her eyes. “Florida.” 
“Florida?” 
“I didn’t want to take you too far from home, but just far enough away to be romantic. We’ll be there in under three hours if the wind stays in this direction.” 
“What are you, a pilot too? You know the wind direction?” 
“Will told me.” He grins. “Let’s have a drink to celebrate our escape from New York.” He buzzed for the stewardess, a beautiful woman who batted her eyes and flirted shamelessly with Red right in front of Nicole. 
But Red clearly had no interest in her. She brought them two glasses of champagne as the plane soared into the night skies. Nicole looked out the windows and watched the tiny bright lights of the city grow smaller and smaller beneath them. 
She felt really happy for the first time in a long time. 
“Here’s to a beautiful night,” Red said, raising his glass, “and the woman who captured my heart.” 
They drank the champagne and held hands. 
Eventually the plane stabilized and they could move about the cabin. So they sat on the couch and watched TV together, feeling like a real couple. She lay with her feet across his lap, and Red massaged her feet softly, gently. His hands were warm and knowledgeable. By the end, she was so relaxed that she dozed off. 
She woke as the plane bumped a soft landing on the runway in Florida. 
“I slept that whole time?” she cried, sitting up. 
Red laughed. “They wanted us to move back to our seats for the landing, but I refused to wake my sleeping beauty.” 
The plane slowed down and came to a stop near the airport. She rubbed her eyes. 
“This might be the strangest night of my life.” 
“Perfect,” he said. 


*** 
It was just after ten-thirty when they arrived, via taxi, at Siesta Key, a small tourist island that Nicole had only heard of, but never been to. The main drag was cute, filled with little outdoor restaurants, bars, some of them with musicians playing for the many customers. 
Plenty of people walked up and down the strip, and everyone seemed to be happy, as if playing bit parts in the romantic movie that was Nicole’s life. 
Red took her to a surprisingly normal grill called Club Baja. They sat outside, where the air was warm and fragrant, and humid. She could smell the beach, the ocean air. 
It was like a dream. 
“This place has the best fish tacos I’ve ever had,” he said. And proceeded to order fish tacos and beer for both of them, not bothering to inquire what she might like. 
Nicole didn’t fight him on this, because by now she expected that he would take charge of just about everything. 
And besides, he was right about the fish tacos. They were incredible. “This might be the best meal I’ve ever had,” she admitted. 
He nodded, chewing a huge mouthful of food and following it with a gulp of beer. 
When the meal was over, they walked hand and hand down the strip with the other tourists, just a regular couple out for a stroll. The only thing that made them stand out was their clothing. Red had taken off his suit coat and tie and rolled up his sleeves, but he was the only guy wearing fancy pants and a button-down. 
Finally they arrived at the beach. Red bent down and began unlacing his shoes. 
“What are you doing?” she asked. 
“We’re going to take a walk on this beach,” he said. “Come on.” 
So she took off her heels and he took off his shoes and socks. He was now carrying so many different pieces of clothing that he eventually dropped it all in a pile by one of the vacant lifeguard chairs. 
She placed her high heels in the pile and they continued their walk, this time right down by the water. The sand was cool on her feet and between her toes. When the water made it to their feet, she shivered a little. 
“How can you suddenly seem so normal?” she asked. “Is this an act or what?” 
Red took her hand and stopped her. He looked in her eyes. His face was bathed in shadows. “I’m doing this because I want to make you happy,” he said. And then he kissed her. 
I love you, she thought. She was frightened to think it, but also glad. 
He took her and laid her down just far enough away from the water that the waves didn’t reach them as they kissed on the beach. She was getting sand all over her, and she didn’t care at all. 
Soon, he’d removed her blouse. And then her jeans came off. 
She was naked. They were far enough down the beach, and it was dark enough that she wasn’t too afraid of being seen. And besides, it was exciting. 
Red stroked her face, told her he wanted her. Told her she was everything to him. 
“I missed you when we were apart. I don’t want to be apart anymore.” 
“I love you,” she told him. 
Then he was caressing her breasts, her nipples. The air felt cool against her bare skin. 
He kissed down her stomach to the part of her that wanted him most. Between her legs. She moaned and cried out as he kissed her there, too. 
“Make love to me,” she told him. 
When he entered her this time, it was different. She knew what to expect from his size, which was still amazing to her. But she felt so connected to him now, so trusting of his intentions. 
He was gentle. She knew that he was being gentle for her. 
She came more times than she could count. At one point she bit into his shoulder to keep from screaming. Scratched his back as he thrust into her, pushing so deep that her eyes rolled back in her head and her hips bucked against him. She clutched his tight buttocks with her hands as he thrust again. 
“I’m coming,” he whispered in her ear. 
And she felt that too. 


*** 
Nicole didn’t get back to her apartment until just before five the next morning. 
She’d slept most of the plane ride back, but it wasn’t truly restful sleep. Her eyes burned, her calves and knees ached, and she wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed for the next seven hours. 
The thought of her own warm bed, her soft blanket and pillow, was nearly too much to bear. But the last thing she wanted was a repeat of the other time she’d gone in late to work after a night out with Red. 
So she jumped in the shower instead, changed into her work clothes, put on makeup, and brewed herself a cup of extra strong coffee before she left. 
She arrived at work by seven and had yet another cup of coffee. She wasn’t really awake, but she was wired enough to fake it now. 
Work was brutal. Remi was giving her more and more to do on the cowboy account, which was great, but demanding. 
She finished up by seven that evening and left for home. Throughout the day, she’d gotten four or five texts from Red. They were sweet little reminders that he was thinking of her. She smiled each time she got one. 
All she could think about on the train ride home was how badly she wanted to go to sleep. 
The bed was calling to her, like a lighthouse calling out to a ship on a foggy night. 
She trudged up the steps to her apartment, got out her keys, and that’s when she heard voices—voices inside her apartment. 
Those voices—she knew them. 
“Oh my god,” she whispered. It was her parents, all the way up from Syracuse. 
For an instant, she considered running away—literally. Just taking off and going somewhere for the night, avoiding them entirely. What were they doing here, completely unannounced? Whatever it was, she was to done in from the last twenty-four hours to deal with them. 
But she had no choice. She couldn’t just run away from this. 
She entered her apartment and smiled. 
Everyone stared at her. 
Danielle, her mother and father. None of them smiled back. And that’s when her stomach sank. 
“Nicole,” her mother said, “we need to talk to you.” 
“Can I at least get a hug?” Nicole asked, holding out her arms. Her mother and father each hugged her, but she could tell they were troubled. Upset with her. 
She glanced at Danielle, and her roommate looked away. She had something to do with this—that much was clear. 
“To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?” Nicole said, grinning to hide her rising anger. 
“We’re concerned about you,” her father said. He was dressed, as always, in tight blue jeans and a blue linen work shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He was a blue-collar guy who was the head mechanic at Jolson’s Auto Repair on Route 32. 
Her mother was an administrative assistant at an office supplies store in Fulton. 
She always wore her heart on her sleeve, and tonight was no different. The tightness in her lips and jaw were the telltale signs that she was incredibly distraught. 
“What are you guys concerned about?” Nicole said. “I don’t know what you’ve heard exactly,” she remarked, glancing at Danielle for emphasis, “but I’m doing fine. 
Great, actually.” 
“Sleeping with your boss isn’t doing fine,” her mother said archly. 
Her father grunted his agreement. 
“Who said I was sleeping with my boss?” 
Danielle sighed. “Look, Nicole, I’m sorry I called your parents. But I didn’t know what else to do. You’ve been sneaking around, lying to me—“ 
Nicole laughed. “I wonder why.” 
“The point is,” Nicole’s mother interrupted, “you’re being taken advantage of by a predatory person. You’re a very young girl, just out of college—“ 
“I’m twenty-two and old enough to make my own decisions.” 
Her father put his hands out. “Now everyone just calm down a little.” As usual, nobody listened to his pleas for calm. 
“You might be twenty-two, but we’re still paying for your apartment,” her mother shot back. 
Nicole pursed her lips. She’d known that she would regret accepting their help with rent. She’d tried to turn them down before moving here, but inside she’d known that getting started in the city would be too difficult without some financial assistance in the beginning. 
“Now listen, Nicky,” her father said, walking toward her. “We’re not mad at you. 
It’s this James character I want a word with.” 
Oh my god. James character. 
“His name is Red Jameson,” she said. “You might want to at least know his name before you tar and feather him.” 
Her mother shook her head. “Nobody said anything about tarring and feathering.” 
“People meet people through work,” Nicole said. “It happens all of the time.” 
“Not like this,” her mother said. 
“How would you know?” she asked, her anger boiling over. “Through all your exciting years at the office supplies store? Working with the twelve different employees?” 
Her mother’s eyes flashed. “Do not speak to me that way. I am your mother.” 
“You have no right to barge into my apartment—“ 
“That we pay for—“ 
“—And tell me how to live my life. You never even bothered to ask me what was going on. You just listened to my obnoxious roommate.” 
“Screw you,” Danielle said, and stormed into her bedroom, slamming the door. 
Everyone fell silent for a bit. 
Nicole took a breath. “I know you’re worried for me, but I swear I’m fine.” 
Her mother was still furious. “Do you truly think this man is going to commit to you? He’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing. I’ve read about him. Article after article reports him with a different young female celebrity on his arm.” 
“Half of that stuff is made up,” she muttered. 
“And you believe you’re different than the other girls?” Her mother laughed humorlessly. “You’ll be used up and tossed aside like the rest, when he’s grown tired of you. And then you’ll likely be let go from your job, and your reputation will be ruined.” 
“You’ve got it all figured out,” Nicole said, already exhausted. Her mother was notoriously tireless when it came to these things. She would never cede any ground. 
Her dad, always the peacekeeper, stepped in. “We just want you to reconsider this affair.” 
“I love him.” 
Her parents exchanged a particularly worried look. 
“I know you think that you love him,” her father started. 
“But you’re too young and inexperienced to even begin to know what the word means,” her mother finished. 
“I’m not going to stop seeing him,” Nicole said. 
“Then you’ll continue this insanity on your own dime,” her mother replied. Her lips were white. “And I mean it. I’ve already taken everything out of the checking account.” 
“I have my own money in there, too!” Nicole said. A lot of it, in fact. Well over two thousand dollars she’d saved throughout college. 
Her mother shrugged. “Be that as it may—“ 
Nicole’s voice raised another notch. “What does that mean? You think stealing from your daughter is a good example of business ethics?” 
“Don’t be silly.” 
“Fine. Do what you want,” Nicole told her. “But I’m not changing my mind. And I’d like you both to leave now. Please.” 
“Nicky,” her dad said, his voice horribly sad. 
“No, dad. I’m tired. I don’t want to talk anymore.” 
They didn’t hug goodbye. Her mother left first. Her father came back and grabbed Nicole’s hand lightly. “We just want what’s best for you,” he said. “Don’t be so hard on her.” 
“She thinks she can just steamroll me.” 
“I know she’s not always delicate, but she loves you.” 
“I know that.” 
He smiled and left. 


*** 
The next morning she awoke before her alarm was set to go off. She’d been tired enough last night to fall almost immediately asleep, despite the whole drama with her mom and dad. 
But now, bleary eyed and semi-conscious, her stomach was in knots. The fact was, she couldn’t afford to live in this apartment without their assistance. Assistance? They were paying her entire rent. 
It was only a few months after graduation and they’d told her she had somewhere around eight to twelve months grace period before she would be expected to pay her own way completely. 
But that was gone, now. Unless she tucked her tail between her legs and promised to end things with Red, which wasn’t going to happen. 
Of course, if she couldn’t stay in the city anyway, Nicole supposed she’d have to break things off with him. Where would she go? 
Perhaps to stay with her good friend Eliza, who had a place outside of Ithaca where Nicole could crash for awhile. 
She texted Red before even getting out from under the covers. 
We need to talk ASAP. 
Surprisingly he responded almost immediately. 
Meet me in thirty minutes at Norma’s at Le Parker Meridien, West 57th. I’ll pay for
your cab fare. 
Nicole had heard of Norma’s, a swanky upscale breakfast spot that was supposed to have the best pancakes in the universe. 
She sent Red a response in the affirmative, got out of bed and hopped in the shower. 
Twenty minutes later, they were sitting down at one of the small two person tables in Norma’s fancy breakfast nook. The entire restaurant was located in the lobby of the Parker Meridien Hotel. Everyone was very chic, and there were a lot of rich tourists. 
Foreigners with their kids all dressed up like they’d just stepped out of a Carter’s catalog. 
Red looked fabulous and impeccable, as always. He was wearing a silvery-gray suit, with a dark purple and black striped tie. His hair was rich and full, his eyes handsome and dark, and he sported a sexy five-o’clock shadow without looking tired. 
Nicole had thrown on a black Polo waist-belt dress and silver colored high heels. 
Her hair was draped over one shoulder and she’d taken her Prada purse along, considering where they were eating. 
“So, what did you need to talk to me about?” Red asked, after they’d ordered coffee from their flamboyant waiter. 
Nicole sighed. “I told you, you shouldn’t have gone to my apartment.” 
His expression grew concerned. “What did she do?” 
“Called my parents, freaked them out about you.” 
He laughed at this. “Who am I, Saddam Hussein?” 
“My parents aren’t sophisticated,” she said, as the waiter brought over two mugs of dark coffee and the pot with them. 
Red glanced at him. “Thanks very much,” he muttered, distracted. He held the cream toward her. “Would you like some?” 
“Yes, just a splash, thanks.” 
He poured cream into her mug, which she found endearing, then just about the same amount in his own. “So your parents are worried. It happens.” 
“It’s not that simple,” she said, a little frustrated that he didn’t seem to get how serious this really was. But then again, why would he? Red Jameson was a billionaire who was far removed from needing his parents to help him make rent every month. 
“So explain to me what the problem is. Nicole. Look at me.” 
She met his gaze, and he reassured her with a kind look. His large hand reached out and covered hers. 
“I’m an intern in New York City,” she said. “Think about it.” 
She saw his expression change as he realized what she meant. “They’re threatening you?” 
“They’re not just threatening. My mother follows through on her threats. She’s already taken every dime out of my checking account, some of which wasn’t hers to take.” 
“She can do that?” 
“It’s a joint account,” Nicole said, ashamed to even say it. She felt like such a child. 
“Then you have absolutely no money left.” 
She sipped the coffee. It really was the best coffee she’d ever tasted, though she could barely appreciate it under the circumstances. “I have some cash that I keep under my mattress for emergencies.” 
“And how long will that last?” 
“Maybe five or six days if I stretch every penny. I’m finished in New York unless I stop seeing you.” 
Red’s expression darkened. “That’s ridiculous. What do they even know about me? They’ve never met me.” 
She had to smile at his indignant reaction. “They know you’re my boss—well, you’re everyone’s boss. You run the entire company and I’m just an intern.” 
“I suppose there’s an imbalance of power there,” he allowed reluctantly. 
“And they know you’re older than me.” 
“A ten year age difference isn’t exactly mind-blowing these days.” 
“Also, my mother did some sort of web search and saw all the ladies the tabloids have you associated with. It’s quite a list.” 
“Christ.” He sat back in his seat, somewhat taken aback. “I guess it looks pretty bad from that angle.” 
“Pretty much from every angle.” She smiled at him. 
“Not funny.” 
“I’m sorry. I just—“ Her eyes teared up. “I don’t want to leave the city. Or you.” 
“And you don’t have to.” 
She sniffled. The waiter came back and asked for their breakfast order, oblivious to the crying girl at the table. Red ordered for both of them, of course. Eggs Benedict for him and the stuffed French toast for her. She was happy with his choice. 
After the waiter left, she managed to get herself together. “I think I’ll go stay with my friend in Ithaca. It’s not that far from here.” She looked at him, trying to discern whether the move meant the end for them in his mind. 
He shook his head. “No way. I’m not going to lose you. I want to meet your parents.” 


*** 
“My house is a little different from the mansions and luxury apartments you’re used to,” she said to Red as they neared her parents’ neighborhood just outside of Syracuse. 
“I didn’t grow up wealthy,” he said. “I probably had less money than you growing up. In fact, I know I did.” 
“Still, you’ve gotten used to the good life.” 
“I can rub elbows with the commoners too,” he joked. He was definitely taking it seriously though. He’d dressed down completely, wearing loose fitting jeans, work boots, and a light gray sweater that he could have bought at Target (but probably had purchased for $300 at Burberry). 
It was strange to be back home, especially under these circumstances, with someone like Red as her date. 
Everything looked so small now, so desperately in need of upkeep and repairs. All of the houses looked the same—ranches side by side with just a little bit of lawn, sometimes a chain link fence separating them. Old used cars in the driveways. Roofs needed new shingles and chimneys had bricks falling off them. Cars were up on blocks in the middle of lawns. 
But Red didn’t care, or so he claimed. He had his game face on. 
She’d warned him that her parents—particularly her mother—would refuse to like him no matter how charming or gracious he was today. In fact, the only reason her parents had agreed to host this little cookout was because of Nicole’s dad. 
He very rarely put his foot down about anything, but when he did, her mother listened. And he’d insisted that they at least meet Red before hating him officially. 
So now it was a cool Sunday afternoon and they were parking in front of her parents’ house. At least their home looked neat and well tended. Dad always took care of the lawn; he enjoyed it. The backyard was big enough to have a grill on the deck and a badminton net too. 
There were others here already. Why they’d insisted on inviting other people, she could only guess. Nicole had been angry when they told her there would be neighbors and cousins and the like. This was supposed to be a chance for Red and her parents to get to know one another, and now it would be difficult for them to really talk. 
She could see people around back, sitting in lawn chairs, smoking cigars, drinking beer, talking and laughing. Some old classic rock station was playing on dad’s radio. 
This was a familiar scene, and Nicole had to admit it brought back mostly good memories from her childhood. 
“Here we go,” she said, and Red grabbed her hand and they walked to the backyard together. 
Everyone stopped and stared. It was worse than she’d feared. 
Luckily, The Beatles were still blaring from the radio, so it wasn’t total silence. 
And then her Uncle Joe was waddling over with his hand outstretched. “Hey, I’m Joe,” he said in his thick New York accent. “You must be the rich guy everyone’s blabbing about.” 
This broke the ice, and everyone started to laugh, including Red. “I guess that’s me. Nice to meet you.” 
Someone handed him a beer. People crowded around, introducing themselves, asking ridiculous questions about who he knew, had he ever met Jack Nicholson, what was LeBron like in person? 
Red handled it all in style, charming the crowd with humorous encounters he’d had over the years. 
But her mother and father just hung back and watched. Finally, after some of the hyperactivity among the partygoers died down, Nicole’s dad came up and said, “I’m Bud, Nicole’s father.” 
Red had met his gaze and the two of them shook hands firmly. Something seemed to pass unspoken between them, but Nicole couldn’t be sure just what. It was a guy thing, one of those subtle male body language communications that women would never understand. 
Maybe it was just her dad’s way of asserting himself, but Red seemed to purposely become less imposing, less dominating, not wanting to offend her dad or make him feel small. 
And then mom was there, her arms folded. “Hello, I’m Barb.” 
“Hi Barb, very pleased to meet you,” Red said. 
She just nodded. “Hungry?” 
“Always,” he laughed. 
“Well, then, maybe you’d like to cook yourself something.” 
Everyone got quiet and you could hear a pin drop. Nicole was just about to say that she would be happy to cook for a guest at the house, when Red responded. “Tell you what, Barb. I’m going to make you the best damn burger you’ve ever eaten.” And then he walked to the grill and started going to work. 
There was some hearty applause when he got the burgers cooking, and it became clear that Red knew his way around a grill. Soon he was cooking not just for her mother, or himself, but the entire party. 
He spent the next thirty or forty minutes taking orders and sending out burgers, hotdogs, sausages, chicken. Nicole’s dad stood with him and the two of them laughed and talked while Red sweated behind the grill. 
Nicole’s cousin Jon was just two years older than her. He threw an arm around her shoulder and looked at Red. “I think he’s passing the test, cuz.” 
“You think? I don’t know. They’re so determined to dislike him.” 
“Nah, he’s a good guy. I got a nose for these things.” 
“Thanks Jon.” She gave him a hug. He positively reeked of beer, but he was a nice person and it meant a lot that he’d said what he said. 
Later, the sun started to drop and people began drifting home, waving and shouting goodbyes as they left. 
Pretty soon it was just the four of them. Somehow they ended up sitting at the picnic table, swatting at the mosquitoes and drinking the last of the beer. Everyone was more relaxed now, and talk turned more serious. 
“You must be a busy guy,” her dad said, scratching his belly and sipping from his nearly empty Miller Light can. 
Red picked at his half-eaten burger bun. “Yeah, I guess.” 
“You thinking about slowing down and starting a family soon?” 
“Dad…please,” Nicole moaned. “Don’t start on that.” 
“What, I’m just curious. He’s dating my twenty-two year old daughter.” 
“It’s a fair question,” Red said to Nicole. Then he turned to her father. “The truth is, Bud—I don’t know. I mean, I think I want kids one day.” 
Her mother snorted. “He thinks. He doesn’t know. This is not a serious man.” 
“I know that I want to be with Nicole,” he told her. 
She suddenly glared back at him. “How dare you make that pronouncement? How long have you even known her? A month?” 
“I understand why you feel—“ 
“You don’t understand anything,” she spat. “Coming here, strutting around like a king with his peasants, making a big show. I can see right through you, Mister.” 
Red wasn’t ruffled. He seemed even calmer, if that was possible. But his expression was deadly serious. “It seems to me that you think Nicole is very fragile.” 
“I think she’s young, and impressionable, and that someone like you can easily take advantage of her.” 
“Maybe you’re right,” he said. 
Her mother’s eyes widened. 
“But do you really think that disapproving of me and insulting our relationship is going to change any of that?” he finished. 
For the first time that Nicole could remember, her mother was stunned. But it only lasted a fraction of a second and then she was back on the attack. “You’ll move on, just like you’ve done before. I’ve seen the models and actresses on your arm. There’s a pictorial history on the web, and the girls are as interchangeable as your fancy suits.” 
“Mom, stop,” Nicole said. She could barely speak, she was so mortified. 
“I’m just trying to protect you.” 
“Barb, it’s enough,” her dad said. 
“No, she’s right,” Red said. He turned to Nicole. “I have been with a lot of women, and I’ve been shallow. I’ve been a cretin, someone a mother would want to keep far away from her daughter.” 
Nicole shook her head. “Don’t. Don’t say that.” 
“Until I met you, Nicole.” Suddenly he was reaching in his jeans pocket. He produced a black velvet box. And then he was down on one knee, opening it for her to see. 
There was an enormous, beautiful diamond ring glimmering inside. “Nicole, will you do me the honor of marrying me?” 
She nodded at him, laughing and crying all at once at the absurdity of it, and the perfectness of it. “Of course I’ll marry you,” she said. 
And then they embraced. 


*** 
Needless to say, the drive back to New York City was different than the drive to her parents’ house had been. 
“I can’t believe it,” Nicole said, staring at the huge ring on her finger. It gleamed and sparkled whenever they passed a streetlamp or the moonlight caught it just so. 
This ring costs more than my parents’ house, I bet. 
Red grinned at her. “Your mom couldn’t believe it either. Did you catch the look on her face?” 
“No, I was too busy being in shock.” 
“I bought that ring the day I met you,” he told her. 
“No.” 
“It’s true. I knew then that I had to have you in my life forever.” 
She stared out the window at the passing scenery, feeling content for the first time in her life. Then she thought about her apartment, Danielle, work. What would happen with her life now that she was marrying Red Jameson? 
“Everything’s changing, isn’t it?” she said softly. 
“It’ll be fine. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of you.” 
“I’ve never even seen where you live,” she cried, realizing how crazy it sounded. 
“We’re getting married and I’ve never been to your house.” 
“I’ve never brought any woman I dated to my house,” he told her, “so you’ll be my first.” 
She concentrated on her breathing and closed her eyes. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked, concerned now. 
“I think…I think I’m having a panic attack.” 
Red laughed. “You’re fine. Don’t think about the future, don’t let it overwhelm you. Just be here with me.” 
She realized he was right. It was silly to dwell on what might be. They would take care of it one step at a time. 
She snuggled up against him and laid her head on his shoulder as he hugged the curves in the road and brought them back to the city, where they belonged. 
When they finally got back to New York City, it was late. Red glanced at her. “I should take you home.” 
“Which one?” she asked. 
“Ours.” 
She laughed. “This is going to be interesting.” 
“You have to understand. Everything I have is yours now,” he told her. 
He was serious and she nodded, understanding how much it meant for him to give up control of anything, let alone half of his life. His empire that he’d built from the ground up. 
“I want to go to the apartment first,” she said. 
“Which one?” he asked, grinning. 
“The fun one. The one without a crazy roommate watching everything we do.” 
“You don’t have to ask me twice,” he said, and the car picked up speed. 
A few minutes later, they pulled up in front of the building. There were still the same group of hookers down the street plying their trade. The same busy convenience store across the way. 
Red opened his door and looked at her. “Are you ready?” 
She smiled at him. “I’m definitely ready. I’m yours, for you to do with whatever you please.” 
He nodded. “For as long as we both shall live.” 
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Nicole Masters had never felt such passion before. 
Never had a man looked at her the way Red Jameson did. Nicole’s body responded to his every touch, his every word. She needed to be taken—she wanted him to do with her exactly as he wished. 
Red was no ordinary man. Always in control, and always knew what he wanted. 
What Red wanted right now, was Nicole. 
“Turn onto your back,” he said to her in a husky, seductive voice, as Nicole lay across the bed’s red satin sheets. This was the same apartment where Red had first shown her the kind of obedience he required in the bedroom. 
And even though he’d recently proposed to her, Nicole understood that the rules in here hadn’t changed. Red would be in charge and she would cater to his every desire. 
Dutifully, Nicole turned to her back. She was completely nude, her breasts slick around her pink, hardened nipples. Red licked and sucked and kissed them, bringing her to the very heights of pleasure. 
He always took his time—his patience seemed to have no bounds. 
Now he kissed lower still, down her belly, to the place where the heat grew stronger, where the flames of her passion kindled to an extreme. Nicole cried out as Red worked his magic. 
Tonight he’d been so gentle, even though he was still very much in charge of their lovemaking. Nicole had expected anything, been ready to do absolutely anything he wanted, but there had been no blindfolds, no whips and chains. 
Finally, he looked into her eyes as he climbed on top of her, kissing her lips tenderly. “My fiancé,” he whispered, smiling. 
She smiled back as she allowed her fingers to gently caress his muscular chest and arms. There was a slight flicker of tension in his dark pupils as she touched him, as her fingers lingered on his beautiful skin. Nicole knew instantly why he was perturbed. Red didn’t like to be touched without first giving instructions on the matter. 
He’d just proposed earlier in the day, in front of Nicole’s judgmental parents, and tonight was a celebration of the bond they shared. She wanted to touch him a little, to express her love and gratitude to him. But she knew she’d made a mistake. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. 
“Why?” he asked, as he slid against her, making her weak with need. 
“I know you don’t like it when I touch you.” 
He blanched. “Why would you say that?” 
“Because. You told me before that I shouldn’t.” 
Red moved off of her and rolled to a sitting position. “That was before.” 
Nicole reached out and touched his back and saw his muscles actually flinch in response, like she’d seen horses do when a fly landed on them. 
“I’m sorry I said anything.” 
“You don’t have to keep apologizing to me.” He turned his back to her. 
“Why are you turning away from me?” 
“Because, this isn’t how it’s supposed to go. You’re making it into something else.” 
“Come back to me, Red.” She held out her hand. “Please. I beg you. I need you.” 
Red turned toward her again, his dark eyes staring at her with something so intense it almost scared her. His curly, dark hair was hanging over his forehead and he looked like he could be photographed right this instant for some glossy magazine. 
How had she gotten so lucky—that the man who could have anyone, any woman at all, had chosen her? 
“Tell me you’d do anything I say,” he growled. 
“I would do anything you say. Just command me, I want to.” 
“Lie on your back.” 
She lay on her back again. He was suddenly upon her, like a lion on its prey, his limbs intertwining with hers, thrusting inside of her in one motion as she cried out in ecstasy. Red filled her with his manhood, took up every bit of space as he moved into her with controlled passion. 
One hand grabbed her by the hair and pulled. “You’re mine, aren’t you Nicole?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
He smiled at her use of the word sir. He hadn’t expected that. 
And of course, he liked it. 


*** 
They spent the rest of the night at his apartment. He’d offered to bring her back to his house—mansion would have been a more apt description—but Nicole told him she wasn’t ready for that yet. This was going to be a huge transition for her; going from penniless and living with her nosey roommate Danielle, to moving into a multi-million dollar home with the CEO of the company where she interned. 
Red’s apartment felt right. Sure, it was the same place he’d brought countless other women, women who filled his need for control and sexual domination. But it was also the same place where they’d spent their first night together, and she felt relatively comfortable there. 
Falling asleep together, Red had not needed space. He’d moved away from her on the bed, turning so that his back faced her. For a moment, Nicole felt so alone and disappointed, knowing she couldn’t put a hand on him and ask him if something was wrong. There were certain things that she was going to have to try and get used to about Red. 
Later on, though, she startled awake to find him close to her again. He didn’t know she was awake, but he was caressing her hair gently and whispering to her. 
“I love you so much,” he said. “I’ll always protect you, always take care of you, and I’ll never leave you.” 
He caressed her like that for a long time, and she eventually fell back asleep, knowing he was close and watching over her. 
The next day, Nicole blearily opened her eyes to find Red getting out of bed. 
“What time is it?” she croaked. Everything was still dim, it didn’t seem like morning could possibly have arrived. 
“It’s four o’clock,” he said. “I’m getting in the shower.” He was wearing his black silk boxers and nothing else. 
Nicole again had that bizarre crashing sensation of impossibility. How could this be her life? The man standing before her was a god, a model of perfection, and yet he wanted her and her alone. She shook her head and smiled. “This can’t be real.” 
Red grinned at her. “It will feel real enough when you get into work and tell the creative group that you’re switching departments.” 
“Switching departments?” she asked. “I love my group.” 
“You’re not going to be an intern anymore. You’re my fiancé, and you’ll be moved to a position that fits your capabilities and status.” He started toward the bathroom. 
“Red—“ she called out, wanting to discuss it further. 
He didn’t look back. “I’ll be out in ten.” 
Nicole heard the shower start and she sighed, knowing that this was going to be a very strange day indeed. 
Yawning, she wandered to the other room and grabbed her cell phone from the kitchen counter. She had six missed calls and four voice mails. 
One was from her father, saying that he wanted to talk to her, and when she got a chance to call him. She could tell from the sound of his voice that it would be a “serious” 
discussion, probably at the behest of her mother. 
He would try to talk her out of going forward with the marriage. 
There were two calls from Danielle—one was a hang up, and the other was a very quick message. “Hey Nic, it’s Danielle. I just wanted to apologize. I miss you, when are you coming home?” 
Nicole wasn’t sure what she wanted to do about Danielle. Certainly, her roommate meant well, but the way she’d gone behind Nicole’s back and told her parents about Red was a huge betrayal. 
Nicole wasn’t sure she was ready to forgive and forget just yet. And what would Danielle say when Nicole told her she was moving out of their apartment to go live with her new fiancé? 
Four in the morning and Nicole already was drained and mentally exhausted. 
The final voice message didn’t help matters. “Hello,” a deep, cultured voice said. 
“My name is Anderson, and I’d very much like to speak with you, Nicole.” He paused. “I believe we have a friend in common. Mister Jameson? I think you’d very much like to hear what I have to say about him. Please call me.” 
When Red emerged from his shower, towel wrapped around his waist, hair slicked back, she wanted nothing more than for him to throw her down on the bed and re-enact some of last night’s more memorable moments. 
Instead, she handed her phone to Red and told him to replay the last message. 
His expression grew troubled as he listened. When the message finished, he handed the phone back to her. “I have no idea who that is,” he said. 
She wondered if he was lying to her. The notion made her very uneasy, and she dismissed it. She was going to have to trust him if they were to be married. “Why would someone call me and say those things?” she said. “How does he even know we’re together?” 
Red shrugged. “It could be anything. I have a lot of people watching me, and a lot of enemies.” 
“Enemies?” A chill ran up her spine. 
He smiled at her innocence. “Yes, enemies. I run an enormous company that has ties to foreign governments. I have investments in many different entities, some of which are controversial.” 
“Such as?” 
“A conversation for another time,” he said, crossing to one of the closets and pulling out a suit wrapped in plastic, as if he’d saved it for just such an occasion. 
Nicole sat down heavily on the bed. “I don’t know you at all.” 
Red looked at her as he took the suit out of the plastic. “And I don’t know all that much about you. But I know that I love you.” 
“How can you say that when you barely know a thing about me?” 
“Because, I know your soul. That’s the part I know best.” 
Nicole smiled and her heartbeat sped up a few beats. “How do you know my soul?” 
“The first time I looked into your eyes, I knew I’d found you. A kindred spirit.” 
He rustled his suit. “Unfortunately for us, the world of the spirit is not always compatible with the world of the material. I believe the immortal Sting once eloquently said, ‘We are spirits, in the material world.’ As such, we still need to pay the bills, so I need to get changed and ready for my day. As do you.” He raised an eyebrow at her. 
“Okay, okay.” She stood up. 
They hadn’t discussed what she should do about the strange man on her voicemail. 
Red hadn’t seemed overly concerned about it. 
In any case, Nicole decided to ignore the stranger. He could call her but she wouldn’t call him back. 
After they’d gotten dressed (she’d been smart enough to pack a small overnight bag this time), Red drove them both to Jameson International. 
On the way, Nicole brought up what he’d said earlier about her changing positions at the company. “I don’t want to leave the creative group,” she said, as he flipped radio stations, finally landing on some British sounding person discussing the stock market. 
Red swore as they hit traffic. “How is it possible that we’re hitting traffic at this time of morning?” 
“Red, did you hear me?” 
He glanced at her and pursed his lips tightly. “I liked it better when you called me sir.” 
“I’m being serious.” 
“So am I,” he quipped. 
“I’m not quitting my job,” she said, tilting her chin proudly. 
“I never said you should quit, but you’re my fiancé now, and it’s not appropriate for you to work as an intern. It’s not fitting, it’s a lowly position and I won’t stand for it.” 
“What would I be doing instead?” 
“There’s a public relations position that’s perfect for you. You’d be working directly under me,” he said, a glint in his eye. 
“That’s kind of a big step up from being an intern, isn’t it?” 
“Perhaps it’s skipping a rung or three on the ladder.” 
Nicole shook her head. “I don’t want special treatment. Nobody will respect me if I get preferential treatment as your girlfriend—I mean, fiancé.” 
His hands tightened on the wheel. “I’m starting to get annoyed, Nicole.” 
“I haven’t earned that position,” she snapped back. 
He seethed for a moment, and luckily the traffic broke so he could speed down the highway and let some of his anger out on the road instead of her. Finally, he appeared to have collected his thoughts. “You’re not drawing a salary right now,” he said, his voice even, if a little strained. “Do you want to get an allowance from me, instead of a decent wage and a job you can be proud of?” 
He had a point there. Her parents had cut her off financially and she needed to make money. Red had billions at his disposal, but she didn’t simply want to glom on to him, it wasn’t her style. 
“I don’t know what to do about my money situation,” she admitted. 
“Good,” he said. “I’m glad you’re seeing the light. So you’ll take the PR job, and we’ll pay you a very nice salary; something on the order of ninety-five to start.” 
“Ninety-five what?” 
“Ninety-five thousand a year.” 
She guffawed. “You’ve got to be kidding.” 
“It’s not a lot of money for New York City,” he replied. 
“Well, it’s too much. And I’m not taking that job.” 
“Then you’ll take an allowance.” 
“No.” She shook her head. “I suppose I’ll keep working with the creative group, but I’ll need to make a little money for it. Just enough so that I can pay my few bills and help Danielle out with rent.” 
“Danielle. Your old roommate?” 
“My current roommate.” 
Red breathed heavily through his nostrils. “You live with me now.” 
“I’m going to have to give her some money, at least a month’s rent to help out until she finds a replacement for me.” 
“I’ll take care of it,” he told her, turning onto 5th Avenue, where traffic was getting congested once again. He slowed to a crawl. 
“I can’t let you do that, Red.” 
“You’re being ridiculous, now.” He glanced sideways at her. “You don’t have any money, and I have more than I know what to do with.” 
“I can’t let you just take over everything. I need to still have some kind of independence. I need to earn it.” 
“Oh, you will,” he smirked. 
“Not like that.” 
“Fine,” he sighed. “I suppose you’ll have to learn the hard way then.” 
“I always do.” 
“I’ll speak with Edward this morning and let him know that you’ll be added as a permanent member of his team. You won’t be an intern anymore, you’ll be Assistant to the Art Director, Remi Danvers.” 
Nicole clapped her hands together. “That’s perfect. I love Remi.” 
“How wonderful for you,” he said, sarcastically. “You’ll only make about thirty-six thousand a year,” he told her. 
“That’s too much.” 
Now he was truly annoyed and it showed in his voice. “It’s the absolute lowest salary for that position. We don’t pay any lower.” 
“Oh. Okay then.” She was humbled, realizing that she was negotiating with her fiancé, and also the CEO of the company. 
Red smiled ever so slightly. “I think you might find that it would have been better to come work for me,” he said. 
“I love my team.” 
“But after today, will they still love you? That’s the question.” 


*** 
It was strange walking into the building as Red Jameson’s fiancé. She was wearing a huge rock of an engagement ring, for one thing. It was also bizarre to think that in a short while she’d technically own half of this company. 
Red had made it clear he wasn’t interested in a prenuptial agreement—she would be his true other half. 
The knowledge made her both giddy and frightened all at once. She felt powerful and dangerous and suddenly regal. It was as if her spine had lengthened by two or three inches. Now, when she walked down the hall to her cubicle, she held her head high, smiled and nodded at the other employees as they passed by her. 
After grabbing a cup of coffee, Nicole sat in her cube and got to work on Remi’s latest project. She’d finally completed the dancing cowboy assignment and now it was onto bigger and better—or at least different—tasks. 
About two hours into her workday, she received a rare email from Edward. Usually she communicated with Glen or Remi, and almost never with Edward. This was an invite to the Monday morning creative team meeting. As an intern, she’d never attended it previously. 
With butterflies fluttering in her stomach, Nicole accepted the invitation. 
An hour later, she made her way to the conference room with its long, dark mahogany table and intimidating, black leather chairs. Everyone was sitting there already, talking—and their voices died down when she came in the room. 
There were a few other faces present at the meeting besides the usual cast of characters, people who worked with the creative group that she wasn’t as familiar with. An older, salt and pepper haired man dressed in an impeccably fashionable suit. And a gorgeous younger woman that seemed to be only a year or two older than Nicole herself. 
“Should I shut the door?” she squeaked, all of her earlier confidence dissipating like early morning fog did when the sun came up. 
Edward nodded curtly. Then he turned to Glen. “So, now that the whole team is here, why don’t you start us off?” he said. 
Was it her imagination, or did his comment about the “whole team” being here sound slightly bitter? She decided it was probably just her imagination. She didn’t even know if Red had told him anything yet. 
Nicole took a seat next to Remi and tried to make eye contact with her friend and soon-to-be new boss, but Remi didn’t even acknowledge her presence. Maybe it was too early in the morning, or perhaps it was that things were more formal in the meeting. 
Nicole opened her notebook and held her pen at the ready. 
Glen blinked at everyone. “There’s been a slight change to this morning’s agenda,” 
he said. “As you may have noticed, we’ve got an addition to our weekly creative team meeting.” He smiled tightly and blinked three times, rapidly, as if using Morse code. 
“Miss Nicole Masters,” he said, gesturing grandly toward her, “who, I might add, has moved more quickly from intern to permanent placement than anyone in the history of Jameson International.” 
Nicole felt her cheeks burn hot as everyone turned to look at her. To say the looks were less than friendly would have been an understatement. Remi didn’t even move a muscle, her eyes remained still and focused on Glen. 
“Congratulations, Nicole,” Edward said softly. “Nicole will be the new assistant to Remi Danvers, and we welcome her to the team.” 
It sure doesn’t feel like a welcome, Nicole thought. “Thanks so much,” she mumbled. 
“Moving on,” Edward continued, and his voice seemed to fade into the distance, replaced by a high pitched buzzing in Nicole’s ears. She tried to focus on what he was saying, but she couldn’t. 
Her heart pounding, her ears ringing, Nicole was suddenly dizzy. 
She was having trouble catching her breath, and her heart was going so fast. She tried to sit up, adjust herself in the chair, anything to break this awful sensation that she was fainting or dying. Her hands were trembling. “Ah—excuse me,” she said, her lips numb as she spoke too loudly. “I need to run to the bathroom.” Standing and moving as fast as she could, Nicole hurried out of the meeting. 
Once she was in the hallway, she was immediately less frightened. Her heart was still racing but she was less convinced she was dying. 
Nicole walked to the bathroom and went into the stall, sat with her head between her legs for about a minute. She’d read somewhere that sitting in that position could help you get over a panic attack, and she was pretty certain that’s what this was. 
Now she was even more embarrassed. How was she going to walk back into that meeting with everyone staring at her, hating her, thinking that she was totally unqualified for this new position? 
Besides, she was unqualified. Red had forced her to take something she didn’t deserve, simply because he was embarrassed at her being a mere intern at the company he ran. Of course, she needed the money too—she couldn’t stay in the city on nothing, and Nicole wasn’t about to start taking an allowance from her fiancé. 
A few moments later, the door to the ladies room opened and two female voices floated in. “…Can you believe it? With her? HER?” 
“It’s beyond the pale.” 
“Speaking of pale…have you gotten a look at that girl’s skin? Casper’s got nothing on her.” 
Nicole put her face in her hands and huddled in the stall, knowing that somehow, for some unfathomable reason, these two women were talking about her. 
They went to the sink and the water started to run. “I swear, I’ve given Red Jameson the look since the day I started here—“ 
“What look?” 
“The come fuck me look. It works like a charm, usually. But with him? No dice. 
I come in dressed sexy, I give him the come fuck me look, he acts like I literally don’t exist.” 
“You’re so bad.” 
“Apparently I’m not his kind of bad. Apparently he likes Miss Vanilla with her fake smile and her fake goody-two-shoes act. I’ve got her pegged.” 
“Maybe he’s not as smart as everyone gives him credit for.” 
The water stopped running and Nicole could hear them fussing with their makeup, teasing their hair, wiping their hands on towels. “I can’t believe The Rag actually got pictures of it.” 
“If The Rag ever does a story on me, I’m going to move to Gwam for a few years. 
Peace Corps time.” 
“Point is, they went to a crappy little barbeque out in the sticks, Darlene. Red Jameson is losing all sex appeal for me after that stunt.” 
“Shhhh…Don’t say it so loud.” 
“Let’s go, I need to get back to my desk. I’m expecting a call from Granger anyway.” 
“Oh boy.” Giggles. 
The voices floated out as the door opened and shut again. 
Nicole sat in the stall for another few minutes trying to catch her breath. She couldn’t imagine how they knew the things they knew. And those awful things those women had said about her—she didn’t even know them. 
What was that magazine they’d referenced—The Rag? 
She needed to find out how everyone seemed to know about her and Red and even the party at her parents’ house. As she left the bathroom, she realized that finding out about whoever told her personal business to the world would have to wait. Nicole had to go back to the conference room for the team meeting. 
Feeling like a prisoner walking to the gas chamber, Nicole made her way back to the conference room. She put on the most convincing smile she could— 
“Her fake smile and her fake goody-two-shoes act” 
--and walked into the meeting. “Sorry about that,” she said, as everyone’s eyes followed her to her seat. 
Everyone, that is, but Remi, who continued to make zero eye contact with her. 
“It’s fine,” Glen said with a small frown and a couple of irritated blinks. “Anyway, we were talking about product branding…” 


*** 
When the meeting ended, everyone headed for the door and Nicole tried to get Remi’s attention. “Hey, do you have a sec?” she asked. 
Glen and Edward were deep in conversation as they left, and soon it was only Nicole and Remi left in the room. “I’m really pinched, I have another meeting to get to…” 
Remi said. 
“You seem upset with me,” Nicole said. 
“Why would I be upset?” Remi still wouldn’t even glance at her. 
“I don’t know. Maybe because I was promoted?” 
This caused the older woman to grimace and make a laughing sound. “Is that what you call it?” 
“I don’t know. What would you call it?” 
Remi shrugged. “Payment for services rendered.” 
Nicole tried to control her voice, but it was shaking and the tears were close to the surface. “I asked to stay with this team because I love working with you. Red was going to move me to Public Relations.” 
Remi folded her arms and made another face. “You should have taken the PR job. 
I don’t see why you should stay with the creative team.” 
“I thought you liked the work I was doing.” 
“I did, when you were an intern. There’s certain ways things have always been done around here. I paid my dues in this business. You don’t just get to cut the line because the boss likes what you do between the sheets.” 
“That’s not fair.” 
“Isn’t it, though?” 
Nicole caught her breath. She realized that maybe Remi’s anger and scorn were justified. She had cut the line, she was getting preferential treatment from Red Jameson and it was wrong. 
“I guess maybe you have a point,” Nicole told her. A single tear escaped and dripped down her cheek. “I really enjoy working with you, though.” 
As she turned and left, she thought she saw a pained expression briefly cross Remi’s face, but Nicole didn’t stick around. 
She went back to her desk, opened up her Internet browser, and googled The Rag. 
It brought her to a celebrity tabloid website with literally dozens of stories all over the page, most of them with horrible, demeaning headlines. 
Kim Kardashian’s Lip Injection Nightmare Continues! 


When Will Miley Cyrus Fall off the Wagon Again? 


James Spader’s Weight Gain…Beach Pics Click Here 
And then the worst one, the one she’d been hoping against hope was not on the site: Red “The Mogul” Jameson Goes Slumming! 
And when she clicked the link (against her better judgment), it took her to a page with the full story, including pictures of her and Red together. A picture of Red picking her up at her apartment, stopping for gas, and even pictures of the party itself at her parents’ 
house. 
She read every word with mounting horror. 
We at The Rag were pleasantly surprised yesterday, when a lovely tipster alerted us
that Red Jameson was back in action with a new lady on his arm. We’ve always admired
his beautiful black curls and his even more beautiful six-pack abs. 


So when we heard that he was now seeing a “special someone,” The Rag had to
have a look for ourselves at just who this wildcat was! After all, Red’s been spotted
canoodling with the likes of Jenna Jameson, Charlize Theron, Kate Hudson, and many
more. We know the aloof adman loves his ladies and we were certain this new girl would
be a sultry sex kitten. 


Imagine our surprise to find that his latest crush was just a regular ol’ gal like one
of us! In fact, word on the street is, they met at the office. Can you say harassment? Out
of court settlement? 


Okay, fine. Maybe we at The Rag are just getting cynical in our middle age, but it
was a little disappointing to see Red driving out to the wilds of upstate New York to get his
BBQ on with a bunch of local yokels. If we want to see fat guys in Yankees caps grilling
hotdogs and drinking Budweiser, we just go home for the holidays. 


We want our celebs to be exciting! So Red, could you at least make a stop at Jay-Z’s crib next time? Or better yet, call Katy Perry up—we hear she’s a fun date on a Friday
night!! 
When Nicole finished the piece, she felt as though she’d been punched in the stomach repeatedly. She was sick—sick from shock. They’d made a mockery of her relationship as well as her family. And how on earth had they even known about the party in the first place? For god’s sake, Nicole had only told her parents. 
She didn’t know how the tabloids had found out, and she supposed it didn’t really matter. The bottom line was that this was going too far. Her family couldn’t be made to be a laughingstock because of Nicole’s relationship. 
Furious, Nicole hurried to the private elevator and was taken up to the top floor. 
She stomped to Red’s door and knocked loudly. “It’s Nicole,” she said. 
“Come in.” 
When she opened the door, he was alone at his desk, and he greeted her with a wide smile. “This is unexpected.” And then he saw her face and the smile died on his lips. 
“What’s going on?” 
“I don’t know where to start, actually.” Her fists were clenched and she was sweating, clammy, and shivering. “I’m pretty upset right now.” 
“I can see that.” He rose from his chair and came toward her. 
“No. Stay there. I can’t be close to you right now.” 
She saw the look of hurt cross his features momentarily. “Fine. What seems to be the problem?” 
“The tabloids know about us.” 
He shrugged and walked towards the bar. “I guess it was only a matter of time before they caught on. I’m surprised they found out so quickly, but, it’s what they do. 
Their specialty, I suppose.” 
“Haven’t you read the story? They make us into a joke. Seems I don’t hold a candle to Kate Hudson or your other famous conquests.” 
Red turned and looked at her. “Don’t read that stuff, Nicole. It will only make you crazy.” 
“How can I not read it? I heard people at the office laughing about it, mocking me. 
Apparently Casper’s got nothing on me when it comes to pasty white skin.” 
Red’s expression hardened. “Tell me their names.” He walked to her. “Tell me so I can…” He worked to control himself. “So I can have a chat with them.” 
“I don’t know them, and even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. I don’t want to get anybody fired.” She plopped down into the chair across from his desk. “Everything’s going wrong.” 
“Welcome to my world,” Red chuckled as he made two drinks at the bar. “Extra dry Martini,” he said carrying both glasses over and handing one off to her. 
“I can’t drink during a workday,” she complained, but took it anyway. 
“This isn’t just any workday.” 
“True.” She sipped it and made a face. “Yuck.” 
“Keep drinking, you’ll get used to it,” he said, taking a sip of his own and smacking his lips contentedly. “In the old days, ad men drank about ten of these a day and nobody blinked. Different times.” 
“You weren’t an ad man during those times.” 
“True, but I’ve heard stories, believe me.” He smiled and sat on the edge of the desk like he had that first day they met. 
“Why aren’t you upset?” she said. 
“First of all, I’ve had a long time to get used to this stuff.” He took another gulp of his martini. “And secondly, I can’t allow myself to get pulled into the drama of what people are saying about me. About you and me. I won’t let myself get dragged into the mud—that’s what these people want. They want to hurt me—have me calling up their offices with a rebuttal story. They want my attention. And I’m not going to give them what they want.” 
“You make ignoring their insults sound easy.” 
“Well, it’s not. But I’m a good actor.” He smiled at her. “You have to understand, Nicole. You’re in my world now, and it’s a pretty rough place.” 
“Yeah, I’m starting to figure that out.” She shivered. 
He stood up from the desk and moved behind her, started to massage her shoulders. 
His strong hands felt so good, so incredibly safe, and her nipples grew stiff and the blouse tightened across her breasts. “I remember the first day you walked in here and I could hardly contain myself. I wanted you so badly.” 
She closed her eyes and smiled as his hands continued to work. “It didn’t seem like you wanted me.” 
“You couldn’t tell by the way I was looking at you?” 
“I thought you were annoyed.” 
He laughed. “Hardly.” 
Red’s hands moved down from her shoulders and started to drift beneath her dress. 
“Red…” she moaned. “We shouldn’t.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because…” She was having trouble remembering why. And then her eyes fluttered open. “Because I’m supposed to be working. You said before that you didn’t want me taking advantage of our relationship. Remember?” 
He laughed again. “At the time—“ 
“No.” She stood up and faced him. “Do you realize everyone down there hates me now?” 
“No, they don’t.” He wasn’t taking any of this seriously. His face wore a bemused smile and it was upsetting her a little. 
“They do, Red. They look at me like I’m the lowest piece of garbage. That story in The Rag, and you promoting me all in the same day…Do you realize how bad it makes me look?” 
His smile faded. “I know it’s difficult,” he said. “I should have warned you more about what might happen, what you might have to deal with being engaged to me.” 
She nodded. “A heads up would have been nice.” 
“I wouldn’t blame you for backing out,” he said softly. 
“Backing out?” 
“Pulling out of our engagement. This is going to be a nasty business in the press—
the tabloids, your co-workers downstairs. Everyone’s going to say things, they’re going to be jealous and bitter and make up stories about you. About us.” 
“I would never break our engagement.” She stared into his eyes. “Are you having second thoughts? I mean, maybe I’m more of an embarrassment than you realized when you first proposed.” 
Red looked into her eyes and grabbed her shoulders firmly. “You’re not an embarrassment to me. I’m the one who feels embarrassed right now, because the way I’ve lived my life has brought about a situation that causes you pain. I’ve lived my life in front of cameras, encouraging the media to report on my private life, fostering a certain image. 
While it might have made me some money and given me a bit of fame, nothing is worth causing you even the slightest discomfort.” 
She believed him. She put a hand up and caressed his cheek. “I’ll be stronger, Red. 
I won’t complain about the stories from now on. I just…I was caught off guard by all of it.” 
He nodded. “Of course you were. I should have talked to you about it, but I’ve grown accustomed to this sort of thing. It was wrong of me not to think of you.” 
She smiled up at him, knowing that they were in this together now—a real team. It was the first time in her entire life that Nicole had truly felt like there was someone on her side, battling with her and for her. 
Because of Red’s words, and the way he held her, a horrible day had been turned into something magical. 
“I love you, Nicole,” he whispered, kissing her ever so softly on the lips. 
After the beautiful kiss, she looked at him. “I love you too. Thank you.” 
“Stay a moment longer,” he said. 
“I should go back to my desk.” 
His hands moved down to where her blouse was tucked into her skirt. He began pulling her blouse out, sliding his hands in between the fabric, his fingers touching the bare skin of her hip. 
“Don’t leave just yet.” His mouth was against her ear, warm breath that tickled and aroused her senses. 
“I can’t stay. Not now.” 
“Stay.” His voice was insistent, hungry. “Let me make it all up to you.” 
“How?” 
She wanted him to show her, and so he began. He grabbed her by the waist and lifted her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and he carried her to the desk, and she lay back onto it. 
Red pushed the papers and books and little awards statues off the side of the desk, and they clattered to the floor. 
Nicole’s legs were wide open as he thrust his hips against her, his nostrils flaring. 
Her blouse was a button up little number, and he reached down to her shirt and began unbuttoning them one by one. First, her breasts were revealed, then her stomach. He admired her body as she lay there. 
Red placed a hand on each leg and then ran his hand all along her leg, up her thigh, pushing the skirt up to her waist. As one hand moved slowly up the top of her thigh, his other swept up her stomach and to her breasts, slid under her bra and began playing with one nipple. 
Next he was kissing her firmly on the mouth, his tongue exploring, reaching. 
Nicole felt the heat building between her legs as he stimulated her body with his nimble fingers. She arched into him and grabbed his belt buckle. 
“No,” he said. He took her by the wrist and pinned her arm over her head as she lay across the desk. Then he grabbed her other wrist and pinned that above her head too. He pressed his body against hers and she could feel his hardness through his pants, rubbing against her wetness. 
“I want you inside me,” she begged, writhing beneath him. 
“I want your panties off,” he replied, and let go of her right wrist long enough to tear her little black panties off of her. With her skirt hiked up to her hips, the air of the room was cool against her nude lower half. 
“I’m so wet.” 
“Let me taste for myself.” He let go of her completely and dropped down, pulling her legs over his shoulders. Red engulfed himself in her warmth. 
Nicole moaned and thrashed, so close to orgasm, wanting to have one, but also wanting to put if off. She couldn’t stop herself from finishing though--Red’s mouth and tongue were masterful, playing all the right notes on her instrument. 
She bucked and thrust against his lips, and he pressed his tongue to her nub, flicking it endlessly while she cried out in ecstasy. 
Finally, she was spent. Red stood up, grinning. “That must have alleviated some tension, Nicole.” 
She climbed off his desk as he straightened his clothes. Nicole buttoned her shirt and pulled her skirt down, adjusting her clothing self-consciously. “I can’t believe we just did that in your office.” She glanced to the enormous picture window and her eyes went wide with terror. “Your window. Anybody could have seen in—the paparazzi, anyone!” 
“Relax,” he laughed, picking up his martini and having another sip. “The window is tinted, nobody can see in. I’m not a complete fool.” 
“Oh.” Nicole sighed, relieved. “So now I suppose I go back downstairs and pretend everything’s normal, even though nothing is.” 
Red came and put his arm around her, kissed her on the forehead. “Just be yourself. 
You’re a hard worker. You’re very smart and skilled. Nothing’s changed any of that. 
Don’t let them make you ashamed of who you are.” 
She nodded, not entirely convinced, but still feeling better than she had a few minutes ago. 
“Thanks,” she said, “for the pep talk and…the other thing.” 
“Anytime. And I mean that.” He walked to the side of his desk and started picking up the papers and things he’d swept to the floor. 
“Let me help you,” she said. 
“No,” he waved her off. “Back to work. Go. Go.” 
And so she went, after first giving Red a quick kiss on his clean shaven cheek. 
Feeling oddly naughty, but also rejuvenated. 
As she rode the elevator down, Nicole started to get a little angry at the way her coworkers had treated her today. Who were any of them to judge her? Nobody had even bothered to actually ask her what had happened or get her side of the story. They’d simply decided she was a gold-digging tramp getting special privileges because of her affair with Red Jameson. 
So what if she’d gotten hired to an entry-level position without “paying her dues” 
the way everyone else did? That kind of stuff happened all the time in business, and at least Nicole was a hard worker, willing to learn and grow. 
Nicole decided to tackle Remi’s treatment of her head on, striding out of the elevator and right to her boss’s office. The door was closed so she knocked twice, emphatically. 
“Come in.” 
When Remi saw who was entering her office, she rolled her eyes. “I’m kind of busy right now.” She turned to her computer and started to type. 
“Can we just talk for a minute or two? Or can I come back in a little bit when you’re less busy?” 
“Who said I’d be less busy in a little bit? I work all day, I don’t take time off for extra curricular activities.” 
Nicole folded her arms. “Is that a dig at me?” 
Remi sighed. “I really don’t have time for this, Nicole.” 
“Well, I’m not going to be bullied into quitting or moving to a different department. 
I’m staying on at this position.” 
The older woman finally turned her gaze to Nicole. “Fine. You want to work hard—you want to earn your way in this business? I’ll make sure you earn every last red cent we pay you with blood, sweat and tears.” 
Nicole smiled a little. In her heart, she knew she was a fighter. None of these people—except Red—truly understood that about her. “Bring it on.” 
“Can do, Miss Masters. Can do, and will do. Ta ta now.” Remi wiggled her fingers at Nicole, and the younger girl turned on her heel and left the office. 


*** 
When Nicole returned home to her own apartment that night, it was well after eight o’clock at night. She and Red had gone out to dinner after work, to a tiny little Thai Restaurant on the Upper West Side. 
He’d wanted her to come back to his house (their house) in Connecticut afterwards, but Nicole explained that first she needed to speak to her old roommate. Danielle may have been a jerk, and perhaps the friendship had run its course, but Nicole didn’t feel right just disappearing without an explanation. 
Red had been understanding of her wishes, if disappointed. “Have your heart-to-heart with Danielle and then come back with me. I can wait in the car. I’m patient,” he’d told her. 
But it just felt wrong to do that. The changes taking place were massive, and Nicole needed to try and take some control back of her life. Setting things to rights with Danielle was part of it. Besides, there would be plenty of nights to share her new home with Red, but this might be her last night in her old apartment, her old life. 
When Nicole opened the door, Danielle was sitting on her laptop at the kitchen table. She looked up and saw Nicole and her jaw dropped open. Danielle was so surprised—she looked as if she were about to dispense Pez from her mouth. It was so comical that for a brief moment, Nicole had to hold back a burst of laughter. 
She didn’t want to start things off by laughing in her former roommate’s face, not after everything else that had gone on between them lately. 
“I didn’t expect to see you tonight,” Danielle said, quickly closing her laptop. This made Nicole wonder exactly what she’d been doing—maybe reading The Rag, or one of the Internet forums, trying to get the dirt about Nicole and Red? Surely all the housewives would be saying how gross it was that Red had chosen to be with such an ugly, plain girl when he could have had supermodels and actresses? 
“Sorry I haven’t been in touch,” Nicole said, dropping her purse on the kitchen counter and leaning against it. 
Danielle nodded. “I understand. You’ve been busy…” 
“Listen,” Nicole said. She took a deep breath, knowing she had to just say it and get it over with. “I came back tonight to talk to you about the apartment situation.” 
“Okay.” Danielle’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t realize there was a ‘situation’ to talk about.” 
“Well, there kind of is.” She was dreading this conversation so much that she was having trouble getting the words out. Finally she forced herself to pull the trigger. “I’m moving out.” 
Danielle’s expression didn’t really change outwardly, and yet there was a subtle shift. The set of her jaw tightened under the surface of her skin, her eyes hardened. 
“You’re moving out because I told your parents about Red?” 
Nicole shook her head emphatically. “No. Not because of that.” 
“Then why? Have I been that bad of a roommate? Am I messy, obnoxious, what is it?” 
“I’m moving in with Red. He proposed to me on Sunday and we’re engaged.” Just saying the words felt so bizarre, and from the look on Danielle’s face, it sounded as bizarre to her as it did to Nicole. 
“Engaged.” 
“Yes. I know it sounds funny.” 
“Funny? Not the word I’d use.” Danielle stood up and started to put her hair into a ponytail. “You’ve been seeing him, what—a few weeks?” 
“I’m not going to defend my choices to you, Danielle. I came here to tell you I’m moving out, and to give you notice so you can find a new roommate.” 
“You’re on the lease too, Nic. You’re the one who’s got to find a replacement.” 
“Fine, I can do that. Still, I thought—“ 
“You don’t owe me anything. Go play housewives of the rich and famous or whatever it is you’re doing with that guy. I really don’t care.” She smiled. “No offense.” 
“Danielle, please don’t be like this. I want us to stay friends.” 
“Just be on time with the rent and find a person to take your place on the lease. I’d prefer it be a woman, and of course I’ll want to have a chance to meet whoever it is first, just to make sure we can get along.” 
Nicole sighed. “Of course.” 
Danielle finished putting her hair back. “How do I look?” she said, throwing her arms wide. “I wonder if I look beautiful enough to land a rich man who will take care of me.” 
“You look great, but you’re acting like a six year old.” 
Danielle smirked. “So now you’re an adult. Before Red came along, you were little Miss Innocent. You’d never even had an orgasm, for god’s sake!” 
“What does that have to do with anything?” 
“He’s just a guy, Nicole. He’s a guy who gave you a great orgasm and you’re mistaking that for love. You can’t possibly be in love with a man you only just met, a man you probably know almost nothing about.” 
“You have no idea what I know about him, or what we’ve done together,” Nicole said, but Danielle’s words hit uncomfortably close to home. Did she really know Red well enough to make this kind of leap? What if she was wrong about him? 
“Maybe in three weeks you learned all there is to know about a thirty-five year old, multi-billionaire who runs a Fortune 500 company and has dated dozens and dozens of beautiful women,” Danielle said. “I’m sure you’ve got Red Jameson all figured out.” 
“I never said I had him all figured out. Why can’t you just be happy for me?” 
“I’d be happy for you if you were doing something healthy, something ambitious and smart and empowering. But all you’re doing is becoming another cute girl trying to land a wealthy sugar daddy so you can live in a fantasy world.” 
“That’s ridiculous.” 
“In New York, girls like you are a dime a dozen.” 
“Thanks for sharing your insightful opinions, Danielle. I think I’ll go to my room now.” Nicole walked to her room. As she closed the door, she heard Danielle shout a last parting insult. 
“Don’t come crying to me when he lets you down, Nicole! Because I won’t be here for you!” 


*** 
Later that night, her cell phone rang. She answered it quickly from her bed, where she’d been dozing. For some reason, she’d assumed it was Red and hadn’t bothered checking the number before picking up. 
“You never called me back,” the male voice said. 
It wasn’t red, but the voice was somehow familiar. 
“Do I know you?” Nicole asked. 
A slight chuckle from the other end. “Not as well as you might, but in time I think we could become good friends.” 
She sat up in bed, feeling nervous. “Are you a stalker or something?” 
Again, the laugh, this time even more amused. “Some might call me that, but those are just the ones who complain because it makes them feel good to play the victim. And then when I’m not around anymore, when I’ve lost interest and moved on, they call me and ask me to come see them. They always beg me to see them in the end.” 
“Listen, I don’t have time for this. Please don’t call me again, whoever you are—“ 
“You really don’t care that your fiancé has had two previous engagements?” the man on the other end said, his voice deep and smooth and somehow threatening without being obvious. 
“You’re lying. Who is this? Tell me your name.” 
“Anderson.” 
The man who’d left that creepy voice message earlier. 
“Anderson who?” 
“Have you ever seen Silence of the Lambs, Nicole?” he asked. 
She didn’t answer him. Yes, she’d seen the movie, with Anthony Hopkins and Jodi Foster. Anthony Hopkins was brilliant as the deranged serial killer, Hannibal Lector. And come to think of it, this Anderson creep actually sounded a bit like Lector from the movie. 
“I’m not in the mood to play games,” she told him. 
He spoke as if she hadn’t said anything. “If you recall the film, there is a running dialog between Clarice Starling, a young FBI agent trying to track a murderer, and Hannibal Lector, an imprisoned therapist who has a brilliant mind but is also a serial killer. 
Clarice finds that in order to elicit information from Dr. Lector, she must first provide information about the thing that interests the mad doctor most. Namely, her.” 
“I don’t get your point, and to be honest—“ 
“Don’t say that,” Anderson chided her. “I’ve found that the ones who say, ‘to be honest,’ are usually lying to my face. It’s such a trite phrase, uttered primarily by compulsive liars.” 
“I don’t care whether or not you believe me,” she replied. 
“But you’re still on the line,” he reminded her. “So perhaps you do care.” 
She hung up on him. She expected him to call back, and if he had, she intended to put him through to voicemail. But he never did call back, and now Nicole was left wondering about his statements, wondering about who Anderson was and how he’d gotten her cell number. 
Another restless night of sleep, one of many in the last month or so. 
Every so often, she turned to look at the time on her cell and found that only a few minutes had passed. She started to doze around four-thirty and then she still woke up at a quarter to six. 
Nicole sat up in bed just as her phone rang. This time it really was Red. When she answered, she was struck by how chipper and awake he sounded. No tossing and turning for him—he’d probably slept on some enormous bed with temperature controlled settings to cool his pillow off when he needed it. 
“Beautiful,” he said, his deep voice pleasant and alert. “How are you?” 
“Okay. A little tired.” 
“I missed you last night,” he said. “You should have been here with me.” 
“I miss you too,” she said, smiling despite her exhaustion. 
“I’m on my way to your apartment now,” he told her. “I should be there in about half an hour.” 
“Really?” She jumped to her feet. “I don’t have time to shower and dress.” 
“Come on, you can do all that in thirty minutes. I get up, shower, shave and put on my suit every day in like twenty minutes.” 
“It’s a little different for a woman. You’ve never lived with a woman, have you?” 
He hesitated. “Well…” 
And then the phone conversation with her stalker came flooding back to her, filling her stomach with lead. That creepy voice asking her if she knew Red had been engaged before. She’d thought Anderson must be lying, but Red’s hesitation told her otherwise. 
Nicole tried to control her sense of anxiety. “You told me no woman has ever even been to your house.” 
“I mean, technically that’s true,” Red replied. “This house I’m in now is only about a year old, and no one I’ve dated has ever been here.” 
“So you basically lied to me,” she said. “You used a technicality to make me think I was special.” 
“I wasn’t trying to lie. I was just making an offhand comment at the time—I didn’t think I was in a court of law. And it was the truth, by the way.” 
“So I’ll ask you again. Have you ever lived with a woman?” 
Another pause. “Yeah. I have.” 
“For how long?” Her hand tightened on her phone until she thought she might break it. 
“I don’t know, exactly. Probably about eight months.” 
“Eight months…” 
“Listen, Nicole, we can talk about this later. I don’t think the phone is the best way to have this kind of—“ 
“And were you ever engaged before me?” 
She heard him sigh deeply through the phone. “I want to have this conversation in person.” 
She slapped her hand on the wall. “Just answer the question. Why are you trying to avoid answering me? What are you hiding?” 
“Hold on just a minute,” he said, and she could tell that beneath his controlled voice, he was seething. “I’m not hiding anything. You never asked me any of this before.” 
“I’m asking now.” 
“You don’t get to make demands of me.” 
“I’m not some stupid girl you can bully,” she told him. “Have you been engaged before me or not?” 
“Yes,” he said, “I have.” 
Tears overflowed and spilled down her cheeks. “I wish you would have told me some of this. I thought…I thought I was special to you.” 
“You are,” he said. “Nicole…” 
“I have to go. And don’t come to pick me up.” 
“Nicole, don’t do this.” 
She hesitated. “I’m so angry at you right now. I feel like a fool. Do you know how I found out about your other engagements?” 
“I have no idea. It was never publicized.” 
“That Anderson person—the one who called my phone and left that voicemail you listened to.” 
“You spoke to that guy?” Now it was Red who sounded shocked and appalled. 
“He called me last night and—“ 
“Why would you speak to some guy you don’t even know?” 
“It was late at night and I was taken by surprise.” 
Red laughed harshly on the other end. “You obviously had a good, long talk. Is he with The Rag or one of those tabloids?” 
“I really don’t know who he is. I hung up on him.” 
“But not before he told you about my engagements. Did you tell him anything about me—about us?” 
“No.” She shook her head. Suddenly, she was confused, defensive. 
“I need to be able to trust you,” he said. “If you’re talking to the tabloids…” 
She put a hand to her head and closed her eyes. “I swear I’m not. He called me and started telling me these things about you.” 
“What else did he say?” 
“Nothing, but he hinted there was more. And then he started talking about Hannibal Lector and Silence of the Lambs.” 
“You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m coming over there to pick you up. Be downstairs in ten minutes.” 
“Ten? I thought you said half an hour.” 
“We wasted too much time arguing. Ten minutes, Nicole. I’m serious.” 


*** 
When she got in his car, Red leaned in and gave her a long, deep kiss on the lips that almost—almost made her not care about the two engagements, their argument, the tabloids, any of it. 
His mouth was warm and his lips tender, and she could tell from the way he touched her that he cared about her. And then he started driving, as usual at high speed, his jaw set, eyes glued to the road. 
“Do you still want to marry me?” he asked her. 
“Yes.” She said it without hesitation and knew it was true. 
“Good.” The car hugged a turn and the tires squealed a little. 
“Maybe we should slow down.” 
“You want to push the wedding date back?” he asked. “Because I didn’t think we’d even set a date yet.” 
“I meant, maybe you should slow the car down. I don’t want to end up a paraplegic before the big day.” 
He glanced at her, saw she was nervous, and immediately took his foot off the gas. 
“I like to drive fast.” 
“I noticed.” 
“Nicole, we need to get some things straight.” 
“I agree.” 
He glanced at her again. “I’ve lived a very big, flashy life for a lot of years. 
You’ve seen the articles, the interviews, the stuff on the web.” 
“I know, and I don’t really care about that stuff. It’s the stuff about me, and my family—and your secrets—“ 
“Let me finish.” He took a deep breath. “It’s not possible to separate my life and my history from yours anymore. All of the people that used to write only about me—
they’re now going to focus on both of us.” 
Nicole gripped her purse tightly as his words hit home. “You need to give me some time to get used to this,” she told him. “A strange man called my phone—I have no idea how he even got my number—and told me things about you that nobody else knows.” 
“Yeah. I’m going to deal with that. I want you to forward me that clown’s number.” 
“Really?” 
“Really. In fact, do that now.” 
She took out her phone and texted the number to Red’s cell. 
They drove a few more minutes in silence. Outside, the sky was getting lighter and the skyline of Manhattan was majestic, towering overhead. She was starting to dread having to go into the office and deal with all the judgments and hatred that people directed her way since the news about her and Red had come out. 
“I’m sorry I’ve been so dramatic,” she said, finally. 
“You haven’t done anything wrong.” 
“I’m also a little freaked out that you were engaged twice already.” 
He nodded. “I can understand that. But just so you know, one of those engagements was when I was in college.” 
“College. Why would you get engaged as a college student?” 
“Why? Because I was an idiot. And I was young.” 
Nicole shook her head. Then she grinned. “I’ve only just graduated college, so who am I to talk.” 
He looked at her and smiled his winning, magazine cover smile. “That’s true. You are a little on the young side. But you’re different—special.” 
“Right. Lucky number three.” 
He sighed again. “I suppose I deserve that.” 
“So who was engagement number two?” 
“Number two was just a bad idea. The woman I lived with for eight months. We were never any good for each other.” 
“So, let me get this straight. Your judgment is pretty much terrible when it comes to women.” 
“Usually, but not in this case,” he replied. 
“How can you be sure?” she asked him. 
“Because, you feel it, don’t you?” He glanced over at her once more. When his eyes connected with hers, even for just that brief second or two, there was a shot of electricity that radiated up her spine and warmed her body. 
“I do feel it,” she admitted. 
“Don’t forget that,” he told her. “Don’t let everyone else make you forget what we have.” 
Soon, they were at the office and Red parted ways with her, after a long drawn out kiss that further reminded Nicole of what the two of them shared. 
She got in and went up to her floor, making herself a piping hot cup of coffee and grabbing herself one of the complimentary bagels that were usually available if you got into the office early enough. Back at her desk, she chomped away at her little breakfast and sipped her coffee, relaxing for the first time since realizing that the entire world knew her business. 
Just as she was starting to feel a little better about life, Edward stopped by her desk. 
Nicole looked up at him, startled, since Edward rarely had any reason to talk to her. 
Almost all of her assignments came through Remi, and other miscellaneous discussions tended to be with Glen. 
“Can we talk in my office for a moment?” Edward asked, his expression giving nothing away about what was in store for her. 
“Yes, absolutely,” she said, wiping her hands with a tiny napkin and immediately getting out of her chair. 
“Feel free to finish your breakfast if you need to,” he said. 
“No, I’m fine,” she smiled nervously. 
They walked through the maze of cubicles together, Edward slightly in the lead, and then they reached his office. “After you,” he said, letting her in and closing the door behind them. “Take a seat.” 
She sat down opposite his desk. He moved to sit down as well, fixing her with a long, enigmatic look, before finally starting to talk. “Nicole, I’m going to be frank with you. I’ve spoken at length with everyone in our team about this, particularly with Remi Danvers. And we don’t feel as though you’re a good fit to work as assistant to the art director at this time.” 
Nicole nodded, trying to keep the emotion from her face. “I know that people are unhappy with how things have come about between Red and—“ 
He put up his hand. “We’re not going there.” 
“But obviously this is because I’m seeing Red. People think I’m getting preferential treatment.” 
“You have to understand my position, Nicole. Red Jameson is the CEO of this company and I’m an employee. I’m his employee and I follow his directions. However, I still need to make sure my team functions effectively, and this…situation…is causing the team to become dysfunctional.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“From now on, you’ll be working with me, personally,” he said. 
She was stunned. “What will my duties be?” 
“You’ll sit in on meetings, take notes, handle certain kinds of correspondence, call people for me and relay messages. And plenty more.” 
“Like an administrative assistant,” Nicole said, trying to keep the disappointment from her voice. 
He shrugged. “Your title won’t change, nor will your pay. You’ll simply be working for me instead of Remi.” 
“I was doing creative work with Remi, and I really enjoyed that.” 
He smiled. “I understand you enjoyed it, Nicole, but unfortunately she didn’t enjoy it quite as much as you did.” 


*** 
Red asked Nicole to meet him for lunch in the cafeteria, which she did, even though she knew all eyes would be on them. 
When she first saw her fiancé standing and waiting for her at the entrance to the lunchroom, she wanted to throw herself into his arms and cry. She felt like a little kid who’s had a terrible day at school. 
“Hi,” he said, smiling at her as she walked toward him. 
“Hi.” She tried to put her best, most convincing smile on in return. 
“That bad?” he asked, reaching out and lightly touching her arm. Of course he could see right through her act. 
She nodded but kept smiling. “Shall we?” 
“But of course.” 
They walked together. Luckily, it was early for lunch, so there weren’t all that many people eating yet. Still, even with the few employees in the cafeteria, there were plenty of eyes following them. 
Nicole could feel it sometimes, especially as they walked past. People pretended not to notice, and then as soon as her back was to them, she felt them staring. Occasionally she turned and caught someone in the act. 
It was almost humorous, except it wasn’t. Not really. 
Red got them both special meals from the Italian kitchen. Chicken Marsala for him, Chicken Cacciatore for her. “You won’t be disappointed,” he told her, as they took a window seat in a somewhat secluded area of the cafeteria. 
He unfolded his napkin and laid it across his lap, then dug into his meal with gusto. 
Nicole hardly had an appetite, but she picked at her food so as not to upset him. 
“How do you feel about seeing your new home tonight?” he asked, looking up briefly from his food. 
“Nervous. But mostly excited.” It was true, she was excited. Unfortunately, she’d barely thought about the good things happening since that disappointing meeting with Edward. 
Red sensed her uneasiness and put his knife and fork down. “Okay. What now?” 
“Don’t be annoyed with me,” she said softly. 
“I’m not annoyed, I’m concerned. What’s going on?” 
She told him about the meeting with Edward and he leaned back in his chair, shaking his head when she finished. “I’m sorry that the creative team is choosing to handle things this way.” 
“Please don’t intervene on my behalf,” she told him. 
Red grinned. “How did you know I would?” 
“I know you. Or, I know how you behave when you’re challenged.” 
“I won’t stand for ill treatment of the woman I love.” 
Nicole smiled despite herself. “I can take care of myself. I need to prove to them that I can handle whatever they throw at me.” 
“I like your attitude.” He started eating again. 
“They want to run me out of the group,” she said. “Don’t they?” 
“Yes.” 
“But they know they can’t fire me or overtly sabotage me, so they’re going to try and freeze me out and make things miserable enough that I quit.” 
Red, nodded, dabbing his mouth with his napkin. His dark eyes met hers and for a moment she didn’t care about any of the workplace drama. She only cared about him, about pleasing him, making him happy in every way. 
“You’re getting some hard lessons, Nicole,” he said. “And it hurts me that I’m the cause of it.” 
“You’re not doing anything wrong.” She speared a piece of chicken and thought about eating it. “I need to toughen up. And I will toughen up.” 
“You’re plenty tough,” Red said. He reached across the little table and covered her hand with his. 
She looked up into his eyes. “People are going to regret messing with me.” 
He smiled. “That’s the spirit.” 


*** 
The rest of the day, Nicole worked at a furious pace. Edward was throwing all kinds of things at her. He had incredibly complicated project timelines that he needed to have mapped out with Jameson International’s timeline software. She’d never used any of it before, and it was complicated and not very intuitive. 
So she sat at her desk with the software manual open next to her and spent hours reading it, then trying to work on little pieces of Edward’s timelines he’d given her to update and reorganize. 
He’d also tasked her with completely reorganizing their file structure on the network. The creative group had a large set of folders on the company’s intranet, and these folders had been set up years ago when the company was much smaller. As a result, it had grown cumbersome to navigate and find things. 
Nothing was in order. 
Remi’s folders, in particular, were disastrous. She was a virtual pack rat. There were files from five years ago full of old ad campaign material: pictures, ad copy, contracts, all sorts of things. 
Nicole got a bit of a start on reorganizing the file structure, but she needed to map it out first. If she wasn’t careful, she could make things worse and lose valuable material. 
Near the end of the day, Edward had three long meetings in a row, and he brought Nicole with him to each one. She had to take in depth notes on subjects and topics that were very unfamiliar to her. 
It didn’t help that everyone in these meetings spoke very quickly and used jargon she wasn’t familiar with. They discussed other companies she’d never heard of. There were people conferenced in and she didn’t know who they were. Some of them had thick foreign accents and she could hardly make out a word they said. 
It didn’t matter. Edward was throwing her in the deep end and betting that she’d sink. She was determined not to, determined to prove to Edward and Remi and anyone else betting against her that she was much stronger and tougher than they’d given her credit for. 
Finally, mercifully, the last meeting of the day was over. Edward turned to her. 
“You’ll have all of the meeting minutes to me first thing tomorrow morning?” 
“Yes.” 
“I’ll look them over and then we need to send them out to all of the participants, and copy upper management.” 
“Absolutely,” she nodded. 
He didn’t say anything else, just walked away from her. No “good job today,” no 
“thanks for your effort,” nothing. She’d been busting her ass for him all day and would continue to do so, and Edward wasn’t going to give her any positive feedback at all. 
She closed her laptop and walked back to her desk, feeling liked she’d already aged ten years. Her hands were sore from so much typing and her brain was fried from trying to learn and take in so much new information. 
She called Red from her office phone and he answered promptly. “Are you ready to take the next step?” 
“Ready as I’ll ever be.” 
“Good. Let’s meet in the lobby.” 
“The lobby? Everyone will be watching us.” 
“So? I don’t care what everyone else does.” 
Nicole got off the phone and readied herself for the next chapter of this bizarre journey. Before going down to the lobby, she went to the bathroom to freshen up, and on the way out, her cell rang. 
She looked at the number. It was her parents’ home number. 
“Shit.” She debated answering or not answering, finally decided to take the call. 
She couldn’t hide from them forever. 
“Nicole?” her mother’s voice piped. 
Shit. If it at least could have been her father who was on the line—Nicole could deal with him. 
“Hi, mom. What’s up?” 
Her mother sounded like she was chewing something. Probably eating some healthy snack. “How are you?” she asked. “How are things?” 
“Fine, mom. Busy.” 
“I’m sure. Yes.” 
Long pause. 
“Everything okay?” Nicole said. 
“Your father and I have been talking about everything that’s happened since you moved to New York City. And especially, we talked about the party on Sunday and Red’s proposing to you.” More chewing, as her mother seemed to want to make this as drawn out and painful a conversation as possible. 
“Okay…” Nicole said, waiting for the inevitable shoe to drop. 
“We’re just concerned about how fast this is all moving. Have the two of you discussed a wedding date yet?” 
“Not just yet, mom. But I’ll let you know as soon as we’ve settled on something.” 
Chew. Chew. Chew. It was maddening. 
“Maybe you should make this a long engagement,” her mother said. “Put the wedding out two years.” 
Nicole laughed softly. “That’s a little too far off, mom.” 
“You two are still getting to know each other. He seems like a very nice man, but…complicated. Don’t you think?” 
“I love him and he loves me.” 
“I’m sure that’s how it feels right now. As if everything is so simple, cut and dry. 
But the fact is—“ 
“The fact is, it’s my life and my decisions.” 
“No need to jump down my throat, Nicky. I’m being supportive.” 
“This is not being supportive,” Nicole said. “You’re trying to undermine my confidence with your little digs about our relationship.” 
“Now wait just a minute,” her mother said sharply. “I didn’t come on here and tell you all the comments we got from people around town, about the reporters who took pictures of our home and made fun of us. It hurt your father deeply to have our home laughed at and mocked in the news.” 
“The Rag is not a news site, mom. It’s tabloid crap. Nobody cares what they say on that website. It’s all vicious gossip.” 
“Maybe you don’t care. Maybe Red Jameson doesn’t care, because he courts the attention and publicity. But your father and I don’t want to be ridiculed for living a simple life.” 
“I’m sorry that it happened, mom. If I’d have known, we never would have come to the house.” 
“So now you’re with a man who you can’t even be seen with in public, without fear of what the news will print about you the next day. What kind of life is that, Nicole? Do you think you can be happy living this way?” 
“Mom, I need to go.” 
“Think about what I said. I love you, your father loves you—“ 
“Love you too.” She hung up and dropped her cell back in her purse, wishing it would just burst into flames. That phone had caused her more than enough grief to last a lifetime already. 
As she made her way to the elevator and then the lobby, Nicole thought how amazing it was that her mom knew just what buttons to press to make her feel diminished and hopeless. 
Here she had finally met the man of her dreams, and her mother couldn’t celebrate and be happy for her. She had to stir up doubt and anxiety and make everything seem as though it were a nightmare. 
Wouldn’t most mothers be happy if their daughter ended up with a handsome billionaire who loved them to death? 
Red was waiting for her in the lobby, next to the door to the parking garage. As she met him and they kissed briefly, she knew that all eyes were upon them. 
I need to get used to this, she thought. This is going to be my life from now on. A lot of my privacy is going to be violated, and it comes with the territory. 
And quickly on the heels of those thoughts, were the words of her mother, still ringing in her ears. 
“What kind of life is that, Nicole?” 


*** 
The ride to Connecticut was long. Nicole was in her own world, quieter than she normally tended to be. 
Red didn’t seem to mind. He alternated between listening to music (mostly rock music) and talking on his Bluetooth. The calls were innocuous stuff; him making little decisions, telling someone how to best approach an important pitch for a big campaign, talking company strategy. 
She tuned most of it out, assuming that this was just part of his typical routine. 
But there was one call midway through the drive that seemed different than the rest. 
His voice took on a different tone. At first, he seemed to be discussing something very dull…a company in Germany. She didn’t remember the name of it. And then suddenly his manner changed and became very intense. 
“Why would you say that?” Red asked, his eyes staring at the road in front of him as he talked into his headset. “No, no no. That’s not the case at all. We’re heavily leveraged in that market and we absolutely need them to be on board.” There was a long pause while he listened. His hands gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white and she could see his lips press together. “No, John. No. That’s not how it is at all and you can tell them. Tell them they better not fuck with me on this one or so help me God…” 
For a moment, Nicole felt afraid of him. He was so intense, so full of a dark rage and she thought that it could somehow be directed at her. 
“We need this deal to go through,” he said. “It’s not a little thing, John. It’s a big thing. We’re talking millions and millions…the stock price will go into the fucking toilet otherwise…and you know what that would mean.” 
The conversation seemed to downshift from there, and Red made some small talk before finally getting off the phone. 
When he was done, Nicole looked over at him. “Everything all right?” 
He smiled tightly. “Just the usual business bullshit.” 
“Really?” 
“Yeah. Well, some things are shittier than others. This thing is particularly shitty.” 
“You seemed angry at whoever you were talking to.” 
“That’s John Peterson, our CFO. He’s involved in a pretty important deal with a company we just acquired in Germany. It’s a very complicated deal. I can’t go into the details.” 
“Oh, of course. I wouldn’t expect you to.” 
His shoulders were hunched and he seemed distant. “It’s just business,” he said, as if trying to convince himself. 
A short while later, they arrived at Nicole’s new home. 
She’d tried to prepare herself for a shock, but really nothing could prepare her for what was in store when they approached the gate of Red’s Connecticut property. She couldn’t even see his home from the gate. All she saw were rolling hills, a large lake (or maybe it was a pond, but it was a huge pond), and trees fading into the distance. 
The private road was well lit by street lamps, but this time of night it was hard to tell just how big the property really was. 
At the gate there was a security booth with a young, fiercely serious man inside, sporting a military crew cut. 
Red put down his window and smiled at the young man peered into the car and looked directly at Nicole with cold, green eyes. Then his eyes flicked back to her fiancé. 
“Good evening, Mister Jameson.” 
“Evening, Dan.” 
“Is everything good, sir?” 
“Better than good, Dan. Thanks.” 
The gate clicked and hummed as it opened electronically. The guard watched them as they drove slowly past and now they were on the private road. 
Red glanced at her. “Overwhelmed?” 
“Very.” She took a deep breath and exhaled. The pond was on their left now. “It’s absolutely breathtaking.” She saw a family of ducks swimming leisurely in the still water. 
A quaint bridge, strewn with tiny glowing white bulbs extended over the narrower portion of the pond. In the distance, a little house lay nestled close to the water’s edge. 
“We’re on about seventeen and a half acres of land,” Red said. “It’s quite a lot to maintain. Over there is the caretaker’s home, and he and a small crew keep up the grounds year round. They’re good people, you’ll get to know all of them well.” 
Over the crest of a tiny hill, she caught sight of a full-sized basketball court on the left, and just next to that, tennis courts. They looked beautiful, as if they’d only just been built a day or two before. “Do you play on those?” she asked. 
“I do,” Red told her. “A few times a week a tennis pro comes to the house and gives me lessons or we play a set together.” 
“When you say, tennis pro, do you mean like one of those club pros that they have? 
The ones that give lessons to little kids and beginners or…” 
Red laughed. “I mean, one of the guys ranked in the top hundred in the world. I’ve had Roger Federer our here to play, John Isner, Andre Agassi. Andre’s back isn’t so good these days. Oh, Pete Sampras…” 
“They give you lessons.” She shook her head in disbelief. 
“A lot of them are friends. I’ve done campaigns with most of these guys. But yeah, they give me lessons and play with me. I don’t exactly provide much of a challenge, but the pay is good and afterwards they might stay and have a lovely meal.” 
The private way stretched on and on. They came over another rise and the house appeared in the distance, sprawling and magnificent. With the lights on both inside and around the house, it looked like something from a dream Walt Disney might have had. It literally took her breath away. The entire house and property was glowing magically, as if enchanted. 
“It’s a bit on the large side,” Red admitted, glancing at her reaction. 
“I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
“It’s got twenty-five bathrooms and twenty-three bedrooms. Fifty thousand square feet.” 
“Why…why would you need any of that? You could provide room and board to a small village with that much space.” 
He chuckled at her astonishment. “I suppose I don’t technically need the space. 
But one day I do hope to have a family, and I like the idea of having plenty of room for guests; mothers and fathers, uncles, grandparents, little kids. And everyone has their own privacy, nobody’s on top of each other.” 
“Nobody can even find each other,” she said. 
His expression became serious. “Maybe it’s because of how I grew up,” he told her. “We had no space at all. Me and my brother and mother, in a little apartment together, always on top of each other. I didn’t have any privacy, I had to share a room with Bryan until I was seventeen and finally went to college. I know it could have been worse, but something about it just ate at me.” His eyes were hard and she could feel the tension radiating off of him. She sensed that Red hadn’t exactly had a happy childhood. 
Nicole put a hand on his leg and felt him instantly relax. “I think it’s wonderful that you’ve been able to build a home that is exactly what you want. Sorry if I poked fun.” 
“I know it’s a bit much,” he said. It was the first time she’d ever seen him embarrassed of his wealth and opulence. 
“I think it’s amazing.” 
“Wait until you get inside,” he said. 
But even before they got inside the house, there was a fork in the road, and Red turned right, taking them past an incredible Olympic sized pool, the blue waters lit from lights beneath the surface. As Nicole craned her head to look at the crystal clear water, imagining herself taking a dip on a warm summer day, Red parked the car next to the house and turned to her. “Last stop, my beautiful bride-to-be.” 
“This is like some kind of fairy tale.” 
“Come on, Princess Masters, your castle awaits.” 
Out of the car, she took a deep breath of fresh air and smiled. She could walk for hours and hours out there, over the bridge of the beautiful pond. She imagined herself stopping and watching the wind ripple across the surface of the water. 
Everything here is partly mine, now, she told herself. It still didn’t feel real to her. 
Red took her by the hand and pulled her toward one of the entrances. He flipped open a little box and punched a very long sequence of numbers into a keypad. There was a series of little beeps and then a clicking sound. “Come on inside,” he said, opening the door and letting them into the foyer. 
It was too big and grand for words, she thought. No description would do it justice, and nobody she knew would believe her if she told them. 
There were light marble floors as far as the eye could see, and a grand staircase that stretched above their heads. The foyer was so open that you could actually see across into the other rooms that continued on and on, like reflecting mirrors. 
“Is that an elevator?” she asked, pointing to the right, where a large cylindrical tube with darkly tinted windows ran from floor to ceiling. 
“We can’t be expected to take the stairs,” Red joked. “That would be criminal. 
You want to get in and see the second floor?” 
“I’d like to stay on this floor and see some of the other rooms first,” she told him. 
“Absolutely. Right this way, I’ll give you the grand tour.” 
He showed her the dining room, with the enormous candelabra hanging over the giant, ornate dining table. And then onto the living room, which somehow felt presidential to Nicole, with its immaculate white walls, blue furniture and gold curtains. There was a beautiful fireplace and hearth, above which a very expensive looking plasma TV screen had been mounted. 
“I think you’ll enjoy this kitchen,” Red told her, as they made their way into the wide-open space with rich hardwood floors, beautiful granite countertops, two giant islands and breakfast nook. There were double stainless steal ranges, built for professional cooking and entertaining large groups. The refrigerator was big enough to fit a couple of full-sized cows if they’d wanted to do so. 
“I’m speechless,” Nicole said, gawking. 
“It beats the little kitchenettes in Manhattan and Brooklyn by a country mile, doesn’t it?” 
“Yes. It sure does.” 
He turned and pulled her to him, staring into her eyes. “And it’s all yours now,” he said. “I want you to feel at home here, because it’s your home.” 
“I might need some time to get used to the idea.” 
He kissed her then, in the middle of that spectacular kitchen, and she kissed him back with everything in her. “Come on,” he said, smiling devilishly, grabbing her by the hand and pulling her as he started to run. 
“Where are we going?” she cried, giggling. 
“The master bedroom!” he shouted, tugging her. She could barely keep up with him. They ran to the foyer and took the stairs all the way up. 
The master bedroom was itself as big as most luxury apartments, Nicole thought. 
Decorated tastefully in whites and browns (white carpet and walls, brown dressers, curtains and trim), it was actually split into two levels. “You realize your bedroom has a staircase?” 
she asked him. 
“Where else would we put the hot tub but the second level?” he replied. When she gave him a look of astonishment, he laughed. “What can I say? I like the modern touch.” 
Aside from just the sheer size of it, the bedroom also had a desk, a couch, coffee table, chairs, a beautifully large bed, and windows overlooking the entire property. 
“Hold on, let me light the fireplace,” he said, moving gracefully to the hearth—she hadn’t even seen it at first—and picking up a remote control. A moment later, a bright flame kindled and he set it to the perfect level. 
He turned to look at her. “You’re freaking out,” he said, more a statement of fact than question. 
“Just a little.” She walked to the bed and sat on it. It gave way beneath her, soft and luxurious. 
Red smiled. “All of this is nice. The beautiful scenery, the pond, the marble floors and kitchens and every amenity a person could dream of. But in the end, without you here, this place is just empty—a museum.” 
“That’s nice of you to say.” 
He crossed to the bed and kneeled in front of her. “It’s true, Nicole. I’ve lived here an entire year, and most of the time I only use a few of the rooms. It gets lonely in a big, expensive palace with nobody to share it.” 
“You could have brought dozens of women back here. Any of those lovely ladies that you took back to your apartment in the city would have come to this mansion.” 
“I know that,” he said. “But I didn’t want any of them the way I want you.” 
Her heart started to beat more quickly now. “Why me?” 
Red put his hands on her knees and then her thighs, sliding beneath the silky material of her skirt. “Why you? Because, when I look in your eyes, you let me see you. 
You don’t hide from me,” he told her. His warm hands began to slide further and further up her legs. 
“That feels nice,” she said softly as he warmed her with his sensual touch. 
His eyes darkened. “But I like that you don’t always want nice.” 
“That’s true,” she said. 
“Sometimes you want to be naughty, don’t you?” 
She nodded at him, smiling in a way that implied more than words could ever do. 
He stood up and walked to the closet. Seconds later, he came out with a jet-black blindfold and handcuffs dangling from his hands. 
She crossed her legs and waited for him, that part of her getting hot and slick with anticipation. He was looking at her now with intense hunger, desire, and his wanting her made her hotter still. 
“Stand up,” he said, commanding her now. 
“Yes, sir.” She got to her feet instantly—standing tall, chin up, like a good little soldier. This made Nicole smile a little for some reason. She was in Red’s army now. 
“What’s so funny?” he asked her, his eyes darkening. 
“Nothing sir.” 
“You’ll be punished for your glib attitude,” he said, and his nostrils flared. “Your backside’s going to be hot pink before the night’s over.” 
She nodded at his statement, pictured her bare bottom as his palm crashed against it while her flesh shivered beneath his magnificent, firm hand. 
Nicole controlled her expression, remaining calm and composed on the outside, even though her thighs quivered in anticipation of his touch. There would be some pain—
just a little bit—and then there would be pleasure. Red doled out pleasure and pain as if he was a chef with a special recipe; Hot and sweet, sweet and sour. Red mixed the ingredients to perfection. 
She never knew quite what to expect, and this time was no different, as Red tied the blindfold around her head. Next, he put her hands behind her back and then slipped the handcuffs over her wrists, clicking them into place. They were tight but not too tight. 
“Stand perfectly still, Nicole.” 
She did exactly as he requested, anxiously awaiting his touch. Suddenly, he ripped her skirt down to her ankles and tore her blouse open. She felt him tearing at her bra, and it came off with a popping sound. She was mostly naked now; she could feel the cool air of the room against her bare skin. 
Her entry was slick and wet and completely visible. With the blindfold on, Nicole could feel her heat down there, the vulnerability of it, but she didn’t know if Red was looking at it or not. 
“You’ve been giving me a lot of trouble, lately,” he growled at her, and his voice actually trembled with anger. “Shooting your questions at me, complaining and whining in my office, behaving like a spoiled child. Do you think I should be subjected to that?” 
“No, sir,” she whispered. She was sweating, her forehead was hot and the blindfold was scratchy against her face. 
“You must learn. You must learn that I am in charge, and your trust in me has to be complete and without question. Do you understand?” 
“Yes,” she whispered hoarsely. 
“Do you deserve punishment for all of your misdeeds?” 
“I do.” 
“Good.” His voice was further away. She could hear him walking on the soft carpet, but couldn’t tell where he was going. For a little bit, it was just silent in the room and she stood in her solitary darkness, naked and waiting. 
And then she heard him treading back to her. His hand was on her shoulder, spinning her around and then pushing her forward so that she fell onto the bed with her butt in the air. His hands were on her hips, pulling her panties down to her ankles. Seconds later, she heard a whooshing sound and then her ass was stinging as something whipped against her skin. 
At first she thought he was using a belt, but it didn’t feel as hard and painful as a belt. Also, it seemed as though there were tassels, so that when he slapped her butt, these little strands slapped her skin. 
It was more intense than a spanking from Red’s hand would have been, she thought, and a little scary. He was using an actual weapon of some sort on her—a tool of his trade. 
But as Red continued to spank her with the thing—whatever it was—she started to relax into it. Sometimes he almost tickled her with it, swishing the strands across her behind in the most seductive way. And having that against her skin instead of Red’s touch, simply made her crave his touch that much more. 
She heard him drop the instrument to the floor and then his weight was pressing down upon her back. His hot breath was on her earlobe. “Your ass is bright red from the beating I gave it, Nicole. Does that make you wet?” 
“Yes,” she moaned. 
“Let me see for myself.” He reached his hand around, between the bed and her skin, and soon he was sliding around her pussy, rubbing it, exploring it. The sensations of pleasure were almost too much for her to bear. “Oh god,” she cried. 
“Don’t come,” he said, almost angrily. “I haven’t given you permission yet, slut.” 
The word slut made her flinch. 
“You’re my slut,” he said, as if clarifying. “And mine alone. Only for me, isn’t that correct?” 
“I’m your slut,” she told him. 
“I can do with you whatever I please.” 
“Of course.” 
“I can take you any way that I please. In your mouth, in your cunt, in your ass.” 
She hesitated. 
“Answer me, slut.” 
“Yes. Any way you desire.” But she was hesitant. 
She was still on her stomach, her face pressed against the bed. She could smell the freshness of the coverlet, which smelled of detergent and perhaps a spray or two of Febreze. 
Red’s hands grabbed the back of her legs and pushed them apart so that she was spread eagle on the bed, and then he pushed his face into her wetness, pulling her hips into him as his tongue penetrated her dripping hole. 
She had an unexpected orgasm as his tongue pressed first against her clitoris, flicking it multiple times and then searching deeper still. 
Her hips bucked and her arms pulled against the handcuffs. 
“Did you just come?” he asked. His voice was harsh and disapproving. 
Ashamed, she nodded mutely. 
“I told you not to do that.” He grabbed her beneath her torso and easily lifted her off the bed. She was suddenly standing again, but confused. With the blindfold on, it was difficult to tell where she was facing and there was a sense of vertigo. 
“On your knees, my slut.” He took her by the shoulders and pressed her down. 
Nicole went to her knees—they dug into the soft carpet. “You’re going to please me now, since you’ve made sure to have your own pleasure first and foremost.” 
She heard him unbuckling his trousers and then his hand was under her jaw, grasping it tightly, squeezing until her mouth opened. Suddenly, his erect manhood filled her mouth, large and demanding, thrusting deep into her throat unexpectedly. 
“Take it all in,” he told her. “I don’t want you to stop until I tell you to stop.” 
She opened her mouth as wide as possible to accommodate his girth. Her tongue slid around his thick shaft, and saliva spilled down her chin. Red moaned softly. 
Nicole was actually enjoying it. The blindfold, the handcuffs, the sensation of being out of control. 
Red was slowly moving his hips back and forth, sliding himself in and out of her mouth, sometimes nearly withdrawing. And then he would go all the way in, until he could go no further. She wasn’t sure she could take him like that, but after a few minutes she started to have more confidence in herself. 
“Yes, my sweet,” he said, as his hips began to move faster. 
Blindfolded and handcuffed, only her mouth could do any work. Nicole’s jaw was tiring from her efforts, but she wanted so badly to please him as he’d pleased her. She could feel everything now—the stinging sensations on her rear end from where he’d spanked her, the tightness on her wrists, the taste of him and his excitement as it built and built. 
“I’m going to come now,” he stated, and then he spurted into her mouth and throat, moaning as he did it. “Swallow every last drop, Nicole.” 
She did her best. There was a lot of it, and she had a brief moment of panic in the beginning when she thought she might choke. But eventually she was able to swallow everything, and Red withdrew himself from her mouth. 
“You did well,” he said, and she could hear from his voice that he was spent. 
There were rustling sounds as he pulled his pants up and buckled them, and then she heard him moving closer. He took off the handcuffs first, and then removed the blindfold. 
Nicole blinked uncertainly up at him, still on her knees. 
He stared down at her with a strange expression on his face. “You should clean yourself up,” he said, softly. “The bathroom is right through that door, and there are towels and everything you need inside.” 
“What about a change of clothes?” she asked, rising to her feet and massaging her knees. She had little indentations all over the skin of her knees, from the carpet. 
“I bought a few outfits for you yesterday—they’re in the closet to your right. And in this dresser,” he turned and extended his hand toward a dark brown bureau, “you’ll find panties, socks, some t-shirts and so forth.” 
She smiled and thanked him, but he wouldn’t look at her—at least, not the way he had before this latest sexual interlude. 
“Is everything okay?” she asked him. 
“Everything’s fine,” he said, looking away. “When you’re done with your shower, I’ll be in the study.” Red pointed through the doorway. “Just through that hall, and then to the left.” 
“Okay.” She nodded, suddenly wanting to cry. She bit her bottom lip. 
He turned and left the room without looking back. 
What happened just now? She thought, walking as if in a daze. She found a kind of summery dress that she liked in the closet. It was strange thinking that Red had bought these clothes for her to wear—or more likely, paid someone else to do it—as if he’d planned everything down to the last detail. 
Had he known a week ago that he was going to do this to her, put her in handcuffs, spank her with that thing, and then have her give him oral on her knees? 
Nicole had a strange, sick feeling in her stomach as she went into the master bathroom. Of course it was incredible inside, as big or bigger than the apartment she shared with Danielle. Marble floors, a sauna, a soaking tub with jets, and a large, glass enclosed shower. 
She got in the shower and cleaned herself off. When she got out, she noticed that there was a toothbrush encased in plastic, clearly left for her. She opened it and brushed her teeth, changed into the light summer dress, put her hair up in a ponytail. 
Nicole made her way to the study—more of a library, really. It had bookcases stretching from one end of the room to the other, filled with hundreds if not thousands of books. There were some comfy chairs where it seemed someone would sit with pipe in hand, smoke and read for hours on end. 
Red was sitting in one such chair, near one of the windows, a glass in hand. There was a light amber liquid in the glass, about a third full. His face was drawn and distant as he looked outside into the darkness. 
“Hi,” she said, breaking the silence. 
He glanced at her briefly and smiled, then returned to staring out the window. 
She walked to the bookshelves and began perusing them. They seemed to be alphabetized by the author’s name, rather than subject matter. There were biographies side by side with legal textbooks, next to thrillers written by John Grisham and Stephen King. 
“Have you read all of these?” Nicole asked, pulling down a book called The Art of War, by Sun Tzu. She’d heard of it before, but never read it. 
Red looked over and saw the book she’d taken down, and the ghost of a smile came to his lips. “All war is deception,” he said. 
She flipped through some of the pages. One block of text popped out at her. It said: 
Be extremely subtle, even to the point of formlessness. Be extremely mysterious,
even to the point of soundlessness. Thereby you can be the director of the opponent's fate. 
“You read this book I bet,” she said, holding it up. 
Red shrugged. “It’s required reading for military strategists and advertising executives.” 
“And for lovers?” 
He raised the glass to his lips and gulped the amber liquid down, set the glass on the small table next to his chair. “I prefer my lovers to be more concerned with matters of the heart than tactics of war.” 
“So that they’re more easily defeated?” she said. 
He looked at her again, and now his eyes were burning with new intensity. “Is that what you think of me?” 
She riffled the book’s pages and leaned against the wall in front of him. “I don’t know what to think of you right now.” 
“I’m the same person I was an hour ago.” 
“Are you?” 
He laughed hollowly. “Last I checked.” 
“You seem different to me.” 
He looked away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
“You were different with me tonight,” she said, her chest tightening with anxiety. 
“You were rougher with me than usual.” 
He grimaced, his hand toying with the nearly empty glass by his side. “I didn’t realize it,” he sighed. “Maybe I was. I can be a little unpredictable when I’m feeling stressed.” 
She looked at the Art of War book once more. “You’re stressed?” she said, flipping through the pages, thinking about war and manipulation and deceit. “I wish you’d told me.” 
Red looked at her, and his eyes were cold. “Don’t play head games with me, Nicole.” 
Startled, she immediately became defensive. “How am I the one playing games? 
You had me blindfolded, handcuffed, making up new rules…” 
Red flinched angrily, but seemed to regain his composure. “What we did tonight wasn’t a game. And I don’t owe you any explanations about my stress levels or anything else, for that matter.” 
Nicole could tell her cheeks were burning, and she hated herself for being so overt with her emotions. A man like Red could look at her and know instantly what she was thinking from one look at her blotchy cheeks. “I thought we were a team,” she sulked. 
“We’re a team, but I’m still the captain,” he said, his voice low, almost inaudible. 
He picked up his glass and threw the rest of the liquid back in one quick gulp. He put the empty glass down and cleared his throat. “Why don’t you go take a walk outside or perhaps explore the rest of the house?” 
“Alone?” 
He nodded. “A little alone time is always nice. Time to reflect on the day.” He sat back in his chair and turned to look out the window. 
It was clear that she’d been dismissed. 


*** 
Outside, it was cold for just a light dress. Also, it was dark, even though the road was still lit and there were beautiful floodlights in the expansive yard that gave everything an ethereal look. 
Nicole crossed her arms, shivering, and walked the grounds, trying to clear her head. She didn’t understand what was happening between them. 
Everything had been fine one minute, and the next his personality had drastically changed. She replayed the last hour or two in her head, rewinding certain scenes and going over the little interactions they’d had, to try and untangle the truth. 
The first strange moment had come when Red had taken that one phone call about Germany. For some reason, whatever transpired during that conversation had put him on edge—she’d immediately sensed it from his body language, his tone of voice. 
However, he’d snapped back to himself when they’d come home and he’d shown her the mansion. It was only when they’d started to get intimate that something had shifted in him. But why this time? She wondered, coming to the edge of the pond and staring out at the small family of ducks swimming nearby. 
In the semi-darkness she heard them paddling and quacking softly. 
Why did he act so differently this time than he had when they’d been intimate in the past? 
Nicole heard Danielle’s voice in her head, imagined her cynically laughing. 
You call having a few dates over the course of a month, a past? Are you seriously
delusional? 
And then following quickly on the heels of that, her mother’s voice. Red’s
personality hasn’t drastically changed, Nicole. You just didn’t know him well enough to
realize how strange and cold he really is. 
Her stomach muscles clenched as she stood by the duck pond, the tears close to the surface now. She tried to fight them off. Relax, she told herself. So you had a weird moment. Red’s a powerful man with huge responsibility resting on his shoulders, and sometimes he gets stressed. 
But when she pictured him calling her a slut, and the way he’d given her those stinging lashes across her bare behind. It made Nicole question whether his feelings for her had changed, especially with how distant he’d become afterwards, as if disgusted by her mere presence. 
She kept hoping to feel Red’s hands on her shoulders, and then hear his voice, soothing her. I’m sorry, he’d say. I’m sorry I acted aloof and cool toward you. I love you
so much. I’ll never be that way again. 

It never happened, though. 
After the wind picked up and Nicole started shivering, she walked slowly back inside the house. 
The place felt empty and lonely, much as Red had described it when telling her how it was before she came into his life. This wasn’t supposed to be how it was. Red was supposed to be telling her how happy she made him and they should have been lying together in bed or on the couch by the fire. 
Instead, Nicole wandered the halls of the first floor. There were other grand rooms that he hadn’t yet showed her. There was an entire gym—treadmills, elliptical, stationary bikes, free weights and Nautilus machines. 
He should charge me a membership to work out here.  She smiled at this thought, but the smile died on her lips with the next. He still might—you never know with Red. 

After the gym, she saw a full racquetball court and then past that, a home theatre that rivaled most large movie theaters she’d been to recently. It had huge, comfy seats in rows—two levels of them, and a large screen with a projector at the back of the room. 
She wondered what Red watched here, all by himself. 
Nicole sat in one of the seats and curled up, feeling suddenly tired and homesick. 
Homesick for her parents’ simple home, for her college dorm room, even her apartment with Danielle in Brooklyn. 
Nicole drifted off to sleep, comfortable enough for the time being in the soft, warm theatre chair. 


*** 
She woke to the sound of shattering glass. 
Her eyes snapped open and her heart was instantly racing. She didn’t even know where she was at first, and then it all came back to her. 
Another loud crash from somewhere in the house. 
What if there’s been a break-in? She thought, imagining masked intruders with guns throwing everything that wasn’t nailed down into giant duffel bags. 
In her mind’s eye, Red was on the floor, his head bleeding from where they’d hit him. 
She heard a wild scream, a shout of rage and pain. It was primal, like an animal. 
Nicole crept out of the theatre room, her hands shaking with terror. Down the hall, she couldn’t see what was happening, but she had an idea where the sound was coming from. 
“Oh, god, oh god, please don’t let them hurt me,” she whimpered. She contemplated hiding, but couldn’t bring herself to cower like that. What if Red was in trouble, what if he needed her help? 
Finally, the sounds got louder, and she knew she was close. 
There were shadows on the wall from inside the dining room. Nicole crept toward the doorway, leaning just far enough to peek inside and see who was in there. 
It was Red, and he was alone. 
He was wearing only his silk black boxers and he was glistening with sweat. There was broken glass all over the floor, pieces of china and dishes everywhere. He’d torn the room apart. 
Red Jameson was a maniac. Terrified for her life, Nicole turned and ran past the dining room, hoping to get outside and down the road before he could catch her. 
But Red must have heard her footsteps, because a moment later he was chasing. 
“Nicole!” he shouted. “Nicole, wait!” 
She turned and looked over her shoulder, horrified at the sight of him. He was a madman, his curly black hair blown backwards as he ran at full speed to catch up. 
Near the foyer, he caught her arm and stopped her forward progress. Nicole turned and tried to fight him off, screaming as loud as she could for help. 
“Nicole,” he said, quieting his own voice and trying to get her attention. “Calm down. Honey…” 
“Please leave me alone.” She tried desperately to pull away, but Red was far too strong. He held her effortlessly, as if she were a child. 
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry.” 
“I don’t care.” She glared at him. “I want to go back to my apartment now. 
Please.” 
“Let me explain.” 
She shook her head, closing her eyes momentarily. An image came to her mind, of him throwing wine glasses against the wall and screaming. She didn’t want to be with him here alone, not after all of this. 
“I need…I need to go home. Immediately.” 
He must have seen, from the look on her face, that she meant it. “I’ll take you now. 
Just let me change.” 
She looked at his feet. “You’re bleeding.” 
He glanced down. “Oh. I must have cut myself from all that glass.” He tried to laugh. 
“I don’t want you to drive me anywhere. Please call me a car.” She hugged herself, retreating from his nearness. 
“Nicole…” he tried once more and she turned her head. Red sighed, a deep sigh that sounded as though it came from the very bottom of his beleaguered soul. “I’ll call a car. It should be here in minutes.” 
“I’m going to wait outside,” she told him, already walking away. “Please stay in here.” 
“Of course.” 
Suddenly, she felt a pang of regret that resonated in her chest. A pang of remorse for how she was treating him. She didn’t even know what had caused his outburst. 
Perhaps he’d gotten terrible news; a death in the family, someone was paralyzed. She had no idea and hadn’t bothered asking. 
But then she remembered how oddly he’d been behaving all night—the coldness with which he’d treated her. Even during their sexual interplay, he’d called her slut and treated her far too roughly—cruelly, when you got right down to it. 
She deserved better than this. No matter how beautiful the house, no matter how wonderful the pond and the scenery, the cars and clothes and money. She wouldn’t be treated so shabbily at Red’s bizarre whims. 
Outside, the air had grown very cold and she shivered uncontrollably. Nicole didn’t care about the chill night air, though. She only wanted to get in that town car and go back to her old apartment where it was reasonably safe. The most dangerous person there was a bitchy roommate who would just be happy to say, “I told you so.” 
The black car slid up to the doorway not ten minutes later. Nicole got inside and told the driver her address, to which he merely nodded and then the car glided away. 
She looked back at the house as they left, and her heart truly sank. Red was in there somewhere, alone, looking out at her as she went away. 
For the first time since deciding to leave, she realized she was abandoning her fiancé, running away from someone she had meant to spend her life protecting and honoring. She’d known Red had problems, but she hadn’t realized it would be like this. 
It was too much. 
Nicole arrived home about an hour later, thankful when she entered the apartment that Danielle appeared to be in her room, asleep. Danielle was a night owl who could just as easily have been up watching some late night infomercial, scarfing down ice cream. 
But the apartment was dark and quiet and Nicole was happy to tiptoe into her old room and close the door behind her softly. Then she took off her dress and slid into bed, naked. She was happy to be back, in a way, although exhausted. 
As she lay there, drifting, she thought of Red. The way he’d looked when she told him she didn’t want him to drive her home. His expression had been one of total devastation. 
She didn’t want him to hurt, ever. 
Nicole drifted off to an uneasy sleep, where she dreamed she was wandering down dark hallways in a maze that moved and changed. She needed to wait for certain passages to connect with one another before she could walk forward. Eventually she became confused and lost, wandering in circles. 
She wandered and wandered until the night finally ended and she awoke. 
When Nicole’s eyes fluttered open, light was streaming in through her bedroom window. And she could hear Danielle out in the common area making noise, which meant the hour was rather late. Danielle never got up before seven. 
Springing out of bed, Nicole grabbed her clothes for the day and started for the shower, hoping against hope she could keep the questions and explanations to a minimum. 
When Nicole left her room, Danielle was humming to herself and making a sandwich for her brown bag lunch. She looked up, saw Nicole, and went back to making her sandwich. Then she seemed to have a delayed reaction of pure shock. Danielle looked up again and shrieked. “What are you doing here?” 
“I’m back,” Nicole sighed, trying to smile bravely. 
Danielle stepped back from the counter. “You’re back, back?” 
“Yes.” 
“Not just for a day or two.” 
Nicole shook her head. “No. I’m back. And I’d rather not talk about it right now. 
I’m late for work.” 
“So you still have a job.” 
For the first time, Nicole wondered. She might not have a job, actually. After all, she’d sort of dumped the CEO last night, and what were the chances he would let her keep working at his company after that? 
“I think I have a job,” Nicole replied slowly. 
“You think so?” 
“We’ll see.” She started for the bathroom. “I better get in the shower before they have even more reasons to fire me.” 
Danielle watched her go, still looking completely dumbstruck. 


*** 
It seemed as though life was always unbalanced, Nicole thought. On the one hand, her relationship with Red seemed to have imploded—again. On the other, things at work had somehow improved overnight. 
Remi swung by her desk that morning and said hello, asked how Nicole liked working for Edward. 
Nicole was honest and admitted that she’d rather have kept working for Remi. 
Remi said, “Maybe I can arrange that,” with a little smile. 
Later, Remi dropped by and invited Nicole to have lunch with her, which she immediately agreed to. 
During lunch, Remi apologized for being so horrible. She told Nicole that her mother had fallen ill the past weekend and she’d been so upset about it, she’d obviously taken her anxieties out on Nicole. 
They made up, and Remi once again promised to see if she could convince Edward to let Nicole come back to work for her. 
That greatly eased Nicole’s mind. Meanwhile, she tried her best to work diligently on the tasks Edward had assigned her, which were plentiful and dull. 
She wasn’t sure whether she was hoping to see Red again or not. Part of her definitely wanted to make sure he was okay, the other part was scared of what he might say to her if they did run into each other. 
But she didn’t see him. 
In fact, she didn’t see him for a full week. Nicole had no idea if he was even in the building at all, but if he was, he certainly didn’t set foot in her neck of the woods. 
Other people started to notice that Red wasn’t coming around her desk. There were those furtive looks again in Nicole’s direction from her coworkers, only now the looks were pitying, as if people already knew what had occurred and assumed she was dumped. 
Women especially were inclined to give her a sad face and tilt their heads just so, without uttering a word. 
They knew how to make her feel low. 
She stopped wearing the engagement ring. It was at home, packed in tissue paper and stuffed in the tip of one of her shoes in the back of her closet. 
Things had even returned to normal between her and Danielle. Nicole got the distinct impression that it was far easier to have friends when you were scraping the bottom of the barrel. Then everyone could feel superior and act really sorry for you, instead of wondering why you’d gotten something they hadn’t. 
She was becoming cynical, and she hated it. 
More than that, she was confused and sad and lonely. She missed Red. 
She missed his calls, his humor; the way he looked at her and made wry comments and little observations about things she said or did. He was so attentive, so watchful over her. 
She wished again and again that somehow she could have erased that first night at the house when everything had gone so inexplicably and horribly wrong. 
Nicole still didn’t understand what had happened. 
The weekend came and went, and Nicole spent the majority of it on the couch with Danielle, watching television and trying to act like she was fine. However, the nights were long and mostly sleepless, as she went back in her mind to the good nights with Red, and the way he’d looked at her and touched her. 
The next Monday morning, after their weekly team meeting , Edward approached Nicole at her desk. “I just got a message from Red,” he told her. 
Instantly, her heart skipped a beat and she couldn’t speak. She simply nodded at him. 
“He wants me to come up to his office at eleven, to present the organizational changes I’m making on the network. Since you’re kind of taking the lead on that project, I figured you should come too.” 
“Red wants us to tell him about the new file structure?” she asked, flabbergasted. It was hardly a major undertaking relative to the company as a whole. Sure, it would mean some changes for the creative group, but nothing that should concern the CEO. 
Edward laughed. “Red’s always been this way. Sometimes you can be working on a two hundred thousand dollar contract and he doesn’t want to hear a peep about it. Other times, you’re doing some pro bono work for a local supermarket and he’s totally involved in every last piece of the thing.” 
“That’s…” She shook her head. “I don’t know what that is.” 
Edward smiled sympathetically. “Also, I just want to say that you don’t have to do this if you’re uncomfortable. Red didn’t specifically ask for you to come.” At the last sentence, his expression turned serious. 
“He didn’t?” 
“No. I’m sure he’d be fine either way.” 
Now she was more confused than ever. She’d assumed that Red had specifically requested her presence, that this little presentation about the file structure changes was just a ruse for him to see her. 
She took a deep breath and let it out. “Of course I’ll go. I’m the one working on the changes, so it would be silly not to.” 
“Okay, then. See you in a few. I’ll swing by.” 
Edward left and went back to his office, and Nicole went to the bathroom, where she freshened up. She was dressed in tight white slacks, dark red heels, and a blue blouse with a plunging neckline. Last week she hadn’t been herself, and some of her outfits had suffered. Luckily, today she’d worn one of her best and was feeling more confident as a result. 
Nicole found she was getting butterflies. Incredibly, she wanted to see Red again. 
Despite everything that had happened last week, the time apart had given her time to really think about things. Red hadn’t contacted her, hadn’t sent a text or email, nothing. Red had done none of those things, and for all she knew, was glad to be rid of her. 
She was sweating as Edward swung by her desk and told her it was time to go up for the presentation. On the elevator ride, he studied her closely. “Don’t be nervous,” he said. “Red’s going to grill me at least as much as he does you.” 
“I’m not worried about that.” She smiled briefly and it was enough to tell Edward that it was everything else she was worried about. 
The elevator came to a halt and they made their way to the office. The door was ajar and she could see Red behind his desk—instantly her heart ached for him. He was wearing a dark blue suit and vest with a purple tie. He looked perfect, magnificent, as always—like a movie superhero ready to jump from his office and climb buildings, fight evil villains. 
It occurred to her that Red would fight and kill and even die for her, and she’d discarded him as easily as a child leaves its toys when they’re no longer new and exciting. 
When they entered, Red looked up and his eyes momentarily locked on hers with that same burst of intensity she remembered. Her breath stopped in her chest. 
It felt like minutes but in reality she knew it had only been a second or two at most. 
“Morning, Red,” Edward said, crossing to the seats near his desk. 
“Good morning, both of you,” Red replied as if nothing was wrong, standing up to greet them. 
Nicole smiled and muttered a good morning, but it barely escaped her lips. As usual, she was a child in front of him—nervous, without armor. 
This was the first time she’d been in his office with someone else here, though. 
It felt different. And Red had prepared for the two of them. He’d pulled up two chairs next to one another. 
Once they’d all sat down, Red put his hand under his chin and looked at both of them. “So…reorganization of the creative group’s network folders. How is it coming?” 
Edward turned to Nicole. “Nicole?” 
She looked down at her hands, which were shaking but in her lap so nobody would notice but her. “They’re going well. It’s going well, sir.” 
Sir. Uh-oh. That was their private language, and she’d fallen back to it without thinking. Red didn’t appear to care at all. “Details?” he said, leaning forward. 
She launched into a very elaborate and dull description of how she was changing the way every project and account was set up on the network, and although at first it would be confusing for those who were used to the old ways, it was going to be much more efficient in the long run. 
“Sounds wonderful,” Red said, after thinking for a bit. “Great. That will be all.” 
Edward smiled and stood up. He made some small talk about a client who had only just recently agreed to give Jameson International a big chunk of business for the upcoming year. Red said that it was a great win for the whole company, thanked Edward for all of his hard work. 
“We’ll chat later today or tomorrow about Germany,” Red told him pointedly, and Edward nodded as he made for the door. 
Nicole couldn’t believe it was over so quickly. She’d expected something more—
some kind of overture towards her. But he’d virtually ignored her, treated her like nothing more than a stranger. It was worse than she’d expected, the pain she felt. She could hardly breathe. 
As they were about to get on the elevator again, she told Edward she needed to go back and ask Red something. 
“Are you sure?” Edward said, as the doors prepared to close. 
“Yes, I need to—check on a thing…” she rambled. 
His eyes narrowed. “I’m not so certain it’s a good idea, Nicole.” 
“Sorry, I need to just…take care…of one little…” She didn’t even finish her thought before jumping out and walking briskly back to the office as the elevator doors shut and Edward went back downstairs. 
She got to Red’s office door and opened it without even knocking, and when she did, Red was almost right at the door himself. He was putting on a light trench coat, and when he saw her, his brows knit with fury. “What are you doing?” 
“I need to talk to you.” 
“I’m busy,” he said. 
“Please, Red.” 
His eyes focused on her intently, but she saw no love there—just impatience. 
“What?” 
“I think we should talk about what happened at your house.” 
“My house,” he smirked. “How quickly the pronouns change around here.” 
“It was never our house,” she told him. 
“Obviously.” He began buttoning his coat. “Look, this has been really pleasant, but I have a lunch meeting and I don’t want to be late for it.” 
“I know I hurt you,” she said. “And I’m sorry about that. But you frightened me, Red. I didn’t understand—I still don’t understand why you acted like you did the other night.” 
He flipped up his collar with a brisk, hostile motion. “What do you want from me now, Nicole? I gave you my heart and that clearly wasn’t enough. So what’s next?” 
She gulped. “I—I—just want to talk. I miss talking to you.” 
His eyes were thunderous. “You left.” 
“I had to go. It was too much. When I heard you breaking all of those dishes and glasses, I thought we were being robbed. I thought you’d been hurt or killed.” 
For the first time, she saw a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes as he contemplated what she was telling him. “Robbed?” 
“Yes. I’d been asleep in the movie room. And I woke up to the sound of breaking glass and screaming. Do you know what that was like for me?” 
His shoulders slumped a little, his face sagged just enough to make him appear older than he usually did. For the first time, she saw wrinkles on his forehead. “I didn’t realize you thought you were in danger.” 
“And then, when I got to the dining room, you looked completely insane. You were half-naked, glass and broken dishes everywhere, your feet were cut and bleeding. I thought maybe you were going to hurt me.” 
Red’s head drooped as she said the words. He put a hand over his face and turned toward the window. “Christ, Nicole. I had no damn idea that you thought those things.” 
“Why would it surprise you?” she said. “I don’t know you all that well, and the first night at your house you behave like a crazy person.” 
“I was a crazy person.” He laughed and put his hands in his pockets. “I was in the study for hours and then I went looking for you, couldn’t find you anywhere. I thought you’d left and I just went berserk.” 
“But you wanted me to leave—you pushed me to go be by myself!” She said, coming further into the room. “Why’d you do it? Why did you treat me that way?” 
The tears were in her eyes again as she asked. 
He turned around and looked at her and now she saw his eyes were red-rimmed also. “Fuck.” His nostrils flared and his breathing grew shallow. He bit his lip as if to stop himself from breaking down. “I—I don’t think I can do this. I don’t think…” he shook his head and waved her away. 
She watched him, believing at any moment he’d start to talk again. But he didn’t. 
Instead, he merely shook his head over and over and waved her towards the door. 
“Red,” she said. “Please, can we talk about it?” 
He ushered her to the door, not able to look at her or say anything, but he made it clear he wanted her to go. 
She stepped out of his office and he shut the door. 
Nicole stood with her cheek close to the door, wondering if he was doing the same from the other side. She knew that Red wanted her still, just as she wanted him. 
But for some reason she couldn’t fathom, he was unable to truly be with her. He couldn’t even talk about why, about the demons that seemed to haunt him. 


*** 
Weeks passed. 
Somehow time went by. Nicole couldn’t grasp the way minutes became hours became days, but it happened and the next thing she knew, it had been nearly a month since she had seen or spoken to Red Jameson. 
Life had regained some sort of normalcy. Work was fine, and she had returned to assisting Remi for the most part, although Edward appreciated her so much that he still forced Remi to let Nicole do tasks for him now and again. 
She was collecting a steady paycheck for the first time, which was lovely, although each one reminded her of Red—he signed all of them. The first time she’d looked at his signature she’d almost burst into tears, which would have been very awkward for her coworkers. 
Occasionally she checked The Rag and googled Red’s name to see if there’d been any stories about their broken engagement, but nobody had picked up on it as of yet. 
Finally, enough time had gone by and she knew it had to be done. 
“I’m going to tell my parents,” Nicole said to Danielle one Sunday morning over bagels and coffee, sitting at a little table outside their favorite café. The umbrella overhead cast them in shadow as they sat together and talked. 
Danielle’s eyes widened. “Are you really going to tell them about breaking it off with Red?” 
“Yeah.” Nicole took a bite of her everything bagel. It was tasty and good, and when she had a sip of coffee to wash it down, she could almost convince herself she felt okay about what she had to do. 
“I don’t know, Nicole,” her roommate said uncertainly, ripping off a piece of her chocolate croissant and chewing it slowly. “What if you and Red get back together?” 
“It’s been a month and we haven’t even spoken.” 
“True.” Danielle stared at her plate. 
“I’d have thought you’d be pushing me to tell them,” Nicole said. 
“Because I called your parents?” 
“Ummm…yeah.” Nicole grinned at her. 
Danielle sighed. “I guess I just see how sad you are since the two of you split up.” 
Nicole was surprised. “Really?” She fiddled with her coffee cup absentmindedly. 
“I didn’t think I was giving off a super gloomy vibe or anything.” 
“You’re not that obvious about it, but I can tell. You’re not the same.” Danielle ripped another piece from her croissant and thought about it. “I think you’re really unhappy.” 
Now it was Nicole’s turn to stop and consider what Danielle was telling her. She’d been keeping busy and trying her best not to really think about her life or her deeper emotions. But when she did occasionally stop and take stock of things, there was an instant lump in her stomach, a rush of sadness, grief really, that took hold and didn’t want to let go. 
“Okay, so maybe I am sad. But it’s natural to be sad when you break up with someone, isn’t it?” 
Danielle nodded. “Yeah, of course it is.” She squinted a little as the sun moved into view. “I just wonder if maybe the two of you have unfinished business.” 
Nicole shook her head definitively. “We don’t.” 
“Okay, if you say so.” 
“Danielle!” Nicole flipped her hair in frustration. “You’re supposed to be the friend who keeps telling me to forget about my ex and move on.” 
“I know, I know.” 
“Anyway, I am moving on. I need closure and telling my folks is part of it.” 
Danielle just raised her eyebrows and stuffed another piece of croissant in her mouth without further comment. 
After breakfast, Nicole called home and told her parents she wanted to visit them. 
She’d take the train to Syracuse from Penn Station and return back to New York the next day. Her father sounded surprised. 
“What’s the occasion?” he asked. 
“Oh, just missing you guys.” 
She decided it was important to do this in person, not over the phone. It would be difficult but then she could really start to pick up the pieces and get back to her life. Right now she felt stuck in place, as if the cord between her and Red hadn’t truly been severed yet. 
She would need to miss work on Monday, but she hadn’t ever called in sick or anything. Tomorrow she would call and tell Remi she’d had to go home in order to deal with a family issue, and that she’d be back on Tuesday. 
A little later that morning she took the subway out to Penn Station, then the Amtrak train all the way to Syracuse, where her father was waiting in his blue pickup truck. 
Getting inside his truck, she smelled the familiar scents of grease and motor oil, rusty metal. As a mechanic, her dad’s hands were rough and usually had black stains around his fingernails. 
He lit a cigarette and rolled down his window as they drove. 
“I thought you quit,” she said, as he waved smoke toward the window. 
“I did.” 
“And then what happened?” she asked. 
“Quit for almost eight months and then I watched the Mets blow an eight run lead in the ninth inning against the Orioles.” He made a face as if it still hurt him to this day. 
“After that I felt like I was owed a cigarette.” 
“Oh, dad.” Nicole hated that he smoked. He’d been going though two or three packs a day for as long as she could remember, but just the last few years he’d really cut back and then even quit once or twice. 
“It’s a horrible addiction.” He looked over and smiled at her. “Enough about me. 
How are you doing?” 
She shrugged. 
“Uh-oh,” was all he said. There was a long pause as they drove through familiar areas of town. The Costco that she’d been to a million times growing up. The restaurant that kept changing owners and names every couple of years, and nobody seemed to be able to stay in business there. Right now it was called Fiore’s. 
“How’s mom?” Nicole asked, trying for casual. 
Her dad took a drag on his cigarette as they slowed at the light. An old, old man walked a dog that looked as old as him, slowly across the street. 
“Your mom,” her father said, “is antsy to hear news about the upcoming nuptials.” 
His words hit her like a punch in the stomach. Like a wave hitting her, she was blasted by the impact of how everything had ended. It was really over between them. It didn’t seem possible—it had happened too fast. 
“Well, we need to talk about that,” Nicole said, watching for his reaction. 
He didn’t particularly have one. The cigarette dangled from his lip and smoke trailed out the window. “That old geezer needs someone to walk him and his dog,” he said, as the old man and his old pooch finally got to the other side of the road. By then the light had gone to green and back to red again. 
A few minutes later, they arrived home. 
“Your mother’s in a state,” he warned as they came in through the front door. 
“Oh no. What kind of state?” Nicole asked him, but he didn’t bother answering. 
Her mother’s voice called from what sounded like Nicole’s old bedroom down the hallway. “Hellooooo?” 
“Hey mom,” Nicole called back. 
They found her mother in Nicole’s old bedroom. There were things everywhere-clothes, magazines, books, notebooks, shoes, all of it in piles. Her mother was on her knees sorting things. She was wearing a red kerchief on her head, t-shirt and jeans. It was her typical “spring cleaning” outfit. 
“Nicole, did you want these shoes?” her mother asked, holding up a pair of battered green and white Nikes. 
“Those are from junior year of high school. I think I ran in them until the soles pretty much fell off.” 
“So, do you?” 
“No. Thanks.” She walked to her desk and looked at the various stickers and glittery, sparkly pens and pencils that were collected next to her old notebooks. 
“I’ve been wanting to turn this room into an office,” her mother said. “And now that you’re an adult and getting married, I thought it was about time.” 
Nicole tried to smile past the awkwardness she knew was coming. “That sounds like a fantastic idea.” 
“What about these sweatpants?” her mother asked, holding the ugly blue pants high in the air for her to see. 
“No. Definitely not.” 
Her mother made a face. “So much good clothing going to waste. And at the time you probably cried to me and complained how cool it all was and how badly you needed it.” 
“About that whole getting married thing,” Nicole started. 
Her father looked at her, waiting for what came next. 
Meanwhile her mother was busy sorting and folding. “We don’t even need to go through this again,” she said. “You know how we feel, but we support you completely. 
Now we just want to know what date and where.” She looked up at Nicole. “And if possible, I’d like to have some input on invitations and seating.” 
Nicole turned her gaze to the floor. “I don’t think that’s going to be necessary.” 
“Well, why not? Are you so sick of me that you won’t even let me make a suggestion or two?” 
“It’s not that.” She tried to think of how to phrase it, but she was suddenly afraid to say it aloud. 
“Well then…” her mother pressed her lips together and looked at the piles on the floor. “Oh, I know what I meant to show you.” She leaned over and grabbed Nicole’s high school yearbook. “What about this?” 
Nicole accepted it, paging through and smiling a little at the memories. She’d been a quiet kid, so there weren’t tons of pictures of her all over the place. But people had written some sweet and funny comments in the front and back pages. “I don’t know…maybe I’ll keep it,” Nicole said softly, closing the yearbook. 
“You’ll want to show your children someday,” her mother said confidently. 
“So, I need to explain about the wedding.” 
Instantly, her mother made a face. “You don’t have to explain for my sake.” 
“There’s not going to be one.” 
“One what?” 
“A wedding. We broke up.” She felt her jaw tremble and instantly told herself to knock it off. 
Don’t cry in front of your mother—anything but that. 
Her mother tried not to show her relief, but Nicole could see it written on her face, plain as day. “That’s too bad,” she said, trying to sound supportive. “What happened? 
Did you have a falling out?” 
“It just didn’t work out,” Nicole said. 
Her father hugged her and she put her face into his chest. He smelled like cigarettes, just as he always did, and it comforted her some. 
“I think it’s for the best, honey,” her mother said. 
She didn’t respond. 
After they spent some more time cleaning her old room and putting clothes and things into plastic bags, they went to the kitchen and she helped her mom cook chicken breast and rice for dinner. This was like going back in time—the same patterns, habits and routines they’d always had. 
The familiar patter between them was comfortable, if a little depressing at times. 
Her mother making comments and “suggestions” that Nicole invariably ignored. But there was one piece of advice that she couldn’t just ignore. 
“What about the ring?” her mother asked, as she rubbed garlic powder into the chicken breast with her fingers. 
“My engagement ring?” 
“You returned it, I assume.” 
“No. Not yet.” 
Her mother stopped kneading the meat and turned to her. “Why not?” 
“I don’t know.” Nicole was chopping veggies for the salad, but her knife was paused momentarily. “I suppose the right opportunity hasn’t presented itself.” 
“There’s no right opportunity to return an engagement ring, Nicole.” 
“True.” 
“You need to send it back to him as soon as you get home. Stick it in the mail and be done with it.” 
Nicole hated to admit it, but her mom had a point. Keeping that ring stuffed away in her shoe was just holding on to the past. A few tears rolled down her cheek now, as she thought about the act of putting her engagement ring in an envelope. 
She was crying as she chopped the veggies, but it was okay. There were enough raw onions to have an excuse. 


*** 
She got back to the city the next afternoon and rushed home, wanting—needing—to get the ring out in the mail that day before the last pickup. 
It was still there, stuffed into the toe of her shoe. She dug it out and unwrapped it from the surrounding tissue paper. There it was, glimmering in the sunlight that streamed through her bedroom window. Nicole sat on her bed and stared at it, turning the ring over in her hands. 
Saying goodbye to it was like saying a final goodbye to him. They’d only been together a short time, an inconsequential amount of time, really. Everyone had pointed that out to her, as if the heart cared a whit about time. 
As far as her heart was concerned, Nicole and Red had loved each other for eternity and then some. Yet, intellectually she could explain how false that sensation was. Love required time and patience and attention, it took years to build a real, lasting relationship. 
Then why did this feel like agony? If their short time together had been so meaningless and silly, why did she feel like this was going to kill her spirit? 
Nicole couldn’t explain her emotions away. She was crying again as she wrapped the ring in newspaper until it was indistinguishable from anything else that might end up in an envelope. The last thing she wanted was for some nosey mail carrier to figure out what was in this plain looking envelope being delivered to the fancy house in Connecticut. 
At around four o’clock, Nicole went to the nearest drop box and, without hesitation, pushed her envelope down the dark hole where it joined hundreds if not thousands of other similar pieces of mail. 
Now it was truly done with. 


*** 
A day and a half later, Nicole was at her first Yoga class. She’d decided that she needed to get out of the apartment more. Less watching TV and eating ice cream with Danielle, more motivating and getting the blood flowing again. 
There was a tiny Yoga studio called Nirvana, just down the street from their apartment, and they had classes on Wednesday night at 7pm, which worked perfectly for her. 
The only problem with the class was that she’d been ambitious and signed up for an intermediate session. The main reason she’d chosen this particular class was that it fit her work schedule best. And then she’d assumed that having done a bit of Yoga with friends in college (and considering herself to be young and somewhat fit), she wouldn’t have too much trouble adjusting to the intermediate poses. 
She’d been very, very wrong. 
From the start of the class, Nicole had known she was in for it. The instructor was this tiny little woman with a severe expression on her face and the attitude of a drill sergeant. Her name was Lilly and she yelled a lot for a Yoga teacher. 
“Marianne, straighten your left leg. No straighten it. Okay, I’ll come over and do it for you!” 
This was a typical rejoinder. Lilly would adjust arms and legs and make comments the whole time, usually about how lazy or bad everyone was at doing the positions. 
Nicole was sweating and shaking from the first asana. By the time they’d gotten to downward dog, she thought she might not make it through the first fifteen minutes. Her legs were shaking. Her arms were shaking. 
“Come on, Nicole,” Lilly said, stalking towards her as she spoke. “Elbows straight. 
Straight. Butt up. Pretend a string is pulling your posterior to the sky.” She walked behind Nicole and pulled her hips skyward. The relief on Nicole’s straining forearms was immediate and she wished Lilly would stay there. 
But the teacher quickly moved on to the next sad sack. 
Why am I doing this? She asked herself. It had seemed a good idea when she signed up a week ago, a way to take her mind off the empty space in her life. But straining and sweating and shaking, just minutes after getting off the train from a long day’s work—
now she thought it was one of the stupidest decisions she’d made. 
“And, let’s move into Salamba Sarvangasana, otherwise known as shoulder stand,” 
Lilly called out. 
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Nicole muttered, as everyone else instantly rolled into near perfect shoulder stands. 
She was sitting there, debating whether or not to just get up and walk out, when she saw him at the door. First he was just a shadow, but even before she saw his face—Nicole knew. She knew Red had come to find her. 
He strode purposefully into the studio of women with their toes pointed in the air, and the little strident instructor turned to stare at him. “Excuse me sir, we’ve a class going on.” 
Red ignored the instructor. 
He was dressed in jeans and a white and blue Armani shirt that managed to show off his incredibly broad shoulders and chest. His dark hair and dark eyes were darker and more intensely beautiful than ever, she thought. 
“Nicole, we need to talk,” he said. 
The instructor shook her head. “I’m sorry, sir—I really must ask you to leave. 
Now.” 
“Nicole.” Red stared at her unwaveringly. 
The women had dropped out of their shoulder stands and were watching the scene now. 
Nicole tried to breathe. Tried to think. 
Did she want to have this conversation right now? What was he going to tell her? 
“She doesn’t have to go with you,” the teacher said, protectively. 
Nicole had to give the lady credit, she was a real spitfire. “It’s okay,” Nicole told Lilly, standing up and grabbing her Yoga mat. “I should have signed up for the beginner’s class anyhow.” Smiling with some embarrassment, but mostly relief, Nicole followed Red out to the street. 
Outside, it was pleasantly cool, and the sweat began drying on her sore body. 
Red looked at her, his eyes pained. “Why?” was all he asked. 
She knew what he meant without further explanation. “Because,” she said, “I didn’t think it was right for me to keep your ring. And it wasn’t healthy for me to hold on.” 
Red broke off from looking into her eyes, instead choosing to look at the ground. 
“When I came home and found the envelope with your address on it—for a minute I thought you’d written me a letter and my heart sang.” 
“I wasn’t trying to mislead you or upset you,” she told him. She’d never seen Red look this way. Even when he was throwing dishes and glasses, he’d looked frightening. 
But now he was just…drained. Almost like a fighter who’d been beaten, staggering around the ring with nothing left to give. 
“I know you weren’t trying to hurt me,” Red said softly. Now he looked at her again, and when their eyes met, the old shock hit her full blast—the feeling of being known and knowing someone totally. 
“I didn’t want us to end like this,” she told him. She was holding her Yoga mat like she was grabbing onto a life raft, like it would somehow save her from this ocean of pain and despair she felt. 
“Opening the envelope and seeing the engagement ring sitting there, wrapped in paper, and nothing with it. Not even a note. I’d rather you threw it down a sewer.” 
“I’d never throw away something you have me.” 
“You did throw away something I gave you,” he replied. His jaw trembled slightly. 
“That’s not true,” she whispered. 
“Isn’t it, though? I gave you everything. I was going to give you half of everything I’ve built, my fortune, my business—all of it.” 
“I didn’t ask for anything.” 
He waved her excuse away like he’d swatted a fly. “I don’t even care about the money. But I gave you my trust, Nicole.” 
She shook her head. “I can’t do this, Red. You can’t just come back into my life and dump everything on me.” She started to walk away from him. 
For a moment he didn’t follow her, and then he came running and grabbed her arm, spinning her towards him. His face was closer to hers now, and she could read every conflicting emotion in his expression. “I’m sorry I lost it that night at my house,” he said. 
“I wanted to tell you…” his voice faded. 
“Why can’t you explain it?” 
“Because, it’s too painful.” 
“Can’t you at least try?” she said. 
He laughed and put his hands on his hips, looked around at the people walking obliviously past them on the street. “Just another day in the city,” he laughed. “This city has seen it all.” 
“Don’t avoid my question, Red.” 
“I’m not.” He exhaled deeply. “It’s something that I try to pretend isn’t there. 
Something that won’t ever go away, no matter how much I wish it would.” 
“What won’t go away?” 
“Who I am. My penchant for pushing people away who get to close to me.” He smiled bitterly. “I’m well aware of my tendencies, but that doesn’t make it easier.” 
“You wanted to push me away that night,” she said. 
He nodded. “Yes.” 
“It started when you told me I was naughty.” 
Red flinched slightly. “Yes. That’s probably true. Having you in my home was something that triggered something…something dark.” 
“Why?” 
He laughed. “I have a feeling you won’t stop asking ‘why’ until I tell you everything.” Red stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Let me take you out for a bite to eat.” 
“I don’t know,” she said, shifting from one foot to the other. 
“Let’s grab a beer then. It’s too difficult to talk like this.” 
She’d never seen Red Jameson beg before, and it was unnerving. He was making himself vulnerable for her—she had an idea of how difficult that was for him. 
Finally, she assented. “Sure, one beer.” 
He grinned, almost looking like his old self. “How about that little pub on the corner?” he asked. 
It was called The Cask ’n Flagon and Nicole had never been there before. Inside, it was dingy and mostly empty, which was strange for that time of night. But then they sat down at a booth and the server came to their table and Nicole instantly knew why nobody was there. 
The server, a young woman with bad skin and a bad attitude, barely even looked at them. She slapped down two menus and walked off without even asking if they wanted a drink, or saying hello. 
“Someone’s having a bad day,” Nicole murmured, as the server stalked off. 
Red chuckled. “Aren’t we all?” 
Nicole tapped her fingers on the tabletop nervously. Red seemed to relax in his chair, comfortable now that the two of them had some time to speak. 
The moody waitress came back and took their order. A couple of beers and nothing else; she wasn’t impressed and left in a hurry. 
“You said having me in the house triggered something,” Nicole reminded him. 
The smile faded from his lips and his eyes grew cold. “Yes.” 
“I don’t understand why.” 
He shifted in his seat. She could tell he truly didn’t want to talk about it, the conversation was making him anxious—and nothing ever made Red anxious. 
“It sounds silly,” he began, hesitant. “But when I was a kid—“ 
The waitress stomped back to their table and plopped down the two glasses of beer. 
“Should I start a tab?” 
Red checked with Nicole, which she’d never seen him do. 
She shook her head. “Just these, I think.” 
The waitress rolled her eyes. “That’ll be ten dollars and fifty cents.” 
Red immediately paid with a twenty. “Keep the change.” 
She didn’t even thank him, just took the bill and clomped off again. 
“What happened when you were a kid?” 
He held his beer and examined it, turning the glass this way and that, tilting it, finally he drank deeply, licked his lips. “My childhood wasn’t so easy,” he said, finally. “I don’t want to make it overly dramatic, though. Plenty have it worse.” 
“Why was it hard?” She asked. She could see his body language changing drastically. 
He was closing in on himself, shutting down. His eyes stared off into the distance—a thousand yard stare. His arms were crossed, he turned slightly away from her. 
“My father and mother divorced when I was three and my younger brother was just under a year old. Dad moved about sixty miles away, and we saw him rarely. Weekends at first, then once a month, and soon it was less than once a year.” 
She tried to picture Red as a child, needing the care and guidance of a parent. 
Somehow she couldn’t imagine it, as though he’d always been a capable adult. “So you lived with your mother and brother?” 
“Yes. And my mother was…” he paused and searched for adequate words. “She was very strange.” 
“Strange,” Nicole repeated. Her stomach felt tense, her shoulders tightened with nervousness as he continued. She picked up her beer and drank a large gulp, feeling some awful revelation was coming her way. 
“I didn’t know as a young boy what was wrong. Only when I got older, much older—I started to realize that she wasn’t normal. And when I finally moved out and went to college, really got out in the world, I began to see just how screwed up my childhood was.” 
Nicole sipped her beer again. “Did she abuse you?” she asked suddenly. 
He shrugged. “I guess. I don’t think of it in those terms.” 
“She hit you…or…something else?” 
“A lot of it was emotional. Most of it,” he said. “She got in moods. Sometimes good moods, but very often it was bad moods. And they could last weeks, even months. 
When she was in one of her bad times, every day she would tell me that I was ungrateful, stupid, ugly, a monster who was ruining her life.” 
Nicole put a hand over her mouth. “No, Red.” 
He shrugged. “It was pretty bad. It would be horrible for months on end and then she’d sort of snap out of it. I would be relieved to have some peace for as long as the good times lasted, but I never knew what would set her off. One day, out of nowhere, it would happen. She’d get angry again, something would rub her the wrong way, and I was back to dealing with the insults and the yelling for weeks and months, until she cycled out of it.” 
“What about your brother?” Nicole asked. 
Red smiled sadly. “Jeb’s a nice guy. If you met him you’d think he’s a really upstanding guy, a family care practitioner, very smart and logical and polite. But he’s deeply broken, I’m afraid. Never married, barely ever even had a relationship. The one serious girlfriend he had when he was in his early twenties—my mother ordered him to break it off. Jeb said he was going to marry this girl, but eventually he caved to my mom’s demands. They’re very close, Jeb and mom.” 
Nicole was watching him closely as he relayed this information. If you didn’t know him, you might think he was just talking about his family in a sort of casual way, like people do sometimes. 
But it wasn’t the case. 
Something in Red’s demeanor told her that he was deeply troubled by it all—and that telling her these things was incredibly difficult for him, yet he was doing it anyway. 
Doing it for her. 
She knew to tread carefully here. She was no therapist, but Nicole sensed that saying the wrong thing could send him spiraling into a dark place. “That night we were together in your home, did I remind you of her?” 
“Of my mother?” 
Nicole nodded mutely. 
For a moment he just stared at her, as if in total shock. And then he burst into laughter. “No,” he said, still laughing. “No, you are very different. Thank god.” 
One or two of the regulars at the bar had turned to see what all the commotion was. 
They slowly turned back to the TV set and their conversations. 
“Well, I don’t understand why you reacted that way to me,” Nicole told him. 
He threw up his hands. “I’m trying to explain the best I can. I don’t totally understand it. If I did, I wouldn’t act that way.” 
“But you think it’s because of your childhood?” 
“My mother was unpredictable and cruel. But the worst part didn’t start until I got into my teen years. Puberty. It’s a tough time for any kid, but she made it into something hellish.” Red’s face grew dark and his expression contorted, as he seemed to fall into the memories of his past. “I remember one day, she found some old tissues in my waste basket in my room. You know, I’d started masturbating like any teenager. Looking at magazines, fantasizing about girls in my class. And my mom found those tissues one day and came into the kitchen where I was eating. She dumped the wastebasket on me from behind.” 
“Oh my god,” Nicole uttered. 
Red’s hands curled into fists. “She started telling me I was disgusting and perverted. She said I should be locked up for doing that in the apartment with her right in the next room.” 
“That’s so wrong. So, so wrong. And humiliating.” 
“You could say that. And it got worse when I finally started to date girls. I tried to hide it from her, but she had a nose for things like that. She’d sniff out when I was doing certain things. And sometimes, if she was in one of her moods, she’d follow me around the apartment, telling me all the perverted stuff I was doing to those ‘sluts,’ as she called them.” 
“That’s sick.” 
“Of course, I wasn’t actually doing the things she accused me of. I was kissing girls, holding hands, maybe a copping a feel here and there. But she put other ideas in my head,” he growled. 
Nicole gulped, hardly able to keep the shock and horror from her face. She hadn’t expected this outpouring from him, hadn’t even imagined that he was hiding this kind of history beneath his polished, brash exterior. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “What your mother did to you was wrong.” 
“Thanks for saying that,” he said in a clipped voice. Then he downed the rest of his beer. His eyes were watery, but he seemed calmer now, less of a live wire. 
“Is that why you…do what you do? With women?” 
He pushed the empty beer glass away from himself. “I’m sure it’s not a coincidence. But it is what it is. I stopped trying to fight my peculiar urges a long time ago.” 
Nicole didn’t know what she thought or felt about Red’s confession. She was sympathetic to what he’d gone through, but part of her was also wondering what kind of husband Red could make, given his traumatic upbringing. 
“I did live with a woman before, and it was pretty awful,” he said. “I was a cold, dismissive person to her. And I suppose you saw a glimpse of that when you came back with me to the house. I didn’t think I’d do that with you,” he said, shaking his head in confusion. “I thought things would be different.” 
“Maybe I’m not who you need me to be,” Nicole said. 
“No,” he said, leaning forward and reaching across the table to put his hand on hers. 
“You’re exactly who I need you to be. I just didn’t have the courage to tell you what I’ve been living with. I’m ashamed of my needs—ashamed of the way I treat you. After we were together at my house that night, I became disgusted with myself. I sat in the study and all I heard was her voice, telling me how perverted and vile and sick I am.” 
Nicole put both of her hands on his and massaged him comfortingly. He really was just a wounded boy at heart, and he was allowing her to see it. He was making himself completely vulnerable to her---she imagined it must be terrifying to someone who’d gone through that kind of betrayal from the most important woman in his life. 
“You’re not sick or vile or perverted,” she said softly. 
He looked up at her. “Tell me the truth. I disgust you.” 
She laughed and shook her head. “I like what we do together, Red. I just want you to love me afterwards. And during, I want to know that you love me underneath it all.” 
“Of course I love you, more than anything in this world,” he told her. 
“How do I know that you won’t send me away again?” she asked. 
“Never,” he said, turning his gaze fully to her and holding it. “I made the biggest mistake of my life when I treated you badly.” 
“I don’t want you getting angry and smashing things, throwing things,” she said. “I can’t be around that. It makes me nervous.” 
He agreed. “I won’t ever make you feel unsafe again.” Red started stroking her wrist softly and it felt so good, so incredible to feel his touch again after so long. “Give me another chance, Nicole, and I promise I won’t let you down.” 
She looked at him and slowly smiled. “If I agree, will you let me drive your car?” 
Red laughed. “If you give me another chance, I’ll let you run my company if you want.” 
“Just the car,” Nicole said. “That would make me happy. That, and spending the night with you tonight.” 
“I think we can arrange that,” he told her. 


*** 
That night was magical. They went back to Red’s house in Connecticut, and he let her drive all the way home. The car handled like a dream, although she had to get used to the gas pedal being so responsive. A mere ounce of pressure from her foot and the car would jump forward. Red seemed to enjoy watching her struggle to control the beast, as he referred to it. 
It made the drive fun and different. Red acted as though a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He was joking with her and being relaxed and lighthearted. 
When they got home, he carried her across the threshold of the entrance to the main hall, both of them giggling like school kids. And then it was straight up to the master bedroom, where she laid on the bed as he stared deeply into her eyes. 
They looked at one another for a long time, smiling. “I could just look into your eyes all night,” he said, brushing her hair from her forehead. “I thought I’d lost you forever, but you’re here with me. It’s like a dream.” 
“I’m so glad you came and found me tonight,” she said. 
“I’ll always come for you,” he told her. “Always.” 
“And don’t ever let me take another Yoga class,” she laughed. 
“Never. You’ll get private lessons from now on.” 
“Tell me you’ll never let me go,” she whispered. 
“I’ll never let you go.” 
“Promise me.” 
“I promise, I swear to every god in the universe.” He kissed her lips gently, and she opened her mouth for him. Nicole put her hands on his chest and rubbed down to his stomach, felt his whole body shudder as she touched him. 
“I want you to make love to me,” she whispered. 
He began to slowly undress her, and she undressed him. Pulled his shirt up over his head and ran her hands along his washboard abs. 
“Nicole…” he moaned. 
Both of them had their shirts off now. Nicole had just a bra on, and Red slid his hands beneath it and caressed her nipples, pressed the bra upwards until it snapped off her entirely, exposing her bare breasts. She laughed. “What’s that, a trick you learned from all those years of womanizing?” 
“First time that ever happened, I swear,” he said, holding up his hand. 
“I don’t know if I believe you. But I don’t really care. Kiss me.” 
And he did kiss her, more passionately than ever. They savored each other, taking their time, nothing was rushed. And for the very first time ever, Nicole sensed that he would allow her to take a little control if she wanted. He was allowing her to touch him without asking permission, even if she wanted to touch his bare skin. 
This new twist somehow made contact between them all the more intimate. 
Red kissed her lips and then he kissed her forehead. Then he kissed her cheeks, and her eyelids when she closed her eyes. “Don’t ever stop kissing me,” she told him. 
So he put his lips to every inch of her burning hot skin. Her arms, her shoulders, her neck. He spent time kissing and nibbling her ears, whispering his love for her. “I’d do anything for you, Nicole. Just tell me.” 
She murmured for him to keep doing what he was doing. 
He licked her nipples, first stimulating one and then the other, until they stood erect. 
He ran his fingers across her nipples and she moaned, crying out. Red leaned in again and flicked her nipple with his tongue, and then he began sucking and sucking. 
“Oh god,” she cried. “Don’t stop, it feels so good. Please don’t stop.” 
He sucked and licked, and the feeling was incredible. Her slick lower region moistened as he continued to pleasure her. Soon he was going down on her, and every sensation she had, as his lips and tongue explored her entrance, was like blossoming fireworks—each new explosion set off a chain of other explosions. 
With her eyes closed, she could see the explosions in her mind’s eye, blooming in all different colors and shapes. “Oh, god, Red!” she cried out, as his fingers began stimulating her clitoris at the same time that his tongue slid inside her. 
The explosions were reaching a crescendo now, and she was screaming in total abandon. Her entire body contracted as if in pain, but it wasn’t painful at all—it was just so intense and every nerve ending was sensitive to the point of being too much to take. 
She had the most intense, profound, liberating orgasm. 
After she’d finished, she lay breathing rapidly, her heart racing. One of her hands fluttered weakly up to her face. “Oh. Oh my. I can’t—I can’t even speak right now.” 
Red slid up next to her, pressing his warm body against hers. His lips were against her cheek and then her ear. “Watching you get pleasure from what I do is the most amazing thing I’ve ever experienced,” he told her. “I’ll never grow tired of making you happy, Nicole.” 
“What about you?” she said. 
“What about me?” 
She turned to him, regaining some of her wits. “I want to give you pleasure.” 
“It’s okay,” he said, kissing her forehead lightly and stroking her hair. “It’s not about me tonight.” 
“It is for me,” she told him. And then she kissed his bare chest, licking his salty skin, tasting his nipples. His body was rock hard, partly from excitement, but she also knew this was difficult for him. He was giving up some of his legendary control to her. 
She would make sure he didn’t regret it. 
Nicole kissed his belly, licking down to where the tip of his erect penis could be felt through his pants. She quickly unbuckled them, as Red moaned with anticipation. She slid his boxers down at the same time as his pants, and then she softly kissed the tip of his beautiful cock. 
His body tensed even more, but she could tell it was from enjoyment. 
“I think I might explode in a second,” he whispered hoarsely. “I can’t control myself.” 
“You don’t need to,” she said, grinning as she took him into her mouth, at first delicately. But then she aggressively slid down his shaft and took him further and further, and he thrust his hips into her. 
“I can’t hold out, it feels too fucking good,” his hissed through his teeth. 
She started to stroke the base of his penis while she bobbed up and down on the head and upper part of his manhood. She’d never felt anything so hard in her life; he was like steel. 
And then he was exploding, crying out as he came. 
She took it all in, swallowing it just as she had last week. Only this time, she was choosing to do so, she’d taken control of it into her own hands. Nicole enjoyed his climax at least as much as he did, and she had a tiny ripple of an orgasm herself as he finished in her warm, wet mouth. 


*** 
Later that night, after both of them had showered and changed, Red ordered Chinese food and it was delivered to their door. “Best in all of Connecticut,” he told her, carrying the plastic bags full of takeout into the dining room. 
It was a little strange eating in such a fancy room, especially knowing that just a few days ago it had been the scene of Red’s outburst. There was no sign of any of the wreckage though—the room was immaculate as it had been the first day she’d seen it. 
He opened the little boxes and doled out food onto beautiful plates for the two of them. Then they sat next to one another at the large wooden table and ate, talking and laughing as they did so. 
“Why does Glen blink so much?” she asked him. 
He stared at her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, and then started blinking rapidly. 
Nicole put a hand over her mouth to cover her laughter—she nearly spit out her food. 
“Do you think Remi might be bisexual?” she asked. 
“Don’t be ridiculous. That woman’s never touched a man in her life.” 
She giggled again. “Red!” 
“I’m serious,” he said. “Why do you think she likes keeping you around the office late at night?” 
“Shut up.” 
He smiled. “I shouldn’t talk out of school. I mean, she hasn’t mentioned anything to you about it.” 
“No, but I just get that feeling.” 
He grabbed a pork sparerib with his hand and took an enormous bite. “Nicole, are you trying to tell me you have Gadar?” 
She smiled at him. “It’s nice seeing you this way.” She put her feet up on his lap as she twirled some lo mein on her fork. 
“What way?” 
“Relaxed. Funny. Being yourself.” 
He smiled back at her. “You bring out the best in me, Nicole.” 
“Not always.” 
“Always.” He suddenly put his plate on the table. “Hold on a sec.” He swung her feet gently off his lap and then walked out of the room. 
“Where are you going?” 
“Be right back!” he called out, and she heard his footsteps retreating down the hall. 
She kept eating the food. She was ravenous—Red was right in saying it was the best Chinese food in Connecticut. She couldn’t imagine anything tasting better than this. 
A couple of minutes later he returned, a strange glint in his eye. 
“What are you up to?” she said, sitting up straighter in her chair, suspicious now. 
“I’m fixing a big mistake I made,” he told her. 
“What? What are you talking about?” she asked, as he walked directly towards her. 
And then he was dropping to a knee right in front of her, and revealing the engagement ring in his palm. “Please forgive me, and make me the luckiest, happiest man in the world. Nicole, will you still marry me?” 
It was the second proposal, and she knew what every person in her life would think about it. But she still didn’t care, because deep down she knew it was the right thing. She smiled with tears in her eyes. “Yes, of course I will.” 
He put the ring on her finger and then they hugged and kissed. 
Things really were different now, she thought, surprised at the change in him. 
He got to his feet and sat next to her again, and the two of them finished eating their food. 
When she was stuffed to where she was going to burst, Nicole patted her stomach. 
Somehow, patting her tummy had made her think of pregnancy and motherhood. 
And that made her think of Red’s mom, and the horrible way she’d treated him growing up. 
“I was wondering,” she said carefully, not wanting to upset him after such an amazing night together. 
“Yes?” he asked, dabbing at the corners of his mouth with a napkin. 
“You still have contact with your mother?” 
For a split second she saw his guard come up—like an iron gate suddenly slamming closed. His eyes grew instantly cold and distant, his jaw set. But then it was as if he sensed what was happening and deliberately forced himself to let it go. 
He tried to smile. “I do have contact with her. Mostly because my brother is still so close to her.” 
“When do you see your family?” 
He sighed. “Holidays, mostly. But we definitely talk frequently—a little too frequently for my tastes. She calls me probably once a month.” 
“Did you ever ask her why she did those things to you?” 
“Are you kidding me?” he chuckled bitterly. “You definitely haven’t met my mother, if you’re even asking that question.” 
“I don’t think I could stomach meeting her.” 
His eyes locked onto hers and he simply let her see him. His eyes were sad, she realized. He was a sad person in many ways, underneath it all. And she loved him for his sadness and darkness and complexity—and for his humor too. Red Jameson, underneath all the layers of glitz and glamor, under the control issues and anger problems and the fear around trusting women—was a sweet soul. 
Nicole thought to herself that everything he’d built up—all of the businesses and celebrity and riches, and his public persona—were merely protection for the sensitive man that still existed in the center of it all. 
“You’re a good man,” she told him, and stroked his cheek. 
He smiled and she could tell her was a little choked up. “Nobody’s ever told me that before,” he whispered. 
“But it’s true. I’m not just saying that.” 
He smiled at her. “Thank you, my angel. Thank you.” 
*** 
The next day, they drove into work together and he actually walked Nicole to her desk, kissing her in front of the entire office. Normally, Nicole would have been too embarrassed, but after the pitying looks most of her co-workers had bestowed on her when they thought she’d been dumped, it was sweet revenge. 
She worked happily through the morning. 
Red had a meeting during lunch hour and Nicole was sick and tired of always spending the entire day in the Jameson International building. Instead, she decided to go to lunch at a Café Metro, nearby. 
She was practically skipping on her way to the cafe. She had a huge smile on her face the entire time—her cheeks practically hurt from grinning so often. It felt as though everything in her life was finally coming together. She and Red were back and stronger than ever, work was rewarding and she was actually being paid for her effort, Danielle didn’t hate her anymore. 
Of course, Danielle might hate her again when Nicole explained that she’d gotten back together with Red. Danielle would spell out all the reasons why it was a mistake, yada yada yada. 
Entering Café Metro, Nicole was busy studying the menu and trying to decide what she might want, when a person also in line kept getting closer and closer to her. She stepped away to get some space, but the tall, thin man stepped closer again. 
She glared at him with some annoyance. What was this guy’s problem? Was he trying to hit on her or something? 
He was nearly bald, and the hair he did possess was salt and pepper and thin. He wore thick-rimmed glasses and a beige suit with a red tie. He looked like one of those nerdy economists who would go on all the talk shows and bore you to death lecturing about the debt crisis. 
When she gave him a dirty look, he turned and smiled brightly at her. “Hello, Nicole.” 
Her blood suddenly ran ice cold. That voice. She knew that voice. 
He turned fully towards her now. “What, aren’t you even going to say hi?” he asked. 
“You’re that weirdo. Anderson, the one who won’t leave me alone.” 
“That’s me,” he said happily. 
“Leave me alone or I’ll scream,” she told him. 
“Now, why on earth would you do that?” he asked, looking puzzled. “I’ve never threatened you, I’ve never hurt you and I’ve certainly never lied to you.” 
“I don’t care. Go away.” 
He shook his head. “Nicole, I’m one of the few people actually trying to help you.” 
She laughed derisively at his. “I’m not an idiot.” 
“If you’re smart, you’ll listen to me.” 
“Well, who are you?” she said. “I don’t trust people who won’t tell me their real names. How did you get my number? Do you work for The Rag or something?” 
“Come, let’s sit together for a moment.” 
She folded her arms and shook her head. “No way.” 
“We’re in a public place. I’m not going to hurt you, I’m an old man and you could probably beat me up.” 
“Definitely,” she said, without humor. 
“Then what are you so afraid of?” he asked. “The truth?” 
She laughed at that. “Hardly.” 
“Then come sit for a few minutes. I have something to show you.” He walked without looking back at her. Confidently, he sat down in the corner, knowing that she’d follow him. 
And she did follow him, because part of her couldn’t help but want to know what he had to say that was so important, even as she dreaded it. 
Nicole sat opposite him. 
He was carrying a small brown satchel, which he placed delicately near his feet. 
She saw that his brown shoes were clean, new, and polished to a bright and shining surface. 
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” he told her. 
“Somehow I doubt that.” 
“This sort of thing gives me no pleasure.” 
“Then why do you do it?” 
He sighed. “I don’t like seeing powerful men take advantage of naïve, young women.” 
She folded her arms again, as if trying to protect herself from his negative words. 
“That’s not what’s happening.” 
“Isn’t it though?” He cocked his head at her. 
“No.” 
“Did I lie to you about his being engaged twice previously?” 
Nicole licked her lips. For the first time since he’d begun talking to her, she was feeling uncertain. It was true. The things he’d said about Red Jameson had turned out to be accurate. “Just because you told the truth once, doesn’t mean you won’t lie to me now.” 
Anderson grinned. “Smart girl.” 
“Smarter than you think.” 
His eyes narrowed slightly, and she thought she sensed some anxiety on his part now. “The smarter you are, the better the chance that I can get through to you.” 
“Say what it is you have to say, or I’m leaving.” 
He sighed. “I really hate this part.” 
“No you don’t.” 
Anderson smiled again, wider this time. “Maybe not as much as I pretend. 
Nonetheless, I’m going to put my cards on the table, Nicole. Red Jameson is playing you for a fool. This is all part of a marketing campaign that he and his staff concocted months ago.” 
Nicole’s insides shriveled and twisted at his words. Instinctively, she thought he was lying. “I don’t believe you.” 
“Oh, but I have proof.” He dipped down into his little satchel and produced a few pieces of paper, handed them to her across the table. 
Her nose wrinkled in distaste. She didn’t even want to touch anything this man had handled, but she needed to see his so-called evidence. 
The papers contained what looked like email printouts. The email addresses were clearly from the Jameson International email server. Red’s email address was in there, as was Talia Ferring, from the marketing department. 
Talia—wasn’t that the woman who had called Nicole a hobo that one day outside of Red’s office? Nicole thought. Quickly, Nicole scanned the email chain, and her eyes widened with shock at what she was reading. 
Red’s first email was like a knife through her heart. It said: T, 
We need to do something different with my image. I’m tired of always being
discussed in the media as if I’m some modern Don Juan, running around trying to get rich
and famous women out of their Oscar de la Renta gowns and into my bed. And beyond
that, I want to take the Jameson brand itself in a new direction. But I need help. I need
you to come up with something new for me. I’m tired of doing the same old photo shoots
and the same old interviews where I smoke cigars and drink scotch and take these writers
out in my car and drive fast through the streets of New York. 


Ideas? 


-Red 
The response from Talia was simple. 
Maybe you should go out and find the most average girl in all of the country and
start dating her? The public and the paparazzi would love it. 







-T 
Red’s response was positively jubilant. 
That’s an incredible idea, Talia. You’re a genius. It reminds me of Rocky, when
Apollo Creed randomly picks the Italian Stallion as his next fight because he wants to give
an everyman a chance to win the title on July 4th. Next steps for this to become a reality? 
Talia responded yet again. 
Not sure. We need to select some candidates for you. Maybe we’ll use a casting
service. 
Nicole couldn’t bear to read further. She folded the papers in half. “I’m keeping these,” she said, her voice hardly audible. 
Anderson studied her expression. He was no longer smiling. “So you see, maybe I’m a better friend to you than you give me credit for.” 
“No. You’re still an asshole.” She stood up and started to walk away. 
“Everything in there is true,” he called out, but she just kept walking. 


*** 
After reading those emails, Nicole wasn’t sure what to do. She thought of a million different things—taking her engagement ring off and handing it to a receptionist to give back to Red. Or better yet, throwing the ring down a sewer grate, quitting her job without a word, and moving home. 
But then it occurred to her that if she did any of those things, she’d have learned nothing from the last two months of her life. If Red was using her, then she needed to confront him about it like an adult, not run away like a child. 
She started back to the office, walking with her head held high. Just then, she heard voices. “There she is!” someone shouted. 
Next thing Nicole knew, there were three or four guys taking pictures of her and asking her an incessant stream of questions as they snapped their pictures. 
“Nicole, how do you feel knowing that you’re a pawn?” 
“Nicole, look over here.” 
“Were you in on it?” 
“Did Red Jameson make you an offer you couldn’t refuse?” 
“People are saying that you knew all along Red Jameson was using your relationship as a publicity stunt, Nicole.” 
She didn’t answer any of their questions. She just kept walking. Confused, she called Danielle, who answered the phone immediately. “Someone just told me about it,” 
Danielle said in greeting. 
“About what?” Nicole asked, trying to shield her face with her phone as she walked. The half dozen paparazzi followed her down the street, while others gawked at them. 
“You didn’t see the article in The Rag?” 
“No,” Nicole said. “Tell me what was in it.” 
“Oh my god, honey. I’m so sorry.” 
“Was it about Red using me for publicity?” 
“Yeah. It’s long and detailed and it seems to be from an inside source, someone who knows him really well. Whoever it is must not like him very much.” 
“I’m being followed by photographers as we speak,” Nicole said, trying to walk faster. She was close to the building now. 
“Come back to the apartment right now. I’ll meet you there and we can figure out what’s next,” Danielle told her. 
Nicole sighed. “I need to take care of this myself. But thanks for being there for me,” she said. 
“Of course,” her friend said. 
When Nicole finally made it back to the building, she ducked quickly inside the revolving doors and watched as the paparazzi continued to mill about outside, smoking and talking. 
She went to the special elevators reserved for Red, but now also reserved for her. 
The operator smiled at her as she got in. “Good afternoon, ma’am.” 
“Hi,” she said. 
He smiled and nodded as if nothing at all were wrong. Nicole supposed that in his world, nothing much was wrong. 
She got out and strode to the office, opening the door without bothering to knock. 
Red was on the phone, standing beside his desk. 
“Make sure you stay on it,” he was saying—nearly shouting into the phone. “And don’t stop until you have an answer for me.” And then he saw Nicole and his eyes widened. “George, I’ve got to go.” He hung up the phone. 
“Tell me the truth, right now,” she said. 
“About the story in the tabloids?” he asked. 
“All of it.” 
“It’s nothing but lies.” 
“Is it really nothing but lies? Don’t say something you’ll regret,” she warned him. 
He came towards her to wrap his arms around her, and how badly she wanted his comfort right now. But instead she shook her head and stepped back. 
“You can’t believe what we have is just some stunt for publicity,” he said. His face was a mask of worry. 
“I need the truth from you,” Nicole said. “If you lie to me now, I promise you’ll never see me again.” 
Red searched her eyes with his own. She tried to understand why he would do all of this, why would he go to such lengths to fool her? Just for an image makeover? 
He turned and walked back to his desk, sat down. “There was a plan, a few months back, for me to begin a relationship with a so-called “ordinary girl.” There were some discussions about how the whole scheme would work, but it never took off.” 
Nicole produced the emails and threw the papers on his desk. He picked them up and made a face as he read them silently. “God, I sound like such an asshole,” he said, finally, putting a hand up to his face. 
“And now you’ve made me look like an asshole.” 
“No, Nicole.” 
“I was just followed by five or six photographers outside. Everyone knows. The story is all over the place,” she told him. 
“It’s a coincidence, I swear.” He stood up again. “Look at the dates on these conversations. It’s from last year. We discussed it, we batted some ideas around, but it never went anywhere. When I met you, I never intended for any of this to happen, I had no agenda whatsoever.” 
“What a lucky coincidence that I’m just a regular girl from upstate New York, and you just happen to be in love with me now.” 
Red shook his head. “If that’s all this was, why would I even bother sitting here trying to convince you otherwise? The story’s blown. Everyone thinks this was just a big publicity stunt, so there’s no reason for me to keep you around anymore.” 
“Why not? Seems like you got exactly what you wanted, Red. Attention for yourself, a new angle, something different and exciting to tantalize the media.” 
Red’s expression was devastated. “I swear to you, my love for you and my proposal to you had nothing to do with that ridiculous idea. I’d actually forgotten all about it until this story broke.” 
“I don’t know how I can believe you,” she said. 
Red sprang from his desk and grabbed her in his arms, and even though she resisted, he pulled her in close. She could smell his scent, his cologne and aftershave. He leaned towards her as he held her. “Everyone’s going to say this is a stunt. But it’s not. 
You and I know it’s not.” 
“I can’t believe you were planning to date someone just for publicity, Red.” 
“I was a fool. But then I met you,” he whispered. 
“Now we’re both fools.” 
“But we’re two fools in love,” he said to her smiling. And then he kissed her. 
Somehow, Nicole knew he was telling her the truth. As crazy as the whole thing was, as ridiculous and unbelievable as it might be that Red Jameson loved her—Nicole knew that he did. 
They sat down together on the couch in his office. Red took off her heels and rubbed her feet. “I guess this will make telling your parents we’re still planning on getting married even more complicated,” Red laughed. 
Nicole put her face in her hands. “Oh my god. Please, don’t remind me.” 
“If we can get through this, marriage is going to be a piece of cake,” he said. 
“Don’t joke at a time like this.” But she smiled and curled into him, like a kitten on his lap. Red stroked her hair and told her he loved her. 
They sat like that for a few minutes, Nicole marveling that she was somehow able to trust him after seeing those emails. 
Suddenly, a knock on the door. Red stood up. “Come in.” 
Two men walked through the door. One of them was a total stranger—a big man with a beard who looked about as friendly as Tony Soprano. The other man practically knocked the breath out of her. 
Anderson. He was standing there with a nervous smile playing across his face, trying and failing to appear confident. Nicole stood up. “That’s him,” she said. “That’s the guy who gave me those emails.” 
“I know,” Red told her. He turned to the Tony Soprano look alike. “Thanks for this, George. Send me a bill for your time.” 
George nodded briskly. “Absolutely, Mister Jameson.” And then he left the room. 
“Now it’s just the three of us,” Red said, as if he were hosting an intimate dinner party and was happy to be rid of the noisier guests. 
“You didn’t have to have your goon bring me in. If you’d asked nicely, I’d have come in willingly,” Anderson said. 
“Want a drink?” Red asked, strolling to the bar. 
“No thank you. I’d rather you cut to the chase.” 
Nicole watched Anderson and noticed he was actually sweating, and a little vein was pulsing in his throat. He was petrified right now, she realized, and felt a surge of pity for the man. 
“The thing is,” Red said, “I never like to get in the way of anybody’s livelihood. 
You’re a tabloid journalist and I respect your right to earn a living.” 
“Thank you,” Anderson replied. 
“On the other hand, I really can’t allow you to hurt the woman I love.” He poured some vodka into a glass and came back to within a few feet of where Anderson stood. 
Physically, Red was imposing, and Anderson seemed to wither in front of him. 
“I’m not trying to hurt anyone. I had information I thought she might like to know, and I told her. I’m sorry if it inconvenienced you.” 
Red handed the drink he’d made to Anderson. “Take this, I think you’re going to need it.” 
“Really, I don’t want it—“ 
“Trust me.” Red pushed the drink into the older man’s hands. Finally, Anderson took the drink as the vodka inside sloshed over onto his shoes. 
“I haven’t done anything wrong,” Anderson said, “and I really don’t like someone trying to intimidate me. You might be able to do that with your employees and hangers on, but I’m not beholden to you.” 
“Have a drink,” Red said. “Seriously. I promise I didn’t poison you.” 
Anderson’s hand shook. Finally, he had a sip, grimacing. “There. Can I leave now?” 
“You said you’re not beholden to me,” Red began, putting his hands behind his back like a professor starting a class lecture. “But what if you’re wrong about that?” 
“I’m not wrong.” 
“Are you absolutely certain of that?” 
“I’ve had just about enough of your riddles, Mister Jameson.” 
“It’s not a riddle.” Red crossed to his desk and sat casually on the edge of it. “You know, I never particularly cared about the stories you people ran. You said all kinds of things—some true, some lies—but none of it mattered to me.” Red looked at Nicole. “But then I met someone who changed my life.” 
Anderson couldn’t contain a mocking snort. 
Red glowered at the man. “It might seem funny to you, but I take my relationship with my fiancé very, very seriously. Today, for the first time, I stopped finding your stories cute and funny.” 
“I’m sorry for that,” Anderson said, not sounding particularly sorry. 
“When something bothers me, I usually take action,” Red continued, as if the other man hadn’t spoken. “So I did the easiest thing. I bought your magazine.” 
Anderson stared at him, stunned. “You did no such thing.” 
“I said you’d need that drink.” 
The older man gulped it down swiftly, his whole body trembling. “Please tell me you’re joking.” 
“No.” Red shook his head. “And I think you know I have the money to do it. In fact, your company has been losing money the last three quarters, so I think I got a bargain. 
But I would have made the deal anyway.” 
“I suppose this is your elaborate way of telling me I’m fired?” 
“Actually, no.” Red shook his head. “You were only doing your job, which was to write stories that the public wants to read. I don’t mind a man earning a living, like I said.” 
“Then what? Why am I here?” 
“Two things,” Red told him. “Firstly, I don’t appreciate that you contacted Nicole and tried to turn her against me. What was the point?” 
Anderson shrugged. “Relationship building, we call it. I start off giving information, proving that I can be a resource to the person in question. Eventually, the target—errr—person I’m building a relationship with, will start to speak to me like I’m a friend. And soon I’m just listening to the story and they’re telling me everything they know.” 
Red nodded, and there was a glimmer of respect there. “I admire your tenacity but in this case it was a mistake.” 
“Clearly,” Anderson said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. 
“Onto the second thing I want to resolve. I’m your boss now,” Red told him. “And as your boss, I want to know who leaked those stories to you. The ones about my previous engagements and the plans to change my image by dating an average girl.” 
Anderson hesitated. “I need confirmation first, that you actually bought my magazine.” 
Red shrugged. “Call your editor.” 
Anderson pulled out his cell phone and quickly made the call. A few seconds later he was speaking to someone. “Well, I bet you’ll never guess where I am,” he said, his voice trembling. Pause. “Red Jameson’s office…yes….yes.” Longer pause. “It’s real then. He bought us out?” Another long pause. “Okay. Okay. Thanks.” The older man hung up and stared at his cell phone as if it had betrayed him. 
“I’m an honest guy,” Red said. 
Nicole truly felt sorry for Anderson now. He looked beaten. All of the condescension and creepiness seemed to have been knocked out of him by the realization that he was at Red Jameson’s mercy. 
“I’m sorry I didn’t believe you,” Anderson said. 
Red smiled. “Hey, you had to have confirmation. I understand. And now it’s time to tell me what I want to know.” His expression darkened and he looked positively frightening. “If you don’t tell me who leaked those stories, I’ll make you wish you’d never heard my name. Firing you will be the easiest part. Making sure you never work again—
anywhere—will be the fun part for me. By the time I’m done, you’ll be lucky to get a job shoveling yak shit in Afghanistan.” 
“I don’t need to be convinced,” Anderson said, guzzling the last of the vodka. “It was Talia Ferring. And she contacted me,” he finished. 
Red was positively beaming. He moved from his desk to where Anderson was standing, simultaneously taking the empty glass from one hand and shaking the other. 
“You’ve done well,” he said, ushering him toward the door. “Now go home and try to get some rest. I want you up and working on a new story—preferably about Justin Timberlake or Brittney Spears. Just stay away from my fiancé.” 
Anderson groveled a little about how happy he was to be working for someone like Red, as Red kicked him out. And then the door closed and Red was back, grinning like a kid who just stole the cookie from the cookie jar without getting caught. 
“Aren’t you pleased with yourself?” Nicole laughed. 
“Sort of. That felt good, I admit.” He took her by the shoulders and looked in her eyes. “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you ever again.” 
“I’m not a delicate flower, I can take it.” 
He smiled. “I know. That’s what I love about you. Among many other things.” 
And then he was kissing her again and it was heat, so much heat and she was lost in it for a long time. The way Red’s hands moved on her body, touched her just right. She wanted him all over again. 
She loved that he was protective of her. 
When they broke the kiss off, he was suddenly all business again. “I want to show you something, just so you know your trust in me is well founded.” He took her by the hand and brought her to his computer, had her sit right next to him as he navigated through his email. 
It took him a minute or two and then he found what he was looking for. It was an email from him to Talia, dated well over ten months ago. It said: Hey, T. 


I’ve been thinking about that image makeover idea we discussed yesterday. It was
a funny little thought, but last night I slept on it and actually it’s a pretty tacky gimmick. I
can’t let myself get caught up in the expectations game. I’ll just be myself and let the
media do what it does. Hope you weren’t too far down the road with planning anything. 
Let’s just focus on the Jameson brand and not worry so much about the dope who runs the
place. 







-R 
He turned to Nicole and smiled. “I might be an idiot, but I’ve never been that big an idiot.” 
“You were just a little confused,” she said. 
He sighed and rapped his knuckles on the desk. “Unfortunately, now I need to take care of some housecleaning in the marketing department.” 
“Are you going to fire her? Talia?” 
Red stood up and buttoned his suit coat. “You bet your sweet ass.” 
“I want to do it.” Nicole got up and swept her hair over to one shoulder and put her hands on her hips. “I’ve got a little score to settle with that bitch.” 
Red’s eyes widened with surprise. “You’re serious? You want to fire her?” 
“Do I have the authority?” 
“Not really. But I’ll give it to you, if you want.” 
“I do.” 
“Well, then. By the power invested in me as founder and CEO of Jameson International, you—Nicole Masters—may go to the marketing department and fire that bitch.” 
“Good.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek. “I’ll be back in a jiff.” 
She walked out of the office and went to the fourth floor, where the marketing department was located. Nicole hadn’t thought anything out—she just knew that this was something she wanted to do. Remembering how Talia had called her a hobo and humiliated her in the hallway not long ago—not to mention leaked those horrible stories—
made Nicole want to fight. 
And if she was going to fight, she damn sure well wanted to win. 
The marketing department was fairly big and she walked down a few hallways before she finally saw the nameplate outside the door of one of the corner offices. Talia Ferring. 
The door was open already, and Nicole could see the beautiful blond at her computer, on her desk phone talking and laughing. “…I know. Did you see that awful picture though? The two of them? You’ve got to be kidding me…” 
Nicole knocked on the door loudly, twice. 
When Talia glanced up and saw who it was, her face went almost white. “I’m on the phone,” she said, covering the receiver with one hand. “Can you try back tomorrow?” 
“No.” Nicole crossed her arms and stood there. 
Talia sighed and took her hand off the receiver. “I’m sorry, something just came up,” she said into the phone. “Can I call you in a few?” And then she hung up. 
Nicole entered the office and shut the door. “I’m going to need just a moment of your time,” she said. 
Talia leaned back in her chair. “Do I know you?” 
“I think you do.” 
The woman snapped her fingers. “That’s right! You’re the wrinkly little hobo that was sleeping in the hallway outside our CEO’s office.” 
“Right,” Nicole said, smiling back at her. “And you must be the idiot who leaked stories about me and Red to the tabloids.” 
Talia’s face really did turn white now. “Excuse me?” 
“I think you heard me.” 
“Don’t accuse me of things in my office, you little twerp. Believe me, I’ll have you fired so fast your little head will spin.” 
“Yeah, I don’t think so.” Nicole leaned back against the door. “In fact, I think I’m going to fire you instead.” 
“Just get out. Get out before I call security. I’m vice president of marketing and you’re a little nobody. Just because Red’s sleeping with you, doesn’t give you the authority to fire me. You couldn’t fire our caterer.” 
Nicole wanted to pull her hair and slap that bitchy look off her face. But then she got herself under control. Either way, Talia was out of a job. She didn’t have to believe Nicole—she’d find out soon enough. 
“Enjoy your last day,” Nicole said, opening the door to leave. 
“And you enjoy giving Red blowjobs in exchange for pocket money, hon,” the woman called after her. 
Just then, Nicole saw two security guards heading her way. They didn’t look very happy, either. When they got to Talia’s office, they stopped. 
“Thank god,” Talia said to them. “This girl’s disrupting my work and being incredibly rude and unprofessional. I want her escorted out of the building, please.” 
“Ma’am, we have orders to escort you out,” one of them said. 
“What?” Talia’s jaw dropped. 
“You’re to take only your personal belongings. Please do not touch your computer, any files or items from your desk.” 
“I don’t understand. Please call Red Jameson and let him know what’s going on. 
He’ll explain to you—“ 
“Red called us personally and told us, ma’am.” They moved into her office and stood over her, watching every movement she made. 
“Good luck, Talia,” Nicole said. “I’m sure you’ll have no problem getting another job in advertising after this. You know Red, he’s a very forgiving guy.” 
Talia was gathering her things and tears had begun streaming down her face. 
That was enough revenge for one day, Nicole thought, leaving the scene. 


*** 
That night, Red and Nicole were on the couch at their home in Connecticut. It felt strange to call it their home, but it was. And Nicole was starting to feel that—more importantly—Red was her home. 
As long as he was there, she knew she’d be safe and taken care of. 
“I still need to call my parents and tell them the wedding’s on,” she said, lying on his chest. His easy breathing was a sign of just how relaxed he was tonight. 
“You want me to do it?” 
“Call my parents?” she laughed. 
“I’ll do it. What’s the worst that can happen?” 
Nicole thought about it. “You have no idea.” Then she climbed up and kissed him on the lips. 
The sparks became a bonfire and then a raging inferno. They were starting to tear each other’s clothes off. “Wait, just one thing,” she told him. 
“What?” he asked. 
“Promise me that no matter what, we’ll never let anyone get between us.” 
“I promise,” he said, looking into her eyes. 
“I can’t wait to be your wife.” 
“Give me your phone,” he said. “I’m calling your parents right now.” 
“We’re half-naked!” she cried. 
“Good. They’ll never know the difference. I always talk to people while I’m naked.” 
“Red, please!” 
He tried to grab her phone but she wouldn’t let him and soon he’d stopped trying. 
He was busy putting his hands other places. 
And the fire raged on. 
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“Do you like being spanked?” 
“Yes.” 
“Tell me.” 
“I love it. I love it when you spank me, Red.” 
“Beg for it.” 
“Please spank me hard. I want you to slap my bare ass, as many times as you see fit.” 
“You deserve it, don’t you?” 
“I’ve been so bad.” 
And then, there was the sound of flesh upon flesh, skin upon skin—the sharp sting of pain, brief but pleasant in its own way. Nicole’s buttocks contracted as Red’s hand marked her left buttock, then her right. 
She lay over his lap, her butt sticking up in the air, her skirt pulled above her waist, nothing else on but a lacy black bra. 
With one hand, Red tweaked her erect nipple while his other came down firmly on her right buttock again. 
They didn’t always play Red’s games—he was more than willing to keep the kink out of the bedroom—but when they did play, it would be on his terms. Still, Nicole had grown more than accustomed to Red’s style of dominance in bed, and now more than ever she sensed just how much he cared for her underneath it all. Ever since he’d confessed the horrible emotional abuse he’d endured as a child, how his mother had verbally humiliated and shamed him, Red was a different man. 
But he had his needs, and Nicole was more than happy to oblige in fulfilling those needs. At the same time, the recent play had a much more lighthearted tone than it had previously. 
“Your ass is bright pink now,” Red told her, his voice husky with desire. She could feel his hard erection pressing against her lower abdomen as she lay over his lap. 
Wriggling against him, her moist inner folds grew slick and excited. 
“I don’t think I’ve been punished enough yet,” she complained, looking over her shoulder at him. 
He grinned down at her and raised an eyebrow. “No? What more do you deserve?” 
“I need something in my mouth to keep me quiet.” 
His grin widened. Nicole was getting good at this game and he knew it. 
A moment later, he was standing in front of her and she was sucking his throbbing member with so much vigor and enthusiasm that he nearly came early. And she knew Red prided himself on his stamina and control. 
“Baby, you’re killing me,” he rasped, breaking character and sitting down on the bed. His erection was stiff and tall and she wanted it inside of her badly. 
“I’m so wet,” she whined. “My pussy needs to be punished too.” 
He lay back on the bed. “Climb on top of me,” he commanded. 
Nicole got on him and slowly, slowly lowered her slickness onto his cock. As she allowed him to push through her, going deeper and deeper, her legs began to quiver. 
She knew that both of them were trying desperately to hold back the ecstasy, because if either one of them came it would trigger the other’s climax as well—and then the fun would be over. Over before it had really even started, but it felt just that good. 
Each time it only seemed to get better and better with Red. 
Nicole looked down at her man. His bulging biceps, his rippled stomach and rock hard chest. His tan, perfect skin could easily grace the covers of any magazine. Those dark eyes penetrated her soul more deeply than he ever could penetrate her with his cock. 
But he was doing a very good job with his cock, too. 
No doubt about it, Nicole knew she’d fallen hard for the billionaire celebrity mogul. 
But she’d fallen for much more than just his flashy lifestyle and his beautiful body. Nicole had fallen for the sweet soul and courageous man that was buried beneath all of those surface level qualities. 
She knew that she’d love Red whether he was a famous businessman or just some mechanic like her dad. She didn’t care about the money or the fame or anything but the way Red touched her, the way he loved her, and of course the way his eyes met hers. The way he looked at her made her feel wanted down to the very depths of her soul and she was able to trust him, despite all of the obstacles facing their relationship. 
“Oh, Red,” she moaned as his strong hands grabbed her hips and guided her motion, their pelvises moving together, completely in sync. 
He closed his eyes and she saw his chest rising and falling faster and faster. 
Nicole’s breasts heaved, sweat glistening as she rode her dark haired man, and she was so wet now that everything was moist and glistening and fast. 
He thrust deep inside of her, touching something so personal and private that the shock of it set off a climax the likes of which she couldn’t have imagined. 
And her climax was a catalyst for Red, who gripped her arms and pulled her toward him as he came inside of her. Their mouths pressed together, tongues intertwined, everything as one. 
She could feel him, could feel his heart pounding against her breast in a steady, fast rhythm as their crescendo caused Nicole’s entire body to lock up in a state of pure bliss. 
When it was over, they lay together, panting, Red chuckling as he regained his senses. “This bed looks like it’s just been through a war.” 
Nicole glanced at the silk sheets, half on the bed, half on the floor. Pillows tossed across the room. And the two of them, their juices and sweat and sex comingling as they lay, spent. 
“We’ll definitely need to do a wash,” she told him, keeping her head on his bare chest so she could listen to the sound of his heart. 
Red stroked her hair softly, kissed the top of her head. “I can’t believe how lucky I am,” he said. 
She glanced up at him. “You lead a charmed life.” 
“Not quite,” he said, his expression growing more somber. 
“You’re rich, famous, successful, good looking, intelligent. And you have an awesome woman who adores you. Isn’t that the definition of leading a charmed life?” 
He laughed, the darkness fading and lightness returning to his eyes. “When you put it that way…” 
“You deserve everything you have,” she told him, caressing his chest with her hand. 
“You’re a beautiful person inside and out.” 
“Only you see me as I really am, Nicole.” He kissed her forehead. “I’ll do anything for you and I’m always going to protect you. You know that, right?” 
“Yes,” she whispered. 
It felt so good and right lying in Red’s arms like this. Everything was just perfect, and for a moment she had not a care in the world. And then, as if her own mind couldn’t allow Nicole to just enjoy this small slice of perfection—she remembered her parents. 
“Oh god,” she muttered, filled with dread at the thought of her mother’s judgment. 
“What’s wrong?” Red asked. 
“I just thought about how I need to tell my parents the wedding is on again.” 
“So?” 
“So, my mother’s going to be insufferable. She was relieved when I told her we’d broken up.” 
“That’s it. I’m calling her.” He made as if to get out of bed, and Nicole clutched at him. 
“Don’t you dare. I’m serious.” 
“You are?” 
“Yes.” 
He began tickling her, his fingers goosing her stomach and ribs and she was giggling and trying to keep him at bay. 
“I don’t know, Nicole. You’re laughing. You don’t seem very serious to me.” 
“Please—Red! Red!” she squealed. 
“What?” 
“Stop!” she gasped. 
He let go of her and grinned as she once again straddled him. “Your parents won’t ever approve of me,” he said. His smile faded a little as he said it. “But I’m not worried about them. I love you and nothing and no one is going to change that.” 
“I just don’t want to have to defend myself to her.” 
“Your mom?” 
“She’s going to pester me constantly.” 
He grabbed her wrists lightly and pulled her down for a long, extended kiss. The warmth of his lips and body, his closeness—the smell of him—it made her mind go blank. 
All she knew was how good Red felt. And then they stopped kissing. Red stroked her hair again, sending shivers up and down her spine. 
“Next time you speak to her, remember us—remember what we have,” he said. 
“Keep it in your mind and hold onto it. Never let anybody make you doubt what we share.” 
“Okay.” 
“Promise me, Nicole.” 
“I promise,” she said. 
And then they kissed again, making Nicole forget everything—everything but the magic that the two of them made when they were close. 


*** 
Nicole moaned with pleasure as she bit into the delectable broccoli and cheese omelet that Chef Roland had cooked for her. He was Red’s personal chef, and he was on call 24/7, ready to come to the house at a moment’s notice to prepare anything Red or his guests desired. 
“You like?” Red asked, as he sipped at his coffee. 
“I like. Very much.” She took another bite and shook her head, completely awestruck by the amazing taste of this simple food. The eggs and cheese practically melted in her mouth. 
They were sitting in the veranda located off the kitchen. Nicole liked sitting out there because it was very open and spacious, but there was still a roof overhead and some protection from the elements. 
Inside, she could see Chef Roland bustling to and fro in the kitchen. He was a middle-aged man with red hair and bright blue eyes, and he and Red seemed to be friends. 
They had a quick, easy rapport. 
“Isn’t it kind of strange to just have a man in your kitchen, fixing you meals like that?” she asked Red, as he kicked back in his chair and enjoyed his coffee. 
“Maybe at first. I’m used to it now.” 
She shook her head. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to it.” 
He shrugged. “We can let him go if it makes you uncomfortable.” 
“You mean fire him?” 
Red smiled. “Chef Roland has plenty of opportunities in the culinary world. If you don’t like having him around, he won’t be here.” 
Nicole took yet another bite of the scrumptious breakfast and closed her eyes. 
“Come to think of it, I might get used to this life.” 
Red laughed. “That’s what I thought.” 
She opened her eyes, put her fork down, and studied her fiancé’s expression. He was sipping his coffee and seemed to be content, but just a few minutes ago he’d glanced at the Wall Street Journal and something had upset him. She’d seen the tension in his eyes and the way his jaw tightened as he quickly scanned the paper. 
At the time, she’d let it go. Work was work, and she was still really nothing but a glorified intern. 
But as she watched Red now, trying to look at ease, trying to remain playful and happy—yet somehow not being totally convincing—Nicole sensed that whatever was going on might be serious enough for her to ask about it. 
“I noticed you reading the paper earlier,” she said carefully, trying to sound curious instead of suspicious. 
“Me? Never. I only read blogs and only when they’re about me.” He grinned and sipped his coffee. 
He was being coy and she wasn’t sure she liked it. “Was there something in The Wall Street Journal that bugged you?” 
He frowned briefly and sighed. “Nothing worth thinking about or talking about.” 
“But you are. You are thinking about it.” 
He smiled at her. “Aren’t you the clever psychologist all of a sudden?” 
“I just want to make sure you’re okay. If something’s bothering you, I want to know what it is.” 
Red licked his lips. “I’m going to tell you a secret, babe.” He leaned forward in his seat. “When it comes to business, something’s always bothering me.” 
“I’m a good listener.” 
“I’ll keep that in mind.” 
“Don’t patronize me, Red.” 
“I’m not.” He put his coffee cup down on the table. “I just want us to enjoy this beautiful morning together and—“ 
Suddenly, his phone was buzzing. With a frustrated exhalation, Red glanced at it, and then his eyes widened. “Shit. It’s my mother.” 
Nicole felt a rolling, sickening sensation in her stomach—like she’d was on an elevator dropping twenty floors. “Are you going to answer it?” 
He stared at the phone hesitantly. She’d never seen Red look that way before—
nervous and unsure. Finally he answered, standing up and walking a few paces away from the table, turning his back to her. 
“Mother,” he said, a statement. Then he listened for a time. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you myself,” he said. “I meant to but things have been busy for me.” Another long silence while he apparently listened. 
Nicole wondered if his mother was haranguing him, insulting him like she’d done when he was a child. She couldn’t imagine Red putting up with that sort of thing now, though. 
“You are?” he said, his voice getting slightly louder. “When were you planning to arrive?” His shoulders tensed and hunched as the conversation went on. “Of course…what about Jeb? Is he coming with you?” 
Nicole pushed her plate of eggs away. She suddenly she’d lost her appetite. 
“I’ll see you soon,” Red said, after another long pause. And then he ended the call, staring down at his phone as if had betrayed him. He came back to the table and sat, his face drawn and no trace of the earlier good humor remaining. “That was interesting,” he said with sarcasm. 
“What’s going on?” 
“My mother’s apparently been reading the tabloids. She was upset that I hadn’t told her about our engagement, and so now she’s decided to drop in and meet you in person.” 
“Oh, no.” 
“Oh, yes.” He wiped a hand across his face. “She’s flying in from Chicago and will be here first thing in the morning.” 
“To meet me.” 
“Yes.” He crossed his arms and sat back, rolling his eyes as if examining the ceiling. “She said she’s looking forward to becoming fast friends with my wife-to-be.” 
“Oh god.” 
“Don’t worry, she’s usually very nice…at first.” 
“So all I need to worry about is when she’s going to stick the knife in my back.” 
“Don’t be melodramatic, babe.” He rose from his chair and came to stand behind her. And then his strong hands were rubbing her shoulders and the back of her neck, spreading that familiar heat up and down her entire body. 
“I’m not trying to be overdramatic, Red. But those stories you told me about her—
they scared me a little.” 
“Don’t worry, I won’t let her hurt you.” 
“What about you?” Nicole said. “That’s what I’m really worried about.” 
“I can take care of myself.” 
But Nicole wasn’t so sure. 


*** 
The rest of the day was spent in preparation for Red’s mother’s visit. He had his cleaning crew come for an emergency visit to the house, and they went through everything from top to bottom. 
Nicole tried to help out around the house as well, and the cleaners seemed to find that rather odd. They watched her curiously as she cleaned smudges off the windows and got down on her hands and knees and scrubbed the bathroom tiles. 
Often she would be in different rooms from the workers, but when they walked by and saw her sweating and working, a strange look would cross their faces. Nicole didn’t understand just what the issue was. 
One of the housekeepers was a young girl that had to be around Nicole’s age. Dark haired and dark skinned, she had a beautiful oval face with almond eyes. She was thin and petite, but something about her was instantly charming, Nicole thought. 
When the dark haired girl was passing by Nicole with some linen from one of the many guest rooms, Nicole waved. “Hey,” she said. “I’m Nicole.” 
“Hello,” the girl said. She didn’t have much of an accent, although most of her coworkers seemed to be from Brazil. “I’m Juliana.” 
“Have you been working here long?” 
The girl shook her head. “About a month. My mother and father work here, and they decided it was time for me to start coming along to help.” 
“Are you a student?” 
“I just graduated high school.” Juliana smiled shyly and shrugged. “I’m not sure what to do next.” 
“Is there anything else you need help with around the house?” Nicole asked. “I finished with the master bathroom.” 
The girl’s hesitant smile turned into a slight frown. “It’s not my business to say.” 
“No, I’m asking you. Feel free to tell me what you think. Is there something wrong with my helping?” 
“It’s just—this is my family’s work. When they see you doing so much cleaning, they get scared you’re going to take it away from them. They need this job.” 
“Me? Take care of this entire house?” she laughed. “I was just trying to chip in.” 
Juliana’s eyes were still somber. “I know it seems silly to you. But a job like this, with such good pay—it’s very, very rare. And Mister Jameson treats my family well. 
They’re afraid of change.” 
“Of course,” Nicole said, feeling horrible that she’d offended them while trying to help. “I’m just not used to standing around while other people work.” 
Juliana smiled, but it wasn’t an altogether pleasant smile. “This is how it is,” she told her. “You’re rich.” 
Nicole smiled sadly in return and walked downstairs, where she found Red on the veranda, on his cell phone. He had his back to her and didn’t notice she’d come out, so he continued talking without interruption. 
“How could this happen? How?” Pause. “I don’t fucking believe it. You’re killing me, John. You told me that buying AK was a golden opportunity. You showed me the due diligence, so how did this fucking happen?” 
Nicole stood at the entrance to the veranda, her hands twisting against each other as she nervously eavesdropped on his call. She knew this Germany thing was a much bigger deal than he’d let on, and this was the proof. 
Red nodded, listening to whomever he was speaking to. She assumed it was John Peterson, the CFO of Jameson International. 
“Well, now I need to fly to Germany and clean up your goddamn mess, John. 
Okay? Is that okay with you? Is that what you’re asking me to do?” He listened for just a moment later before exploding. “You’re fired, John. Fired. Understand? Get on a plane and come back to the U.S. I’m going to fly out first thing Monday morning and try and fix the absolute mess you’ve made of my company.” 
Red hung up his cell phone and made as if to throw it across the room, but didn’t. 
Nicole had a quick, horrifying flashback to her first night at the house, when Red had gone nuts and started throwing plates and dishes, shattering them all over the dining room. 
He finally turned and saw Nicole standing there. 
His lips came together and tightened, his eyes narrowed. “Were you just spying on me?” 
“Don’t talk to me like that,” she replied. 
“Don’t spy on me.” 
“I wasn’t spying on you,” she said. “I came out to talk with you, and when I heard you so upset, of course I wanted to stay and make sure you were okay.” 
He looked down at his phone again, as if in disbelief. “Well I’m fine.” 
“No you’re not.” 
“I’m not in the mood to play games with you, Nicole. I’ve got real problems to deal with, the last thing I need is to try and manage your feelings about me raising my voice on a business call.” 
Nicole wanted to storm out. The old Nicole would have done just that. But she’d grown a little over these last few weeks—at least, she liked to think she’d grown. And now she realized that Red was just scared. Being vulnerable wasn’t easy for him, and she needed to remind herself that his reaction at a time like this wasn’t really personal. He’d been trained to keep a wall between himself and everyone else. 
She sat down on the wooden rocking chair that faced out to the rolling green hills and the pond in the distance. “Come sit next to me,” she said, patting the other chair beside her. 
“I’m not in the mood,” he replied, petulantly, like a teenager. 
“Humor me.” 
“I’ve got some business to attend to.” 
She took a deep breath and exhaled. “I’m being reasonable. And I’m your fiancé, so I have every right to hear what’s going on.” 
He nodded, resigned, and sat down in the chair next to her, but his posture was stiff and closed off. 
“Hold my hand,” she said. 
She could tell he didn’t really want to, but eventually he took her hand in his, and as he did so, Nicole felt the tension drain out of him just a little. His shoulders came down slightly and his face became smoother. 
“There’s been a major glitch in Germany,” he said, finally. 
“What kind of glitch?” 
He sighed. “The kind that brings down empires.” 
That sent a small chill up her spine. “Tell me more. What happened?” 
Red glanced at her as if trying to figure out just how much he should reveal. “What happened is, I got greedy. There’s a very large and successful agency in Germany and the founder was supposedly looking to cash out. I’ve been trying to enlarge Jameson International’s global footprint, and this seemed the perfect opportunity. But it was a hefty price tag to buy the agency, and with some of our North American operations struggling—“ 
“Who’s struggling?” she asked, confused now. 
Red looked at her again. “Things have slowed down domestically, Nicole. I’ve lost some big clients this past year. Nothing terrible, but it hurt our bottom line. This Germany acquisition was a gamble. A major gamble, given how much I paid for it and some of the cash flow issues we’re having.” 
She squeezed his hand. “I’m glad you’re telling me this.” 
He looked at her again. “It gets worse.” 
“Okay. Tell me more.” 
“Our stock is very precarious at the moment. Every company in the world invests some of its capital in the stock market. And Jameson International is unlucky enough to be heavily leveraged in the EU market—we’ve lost boatloads of money the last six months.” 
“So what does all of this mean?” she said. She knew it was bad. Her stomach felt like she’d drank curdled milk. 
Red looked directly into her eyes. “It means that we’re on the precipice right now. 
It’s been a perfect storm of bad luck, bad decisions, some overreaching on my part. And it’s brought the company—and me personally—to a place where everything could go down in flames.” 
“But you’re rich.” 
“It’s like dominoes,” Red told her, smiling sadly. “A silly, cliché analogy, but very accurate in this case. If this new acquisition in Germany goes south, I could lose my company. You and I could lose the company, I should say.” 
“I don’t care about the money,” she told him, meeting his gaze and holding it. Her chin lifted in the defiant way that she had when someone doubted her fighting spirit. 
“I know,” he said, stroking her cheek. “But I do care about the company I’ve spent my life building. I’m not going to lose it all now.” 
“What can I do to help?” 
He sighed. “Just be you. And try to understand that I’m under some stress right now, especially with my mother’s unannounced visit. The last thing I need is that woman getting under my skin and having my mind twisted in knots. I need to be at the top of my game.” 
“I won’t let her hurt you,” Nicole said. She squeezed his hand again. 
“I believe you’d be quite the match for her, actually,” Red grinned. “And she might be just arrogant enough to underestimate you.” 
Nicole smiled. “Everyone underestimates me, I’m used to it.” 


*** 
“So lovely to meet you,” were the first words out of Red’s mother’s mouth as Nicole and Red greeted her at JFK Airport, while Red’s limo driver lugged two large suitcases to the trunk of the car. 
Nicole was surprised at how different the woman seemed from how she’d imagined her to look and act. Based on Red’s descriptions, Nicole had thought his mother would look severe, deranged, like someone from a horror movie. 
Instead, she found his mother to look and act a lot like any normal mom. In fact, she hugged Nicole warmly right away. Nicole could smell her flowery perfume as the two of them embraced. “So nice to meet you,” Nicole said. 
“Please call me Erica,” his mother replied brightly. 
She didn’t even look old enough to be Red’s mother, Nicole thought. She was dark haired but fairer skinned than Red, and although her hips were wide, Erica Jameson seemed to be in very decent shape for a woman in her late fifties. 
The biggest telltale sign of her age was the slight sagging of the skin around her cheeks and chin, and the wrinkles in her neck. But they were small details, and the fact was, Erica looked fantastic for any woman at any age. She was wearing a black pantsuit with a ruffled white blouse, and a black Gucci purse was slung over one shoulder. 
Red gave his mother a quick hug and kiss on the cheek. Nicole could sense his discomfort from the way his shoulders were hunched and the stiffness of his jaw. He’d been very quiet and closed off on the ride to the airport, but Nicole didn’t blame him. 
She’d seen him ignoring his buzzing phone as texts and phone calls came in—he made a comment to her about waiting for Monday to deal with business. But Nicole knew it was killing him to have to worry about both his mother’s visit and the troubles with his company at the same time. 
Nicole just kept smiling and put on a brave face, even though deep down the fear and anxieties were still there for her. She didn’t like seeing Red in so much distress. 
“I’m so excited to spend time with both of you,” Erica said, as the driver opened the door for them to climb inside. 
“Great,” Red said, his voice displaying little enthusiasm. “We’ll get you back to the house, you can take some time to recover from traveling and then I’ve got a wonderful restaurant booked for an afternoon bite to eat.” 
“Actually, I’ve made us other plans,” Erica said, giving Nicole a wry grin and a wink. 
Red’s face turned grave. “Other plans?” 
The driver turned around in his seat. “Where to, Mister Jameson?” 
Erica answered for him, leaning forward in her seat. “West 45th Street.” 
The driver glanced at Red, who merely gave a slight nod and sat back, his lips pressed together tightly. Nicole tried to take his hand but he moved it to his knee instead. 
“Is it a surprise or can I ask where you’re taking us?” Nicole said, trying to sound chipper. 
Erica began rummaging in her purse. “I hope I didn’t lose them…” she muttered, as the limousine started moving slowly forward into traffic. 
“Lose what?” Red asked. 
Erica looked up at him with a little grin. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
“Yes, I would.” 
Just then his phone began buzzing in his pocket, but Red ignored it. 
“Aren’t you going to answer that?” his mother asked. 
“No, I wasn’t planning to.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because I’m trying to give me attention to you, and to my fiancé.” 
“That’s nice, honey. But still, I think you should answer. It could be an important business call.” 
He folded his arms. “What were you looking for in your purse?” he asked. 
Erica smiled, once again giving Erica what felt like a secret look, as if they were already the best of friends. “I’m just going to wait a little longer before I ruin the surprise. 
I think you’ll both enjoy it, though.” 
Red turned and stared out the window of the limousine. The way he looked now reminded Nicole of that horrible first night they’d spent together in the mansion, when he’d suddenly become strange and distant from her. She’d seen him sitting in his chair in the study, staring out the window and drinking as if he’d just heard a friend had died. That was the same night he’d been so cruel to her, and later, he’d thrown plates and glasses all over the dining room. 
Nicole broke herself from her morbid reverie. “Miss Jameson—I mean Erica—
what do you do for work?” she asked, trying to fill the uncomfortable silence that had descended over the car. 
“I’m a nurse,” Red’s mother said. 
“Oh, wow, that’s amazing.” Nicole meant it, too—she deeply admired caregivers and teachers, people who spent their lives dedicated to helping others first. 
“I’ve been a nurse since I was twenty-six years old and haven’t stopped yet, even with a son who’s made sure I never have to work another day in my life if I don’t want to.” 
Erica smiled at Red. 
“She’s a very hard working lady,” Red said, his gaze landing everywhere but his mother. “Taught me a lot about having a great work ethic.” 
Erica waved his comments off. “I’m nothing special, really,” she said to Nicole. 
“I’m just a mother and a nurse. A simple person, really—always have been.” 
“I think you’re sweet,” Nicole told her. 
His mother looked surprised. “Sweet? Did you hear that, my darling son? Your wife-to-be thinks I’m sweet. I haven’t heard that term used to describe me very often.” 
Nicole shrugged, feeling strangely embarrassed. She was trying to figure out if Erica made her uncomfortable because of the stories Red had told her, or because of something that Nicole sensed about the woman. 
Red patted Nicole’s leg. “Nicole sees the best in everyone.” 
“You do, don’t you?” Erica said, her dark eyes locking on Nicole’s. 
“I try to.” 
The older woman nodded sagely. “It seems to me that you’ve been given a gift, darling. A positive outlook is worth more than all the money in the world.” 
Red grimaced a little, just a flash—but Nicole noticed it. Erica, however, just nodded her head, as if agreeing with herself. Then she began rummaging through her purse again. 
The driver glanced at them in his rearview mirror. “Excuse me, ma’am, but what address on West 45th?” 
Erica closed her eyes. “Oh, I forget the exact address. Driver, do you know where the Lyceum Theatre is?” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
Red stared at his mother. “The Lyceum Theatre? Why are we going there?” 
She didn’t answer him. After rummaging a bit more rummaging, she gave a shout of happiness. “Here they are! I was starting to think I’d left them at home. That’s what I get for carrying a purse filled with junk.” Erica pulled three tickets out of her bag, somewhat bent and battered. 
Red took them from her. “Venus in Fur,” he muttered, reading the tickets, his eyes narrowing. “I’m not sure I’ve heard of it. What kind of play is it?” 
“It’s gotten rave reviews,” his mother said. Then she looked at Nicole. “Are you a fan of the theatre?” 
Nicole wasn’t sure what to say. She’d been to Legally Blonde and Wicked, but somehow she wasn’t sure that was the kind of theatre that Erica was talking about. “I’d love to see a show,” she said, not sure how else to answer. 
“You see, Red? This girl’s a keeper. Up for anything.” She winked at Nicole slyly. 
Red handed the tickets back to his mother. “I wish you’d at least mentioned the idea to me beforehand.” 
“You’d just have come up with an excuse not to go. I know my son too well.” 
Red looked at her. “And I know my mother too well. What’s the play about?” 
“It’s about relationships,” she said, meeting his gaze. “I thought it to be very appropriate subject matter, given your recent announcement.” Erica took the tickets from him and put them back in her purse. “Not that you bothered telling me about your engagement. But you let the world know through the tabloids, as usual, so I suppose I should be thrilled. And I am thrilled.” 
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” Red said, sighing. He looked weary already, Nicole thought. 
“Not at all,” Erica said. “I don’t dwell on the past like some do. I’m just happy to be here with you two lovebirds now.” 
Watching Red interact with his mother, Nicole felt as though she were watching a bullfight. Erica, the matador, was poking Red with her dagger, leaving one hole after another, and yet Red was still on his feet, staggering. You hardly noticed the wounds, they were so small, and Erica was so fast in delivering the blows. Yet they wounds were there, if you looked closely enough. 
Nicole felt helpless to intervene. This was a dynamic that went all the way back to the beginning of Red’s life, and the interplay between the two of them was far too subtle and confusing for her to get in the middle of, especially after just meeting the woman. 
At the same time, she could see Red was already worn out after just a few minutes in his mother’s company. Nicole took his hand in her own, even though he resisted at first. 
She squeezed firmly to let him know he could count on her. 
He gave her a squeeze in return and they exchanged a knowing smile. 
Nicole noticed that Erica was watching them with an enigmatic expression. The older woman smiled in a robotic way, her gaze darting down to where Red and Nicole’s hands were clasped. 
The silence in the limo was getting uncomfortable again, but thankfully they arrived at the Lyceum Theatre. Just above the entrance, Nicole saw the title of the play in big bold letters. VENUS IN FUR. 
It was such a strange title, she thought. It told you absolutely nothing about the play itself. 
Red instructed the driver to be back and waiting for them in an hour and a half. 
And then they were heading into the theatre, which was already bustling with people. The Lyceum seemed like an older, more intimate setting than what Nicole remembered when she’d attended Wicked and Legally Blonde. The stage seemed small, and the seats were tinier and closer together. 
They were escorted to the front row of the balcony. 
Erica seemed to think it was a wonderful view, reminding her of the opera, she said. 
They had the playbills now, which was the first time Nicole or Red had a chance to find out what this show was even about. When she read the description, Nicole had to stifle a gasp. The first thing she saw was that it was called one of the “sexiest” shows in history. And the last thing she wanted to do was go to a sexy show with Red Jameson’s mother. 
Then she saw that the play was loosely based on an “erotic novel.” 
Her eyes widened. Next to her, she could feel Red stiffening with frustration as he also read the playbill. He turned to his mother, sitting to his right. “What kind of show did you bring us to?” he hissed. 
“It’s gotten rave reviews.” 
“You said that already.” 
“Have you turned into a prude, my dear boy? With all of your wild parties and the stories in the tabloids about you and your young lady friends, I never imagined you’d blush like a schoolgirl over a racy stage play.” 
“It’s rude to bring people to a thing like this without at least asking them,” Red told her. 
Nicole heard Erica’s tittering laugh. “Don’t act so innocent, Red,” his mother said. 
“You could probably have written this yourself, using your own memoirs.” 
“What are you trying to insinuate?” he said, his voice rising ever so slightly. 
“Nothing. I’m just poking fun. Please don’t make a scene.” 
“Fine.” He turned away from Erica, crossed his legs and grabbed Nicole’s hand in his own, leaning in and whispering. “I’m so sorry.” 
“Don’t be, it’s fine,” she replied, smiling and kissing his cheek. 
And then the play began. Someone came out on stage and asked everyone to turn off their cell phones, because cell phones would actually be used on stage during the performance. 
A moment later the curtain came up and it started. 
Nicole was surprised to find that the play was actually enjoyable. At first, she wasn’t sure what to think of it. The entire performance consisted of just two characters and very little in the way of props or scenery to transport you into the world they inhabited. 
And yet, through their amazing chemistry and dialog, the two actors managed to do just that. 
Although she was truly enjoying the play, Nicole was all too aware that just a seat away, her future mother-in-law was watching this very same piece. 
Venus in Fur was spicy, it was erotic and it got psychologically dark near the end. 
The fact that the play centered around sadomasochism, and the desires of a man to be either victimized by a woman, or to enslave a woman—did not go over Nicole’s head. 
She knew that Red’s mother had intentionally chosen this play to send a message, to push her son’s buttons. Perhaps she’d meant to let them know that she was all too aware of Red’s extra curricular activities in the bedroom. 
Whatever the case, Nicole decided not to let the woman get to her. Nicole actually liked this damn play, whether she was supposed to or not. 
On the other hand, Red was positively fuming. Nicole could feel the heat and anger radiating off of him throughout the show. He was sitting in his seat, unmoving, unsmiling, simply waiting for it to end. 
And when it ended, he got up and started for the exit without comment. When they got outside to where the limousine waited, Erica asked him if he’d enjoyed the play. 
“I was blown away,” he said with obvious sarcasm. “How did you know I’d love it so much?” 
She shrugged. “A mother’s intuition.” 
“I thought they called it manic depression these days,” he snapped. 
Erica ignored his cutting remark. “Did Venus in Fur give you and Nicole any interesting new ideas?” she asked, with a raised eyebrow. “It must be difficult to keep things fresh after years of playing Don Juan with every available woman from here to Los Angeles.” 
Red was about to retort, but Nicole cut him off. “I’m so glad you brought us to see Venus in Fur, Erica. It was a wonderfully acted play. I was riveted.” 
Erica sniffed. “Such a nice young girl. Red should count himself lucky to have snagged you.” 
Nicole squeezed his hand again, letting him know he didn’t need to defend either of them to his crazy mother. This seemed to calm him slightly. He gestured to the car. 
“Should we head back to the house now?” 
“I am getting a little tired,” his mother admitted, relenting and getting into the car. 
When the three of them were inside, Erica patted her stomach. “I didn’t realize pornography would make me so hungry. Do you find it works up the appetite, Nicole?” 
Nicole smiled back at her. “I don’t really understand the question.” 
“She’s very coy, isn’t she?” Erica said. 
Red didn’t respond. His eyes narrowed and the color was blooming in his cheeks. 
Nicole felt herself getting angry, mostly on his behalf. The more time she spent with Erica, the more she realized what he’d had to deal with his entire life. “I’m not being coy, Erica,” Nicole said, after a moment. “I truly didn’t know what you were asking me.” 
“Never mind. I’m so glad we all enjoyed the show. I was certain the two of you would relate to the material, and I’m trying to be more open-minded these days.” 
“Enough,” Red said in a low growl. 
“What?” His mother looked shocked at his tone. 
“I said, enough of that talk.” 
She opened her mouth again, but from the look on Red’s face, seemed to reconsider. Instead, she laid her head back and closed her eyes, folding her hands on her lap. “Some people can be so touchy,” she muttered, as the car headed for Connecticut. 


*** 
“I want her gone,” Red said, when the two of them finally had some privacy. They were in the master bedroom, and Red was changing into a pair of dark Armani pants and a white dress shirt. 
Nicole was about to go to the master bathroom for a nice shower. But Red was suddenly in the mood to vent, after a sustained uncomfortable silence that he’d maintained the entire ride home. He’d spoken but once or twice, telling his mother where her room was located and helping her with her things. 
“Didn’t you say you’re leaving for Germany tomorrow morning anyway?” Nicole reminded him, running a hand through her snarled hair, trying to untangle it a little. 
“I don’t want to listen to any more of her little digs. Didn’t you hear her?” he asked, buttoning his shirt. His eyes were blazing. 
“I did.” 
“And taking us to Venus in Fur as a little snide comment on our sexual proclivities?” 
Nicole laughed. 
Red stared at her. “You think it’s funny.” 
“A little bit. I liked the play, I didn’t care what your mother thought it implied about me.” 
“You haven’t dealt with her yet—not really. This is just the beginning,” he fumed, fixing his cuffs. “Once she senses your weakness, she’ll chip at you and chip at you. She never stops, it’s in her nature to pick at other people’s wounds.” 
“Then why do you even deal with her?” 
“I don’t honestly know anymore,” he said, thinking about it. “I try to limit the contact. Like I said, she’s close with my brother, and I don’t want to strain my relationship with Jeb.” 
“Okay, then,” Nicole said, moving closer to him and putting her hands on his arms. 
“So why make trouble for yourself now? Let’s just get through a few more hours and be done with it.” 
Red smiled at her. “What did I do right in a past life to deserve you?” 
“Maybe you did something right in the present.” 
“Maybe I’m just the luckiest guy in the universe.” 
“Damn right.” She grinned. “I need to hop in the shower before dinner.” 
Red continued getting ready as Nicole started the water, disrobed, and stepped into the enormous glass encased shower area that was large and steamy and luxurious, with black tiles along the floor and walls. 
Closing her eyes, she let the hot water run all over her body, releasing the pent-up stress that had been there since the morning. This life with Red was so confusing, alternating between states of bliss and ecstasy and moments of total fear and anxiety. It was a high-stress, fast-paced world that he lived in, and Nicole was still trying to wrap her mind around it. 
Just as she was starting to decompress, she heard the shower door creaking. 
Startled, her eyes popped open and she spun around, instinctively covering breasts and crotch. 
She found Red standing there, completely naked, smiling with glee at her shock. 
“Did I surprise you?” he asked, stepping into the shower and shutting the glass door behind him. 
“You scared me!” 
“I couldn’t let you out of my sight so easily,” he said, his voice low and sexy smooth. 
“I need to get ready for dinner,” she said, trying to hide her building excitement at Red’s bold nudity. His body was like something a painter would study, a sculptor would take months to mold and carve out of marble. He was so strong, and as he reached out to touch her, every nerve ending danced in anticipation of his skin against hers. 
“Dinner can wait,” he said. 
Now they were both under the stream of hot water, and Red’s mouth was pressing against hers, he was taking her in his strong, capable arms. She felt protected and wanted and desired all at once. 
His hands ran up her torso, stopping to play with her hardened nipples, then down to her thighs and hips. As he continued to kiss her passionately, one hand grabbed her buttock while the other gently massaged the inside of her leg, straying towards her hot, wet nether regions. 
Their kissing became more intense, the excitement building as their tongues locked together. It was as if both of them wanted to devour each other, to somehow become attached, so close that nothing could ever fit between them. 
Their bodies were touching, as were their lips, and the hot water pounded against them and the steam got even steamier. 
Nicole’s inner thighs were soaked and Red’s finger delicately caressed her entrance, sending shivers of delight up her stomach and waves of pleasure through her entire body. 
She reached out for his hardness, ready for him to enter her and make him almost a part of her, if just for a little while. He gasped when she touched his erection, stroked his shaft. 
“I want to be inside of you right now,” he told her. 
Nicole turned around and planted her hands against the slick black tiles of the shower and arched her back, spreading her legs wide to give him access. 
She was so ready for him, so willing and excited by everything he was doing to her and everything she knew he’d be doing to her in a moment. 
Soon, she felt the head of his cock pressing at her folds, beginning to slowly penetrate the wet softness of her. Each movement sent ripples of joy and sexual energy through her lower half. He was so hard and so big, yet she was completely taking him inside of her with ease. 
The waves of her pleasure were intense and overwhelming. Combined with the heat and the steam and the water and his kisses along the back of her neck—Nicole was truly in bliss. 
None of the other stuff mattered right now. Red’s business problems, the surprising news that his company was struggling financially, the fact that Nicole still needed to tell her parents that her and Red were back together, his mother’s visit causing upheaval and stress—Nicole couldn’t possibly have cared less about any of it at that moment. 
All she could concentrate on was how she felt as he entered her, filling her up with his manhood, plunging deeper inside of her until she almost couldn’t take it anymore. The sensation of everything just about to spill over, the passion, the excitement, becoming almost too much…and then it would ebb just enough that she’d catch her breath, ready to ride the next wave. 
Red moved inside of her, he knew exactly how to thrust, how to slide and hit that exact spot to make her cry out in abandon. His hands cupped her breasts fully now, and she could feel his pelvis grinding against her, his strong chest pressed to her back as he slid deeper still into her hole. 
She was so slick and dripping wet, contracting herself so that he fit snugly into her, and every millimeter that he went in or out was sending shockwaves through both of them. 
Nicole turned her head so that he could kiss her from behind, their tongues tangling as his hand moved down from her breast, trailing down her abdomen and pressing into her. 
There, he instantly found her clitoris and stroked it masterfully as he continued to pump himself into her. 
“I can’t take it,” she whispered. “I’m going to come, Red.” 
“Go on. I’m going to finish with you,” he told her. 
And then it happened. She exploded into an orgasm so intense that she nearly lost control of her entire body. His hand was rapidly manipulating her clitoris as he came inside of her. Everything was going at once and Nicole had never experienced anything like it. 
She cried out over and over again, her vocalizations echoing and bouncing around the master bathroom. 
Red finished, telling her how beautiful she was the whole time. 
He held her close for a long while, the shower still beating a steady rhythm against their bodies. 
“Oh my god, I can’t believe how good that felt,” she said. Her voice was a little strained from what she’d been through. 
Red squeezed her tighter in his magnificent arms and brushed his cheek against her shoulder. “You are an angel,” he said. “My angel.” 
“I’ll always be for you and you alone,” she told him. 
His hands cupped her breasts again and somehow she felt stirrings of excitement, amazing to her after the orgasm she’d just had. Red began kissing her shoulders and neck and she lingered in his devotion to her body. 
“How can you do that to me?” he asked. She could feel him stiffening again inside of her. 
“How can you do it to me?” she replied, moving her hips back, rhythmically hitting his pelvis, taking him all the way into her once more. 
“Oh my god,” he said, and she could hear the true sound of disbelief in his voice. 
“You’re making me hard again already.” 
She felt him inside of her—just as hard as he’d been minutes before. 
And then they were locked in yet another wonderful embrace, and he was doing it to her all over again, and somehow it was just as amazing and special as it had been the first time. 
When they finished once more, the two of them were exhausted. Red rinsed off and then stepped out of the shower—the water had grown cool by now. 
“I’ll be out as quickly as I can,” she told him, feeling rushed after spending so much time doing everything but washing. Nicole didn’t mind, she found herself smiling and shaking her head at their adolescent display of lust. 
Not to mention the noise that had come from the master bath. She could only hope that with a house this size, his mother had likely not been within range to hear the two of them in action. 
She finished showering as quickly as possible, put on a navy halter-top, white skirt, and a pair of navy and white striped wedge sandals. She quickly towel dried her hair, and finding it still damp, tied it back into a twist. 
When Nicole came downstairs, Red and his mother were in the kitchen, drinking glasses of fresh lemonade made by Chef Roland. 
“Thirsty?” Red asked. 
“I’m okay, thanks,” Nicole said, as Erica’s gaze followed her movements. 
“I’d sure be thirsty if I were you,” Erica said, smiling a secretive, knowing smile. 
She drank deeply from her glass of pink lemonade. Pieces of fruit swirled in the glass. 
Nicole decided to ignore the older woman’s jibes, and instead turned to Red. “So, where are we eating today?” 
“I thought we could go to The Union League Café,” he said. “I’ve been there once or twice in the last year, and it’s pretty incredible.” 
Erica shrugged. “Isn’t it rather dull?” 
“What’s that?” he asked, his tone getting that unnatural sharpness that he seemed to acquire when dealing with his mother. 
Nicole fidgeted over by one of the islands, watching the two of them as if she were a spectator at a tennis match. 
“It just seems dull,” his mother said. “This life you live. Wining and dining women, eating out at fancy restaurants, driving in limousines and fancy jets. Don’t you get bored?” 
“Not really,” he said. “And I don’t wine and dine women. Just one woman,” he said, his eyes locking on Nicole’s. She smiled, tried to let him know she didn’t care that his mother made those comments. 
The truth was, Erica’s constant little quips were starting to get under her skin a little bit. 
Erica grinned knowingly. “Well, I can see why you’ve stuck with her,” she said. 
“From the sound of it, she lets you do anything and everything you want to her. Regardless of the hour of day, the company you’ve got in your home, or even if she’s in the toilet. She seems to make sure you can satisfy your beastly urges at any given moment.” 
Nicole’s eyes narrowed and she felt a chill run up her spine. “I hope you got a good earful,” she said, instantly regretting it when she saw the cold look of triumph cross his mother’s face. 
This outburst was exactly what Erica Jameson had been waiting for—what she’d been slowly digging for all morning. And now Nicole had delivered it to her on a silver platter. 
“I did get a good earful, as a matter of fact,” Erica said, placing her glass on the breakfast nook and walking to the center of the kitchen like she was on stage for act three of Venus in Fur. “How lovely to come to my son’s home for a visit and be treated to the carnal grunts and cries of what sounded like two dogs in heat.” 
Red’s face was pale and he looked sick to his stomach at what she was saying. 
“I’m sorry if we offended you,” he said to her. 
“I never claimed to be offended,” Erica replied, putting one hand on her stomach. 
“I was just appalled and shaken. At first I thought someone might have been hurt, so I ran upstairs to ask if you needed help. I am a nurse after all.” 
Red and Nicole exchanged glances. Both of them were embarrassed, and Nicole suddenly felt like a teenager who’d been caught being naughty under the stairwell at school. 
“I’m sorry you heard that,” Nicole said, “but it was an honest mistake—an accident. 
I don’t think we need to hear a lecture.” 
Erica rolled her eyes. “Oh, no, of course not. Far be it for me—a woman in her fifties—to give advice to her thirty-two year old son and his twenty-two year old girlfriend.” 
“Fiancé,” Red corrected her. 
“I misspoke. I should have said, ‘your twenty-two year old fiancé who seems to be an expert in and out of the bedroom.’ If she’s managed to keep your roving eye still for even a minute, she must have the all the wisdom of an aging prostitute contained in that young body of hers.” 
“Get out,” Red said, his voice almost shaking with rage. 
“What did you say?” his mother asked, her eyes so wide she looked like a cartoon version of herself. 
“Get. Out.” He stared at her with so much controlled hate that for a brief second, Nicole was afraid of what he might do. 
Erica seemed unsure, as if the rules of the game she was winning had suddenly and mysteriously changed. She was playing tennis and now Red had declared it a boxing match. 
“My flight back isn’t until the morning,” she whined. 
“I’m going to have a car come and pick you up,” Red replied, regaining some of his composure. “It will bring you to a beautiful hotel suite near the airport. You can stay there tonight.” 
Erica’s eyes shined brightly, with an insane alertness that turned Nicole’s stomach. 
“What a lovely way for a son to treat his mother. First, a loud pornographic display of his sex life delivered via echo chamber. And then a swift kick in the rear when she has the nerve to question his hospitality.” 
“You didn’t question my hospitality,” he said. “You called my fiancé a prostitute and that I will never accept. Now get the hell out of my house before I have you thrown out.” 
Erica gave a strange, snakelike grin and then moved out of the room quickly. 
Red stood in the kitchen, not looking after her, his fists clenched at his sides, chest heaving. “That woman is a monster.” 
“I’m sorry,” Nicole whispered. “I shouldn’t have taken the bait.” 
“It’s impossible not to, she makes sure of that. If you turn the other cheek when my mother slaps you, she’ll make sure to pull out a knife for the next assault.” 
“Are you angry with me?” Nicole asked him, afraid that this awful visit might have sent him into a psychological tailspin. 
He looked up at her and now his eyes were soft, concerned. “Angry with you? My angel? Never.” He walked to her and took her in his arms, his face pressed to her hair, whispering in her ear. “I love you, Nicole, and I’ll protect you above anyone or anything else in this world. No matter what.” 
A few minutes later, Red was on the phone arranging for car service to drive his mother to the hotel, and Nicole thought she should at least try to make one last effort at smoothing things over. So she decided to see if Erica needed help with her bags. 
But when she went to the guest room where Red’s mother was staying, she found the room empty and the suitcases still lying on the floor, one of them opened with clothes hanging out of it. 
And the door to the bathroom was wide open, so Erica wasn’t in there either. 
Puzzled, but with a slightly uneasy feeling in her gut, Nicole walked out of the guest room and started for the master bedroom upstairs. As she went, it occurred to her that it really would have been nearly impossible for Red’s mother to have overheard their lovemaking unless she’d been in the master bedroom snooping around. 
This mansion was enormous, and despite how loud they’d been, Nicole felt confident that Erica must have already been creeping around the house, listening to them, and eventually even going so far as to intrude on their privacy by entering the bedroom while they were in the bathroom together. 
What else was she doing in the bedroom? Nicole thought, her heart starting to race. 
Her gut told her that the woman was angry, offended at having been kicked out—god only knew what she’d do next. 
The truth was, Erica Jameson was mentally unhinged. 
Climbing the stairs to the master bedroom, Nicole was surprised but also vindicated to find that her suspicions were correct. She bumped into Erica as Erica was exiting the master bedroom, her eyes downcast, as she seemed to be rummaging through her purse. 
“Can I help you with something?” Nicole said loudly. 
Erica glanced up, her expression betraying her guilt as she fumbled with closing her purse. 
She’s got something in there, Nicole thought. She stole something from the bedroom. 
“You know what?” Erica said. “I wanted to apologize to Red for this misunderstanding, and I thought he’d gone up to his room. I was wrong, he wasn’t there.” 
She smiled briefly and continued walking past Nicole and down the stairs. 
“What were you doing in our bedroom?” Nicole said, turning and looking after her. 
Erica looked up and made a face. “What do you think I’d be doing in your bedroom, for god’s sake? What on earth do you take me for? For your information young lady, some people still have a sense of class and dignity in this world.” 
Yes, and you’re not one of those people, Nicole wanted to shout after her. But she bit her tongue and watched as the older woman made her way back to her guest room, presumably to gather her things and leave. 
Good riddance, Nicole thought. But she couldn’t shake the terrible suspicion that Red’s mother had found whatever she’d been looking for in the master bedroom. 


*** 
After Red’s mother left, Red finally took a business call, and when he was done, his mood had gone south. His eyes were set, grim, and his mouth downturned. 
They took a walk around the estate, because Red told her he wanted some fresh air and a different perspective. As they walked along the beautiful property, she saw some of the caretakers mowing the lawn and clipping hedges. 
Red waved and tried to appear happy, but it was probably only convincing from a few dozen yards away. 
He wasn’t speaking much to Nicole, so she tried to stay quiet and just be with him. 
Occasionally he pointed out one of the more subtle qualities of the land, or explained why the bridge over the pond was designed the way it was. 
Other than that, there was little real conversation about everything that was happening. Nicole desperately wanted to tell him her suspicions about his mother taking something from their bedroom, but she didn’t think it was a good time to further burden him. Especially since there was no proof, just a hunch she had. 
Finally, as they made their way back over the bridge and toward the house, Red stopped and turned to her. “I’ve been thinking about the wedding,” he said, his face still deadly serious. 
Her stomach did a double backflip. Was he going to break off their engagement for some reason? 
“Okay,” she said, trying to steady her nerves. 
“I’m thinking we should get married immediately upon our return from Germany.” 
“Our return?” she said, doubly confused. 
“Yes,” he said, turning to look out at the water. The duck family was paddling around just a few feet from shore. “I want you to come with me to Germany. I want you by my side, Nicole.” 
“What would I be doing in Germany?” she asked. Of course she’d go if he needed her, but she couldn’t imagine what purpose there would be for her overseas dealing with this new, complicated business acquisition. 
“You’d assist me,” Red told her, glancing at her briefly. “I need someone I can trust over there.” 
“I’m still not sure what you mean.” 
His head drooped forward a little bit. “I just got a very, very bad call from my overseas liaison. Word on the street is that tomorrow morning is going to be bloodbath for Jameson International in the markets. The stock’s going to hit rock bottom. All the rats will scurry to leave the sinking ship.” 
“Are we really sinking?” 
He just shrugged. “Not if we can salvage this company.” 
Nicole swallowed. “I’m just a glorified intern,” she said, and then laughed. “This is a big assignment to bring me along for. Isn’t there someone better qualified, like Edward or someone from the marketing department?” 
Red shook his head and grabbed her hands in his own. “You’re the one that I trust, Nicole. I have one hundred percent faith in your ability to work hard and be smart under pressure.” 
She smiled, feeling her cheeks turn red. “Thanks for saying that. Of course I’ll come with you.” 
“And then,” he said, squeezing her hands and looking into her eyes, “we come home and get married straight away.” 
For the first time in the conversation, she broke from his gaze and looked into the distance. “Red, I don’t know about getting married so quickly.” 
His voice took on a flat quality. “What’s wrong with getting married sooner?” 
“What would we do,” she said, “just go to some justice of the peace and do a five minute ceremony?” 
He looked at her and she could tell he was wounded. “All I want is to marry you, Nicole.” 
“And I want to get married, too. But I want to do it the right way. Why the rush all of a sudden?” 
Red shoved his hands in his pockets and started walking again. “Forget I said anything about it,” he said, quickly accelerating his stride toward the mansion. 
“Hold on, where are you going so fast?” she cried, trying to keep up with him. 
He didn’t respond, just kept walking. 
“Red!” she yelled, and then ran the extra few steps to catch up. “Will you stop for one minute and let me explain myself?” 
He stopped, folding his arms and staring at her with his hardened, guarded expression. “Go ahead, then.” 
“Don’t do this,” she told him, breathing heavily. 
“Do what?” 
“Don’t push me away because I said something that hurt you.” 
His stare grew more intense and his jaw tightened. “What am I supposed to do, Nicole? I put my heart on a plate for you.” 
She tried to touch him, but he pulled away. 
“Red,” she said, “I already told you I want to get married. But I’d like to have our family and friends there, witnessing it. I want to tell the world that we’re together.” 
He snickered. “You mean you want it in the papers and on TMZ.” 
She felt a flash of anger course though her veins. “How dare you accuse me of being all about fame and the media? You’re the one who’s made us a public spectacle!” 
Now it was her turn to try and walk away from him. She couldn’t believe he’d say something like that about her. 
But Red grabbed her by the shoulders. “Wait. I’m sorry, Nicole. Please come back.” 
She spun on him. “What do you want from me? I’m here. I’m with you even though your life is crazy. But I love you, I love you more than anything in this world and so I’m going to stick it out with you no matter what.” 
He was laughing a little, which only made Nicole more furious. She slapped at his hands, and then he grabbed her and pulled her close. Suddenly he was kissing her hard on the mouth, even though she resisted at first. 
But Nicole could never resist Red Jameson for long, and soon she was melting into him, into his kiss, and the warmth and passion that radiated from him. 
When they finally broke off, he smiled into her eyes. “I’m a fool. Please forgive me.” 
“You are a fool,” she said, shaking her head. 
“I know. But I’m smart enough to know that I’ll do whatever it takes to make you happy. I wanted to get married sooner because I know that people are going to try and tear us apart. People like my mother…” 
“Don’t let her get in the way of living our lives the way we want to,” Nicole told him. 
He nodded. “Of course you’re right.” 
“And besides, nobody’s going to stop us from getting married and being together.” 
He grinned wider. “When did you get so incredibly wise?” 
“I just know what we have, Red. You taught me that what we have is stronger than all of the drama and silliness surrounding us.” 
They kissed again, longer and just as passionate, if somewhat restrained by earlier standards they’d set. When he was done showing her just how much he loved her with his warm lips, Red grabbed her hand. “Come on, we better get a good meal in and hit the sack early tonight. We’ve got an early flight to Berlin tomorrow morning.” 


*** 
It was strange but also kind of beautiful to be travelling to Berlin with Red Jameson. Sometimes, like when they were sitting in first class on the airplane (no private jet today), Nicole looked over at her future husband and wanted to pinch herself. 
This was the man she’d spent months and months idolizing, reading about—setting him up as a kind of god on earth. In the end, she’d found that he really was just a man, but quite an extraordinary man with more layers than she’d ever imagined. 
Staring out the window of the plane at thirty-five thousand feet, all she could see were clouds beneath the plane, and the plane’s shadow trailing along on the puffy white surface of them. It was like a dream, an exciting but sometimes terrifying dream where she’d gotten everything she could ever have imagined—but there monsters she couldn’t yet see who wanted to rip it all away from her. 
Eventually she rested her head on Red’s shoulder and closed her eyes and slept most of the way to Berlin. 
Any hopes Nicole might have had in seeing Germany were soon put to rest, as they immediately were picked up by a car service at the airport, and taken to the Concorde Hotel, a very modern building that looked more like a museum than a hotel. 
As they checked in, Red spoke German fluently with the staff. Nicole was shocked, and on their way up the elevator to their suite, she asked him how he knew German. 
“Once I realized I wanted to bring Jameson International into a global marketplace, I spent the next four or five years learning German, French and even a tiny bit of Japanese. 
But I really took to the German language for some reason.” 
“That’s incredible.” 
“That’s not incredible,” he said, grabbing her and pinning her against the wall of the elevator. “You are incredible. Your mind. Your body.” He looked her up and down, his gaze raking her body with ferocity. “Those tits.” 
“Red!” 
The elevator dinged and he reluctantly let her away from the wall. They walked to their suite, a large, modern set of connecting rooms with brown and white décor. 
“I wish we had enough time for me to throw you down on this bed and show you what the word incredible really means,” he told her, as they dropped their bags and surveyed the rooms. 
“You’re frisky today,” she laughed. 
“I can’t keep my hands off you,” he said, grabbing her by the waist, picking her up and kissing her deeply on the mouth. 
As usual, she melted into his kiss and his embrace. And then his cell was ringing again. “Dammit,” he said, moving away from her and answering brusquely. 
As she watched his expression, a feeling of dread overcame her. The color drained from his face as he listened to whoever was talking. “We’ll be right there,” he said, and then put the phone back in his pocket. 
“What’s wrong?” she said. 
Red looked at her and his eyes were like two dark stones. “The dominoes are falling,” he said. “We’re about to lose everything. Come on.” 
And then they were racing to the elevator, downstairs to the first available taxi. She was desperately trying to keep up with Red, as he was in his own world now, walking at such a fast pace that she practically had to run to stay with him. He glanced at her once and asked if she was all right. 
“I’m fine, please don’t worry about me today,” she said. 
He nodded as if that’s what he needed to hear. And then they were in the taxi, Red speaking German, and the taxi was racing down unfamiliar streets. The landscape outside the car windows was beautiful, so different from everything Nicole was used to. She wanted to appreciate the strange architecture and the amazing buildings of Berlin, but her heart was in her throat. 
She didn’t know exactly what had gone wrong this morning, but she knew it was bad, and that was enough. 
They arrived at their destination, a squat white building with sloping walls that looked like a funhouse version of a “normal” building. Red kept up his fast paced walk into the offices and they arrived at the front desk, hosted by a strange looking woman with tiny glasses and a nasally, high-pitched voice. 
“I’m Red Jameson, and I need to see Lucas Bauer, please.” 
She spoke lightly accented English. “Yes, we’re expecting you, Mister Jameson. 
So lovely to have you here.” 
He gave Nicole an exasperated look. “Lovely for me, also. Thank you.” 
“I will let Mister Bauer know you’ve arrived.” 
Red backed away from the front desk and checked the time on his phone. He shook his head. 
“What’s going on?” Nicole asked. 
“You don’t want to know,” he told her. 
“Mister Bauer will be down in just a moment,” the birdlike woman told them. 
“Can I just go up?” Red asked. 
She cocked her head. “Visitors typically are met by an employee, sir.” 
“I’m not a visitor, I own this company.” 
She nodded. “He’ll be down in just a moment, I assure you.” 
Red grit his teeth and blew air out through his nostrils. Nicole could tell he was a millimeter from blowing up. She wanted to say something to calm him, but this was now a professional, work setting, so she kept quiet. 
Lucas Bauer arrived through a set of glass doors at the far end of the hall. He was tall, smiling, with a blond head of thick hair and a mustache that seemed almost fake, it was so bushy and sculpted. Like a movie mustache, Nicole thought. He greeted them with a level of politeness that also, like his mustache, seemed phony. 
“So wonderful to have you here,” he told Red. “We are so pleased.” 
“Great,” Red replied in a clipped voice. “Shall we?” 
“Of course, right this way,” Lucas said. As they walked through the glass doors and into the offices of the ad agency, he kept up a running commentary. He explained that the architect who’d designed this building was one of the most famous German architects of the modern era, and how they’d been the top agency in the EU for nearly ten years. 
Everything was white inside. The hallways, the offices. They walked through a cavernous white room that had no cubicles, just rows of tables and chairs with computers and people working away at them, reminding Nicole more of a factory than an ad agency. 
Finally they arrived at a conference room. 
Inside the conference room were two more employees of the company. A short, heavyset woman that reminded Nicole of a bulldog. Her name was Helga, which Nicole thought appropriate. She looked exactly like Nicole pictured a German woman named Helga should look. And then there was a young, dashing brown haired man named Alric. 
Everyone exchanged greetings and handed their business cards out to one another (although Nicole had no card so she just shook hands). 
“We have coffee and scones,” Lucas said, gesturing to the trays at the back of the conference room. Nicole and Red made themselves coffee. He gave her a quick smile but she could tell he was very preoccupied. 
Nicole grabbed herself a scone, too, and then she and Red took seats next to one another at the large table occupying the center of the room. 
The German employees sat down and Lucas took over the meeting. “Once again, we thank Red Jameson for coming all the way to Berlin on short notice.” He nodded and smiled at Red. “The circumstances are a bit difficult at the moment, but we are determined to come out stronger and better than ever.” 
Red stared at him, and slowly Lucas’s smile faded. 
“I heard through my CFO that you’ve had five executives leave the company since Jameson international acquired you.” 
“And a sixth today,” Alric said. 
“Who?” 
“One of our art directors,” Lucas chimed in. “It’s a big problem. We can’t compete with the salary that Kane Wright is offering our people.” 
“Kane Wright?” Red said, and if his gaze had been intense before, Nicole thought, it was now burning with the brightness of a thousand suns. The German ad agency executives wilted beneath his glare. 
“I thought you’d been told,” Lucas peeped. 
“No. I was not.” Red sat back in his chair and put a hand on his chin, looking down, lost in thought. 
“It’s criminal what that man has done to Aufrührerische Kreativität,” Helga told them. “He’s purposely trying to ruin us, going after our most important people and offering them ridiculous sums of money to move to his agency.” 
“Why would he do that?” Lucas asked them, throwing up his hands. His veneer of happiness and friendliness was gone, and now he just seemed bewildered. “Why would he pay so much just to take our people?” 
Red still hadn’t spoken. The room fell silent as everyone looked to him for an answer. Finally, he spoke. 
“Kane Wright is trying to destroy me,” he said. 
Nicole watched him. She thought that he looked already as if he’d lost some enormous battle. 
“We will fight back,” Lucas told him. “We are going to work hard, hire new people, and we will regain ourselves. I promise you that, Mister Jameson.” 
“Who’s Kane Wright?” Nicole asked, softly. 
Everyone turned to her now. They looked at her like she’d just asked him who Barack Obama was. 
Red smiled. “Kane Wright is the European version of me. Only a little bit older, a lot richer, and a hell of a lot more ruthless and lacking in ethics.” 
“I promise you these maneuvers of his will come back to haunt him,” Lucas said, pounding the table with his fist. “He can’t be allowed to get away with this.” 
Red sighed. “I appreciate that, I appreciate your loyalty also. Have the three of you also been approached by Mister Wright?” 
The three Germans exchanged glances and then slowly nodded. 
Red sighed. “Did any of you accept an offer yet? Tell me now. If I find out you’ve lied to me today, I will make it my life’s work to pay you back for this breach of trust.” 
Alric, the sharply dressed young man with the brown hair, uneasily raised his hand. 
“I’m sorry. I did just recently accept an offer to work with Kane Wright.” 
Helga and Lucas turned and gawked at the younger man. 
“Alric, are you insane?” Lucas practically yelled. “You’re taking the blood money from that horrible leach?” 
“I’m so sorry. I know I should have told you,” he said softly. 
“And you come in our meeting to spy on us?” Helga said. “You have no shame, Alric.” 
They began arguing in German. 
Red stood up. “Lucas, please call security and make sure they come and escort this man out of the building immediately.” 
Alric started to leave, his head hanging. 
“Thank you for being honest with me,” Red told him as he left. 
Alric nodded, but Lucas just kept yelling at him again in German and ushering him out of the conference room. 
“Could you give us a moment of privacy?” Red asked Helga. 
She stood up, sweating and apologetic. “Of course, of course. We will wait outside,” she said. 
Soon the room was empty. Red walked to where Nicole was sitting and knelt before her. “I’m sorry I’ve let you down,” he said. 
She put her hands on his face and smiled. “You could never let me down. I love you no matter what.” 
He kissed her palm, took her hands in his own. “I screwed up,” he said. “I lost focus and I made crucial mistakes.” 
“Everyone makes mistakes,” she said. “You can’t beat yourself up over it.” 
“I think my CFO might have been secretly angling for a position with Kane Wright the entire time. This whole thing stinks to high heaven.” 
He got up and went to the back table and poured himself a glass of water, continuing to speak. “It’s like a chess match. Kane Wright set me up, knowing that if I overleveraged myself in order to buy this company, then he would be in a position to destroy me.” 
“How did he know?” Nicole said. 
“That’s where my CFO came in. I trusted him and he convinced me to make the deal, even though we both knew there were substantial risks. I have a feeling he’ll turn up working for Kane Wright within the next few weeks or months.” 
“Is there anything you can do about it?” she asked. 
“I’m weak right now. Soon we’ll lose our big clients and then this multi-million dollar acquisition will instead be a time bomb waiting to explode and destroy Jameson International.” 
“There has to be a way to stop him,” she said. “Can you rehire those employees he stole, offer them even more money to come back to work at here?” 
Red shook his head. “No, I can’t compete with Kane Wright in a price war, especially not now. Our stock is falling, and the word on the street is that I’m bleeding. 
I’ve been told that the board of directors of Jameson International is meeting at the end of next week. There’s a very good chance I’ll be terminated from my position as CEO, and Kane Wright will try and force a hostile takeover of our company.” 
“But you founded the company, they can’t fire you!” 
Red smiled sadly, took a sip of water and appeared thoughtful again. “Yet another mistake I made was that I only technically own forty-nine percent of the company. I needed to raise capital a few years back and so I gave a controlling interest away, knowing that it would take a very extreme circumstance for me to actually be forced out of my own company. But that day is here,” he said. “Too many mistakes, a bad economy, and a very powerful man intent on ruining me. That’s what it’s taken for me to lose everything I worked so hard to build.” 
Nicole stood up. “We’ll build another company. You’re Red Jameson, you’re a genius.” 
“Some genius,” he laughed. “Others might call me a one-hit wonder after this debacle.” 
“Nonsense,” Nicole said. “I know what you’re capable of.” 
“Apparently so does Kane Wright.” 


*** 
After a long, grueling day trying to find solutions to a problem that seemed unsolvable, Nicole and Red finally returned back to their hotel at seven o’clock that evening. 
Red was exhausted, more tired than she’d ever seen him. He went and took a long steam in the sauna and Nicole tried to relax and watch some TV. Most of the channels were in German, but she was able to find an older American film, Pretty Woman. 
Nicole loved that movie, and she found it ironic that of all the movies that could have been on TV right now, Pretty Woman was the one she’d found at this precise moment. 
And then she thought of Red’s mother, who’d basically accused her of being no different than a prostitute. Erica Jameson would have found it more than interesting that one of Nicole’s favorite movies was about a young, beautiful prostitute who falls in love with her rich client. 
But for Nicole it was all about the love story, love triumphing over everything. No matter how different two people were, she thought, if they loved one another than they could find a way to be together. 
Red had left his phone on the nightstand next to the bed. It started to ring during the scene where Julia Roberts was being treated shabbily at the posh store on Rodeo Drive (which just happened to be one of Nicole’s favorite scenes). 
She glanced at Red’s cell and saw the number was unknown. For some reason, Nicole had a strange gut feeling that this call was important. “Red!” she called, grabbing the cell phone and getting off the bed. “Red, someone’s calling!” she cried out, but there was no reply from the bathroom. 
Instinctively, she answered his phone before they could disconnect. “Hello?” 
The voice on the other end was deep, pleasant, and decidedly not American, although the accent was impossible to pin down. “I must have the wrong number,” he said. 
“Are you looking for Mister Jameson?” she asked, her voice betraying her nervousness at having answered the phone without Red’s permission. 
“Are you his assistant?” the man asked. 
“I’m—I’m a colleague,” she stuttered. 
“Oh,” the voice chuckled with good-natured humor. “A colleague. Yes, of course. 
I imagine you’re a rather beautiful young colleague, as well. Would your name happen to be Nicole Masters?” 
She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. How did this person know her name? She didn’t answer at first. And then, collecting herself, said, “May I tell Mister Jameson who’s calling?” 
“Yes, but first I’d like a chance to speak with you, Nicole.” 
She didn’t know what to do. If she denied her own name, she’d be lying for no reason. But she also didn’t feel comfortable with this strange man knowing who she was, when she didn’t know who he was. “I think I should just get Red—Mister Jameson, I mean—on the line.” 
“Oh, that’s really too bad. You have a lovely voice.” 
“Thanks. And who should I say is on the line?” she asked yet again. 
He chuckled. “An old friend.” 
Something in his voice made her nervous. And she didn’t know how she knew this, but Nicole suddenly had a strong gut feeling that this stranger was the very man they’d been talking about all day long. She’d never heard of him before today, but Nicole sensed that this was none other than Kane Wright. 
“I’m not sure that Red wants to speak with you right now, Mr. Wright.” 
Suddenly it was his turn to pause. After a long moment, he laughed as if delighted. 
“Aren’t you the smart little detective? No wonder Red fancies you. Beauty and brains, the full package.” 
“I’ll let him know you called.” 
“No,” he said, and the charm melted away from his voice. “Tell him that I’ve made dinner arrangements for the three of us tonight at the most exclusive restaurant in all of Berlin.” 
“Tonight?” 
“Yes,” Kane replied. “Reinstoff, at nine-thirty sharp. Please don’t keep me waiting, Nicole. My patience only extends so far.” 
“Well, I don’t—“ 
And then the line went dead. She looked at the phone like it was a poisonous snake, feeling as though she might have just received a venomous bite due to her impulsivity in answering Red’s phone. What was she thinking? He was going to be furious. 
Stunned, she knocked on the bathroom door again, and he still didn’t answer. So she opened the door, hit full blast by the steam from Red’s sauna. The bathroom was enormous, and she rounded the corner to the stall in the back. “Red, I need to tell you something,” she called out. 
“Nicole?” he called back, his voice echoing. He emerged from the sauna with a towel wrapped around his waist and his body glimmering, covered by a thin sheen of sweat. Beads of water dripped down his black locks of hair that fell across his forehead. 
“Is everything all right?” he said. 
“I don’t know.” She handed him his cell. “I might have just done something stupid.” 
He checked the caller ID and saw the most recent blocked number. “Tell me what happened,” he said. 
“Your phone started ringing and I had this feeling it was important, so I answered it.” 
Red looked up at her, surprised. “You answered my phone?” 
“I’m sorry.” 
He smiled, then, and moved to kiss her lips. His kiss tasted salty sweet. “My darling, of course you can answer my phone. I’ve got nothing to hide.” 
She sighed in relief. “I wasn’t sure if…if you’d think…” 
He waved her concerns away. “Now tell me the rest.” 
“It was Kane Wright,” she said. 
His eyes went flat and cold. His lips tightened into a straight line, and his jaw clenched in that familiar way. “What did he want?” Red asked, through his teeth. 
“He somehow knew it was me on the line without my telling him.” 
Red walked to the sink and grabbed another small towel, patted down his face. “Of course he knew. He reads everything, he keeps meticulous tabs on all of his competition—
especially me.” 
“He was trying to flirt with me, I think.” 
Red looked at her in the mirror, his eyes blazing now. “He flirted with you?” 
“A little, in a gentlemanly, polite way. It seemed harmless enough, but I thought I should tell you just the same.” 
“Don’t fall for his old world European charm, Nicole. The man is a vermin.” 
“He didn’t impress me,” she said. “You’re the only one who can charm me.” 
Red turned and looked at her. “Are you sure about that, Nicole?” 
“Of course.” 
“You might be put to the test on it sooner than either of us thought.” 
She folded her arms and tilted her chin up, defiant now. “It won’t be a test for me,” 
she said. “I love you and you alone.” 
“Good. Where did he tell us to meet him?” Red asked, throwing the towel to the sink. 
“How did you know he wants to meet with us?” 
Red laughed. “I’ve been studying him for as long as he’s been studying me.” 
Nicole told him the restaurant and the time. Red nodded. “We’d better get ready, then.” 


*** 
The restaurant was located in a huge old building that Red told her had once been a Prussian factory. They exited the cab and the doorman held the door for them to enter. 
Nicole nervously looked down at her black cocktail dress and wondered if she should have worn something less “sexy.” 
But Red had seemed happy with what she’d chosen for an outfit. He was dapper in one of his classic black suits with a crimson tie. He smelled of aftershave and mint. 
Once inside, Nicole was shocked by how dark the lighting was. Each table had an immaculate white tablecloth and was illuminated by a spotlight from the high ceiling above, but the diners were all shrouded in gloom. 
Tinkling piano sounds drifted through the room like smoke. 
Red nodded towards the far end of the restaurant. “That’s him,” he said, starting to walk that way as the hostess enquired something in German. Red said something back to her in her native language, and she accompanied them to a table in the back of the room. 
When they were close enough for Nicole to see what this mystery man actually looked like, she was shocked to find that he was a very handsome person, not at all whom she’d imagined from the sound of that voice on the phone. 
He was older than Red, perhaps late forties or even early fifties. But it was obvious that he took very good care of himself. His broad shoulders and muscular build confirmed that much. What Nicole found most daunting were his eyes, however. He had light colored eyes, but when he glanced at Nicole his eyes darkened. And like Red, she saw a very similar intensity and hunger in Kane’s gaze when it locked on hers. 
Kane stood up to greet them. “How good of you both to join me,” he said, shaking Red’s hand and then taking Nicole’s as well. His grip was soft, his hand warm and smooth. 
He was wearing a light blue blazer and a gold watch. His hair was lighter than Red’s, and feathered in a more stylish fashion. Red came across far more rugged and 
“working class” than Kane did, which was funny, since they were both ultra-rich billionaires. 
When everyone was seated, Kane looked across the table at them. “I took the liberty of ordering a bottle of red wine for the table,” he said. “A 1997 Dom Romanee Conti.” 
Red smiled, but just barely. “Good choice.” 
“Does the lady approve?” Kane asked, turning his attention to Nicole. His eyes, again making her uncomfortable with what felt like an intrusive intimacy. 
“I’ve never heard of it,” she said softly. 
Kane laughed. Red’s cheek twitched in response. 
“I think you’ll find it quite satisfying, Nicole,” Kane said, taking his linen napkin and spreading it across his lap. 
“Why don’t we dispense with the pleasantries and get down to business?” Red asked, his expression almost predatory. Nicole could feel the waves of hate and tension radiating off him, like he was holding himself back from leaping across the table and strangling the other man. 
If Kane sensed the hostility, he didn’t appear intimidated by it. Instead, he raised his eyebrows. “I thought we were getting down to business. You see, that’s the difference between your fiancé and I,” Kane said, turning once again to Nicole. “He thinks like a crocodile. It’s all about the kill for him—whereas I am more like a cat with a mouse in its jaws. The cat doesn’t just clamp down and break the mouse’s neck, although it could. 
Instead, it plays with its food, it chases it, lets the poor thing believe it has a fighting chance.” 
Red was about to reply, but the waiter appeared with the wine and began to pour. 
Kane spoke to the waiter in German, and if anything he was more fluent in the language than Red. The way he spoke was melodic, and she could tell that Kane loved hearing the sound of his own voice. 
Once the wine had been poured, the waiter placed the bottle on the table, bowed and disappeared back into the dark gloom of the restaurant. 
Nicole took a sip from her glass and found that it really was an amazing taste. She hated that she was enjoying something this man had given them, knowing how it came at Red’s expense. 
“You like?” Kane asked. 
Red put up a hand to stop her from speaking. “Enough,” he said to Kane. His voice was low and guttural. “I’m about to get up and end this so-called business meeting unless you tell me why you’ve asked me here.” 
Kane laughed yet again. He seemed genuinely pleased in having provoked this response from his younger opponent. “Please, you frighten me with these threats. What would I do if you left me here like this?” 
“I imagine you’re used to dining alone,” Red replied. 
“A man who cannot stand to be alone has a weakness that can be preyed upon by his foes,” Kane said. He picked up his wine glass and sniffed the contents, then drank it with apparent enjoyment. “As you wish, my friend.” He placed the glass on the table again, and his smile faded, as he looked across the table at Red and Red alone. “Let me lay my cards on the table for you.” 
“Please.” Red sat back and crossed his arms. 
“We both know that Jameson International is a hair’s breadth away from utter catastrophe.” 
Red didn’t react to the other man’s assertion. His face was as calm and implacable as a black lake on a winter’s day. 
“I’m interested in a partnership with you and your company,” Kane said finally, smiling a bit at the sound of what he was saying. “Perhaps I can be of some help to you.” 
Red shook his head. “I can’t partner with someone I don’t trust. And I’m not interested in having a partner in any case. I built Jameson International from the ground up and I don’t require any help. But I appreciate the offer.” He made as if to stand. 
“Wait just a moment, don’t be so hasty,” Kane said. “There’s still more drink and food to be had. This is the best restaurant in all of Germany and you want to rush back to your hotel for what?” Then he glanced at Nicole. “Of course, you have your reasons for wanting to rush back, I am sure. But still…” he smiled. “Let me clarify my position a bit further.” 
Red relaxed into his chair again, waiting. “Go on.” 
Kane met his gaze and they stared at one another for a long enough time that it made Nicole distinctly uncomfortable. She could see there was some kind of subtle fight between them, a quest to establish dominance, probably going all the way back to their caveman ancestry. These two men were kings of their respective domains, used to getting whatever they wanted, used to people bowing and scraping. But in this instance, they were faced with another man who considered himself a true equal. 
“There are two ways I can have what I want,” Kane said, after a time. His eyes were turning colder and colder, Nicole thought—as if his pleasant mask were slowly melting away and his true face was coming through. Behind the mask of politeness lay a true predator who was no better than any cold-blooded killer, despite the fact that he could discuss wine and politics and music. “The first way I get what I want is through cooperation,” Kane continued. “Mutual cooperation between you and I,” he told Red. 
“And the other way?” Red asked, sounding interested. 
“The other way is far less pleasant, unfortunately,” Kane replied. “You’ve already had a taste of it,” he said to Red. “I’ll bleed your newly acquired German advertising agency white, suck the very marrow from its bones. Your stock will plummet, as it already has begun to—and what was at first a minor flesh wound will become infected.” 
Red smirked, but Nicole could tell that Kane was telling the truth. 
“This infection will fester,” Kane said, toying again with his wine glass. “When the quarterly earnings reports come out, it will become gangrene and an amputation will be required. I have a feeling that the amputated limb might just be Jameson International’s own founder and CEO.” Kane glanced up to gauge Red’s response. 
Red hadn’t reacted at all, however. For the first time in the conversation, Kane seemed a trifle miffed. His arrogant smile morphed into a tiny frown momentarily. 
“I’m not afraid of losing my job,” Red told him. “I’ve started one company, I can start another.” 
“But you needn’t lose your job,” Kane said. 
The waiter reappeared just then, asking in heavily accented English if they were ready to order. “We haven’t had a chance to look at the menu yet,” Red told him. 
“That’s all right,” Kane said. And then in German, he and the waiter exchanged some words back and forth, before the waiter departed. 
Red shook his head. “I’m not interested in anything you’ve presented so far. Not your offer to become partners, nor your threats to my job, and certainly not your restaurant etiquette.” 
Kane shrugged. “You should consider what I’ve said tonight. Pride should never interfere with business.” 
“I’ve had just about enough fortune cookie wisdom,” Red said, standing and pulling Nicole’s seat back for her so that she could get up as well. 
“It was a pleasure meeting you, Nicole,” Kane said, standing and bowing his head slightly. 
She didn’t know what to say, so Nicole just smiled uncomfortably and then Red took her hand and they left. 
On the taxi ride home, Red was mostly quiet, contemplative. 
“Should I just keep my thoughts to myself?” she asked him. 
He turned to her and shook his head. “Of course not,” he said, putting his hand on her leg, where his touch electrified her skin. “I want you to be able to tell me anything.” 
As the cab bumped its way through Berlin, shadows moved across Red’s face. 
Somehow it felt more romantic than ever to be close to him. “First, remember how much I love you,” she told him. “So when I say this, it comes from a place of wanting what’s best for you—and for us.” 
“Of course,” he said. 
“I think you should accept his offer.” 
Red just looked at her. “You can’t be serious. That man is the scum of the earth, Nicole.” 
“He might be. But what’s the alternative?” 
Red sat back and rubbed his bottom lip with his thumb. He was sexy even when he was confused and unsure, she thought—especially since he was unsure so rarely. Although lately, it seemed events were conspiring against him. First the drama with his mother, and now an even bigger threat posed by his arch-nemesis. 
“It won’t be a true partnership,” Red explained. “He’s going to want me to sell him Jameson International, and then he’ll keep me on as the CEO.” 
“He didn’t say that.” 
“He didn’t have to. It’s what I would do if I were him.” 
She didn’t know how to respond to that at first. But after a time, she said, “Maybe that’s not the end of the world.” 
Red laughed. “Not for you, maybe. But I’d just as soon go shovel pig shit for a living than work for Kane Wright.” 
“Was he serious about the other things he said?” 
“About destroying my company?” Red asked. “Yes, I’m sure he was.” 
“And can he do it?” 
“Yes.” He looked at her, and the shadows across his face seemed even darker now. 
“Yes, he can destroy me. But I might still have a few tricks left up my sleeve.” 


*** 
They both fell into bed exhausted, and Nicole was asleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow. 
In the middle of the night she awoke, and Red was kissing her neck. The room was dark, but for the dim light coming from the connected kitchen. 
His lips burned hot against her flesh as her eyes fluttered open, like she was having a fever dream. 
“I can’t sleep with you next to me,” he murmured, his hands caressing her face, her cheeks, and then running down her lacy nightgown to her bare legs. She wasn’t wearing any underwear, and as he slid the fabric up her thighs, Nicole’s wet interior began to throb with desire. 
Nicole moaned as he pulled the nightie up and over her breasts, and his lips were on her nipples, kissing, sucking. 
He looked up from her slick nipples. “I’m going to take you exactly as I want to,” 
he told her. 
“Yes,” she gasped. “Anything you want, anything.” 
He slid his mouth first onto one breast and then the other. With his mouth on one breast, his hand would play with her other nipple. After that, he kissed down her breastbone to her ribcage, and then down further still, to the wetness that awaited his lips. 
He lightly kissed her opening, licked the dripping folds that sent shocks of pleasure through her body. 
Her legs shivered and spasmed. 
His tongue penetrated her, as he brought his thumb up to the nub of her clitoris and flicked it once, twice, three times. She cried out each time he touched it. 
And then his fingers were rubbing her mound and her clit, and her juices were flowing and she was crying out again and again, her hands clutching the sheets. “Please, I need you,” she rasped. “Inside of me.” 
He rose up onto his knees on the bed. “Turn onto your stomach,” he commanded. 
Desperate for him to enter her, she spun to her belly and lifted her pelvis, arching her back. She was sweating and slick all over. 
“I’m going to have my way with you. I’ve had your mouth and your pussy, but I’ve never been inside your ass, Nicole. And tonight I’m going to penetrate you anally.” 
A nervous feeling rippled through her belly. Was she ready to accommodate him? 
Of course she would try, but her buttocks clenched in anticipation. 
“Are you nervous?” he asked her. 
“A little.” 
“Don’t be. I’m going to make sure you want it as much as I do,” he told her. 
She wasn’t so sure. But then he was spanking her bare butt and it was loosening her muscles. Nicole truly enjoyed the feeling of her butt being slapped by Red—it was so sexy and enticing, the way he did it. Every time his hand touched her bare skin, she was reminded anew of how much this man turned her on. 
And she was still getting wetter. 
Suddenly, he went from spanking her to pushing his erect penis against her pussy lips, sliding the head in and out slowly. Waves of pleasure rolled through her. “I’m going to come,” she said. 
“No, not yet.” He pulled out, and then he was taking her own juices and lathering up her anus, pressing one finger against it gently, testing. It was different, but very pleasant, Nicole realized. Still, she was anxious about the size—the girth—of Red’s penis going into her that way. 
A moment later, he was reaching under her right hip and using his fingers to stimulate her clitoris, and once again she was very close to climaxing. “Now you touch yourself,” he commanded. 
Gratefully she began masturbating, using both hands to rub her swollen mound. 
The climax was building. As she did this, Red pushed the head of his cock into her anus. 
The tip slid in and the feeling was so exciting to her that she started to have an orgasm. 
“That feels good,” she whispered. 
“You’re so tight,” he said. “I’m going in further now. Tell me if it becomes too much.” And then he was sliding in and the sensation was much more pleasant than Nicole ever could have imagined, although there was some pressure too that could have been uncomfortable if she didn’t trust him so much. She played with her pussy as he moved into her, sliding in and out of her wet rectum. She began to push back into him, taking his cock even further than expected. 
Red gasped. “Oh my god. Nicole. You feel amazing.” 
“I’m coming,” she cried out. 
And then he came inside of her as she climaxed, and it was a strange, but distinctly good sensation as she was stimulated in both places at once. 
“Now I’ve taken you in every imaginable way,” he told her, whispering it into her ear. 
“Yes,” she murmured. “And I love that I’m yours.” 
“You’re mine and no man will ever have you the way that I’ve had you.” 
“There will never be anybody else but you,” she told him. “Now promise me I’m the only one for you, Red.” 
He held her close to him and she could feel his heart racing, slowing just a little at a time. “You’re the only one for me,” he said. “And nothing will ever break us apart.” 
*** 
The next morning started off well. 
At about nine o’clock in the morning, Red had his laptop open and he was playing a streaming Internet program called The Street Sweep, a show about the stock market. It was a repeat of yesterday’s show, since right now it was about three in the morning back in the U.S. 
While the Internet show played in the background, Red and Nicole were eating the breakfast they’d ordered from room service. 
Red was having eggs Florentine and Nicole was eating the Eggs Benedict. They were sitting at the small table in the living room next to a large picture window overlooking the street. 
It felt very European, Nicole thought with a smile, as she sipped the delicious dark German coffee. She’d never even had room service before in her entire life. 
She took a forkful of egg and dipped it in the hollandaise sauce, savoring the bite as it melted in her mouth. “This might be the best breakfast I’ve ever had,” she told him. 
“I’m not going to mention that to Chef Roland, he’d be very hurt,” Red replied with a wry grin. 
Suddenly she had a thought that bothered her a little. The thought was that, as fun as eating breakfast in a fancy hotel room was, she didn’t want it to become her entire life. 
Casually, she said, “I’ve been thinking your mother might have made a good point.” 
His eyes narrowed a fraction. “What do you mean?” he asked. 
“How she said this life gets boring.” Nicole toyed with her eggs briefly. She wasn’t even sure why the thought had come up in her mind. After all, she was having a grand time in the scheme of things. Sure, there was a lot of stress right now about Red’s company, but flying around the world, eating different cuisine, meeting people from different cultures—Nicole found it all exciting. 
But she wondered if long-term, it would really be enough. 
“Boring?” he said, sitting back with his coffee cup and taking a dramatic sip. “Was last night dull for you?” 
She felt her face flush as she recalled what he’d done to her in the middle of the night. Even thinking about it got her wet, and right now she was only wearing a hotel bathrobe. Nothing at all underneath. “Last night wasn’t boring,” she said, smiling and avoiding his gaze. “What I meant was that maybe after some years, it could get repetitive. 
There has to be more to life, don’t you think?” 
He put his cup down and looked at her. “Of course there’s more to life. That’s why I have you.” 
She smiled again, but shook her head. “No, that’s not what I mean either.” 
“Well, then, what exactly are we talking about?” 
Finally Nicole met his eyes. “I mean a family.” 
Red nodded, considering the question for a while. Nicole started to wonder if she was scaring him off. They’d never ever discussed the idea of children, and this was probably a bad time to bring up the subject. “I want to have a family some day,” he said. 
“I never really thought much about it until you came into my life. I never really had an answer in my mind until this very moment, sitting and looking at my beautiful fiancé.” 
“I don’t want you to do it just for me,” she said. 
“It wouldn’t be,” he said. “But I’d never met anyone that made me think I wanted to have children until you came along. I know you’d be a loving, kind mother. You’re gentle and sweet, and I think I’d like to see a little girl version of you running around our house.” He smiled. 
Nicole’s heart was beating faster. “I’m not saying we have to do it anytime soon.” 
“I wouldn’t mind trying right now,” he said, his eyes hungry as he looked her up and down. 
“Red,” she giggled. 
And then they heard someone on the Internet radio show mention “Red Jameson’s free falling company.” Both of them fell silent. 
“You know every day,” the radio announcer said, “I like to talk a little bit about stocks that are going to have a lot of action. Sometimes it’s because they’re announcing positive earnings, or it could be a piece of street gossip.” 
Red glared at his laptop. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
“In this case,” the host went on, “it’s a mix of two pieces of information that have hit Wall Street. Red Jameson and his billion-dollar business, Jameson International, have rarely taken a wrong step since he started the company nearly a decade ago. But recently, things have turned ugly. For the first time last quarter, they posted earnings significantly below what was projected. And then, Jameson spent almost a hundred million dollars to acquire a German advertising firm, which was since reported to have lost nearly two-thirds of its top executives to European mogul Kane Wright. And now it’s being reported that Kane Wright’s firm has also stolen Jameson’s biggest German advertising client, and the company is on the brink of collapse. As a result, we expect that tomorrow’s trading will show a huge downturn for Jameson International’s already ailing stock price…” 
Red turned the show off with a quick motion and got up from the table, muttering and swearing. 
Nicole’s appetite was gone. “Red, what does this mean?” 
He smiled tightly, his cheeks red with anger. “What it means, is that last night while he was wining and dining us, the delightful Kane Wright had already stolen the biggest German client we had. I should have known that would be coming, but I made a rookie mistake. I was so busy trying to gather my guns for the big battle that I forgot to lock the doors and windows in my house. Kane Wright came in through the back entrance and robbed us blind.” Red folded his arms and looked up at the ceiling. “He didn’t even need to fire a shot to kill us dead.” 
“What do we do now?” Nicole asked. 
“Now?” Red laughed hollowly. “There’s nothing left for me to do. Next week, when the board of directors of Jameson International meets, I’m going to be fired. And then I imagine they’ll structure some kind of buyout deal with Kane Wright.” 
“He told you this would happen last night,” Nicole said. “Kane warned you that if you didn’t agree to a partnership, he would destroy your company and you along with it.” 
“I know,” Red agreed. “I just underestimated how fast he’d do the job. It’s basically game over. Now I just wait for my pink slip.” He laughed again, shook his head. 
“Kind of a funny way for everything to end.” 
“Will this ruin you financially?” Nicole asked. 
He looked up at her. “And what if it does? Will that change anything between us?” 
“Of course it wouldn’t. I don’t give a shit about your money. I love you.” 
He stared at her, as if not trusting what she’d just said. “You’re absolutely certain of that?” 
Nicole stood up and walked toward him, her chin held high. “Who do you think I am?” she said, her eyes focused on him, standing her ground completely. “My father is a mechanic. My mother works at a tiny little office supplies store in upstate New York. I never had much money and I don’t care if I ever do. As long as I can eat and have a roof over my head and someone who I love that loves me back—I couldn’t care less whether or not I own a private jet.” 
“God, that was sexy,” he said, leaning in and kissing her hard on the mouth. She met him with just as much enthusiasm, and soon his hand had reached into her bathrobe and was touching her, pulling her closer to him. 
“I love you,” she said. 
“I love you too,” he told her. “And by the way, even if I lose my company and my job, I still have forty-nine percent of Jameson International. With a buyout, we’re going to be very financially secure for a long time to come.” 
“Whatever,” she shrugged, and then his tongue was in her mouth, and he’d pushed her against the wall, opening her robe entirely. His hands ran up and down her torso, as if he couldn’t get enough of her. His mouth was on her neck and breasts, and then he was licking her pussy, as she stood and her legs flexed and shivered. 
She cried out once, twice—and then she lost herself in his touch, in his kiss, lost in such a way that she knew she’d been found. 
When it was over, Red told her he needed to go down to the AK offices for yet another meeting, and crack some skulls over losing their number one client to Kane Wright. 
“Should I come with you?” she asked him. 
He looked at her. “Honestly, it’s not even worth your time, Nicole. Go out and see the sights. Or better yet, stay in the hotel and relax. They have a full day spa downstairs. 
Make use of it. I’ll be back for dinner.” 
She shrugged. The truth was, although she’d have gone to AK if he’d needed her to, she was more than happy to stay back at the hotel and just enjoy some peace and quiet. 
After he’d left, Nicole lounged in the room, watching a German-subtitled Raiders of The Lost Ark on TV. A few hours later, she napped, and then ordered more room service. 
This time, it was a fruit plate and a tuna salad sandwich. 
At about two o’clock in the afternoon, her hotel room phone started ringing. She stared at it, wondering who it could be. Perhaps the concierge? Maybe something urgent, she thought. She decided it was best to answer, and so Nicole picked up the phone and gave a soft “hello.” 
“I thought you might be in,” came the even, deep reply from the familiar voice. It was Kane Wright—his accent was unique, and completely unmistakable. “I hope you don’t think it rude of me to call like this,” he said. 
Nicole’s hand shook. “Red’s not here,” she said. “You should try his cell phone.” 
“I didn’t call for Red.” 
She took a long, shaky inhalation. “I don’t wish to speak to you.” 
“You and I both know that Red is making a terrible mistake,” he said softly. “And I have a feeling you’d like to protect him if you could.” 
“How Red chooses to do business is his decision, not mine,” she replied, as evenly as she could, given her nerves. 
“But he would listen to you,” Kane said. “He trusts you.” 
“He trusts me because I know to mind my own business. I don’t tell him how to run his company.” 
“Well maybe it’s time you started.” 
She laughed at the man’s arrogance. “You’ve tried your best to destroy his company and you expect me to take your advice? You must think I’m a complete fool.” 
“I have no interest in destroying him unless he forces me to.” 
Nicole switched the phone to her other hand. It was slick with sweat. “You know what I think? I think you’re an arrogant asshole who believes having a lot of money makes you better than other people.” 
This made Kane chuckle. “I like your style, Nicole. I can see why Red finds you so attractive.” 
“You don’t know the first thing about Red and I.” 
“So tell me. Why would it be so bad for Red to work with me? He could keep his beloved company, continue to be the CEO, continue to build his empire. And together we could be even stronger.” 
“He’s not interested,” she said. “And you should have this conversation with him yourself.” 
“He’s far too emotionally invested for me to have a reasonable conversation with him,” Kane told her. “He believes I’m the devil or something. The truth is, I’m just a competitive person who tries to win. I’m the same as him, but with a little more experience. I could teach him a lot if he’d let me.” 
“I don’t think he wants to be your student.” 
“Nicole, I don’t care what he’s told you. I’m sure right now he’s convinced himself that even if he loses Jameson International, he’ll be fine. He’ll start a new company, he’ll travel the world with you and begin a new life. But I’m here to tell you right now that if he loses this company, he will be a broken man.” 
She laughed. “Somehow I doubt that.” 
“Don’t be so quick to laugh,” Kane said. “Very few people know what it’s like to have made yourself into a billionaire from nothing, to build a company and a brand that’s known throughout the world. Very few people know what it’s like to lose that identity, to go back to being just a regular person that no one cares about.” 
“Just because he’s not a CEO, doesn’t mean nobody cares about him,” she said, but a part of her was starting to wonder if Kane might have a point. Red’s entire adult identity was wrapped up in this business, and to lose everything so fast—to be suddenly considered a failure, might have devastating consequences. 
“Of course he’ll have people who care about him in his personal life,” Kane said softly, gently. “You’ll be a comfort, as will some of his friends and family. But Red Jameson lives his life in the public eye, and he’s used to being treated like a god. To fall so quickly from grace will be a tremendous blow to his confidence. His ego will be shattered.” 
“How can you be so sure?” she said. 
“Because,” Kane replied, “I lost everything once, in my late twenties. And yes, I was able to come back from it. I came back stronger, in fact. But I almost lost my mind in the process. And I’m not sure I ever truly recovered emotionally from what it did to me. I think I’d like to spare Red some of that pain, if I can.” 
Nicole wasn’t sure she believed him. She thought he must have an ulterior motive. 
“I don’t know what you want from me,” she said, finally. 
“Just try talking to him,” he said. “Really see if he has a good reason to not come and work with me.” 
“You mean come work for you,” she corrected him. 
He chuckled. “Technically, yes, I would be his boss. But I’ll give him quite a bit of autonomy. I respect Red Jameson very much, and I think with a tiny bit of guidance he will be the best we’ve ever seen.” 
“I’ll mention that you said so when I talk to him later,” Nicole replied drily. 
“Obviously you can tell him what you want,” Kane replied. “But I’d suggest that if you tell him we’ve had this conversation, he won’t listen to another word you say on the matter.” 
“Maybe that’s because he’s smart,” Nicole said. 
“There’s a difference between being stubborn to the point of self-destruction, and being intelligent and strong minded. Maybe someday you’ll both be lucky enough to recognize the difference.” 
And then he was gone. 


*** 
Nicole agonized all day on whether or not to tell Red that she’d been contacted by his archrival. Back and forth, back and forth she’d gone in her mind. 
But when he came back to the hotel room in a terrible, grim mood, she knew the answer. 
“It’s finished,” Red said as he entered the hotel room, his face pale and somewhat haggard—eyes dry and bloodshot. “We lost another big client today. And Jameson International’s stock dropped over twenty percent during trading. Now I’m getting calls from our other offices. People are panicking. It’s like a run on the bank. All the confidence and trust we built up over the last decade is gone, just like that.” He snapped his fingers. 
“I’m so sorry,” she said, getting up from the couch and moving to hug him. 
“I can’t—not right now,” he muttered, shying away from the contact. 
That was when Kane’s words from earlier rang in her ears. 
To fall so quickly from grace will be a tremendous blow to his confidence. His ego
will be shattered. 
She could see that already Red was changing. The stress of failure could do things to a person—and although Red might like to think he could rise from the ashes, Nicole was beginning to wonder. It wasn’t even about the money really. It was about losing. Red was going to think of himself as a loser from now on, and for a man like him who was used to being on top and in control—who depended on that sense of control and power—there was no telling what it might do to him. 
“I need a drink,” Red told her. “Let’s go out.” 
“Really?” she asked, a strange feeling in her stomach. “You want to drink? 
Shouldn’t you just try and relax, maybe get some sleep?” 
“I can go alone,” he said, his eyes restless. 
“Of course I want to go with you.” 
“Great,” he said, not sounding that enthusiastic. “Come on.” 
“Now?” 
“Now.” 
And so they took a cab to a bar in Berlin, some place that Red said he’d heard was fun and unique. When they there, Nicole wasn’t sure it was such a great idea. Sure the place was unique—as advertised—but not in a good way. 
The bar was dark inside, and the clientele seemed rough. Red and Nicole were far more dressed up than anyone else in the place. A lot of the people were young, some of them had a punk look going on—lots of piercings and tattoos and strange haircuts. 
Red didn’t seem to care. In fact, she sensed that he was in a very dangerous mood tonight. When one of the men in the bar would give him a look, Red would glare back at them, as if daring them to challenge him in some way. 
Nobody did—at least, not at first—but Nicole was uneasy just the same. 
“Shouldn’t we maybe go somewhere else?” she asked, as they took seats at the bar and Red ordered himself two shots of vodka, and a cranberry and vodka for her. 
He shook his head. “I like it here.” 
“No you don’t. You’re just looking for trouble,” she said. 
He glanced sideways at her, as the bartender handed him the first shot and he slugged it down. “Bullshit, I am.” 
“This isn’t the way to handle what’s going on with your business,” she told him, knowing he wouldn’t want to hear it. 
“I just need to let off some steam, Nicole. I can’t always play rich businessman, it gets old.” 
“Couldn’t you just lift some weights or go run on the treadmill?” 
Red laughed, did another shot. When he was done with that one, he ordered two more. The bartender gave him a look. “Zwei verschiedenen wodkasorten,” Red said, the volume of his voice rising slightly. 
The bartender poured two more shots and slid them across the bar. Red drank one and then sat and looked at the second one. 
Nicole sipped her cranberry drink, which was too strong for her tastes. She looked around the bar. People were all staring at them. She didn’t like this at all. Not one bit. 
But after a time, it seemed the other patrons were losing interest in the strange Americans. The bar got more crowded, noisier, loud heavy punk rock music was playing over the speakers. 
Red seemed to have relaxed a little, too. He rolled up his shirtsleeves, undid his tie, and began drinking vodka and cranberry with Nicole. He kissed her for embarrassingly extended periods of time. 
But eventually she was starting to get a little bit tipsy as well, and her body was loosening up. She was starting to think that earlier in the night she’d been more afraid of this bar because it was so foreign and the people spoke another language. Sure, they were dressed kind of funny, and they looked intimidating, but most of them seemed to be having fun and acting like young people did in New York every night. 
“I’ve got to go to the bathroom,” Red said in her ear. As it was, she could barely hear him over the noise. 
She nodded. 
“And then let’s get out of here, huh?” he said. 
She nodded again, gratefully. 
He smiled and kissed her cheek. “You’re the best, baby,” he yelled to her, and then pushed his way through the crowd to get to the bathroom. 
A couple of minutes later, a young man wearing a sleeveless t-shirt and heavily tattooed arms plopped down on the empty stool next to her with his beer. He looked at her and grinned. She saw he had two or three gold teeth, and some kind of tattoo around his right eye. “American?” he asked. 
She nodded nervously. “My boyfriend’s—“ 
“My name is Karl,” he said, holding out a large, calloused hand to her. 
She didn’t want to touch him at all—he was giving her a really bad vibe. But she told herself to calm down and just try and end this as quickly and politely as possible. “Hi, Karl,” she said. 
“Do you like boxing?” Carl asked her. 
She shrugged. “I—I don’t really know—“ 
“Because I’m a boxer.” He smiled again. “What about your boyfriend?” he said. 
His accent was thick but he spoke perfectly reasonable English. 
“What about him?” she said. 
“He looks like a fucking twat,” Karl replied, grinning. He glanced back and she saw that he had a couple of goon friends watching nearby. 
Nicole’s heart started to speed up. She didn’t want Red to come back and see this idiot giving her a hard time. “I really should go,” she said. 
“Why?” Karl asked. “You one of those stuck up Americans?” 
“No. But you’re being rude and you’re frightening me.” 
Karl smiled. “Awww, I’m really nice, sweetie. I swear I am. And I got a big motherfucking schwanz, too.” 
“Get away from me,” she said, as he leaned in. 
That’s when Red appeared, pushing through the crowd. When he saw Karl on his stool his eyes turned cold and hard and she knew he was furious. “Are you okay, Nicole?” 
he called out, not taking his eyes off the punk. 
“Yes,” she said. 
Karl turned, saw Red and grinned. He stood up, and he was big, at least as big as Red. On top of that, he looked mean, as though he fought a lot and quite enjoyed it. 
Nicole realized that he hadn’t truly been interested in her at all—talking to her had merely been a means to an end. He’d wanted to start a problem with her boyfriend. 
“Red, don’t do anything,” she said, getting up and grabbing his shirtsleeve. 
“Did he touch you?” Red asked, his eyes still unwavering. 
She leaned in to talk to him. “He didn’t touch me, and besides, he’s a boxer. He wants to fight you.” 
Karl grinned at Red, mocking him with wide eyes. “What a fucking twat you look like,” he said. Behind them, his friends laughed and closed in. 
“You box?” Red asked. 
“Enough to knock the teeth out of rich American faggots.” 
Red grinned and nodded. “Good for you, man.” 
“Good for me, not so good for you, son.” Karl took another step closer. 
Red put out a hand and lightly pushed Nicole out of the way, and she knew something was going to happen. 
And then it did, as if in slow motion and fast-forward all at once. 
Karl threw a quick punch that caught Red on the nose, snapping his head back. 
Nicole screamed. 
And then Red threw two powerful punches. One of them landed on Karl’s chin and the other seemed to hit his temple. His head flashed back as if he’d been shot, and the big German dropped like a sack of potatoes. 
Karl’s friends grabbed Red and tried to throw him to the ground. Red swung an elbow back and smashed one of them in the nose, knocking him over like a bowling pin. 
Yet another attacker punched Red in the face. 
Red kicked him in the stomach, grabbed him by the hair, and planted a powerful punch down onto the side of his face, causing him to fall to the floor. Red delivered yet another kick to his ribs. Then he spun on the remaining friend, who threw up his arms and babbled in broken English for Red not to hurt him. 
“Come on, Nicole,” Red said, taking her by the arm and leading her outside. 
They hailed a cab just as three or four large and menacing men came running out of the bar behind them. As the cab drove away, beer bottles smashed on the hood and the street next to them. 
And then they were out of reach. 
The cab driver’s eyes were wide and spooked. 
Red spoke to him in German and quickly handed him a wad of cash for his troubles. 
He held Nicole close, she buried her face in his chest. 
“I’m sorry I brought you to that shithole,” he said, eventually. 
“I told you I didn’t want to stay there,” she cried. 
“I should have listened. I was being an asshole.” 
“Yeah, you were.” She sat up and wiped the tears from her eyes. “You can’t do that to me again.” 
He nodded. His nose was bleeding, a slight trickle down from one nostril, and she grabbed a tissue from her purse and wiped the blood away. 
“I don’t deserve you,” he said. 
When they got back to their hotel room, she looked at him. “We need to talk,” she said. 
“Yeah?” he sat down heavily on the couch and put the TV on. 
“I think you should reconsider Kane Wright’s offer.” 
He laughed. 
“I’m serious,” she said. 
He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Why would you even say such a thing to me?” 
“Because,” she told him, walking closer, “I don’t think you could stand to lose Jameson International completely.” 
“Well maybe I don’t have a choice.” 
“But you do. You—“ 
“Nicole, don’t push me on this,” he growled. 
“All I said was you should consider it. Maybe Kane Wright is a bastard, but the other possibility is that you lose your company and go crazy. You’re already acting out, fighting, drinking. I won’t stand for it, Red.” 
He didn’t reply. 
“So now you’re going to ignore me?” 
He still didn’t answer, just stared straight ahead at the television, watching a show she couldn’t even understand. 
For a moment she considered really letting him have it, really saying something awful to get his attention. He was being a big, selfish baby, and taking it out on her. 
But then Nicole thought better of it. She was angry, too angry to deal with Red in his current mood. 
So instead she went to bed, thinking he might wake her in the night like he had yesterday. 
His touch never came. 


*** 
When Nicole woke up, Red was coming out of the bathroom, towel wrapped around his waist. “Morning, sleepy head.” 
She yawned. “Are we still fighting?” 
He stopped and smiled at her. “I sure hope not. The last thing I want to do is argue with you during our meeting with Kane Wright today.” 
“What? What meeting?” 
“I thought about what you said to me last night, and I realized you were right. I should at least consider partnering with that bastard, even if it’s the last thing I want to do right now.” 
“Oh, Red. Don’t do it because of what I said!” 
He laughed at her anxiety. “Don’t worry, I’m a big boy and I make my own decisions. But I’m smart enough to know good advice when I hear it.” 
Now she felt distinctly guilty about what she’d said to him, most of which was just parroting what Kane Wright himself had told her over the phone. It was as if she was in league with Kane—a double agent—and she didn’t like the way that made her feel inside. 
“I’m not so sure if it was good advice,” she said, sitting up. “Maybe you should just trust your instincts.” 
He shook his head, moving to the closet, where he took a freshly dry-cleaned suit off the rack. “You sure do like to confuse a guy,” Red said. 
“I’m sorry. I just—I was drinking last night. I don’t know what I was saying.” 
“Whatever. I already made the meeting and my instinct tells me we should go. 
Let’s play this thing out, see what he’s willing to do.” Red threw the suit across the bed, then went to the dresser drawer and grabbed an undershirt, boxers, and sox. “Kane Wright doesn’t want some drawn out battle that bleeds Jameson International dry before he takes it over. He’d much rather get the company now, while there’s still something left of it.” 
“Okay,” Nicole said, debating about whether or not to tell him about the phone call she’d gotten yesterday. 
And then Red turned and looked at her, and his eyes were bright, shining—like his old self. “For the first time since things went bad recently, I finally feel clear,” he told her. 
“I think I can see the road in front of me again. It’s a nice feeling and I owe it all to you, baby.” 
She sighed and fell back against the pillow, knowing she couldn’t possibly bear to tell him now and see the look of disappointment on his face as he realized that he’d simply been outmaneuvered once again by Kane Wright. 
The truth was, Nicole still thought it was the right thing to do. And she’d find an opportunity to tell Red about that phone call—when the time was right. 


*** 
“This is the way to begin a great partnership,” Kane Wright said, as the three of them stood on the deck of his private yacht, sailing down the Spree River and watching the buildings and streets of Berlin as they passed by. 
People standing on a bridge overlooking the water waved at them as they sailed underneath. 
“Very nice,” Red agreed, watching the scenery with a smile on his lips. “I’ve always wanted to buy a yacht. 
“Soon you’ll be able to buy two or three of them,” Kane replied, glancing at Nicole, who had chosen to speak as little as possible on this excursion. 
“I could buy two or three now, if I wanted to.” 
“Still?” 
Red looked at the older man. “Still.” 
“Certainly,” Kane agreed. “The billionaire mogul Red Jameson is never at a loss for words or for funds.” The wind blew Kane Wright’s light brown hair, ruffling it as he stood and opined on the deck of his massive boat. He was wearing an open collared, blue and white striped Polo shirt, white pants, and immaculate white shoes. He looked vibrant and muscular, betraying the fact that even for a man nearing senior citizenship, he was obviously in tremendous shape. 
Red looked back to the canal, as they drifted near a large double-decker boat with tourists on board. Red waved and some of the tourists returned his wave. Many of them were peering through binoculars. “So where does this canal lead, anyway?” he asked. 
“Eventually, the Baltic Sea or the Rhine,” Kane said. “We can go to Poland if you’d like.” 
Red turned and grinned at him. “Maybe next time.” 
Kane smiled in return. “As you wish.” The he turned to Nicole, fixing her with his sharp gaze. “And you? Where would you like to travel today?” 
She simply shrugged. 
“Is she always so quiet?” Kane said to Red. 
“No, she’s not,” Red told him. “Maybe she just doesn’t like you.” 
Kane put a hand over his heart. “Ouch.” 
“So, let’s talk business,” Red said, finally. “This boat is beautiful and so is the scenery, but we’re not here for a cruise. We’re here to figure out if we can make a deal.” 
“Fine, let’s go inside, talking into this wind will make us hoarse.” 
They went back inside the boat, and into a large living area where there were several large couches, chairs, a coffee table and TV. Everything was white, with blue trim, even the couches. Nicole had to stifle a smile when she realized that Kane’s outfit actually matched the interior design of his boat. 
Nicole and Red took a seat on one of the couches. 
Kane asked if they’d care for a drink, and Nicole declined. Red and Kane had a glass of scotch. 
As Kane sat down, he handed Red his drink, but the older man’s eyes were focused only on Nicole. 
She couldn’t help but notice, once again, the intensity and hunger there. So much like Red, she thought. And then she wondered what else he would do like Red, which made her angry with herself. 
Nicole couldn’t deny that Kane Wright was a powerful, charismatic man. But she didn’t want to even have a passing thought about him in that way, because she was in love with Red and it felt like a betrayal to even think such things. 
Kane settled into his chair opposite them. “So, here we are, at last,” he said. 
“I’m open to hearing your offer,” Red told him, crossing his legs and taking a small sip of scotch. 
“My offer is so simple,” Kane replied. “I will purchase your company from you, leaving you with perhaps ten percent of your stock. I will own a controlling interest in Jameson International and all its subsidiaries. However, I will largely allow you to continue to run it as you’ve been doing these past ten years.” 
“Why would you do that when I’ve run it into the ground recently?” 
Kane glanced to Nicole. If Red noticed, he didn’t react. 
Suddenly Nicole got a gut feeling that something was wrong here. Why was it that just now occurred to her that Kane’s entire reason for bringing them to this yacht was for her benefit? 
Nicole felt panic starting to rise in her, and wondered if it were really possible or if this was just her ego going totally out of control. 
It was crazy enough for one billionaire businessman to be interested in her, let alone two. Still, she couldn’t shake the sense that Kane Wright was far more interested in her than he was in Red—like the only reason he’d taken this meeting was so that he could spend time with Nicole. 
Which was ridiculous, she told herself. And yet, she couldn’t shake her suspicions. 
“You didn’t run your business into the ground,” Kane said to Red, oblivious to Nicole’s rising discomfort. “I ran your business into the ground.” 
Red smiled. “I didn’t realize you were the cause of the Euro taking a nosedive.” 
“I may not have caused the Euro to drop,” Kane said. “But when it dropped, I knew how heavily exposed your company was—I was aware that you’d invested heavily in the EU markets. I kept my eye on your next move, and when I saw you take the risk on acquiring Aufrührerische Kreativität for nearly a hundred million, I knew I had my chance.” 
“How kind of you to share your tactics with me,” Red said. 
“I’m willing to put all my cards on the table,” Kane told him, glancing once more at Nicole. 
“You say that a lot, but somehow I don’t believe you,” Red replied. 
“That’s unfortunate, because I am doing my best to reassure you that my intentions are good.” Kane stood up. The boat was swaying a little now, giving Nicole a strange feeling in her stomach. The boat was pitching one way and then the other, and she didn’t much like it. 
Red leaned forward. “What guarantee would I have that you’d allow me to have full autonomy in running Jameson International?” 
The older man put his hands in his pants pockets and went to the window. “Looks like there’s a storm moving in,” he said. 
The boat pitched and yawed as if agreeing with his assessment. 
“Answer my question, please,” Red said. 
“I never claimed I’d give you complete autonomy. Of course I’ll provide some guidance, because I’m older and wiser and I have knowledge to pass on to you.” 
“And what if I disagree with your advice? Would you force me to make strategic decisions that I didn’t agree with?” 
“Perhaps,” Kane responded. 
This time they rode a wave that felt like a rollercoaster. Nicole realized she was getting nauseous. Her mouth was filling with saliva and she closed her eyes. 
“Baby, are you okay?” Red asked. 
She nodded. “I’m fine. I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” 
“You sure? What’s wrong.” 
“Just…feeling a tiny bit seasick.” She opened her eyes and saw that the sky outside the windows had turned dark and was spitting rain. 
“We won’t be able to dock again for about an hour,” Kane said to them, “but I’ll tell my captain to head back.” 
“Thank you,” Red said, as Kane left the room. 
Nicole closed her eyes again. “I’m so sorry, I ruined your meeting.” 
“It’s not your fault.” 
“I think I’m going to be sick.” 
“Come on,” Red said, grabbing her hand and lifting her to her feet. He took her back outside to the deck, where she stood at the railing. They’d passed into a larger waterway and the sky had opened up its floodgates. Thunder and lightning too. 
“It came out of nowhere, didn’t it?” she asked him. 
“Yes, I never saw any storm clouds gathering,” he said, rubbing her back. “Don’t be embarrassed if you need to be sick.” 
“God, I hate throwing up,” she cried. It was true. Ever since she was little, Nicole had always fought not to get sick to her stomach. She hated the loss of control, the way her stomach would clench and twist, the burning of the bile up her throat and in her nose. 
As she thought about it, everything came up in a rush and she was sick over the side of the yacht. 
When she finished heaving, she felt better. Her hair and clothes were soaked. 
Kane came outside and saw them. “Come on, we can get her to a room to rest.” 
“No, I’m fine,” she said. 
“You’re not fine,” Red replied. “Do you have anything for her seasickness?” 
“Yes,” Kane said. 
“I don’t need it, I swear.” She let them help her back inside and then into a small room with a double bed and one circular porthole looking out on the water. Nicole lay down, closed her eyes, and tried to focus on not being sick again. 
“If you want something for the nausea,” Kane told her, “just let me know.” 
“I’m okay for now,” she said, not opening her eyes. 
She felt Red’s weight pushing down on the bed and then his hand lightly stroking the hair on her forehead. He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Are you all right by yourself?” 
“Yes, go talk. Please, I’ll be fine.” 
He squeezed her hand and then left her in bed, where she drifted into an uneasy sleep. 
When she woke up, the ship was docking and Red was standing over her, smiling. 
“Better?” he said, holding out his hand. 
“Yes,” she nodded, sitting up. Her stomach still felt strange, as though someone had put it in the washing machine on spin cycle. But she knew they’d be off the yacht soon enough. 
Kane was on deck when they were ready to climb off the boat. He and Red shook hands and said they were glad to have spoken. Nicole sensed that things between them had progressed in a generally good direction, but wasn’t sure how she felt about that right now. 
When the older man looked at her, his eyes were intense and made her nervous. 
“I’m so sorry the outing upset your stomach,” he said. “But it happens to all of us one time or another.” 
“Thanks for letting me use your bed,” she replied, instantly regretting her choice of words. 
“Anytime,” he said. 


*** 
Red had just spent the better part of ten minutes explaining to Nicole that he thought he wanted to take Kane Wright up on his offer. And Nicole had spent the last part of that ten minutes wondering how she could explain to him that she no longer thought it was a good idea. 
So finally, she just interrupted him mid-sentence and said he shouldn’t do it. 
“What do you mean you don’t want me to do the deal?” Red said, as the car service drove them away from the harbor and toward their hotel. 
Nicole was still recovering from her bout of seasickness, and she was certain that the car was slightly swaying as they drove, somehow. “Kane Wright gives me the creeps,” 
she told him. 
“Why?” 
“He looks at me funny.” 
“He’s a funny looking guy,” Red said. 
“You know what I mean.” She stared out the window, thinking that she owed it to Red to explain the entire story. But she was getting scared of what his reaction might be. 
“Actually I don’t know what you mean. Did he do something to you?” 
Nicole didn’t answer. 
He moved closer to her in the car. “Nicole, look at me.” 
She turned and met his gaze. “He called the hotel room yesterday while you were gone.” 
“He did what?” Red’s eyes flashed and she could have sworn, if Kane Wright were there at that exact moment, Red would have torn the man limb from limb. 
“He called the room and I answered because I thought it could be the concierge or something. But it was Kane Wright, and he wanted to talk to me about the deal.” 
Red put his fingers up to his temples and momentarily rubbed them, closing his eyes. “Nicole, please tell me you’re not fucking serious.” 
“I’m sorry, I should have told you right away.” 
He opened his eyes and stared at her with unnerving coldness. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me?” 
“Because, when you came home you were upset and it scared me. I didn’t want to make things worse.” 
“Great. So you kept secrets instead.” 
“I’m telling you now, aren’t I?” 
“A little bit late for that.” Red couldn’t even look at her now. “Are you interested in him?” 
“Interested in him?” 
“Yes. As in, do you want to fuck Kane Wright?” 
“Don’t speak to me like that, Red.” 
He shook his head. “Well, what am I supposed to think? How did he get your hotel room number?” 
“It’s our room, Red. And he’s a very rich man so I’m sure it’s not hard for him to pay someone off and find out what room we’re staying in.” 
“What the hell did you two discuss?” 
“Lower your voice. I’m serious.” 
“I will not fucking lower my voice, Nicole. This is unbelievable. Do you realize that you’ve gone behind my back with my biggest enemy and kept it to yourself?” 
Nicole felt the tears starting behind her eyes. This was a pattern with them, a disturbing pattern that kept repeating. She could sense Red growing more and more angry and knew she’d be unable to stop him from going down this same track, like a train heading into a tunnel with another train coming towards it. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “But the conversation we had wasn’t anything that hurt you in any way. I didn’t reveal any personal secrets or tell him something that would upset you.” 
“I don’t want you speaking on the phone with a man who’s trying to destroy my life, Nicole. How can you not see that that was wrong?” 
“I was caught off guard. I didn’t know what else to do, so I listened to what he had to say.” 
Red sat back in his seat, one thumb rubbing his lower lip, the way he did when he was frustrated or hurt. “So what did the two of you talk about?” 
“He was telling me that you were making a mistake by not coming to work for him. 
He said that he’d once lost his business and that it changed him—he warned me that if you lost your company it would be very bad for your mental health.” 
“Oh, that’s rich, coming from him,” Red laughed. “He’s the biggest sociopath on the continent, but he’s worried about my mental health. And you believed him, you actually listened to him spouting that garbage?” 
Nicole shook her head. “Please don’t do this.” 
“What else did he say?” 
“He suggested that I should talk to you about reconsidering his offer.” 
“And that was all?” 
“More or less. It wasn’t a particularly warm, friendly conversation, Red.” 
“Could have fooled me,” he said, bitterly. 
“Don’t talk to me in that tone of voice,” she said, her insides burning with fear and pain from what she knew was coming. “I don’t want us to fight.” 
“And you think I do, Nicole?” Red said. “I’m not the one who got on the phone with your biggest enemy and then planned to make you do something you didn’t want to do.” 
“I’ve apologized already,” she said. “What more do you want from me?” 
He stared out the window of the car. “I don’t know. I really don’t.” 
The rest of the ride was silent. 
Nicole was having horrible thoughts about what might come next. She pictured Red sending her directly from the hotel to the airport, imagined herself alone on the flight home from Germany. She felt emptier than she’d felt in a long time. 
Red was sitting as far away from her as humanly possible. 
Soon, the tears started, and she cried completely silently, wiping them from her eyes as inconspicuously as possible. 
And then, as the hotel came in sight, Red stretched his arm across the gap between them and his hand fell on her hand. He was warm and he gripped her hand tightly, squeezing with reassurance. “I’m sorry I yelled,” he said softly. 
She turned and looked at him, still with wet eyes. “I’m sorry too.” 
“I love you, Nicole.” 
“I love you too.” She tried to smile. 
She could see the strain behind his eyes and knew he hadn’t gotten past this completely, but she also knew he was trying very hard. Red licked his lips, took a deep breath, and smiled. “The good news is, we can go home.” 


*** 
Later that night, Red was sitting on the bed in his sweatpants and a white t-shirt, reading a book and relaxing. 
Nicole came out of the bathroom wearing garters, white lace panties, a white bra, and a pair of black stilettos. 
He looked up from his book and his eyes got wider and wider. “What’s this about?” he said. 
She bent down to her luggage and found the two scarves she’d brought along on the trip to surprise him. She hadn’t been sure there would be a time to use them, but here it was. She tossed them on the bed. “This is my way of saying sorry for earlier.” 
For a moment, his expression grew pained, as though her reminding him of what had transpired earlier was already more than he could take. But that particular storm passed, and then he was smiling again. 
“Someone’s gotten confident,” he said, eyeing her. 
She was already moist down there, and it felt as though he knew how excited she was. Everything was hot and raw in anticipation of what was to come. But Nicole didn’t know if she was allowed to start this type of game, since Red had always been the one who decided when and where the play took place. 
“I’m confident that you’ll find an appropriate way to punish me for my mistakes,” 
she said. 
Red tossed his book aside and it landed on the floor with a thud. Then he got up and took the two scarves—one red and one green—and held them in hand as he approached her. 
“Your confidence is well founded, sweetheart.” He took the one scarf and wrapped it as a blindfold around over her eyes. She felt it tied tightly against the back of her head. 
And then he bound her wrists in front of her. 
“Come with me,” Red commanded, leading her by her tied wrists. “Stop,” he told her. Then he positioned her so that her elbows and forearms were against the wall and her head was touching the wall as well. Her back was arched, ass sticking out, legs spread wide as she stood in her high heels. 
“That’s beautiful,” Red admired. “Your butt looks so perfect right now. Like it’s just waiting to be spanked and reddened.” 
Her entrance grew hot and wet as he spoke. 
“And you want to be spanked, don’t you?” he said. 
“Yes,” she admitted. 
His hands caressed her buttocks now, squeezing and lightly slapping her flesh. The light taps on her butt caused the skin to tickle, and the tickle spread to her warm pussy, which was so moist it was practically dripping. 
“You still have a lot to learn, Nicole,” Red told her, and then he slapped her ass with his hand. 
“I want to learn from you, sir.” 
“You’ve become disobedient and stubborn,” he said. “Isn’t that so?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
This time, the smack on her ass was a bit harder. It wasn’t painful exactly, and Nicole had found that she truly enjoyed the pressure on her behind when he spanked her. 
Red seemed to know exactly the right amount of force to exert for the sexiness to reach its peak. 
He leaned in and pulled her hair, angling her head backwards. Then she felt his lips on her ear. “Are you all mine?” 
“Yes. I’m your little slut,” she offered. 
“What does my little slut do?” 
“Anything you want.” 
“Tell me something you’ll do right now.” 
“Suck your big cock. Put it in my mouth.” 
“You forgot something important, Nicole. You forgot to call me sir.” And then his hand was paddling her ass, quickly, back and forth from cheek to cheek as he tugged her hair. 
She moaned and cried out, wishing he would touch her swollen mound of flesh. It quivered and contracted as he smacked her behind over and over again. 
Nicole was sweating now. She wanted him so badly, wanted him to touch her body, put his mouth and hands everywhere. And she wanted to caress his body—his arms, his chest and stomach. More than anything, she wanted to put his manhood in her mouth and pleasure him until he couldn’t take it anymore. 
Finally, he stopped spanking her ass and slowly rubbed it with one hand. “Your butt is pink and hot to the touch now,” he whispered. “Just as I like it.” 
“Yes,” she moaned. 
His hand strayed lower on her buttocks, circling underneath to where her folds awaited his deft fingers. He began slowly massaging her flesh, gathering the juices that lay on the outside of her and then pushing two fingers into the hole, slowly. 
“I might come,” she moaned, unable to hold out after so much stimulation. 
“Do not come,” he said. “I mean it, Nicole. Don’t you dare come unless I tell you to.” He continued to penetrate her with his fingers, and her breathing was rapid fire, her chest heaved. 
Her pussy was twitching and contracting as it started to climax, and she bit her lower lip, concentrated on not letting herself finish just yet. 
The sensation was almost like having to sneeze and then not being able to. It was positively maddening. 
“Please, sir. I need to come.” Her legs shook and her hands, bound together, clenched. 
“No. Don’t do it.” He continued pushing his thick fingers into her, going deeper. 
“You’re almost ready to receive my cock, now, my little slut. Do you want it?” 
“God, yes,” she cried. 
“But you won’t come until I say so.” 
“I’ll try, sir.” 
He yanked her hair. “You’ll do as I say.” 
“Yes sir.” 
His fingers fucked her more quickly now. “You’re juices are pouring out,” he marveled. “I want to taste you,” he said. And then she heard him licking his fingers. “You taste incredible,” Red told her. “But I need more.” 
Suddenly his face was buried in her pussy from behind, pushing her thong aside with his hands and tongue. His lips were attached like a suction cup to her flesh as his tongue circled around her slit, covering it in his spit and plunging his tongue inside of her. 
How could she not come with him doing this? 
Nicole squeezed her eyes shut, even though she was already blindfolded. She grit her teeth as her body positively screamed out for release. 
Red was as enthusiastic about eating her out as he’d ever been, and his ministrations were driving her crazy. Every stroke of his tongue was enough to send her over the edge and into a mindless orgasm, but she was not allowed. 
“Please, sir. I can’t hold out any longer.” 
“You must,” he said, and then took his tongue and swept up her slit with one long motion. 
She cried out in desperation and ecstatic frustration. “I can’t stop it!” 
Her whole body was shaking like a leaf in a hurricane. She didn’t know how much longer she could even stand up. 
Red was enjoying this torture. His tongue was slower now, working on her with a concerted diligence, probing her most secret place with total knowledge of what would get her off. Slowly, his tongue circled her flesh, swirling first one way and then the next. 
Nicole was starting to cry a little from the pleasure that could not be fully released. 
Her teeth chattered. 
Red continued licking her as he reached around front and began casually rubbing her clitoris. Now he was rubbing her in the front and licking her from behind. All of the stimulation was too much. He was going to make sure she failed at awaiting his command to come. 
“Oh, oh please…please sir…please let me…” she begged. 
He continued on, and she was pouring herself out, the smell of her scent strong in the air. 
He was sucking and licking, sucking and licking, his fingers rubbing more and more furiously. She was going to explode or pass out. Nicole had lost all control of herself. 
She screamed, on the verge of total collapse. 
And then he suddenly got to his feet and unleashed his manhood, pushing into her from behind—all of his cock at once thrust inside of her. 
“Now you may come,” he said. 
And she did come, before he was even finished with his sentence, her whole body was climaxing. She actually fell backwards into him, her muscles were like stone, completely rigid. 
She was crying out as he took her in his arms, his hands holding her breasts as he pumped against her, pushing his erection in and out of her throbbing wet entry. 
Nicole came three or four times, one wave building to the next and the next, bigger and bigger. 
Finally, just when it seemed it couldn’t end, that she’d be swept away into an endless string of orgasms…the last one petered out and she was done. 
Nicole broke down and sobbed in his arms from the exhaustion of it all. 
Red took her blindfold off, untied her wrists, and carried her to the bed, laid her down and held her. “Was it too much?” 
She nodded, then she shook her head no. Then she nodded again. 
He laughed and she laughed too, looking into his kind eyes. “I loved it,” she said. 
“But it nearly killed me.” 
Red smiled at her. “I don’t know what comes over me when I’m close to you,” he said. “I want to make every experience the most intense one you’ve ever had. I want you to think of nothing else, nothing but my touch.” 
“It’s all I ever want,” she said, kissing his neck. “You didn’t finish yet, did you?” 
she asked. 
He was still breathing heavily. “Not yet,” he said. “But I don’t care.” 
She reached down and started stroking his rock hard shaft. “I care,” she said, grinning mischievously. 
His nostrils flared and his eyes had that hungry look again. 
She began stroking faster and faster as he hovered above her. She liked watching his expression as she did it. She could see the want and the need written all over his face, and Nicole liked that power. 
Nicole lay back on the bed, sensing what he wanted to do to her. He moved on top of her and slowly she took him into her mouth, as he straddled her. Now Red was controlling her, sliding his cock in and out of her mouth at whatever speed he desired. She locked her lips tightly around his shaft. 
“Oh my god,” he said. 
She slid her tongue up and down his manhood as he pressed into her. Then he pulled slightly out so that just the head of him was still in her mouth. She bobbed her head back and forth on it as fast as possible. 
“Nicole, Nicole, Nicole,” he whispered. And then he was fucking her mouth faster and faster. 
Nicole was letting him do it, she wasn’t resisting, even though he was enormous and she sometimes didn’t know if she could take him all the way in. 
“I’m going to come,” he said. “Can I come in your mouth like this?” 
She nodded. And then he was thrusting faster and she wanted it all, wanted to feel the rush of his seed as it spilled down her throat—and he did, spurting into her warm, wet mouth. 
Surprisingly, she had yet another orgasm—she was so turned on from giving Red pleasure this way. 
That night, they fell asleep in each other’s arms, and Nicole could have sworn they merged at some point and she didn’t know or care who was who and all she knew was love. 


*** 
On the flight home, Red seemed carefree in a way that surprised Nicole. 
He was smiling and happy, even though she knew things were terrible on the business side of things. She knew he’d essentially given up on trying to fix the German advertising agency they’d acquired, and he was ignoring almost all of his phone calls. 
She didn’t bother him about it. Nicole figured that as long as he seemed happy, she wasn’t going to rock the boat. 
But mid-way through the flight, as the two of them sat holding hands, she looked at his face and saw in his eyes that he was bothered. It wasn’t anything obvious—she just knew. 
“What are you going to do now?” she asked him. 
He sighed. “Take my lumps like a man, I guess.” 
“What does that mean, exactly?” 
“It means I’m going to wait patiently until the board of directors meets, and then I’ll go in, give a little speech, and get fired.” 
She nodded, hesitant about the next thing she wanted to ask him. Red looked at her and pushed her bangs out of her eyes with the tips of his fingers. She licked her lips, started to speak and then thought better of it. 
“What’s on your mind, babe?” he said. 
“I don’t want to make you mad.” 
“You can tell me anything.” 
She exhaled. “Okay. Well, I was just thinking—are you sure you don’t want to take Kane Wright’s offer after all?” 
Red uttered a high-pitched laugh of disbelief. “Please tell me you’re joking, Nicole.” 
“I knew you’d be mad.” 
“I’m not mad, I’m baffled. How many times are you going to flip-flop on this thing? One second you’re telling me to make a deal with him, the next you’re taking it all back and telling me he’s a creep. Now you’re telling me to reconsider yet again?” 
“No, no, it’s just—“ 
“Just what? Did you have another conversation with him?” Red asked, peering into her eyes with a look that was bordering somewhere between humorous and mistrustful. 
“Of course I didn’t have a conversation with him. I’ve been with you pretty much every second of the day.” 
He breathed heavily through his nose and settled back into his seat. “I’m not going to deal with that snake in the grass. The moment he called you behind my back, he proved what I knew all along—that he absolutely cannot be trusted.” 
“I’m sorry I brought it up. It just seems like you’ve stopped fighting.” 
Red closed his eyes and smiled a little. “Well, maybe it’s about time I stopped fighting. I’ve been fighting my whole damn life and I’m sick of it, Nicole.” His hand reached out and found hers. 
“Has Kane been trying to contact you?” she asked. 
“I really don’t want to keep discussing him,” Red said softly, his eyes still closed. 
“But yes. He’s called a few times. It’s been kind of fun to ignore him, I’m sure it’s driving the idiot insane.” That brought another smile to Red’s lips and then he drifted off to sleep. 


*** 
When they arrived home to the mansion in Connecticut, Red didn’t want to have any contact with the outside world. He turned off his phone and told Nicole to do the same, unhooked the Internet router, unplugged the television sets in the house—at least most of them. Who had time to go through twenty guest rooms and unplug every single TV? 
Instead of spending time on their phones or the Internet, they did things around the property. They swam, sunned themselves, played a few games of tennis (she was terrible and could barely get her racquet on the ball), walked the grounds, and of course made love. 
All in all, Nicole thought, as night fell on the second day home, things could have been a lot worse. 
Maybe Kane Wright had been wrong about his predictions for Red—maybe Red really was ready to let Jameson International go. He seemed happier and more relaxed than he’d been in a long time—maybe the most relaxed he’d been since she knew him. 
Nicole told him she wanted to cook dinner that night, so while Red hopped in the shower, she got to work on making him a nice meatloaf dinner. It was amazing the amount of food and sundries that were available in this kitchen, she thought to herself as she gathered the ground sirloin, ketchup, Worcestershire sauce, garlic onion, cumin, and the other fixings. 
She began chopping the onion, enjoying the smell of it and knowing how good this meatloaf would come out if she could follow her mother’s recipe to the letter. Sure, it might not be the fancy pants stuff that Red was used to eating from Chef Roland or those five-star restaurants, but sometimes a nice home cooked meal made with love was even better. 
She sighed contentedly to herself as she worked, thinking about the fact that this was really all she needed. Nicole would be more than happy to live with Red in some two-bedroom house in New Hampshire or Vermont, with a tiny garden, some land, a couple of kids and a dog. 
She didn’t need all this other stuff that came with Red’s lifestyle and his work. 
What made her truly happy was simply being with him, spending time together, talking and laughing and loving. 
So maybe it really was okay if Red lost his business, even though the mere thought of it still chilled her to the bone. 
She reminded herself that Red had never been better or happier than he’d been all day today, as she mixed the onion and garlic and egg mixture into her ground beef. 
The smell was getting richer and better. 
Suddenly, there was a buzz of the house intercom system. She knew that there was a direct line from the guard posted at the gate out front, but she’d never seen it used before. 
Quickly washing her hands, as the phone buzzed again, Nicole walked to it and picked up. “Hello?” 
“Ma’am, this is Jeff Phillips at ADS Security. We have a man at the front gate who says he’s Red’s brother and is requesting to be let in.” 
“Oh. And you’ve checked his ID?” she asked, wondering if it was possible the man was some kind of imposter. 
“Yes, ma’am. His driver’s license appears valid and everything checks out on that end. But I wasn’t given any indication that Red was expecting visitors tonight.” 
“No, we weren’t expecting him…” she said, confused. But if it were Red’s brother, she thought, he would certainly want to see him. Nicole didn’t feel right keeping him waiting any longer than he already had been. “Let him through,” she said. 
“Absolutely. Thanks and just give us a buzz if you need anything.” 
The line went dead. 
Nicole hung up the phone and quickly ran upstairs to the master bathroom, knocking on the closed door. 
“Red!” she shouted. 
After a moment, the door opened and there her man stood in all his naked glory. He was dripping wet, his hair was still soaked, and droplets were hanging from the ends of his curly locks. He slicked it all back with one quick motion of his hand. “What’s up?” he said. “Everything okay?” 
“It’s your brother.” 
“Jeb?” His eyes grew wide with concern. 
“He’s here. Now.” 
“At the house?” Red looked shocked. 
“I just got a call from the front gate. He should be at the door in the next couple of minutes. I told them to let him through.” She felt suddenly anxious that Red would be upset with her for not checking with him first. 
“Okay.” He shook his head, still stunned. “I can’t imagine what would bring Jeb here unannounced like this.” 
“Well, you’ve had your phone off,” Nicole reminded him. “He probably tried to contact you already and couldn’t get through.” 
“Shit.” He sighed heavily, turning to grab a fresh towel. She couldn’t help but admire the rippling muscles in his back and his tight butt as he did so. When he turned to face her again, she was red faced. 
“I should go downstairs and be ready to meet him,” Nicole said. 
“He’s a good guy,” Red told her. “You’ll like him a lot. I’m just going to throw some clothes on and then I’ll be down.” 
Somewhat relieved that she’d handled this situation the right way, Nicole went back downstairs and awaited Jeb’s arrival. 
Finally there was a knock on the front door and she answered it, doing her best smile and hugging him as if he were her own family. 
“I’m Nicole,” she said, as he came inside, looking around with wonder. 
“Jeb,” he replied. “Pleased to meet your acquaintance, Nicole.” 
She walked alongside him as he entered. 
“I’ve never been here before,” Jeb said, hefting a small suitcase over the threshold. 
“I stayed at Red’s old house, but it wasn’t anything like this monstrosity…I mean, this beautiful architectural wonder.” He grinned. 
She liked him immediately. He and Red seemed like night and day—polar opposites. Where Red was dark haired, swarthy, almost exotic—Jeb was light haired, pale, and All-American. He had a plain, trusting, boyish face but a quick and surprisingly funny wit that immediately endeared him to her. 
“Would you like to settle in for a minute?” she asked. “I can show you to one of the guest rooms and then if you need to relax, change, use the bathroom…” 
“Is Red around?” he said, glancing up the spiral staircase in the foyer. 
“He’s just getting out of the shower, he’ll be down in a few minutes.” 
Jeb sighed a little, as if hoping to get an unpleasant job out of the way sooner rather than later. “Sure, I’d love to have a moment or two of downtime. Thanks.” 
As she took him to one of the lovely guest rooms, Jeb mentioned he hadn’t been able to get through to Red on his phone. “I tried him like four or five times, and the last one it said his mailbox was full. I was starting to get pretty worried.” 
“He’s fine,” she said. “He just shut his phone off for a little while because he needed a break.” 
Jeb’s forehead wrinkled at this piece of news. “Red needed a break from work? I guess more’s changed around here than just his new house.” 
She left him in the guest room and let him know she was preparing dinner in the kitchen. 
Jeb seemed happy enough with that, and so Nicole went back to continue making her meatloaf, feeling confident that this would be a simple family visit. It seemed as though Jeb was merely checking in on Red after not being able to get in touch with him for an extended period of time. 
She was just packing the meatloaf mixture into her baking pan when Jeb appeared at the kitchen entrance, smiling wryly. “I thought for sure Red would have a whole team of cooks in here, assisting you with this lovely supper.” 
“Nope, just little old me,” she laughed. 
Jeb took a seat at the breakfast nook nearby, watching her work. “So how long have you two been seeing each other?” 
She glanced up at him to gauge his expression. Red had mentioned that Jeb was close with his mother, so surely she must have told him her opinion of their relationship. 
And Nicole reckoned it probably hadn’t been anything positive. Still, Nicole wasn’t getting the impression that Jeb was automatically assuming the worst about her, so she tried to stay honest and open. 
“Not very long,” she said. “A couple of months.” 
Jeb’s eyebrows rose in a way that reminded her of Red. “That’s pretty fast.” He put his hands up. “No offense.” 
“None taken,” she smiled. Her fingers were sticky with pieces of raw meat and onion and egg. She didn’t exactly feel like a model of perfection right now. 
“Nicole, I’m going to be completely up front with you,” Jeb said. “I think that—“ 
At that moment, Red burst into the room. “What in god’s name are you doing here?” he called out, a huge, happy grin on his face. His arms were open. “Come on, you rascal, bring it in for the real thing.” 
Laughing, Jeb got off the stool and went to hug his brother. Red tousled his hair and slapped his shoulder. “You look great, Doc. To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
Jeb stuffed his hands in his pockets. Next to Red he suddenly seemed younger and less self-assured than he had a moment ago. “Well, I tried calling you a bunch. I guess you were purposely going dark, needed a break from all the hubbub?” 
“Exactly,” Red replied, coming behind the counter where he planted a kiss on Nicole’s cheek. He sniffed at the meatloaf. “Mmmm…that looks damn good, babe.” 
Jeb came back over and sat again at the breakfast nook. “There’s a lot of chatter about you on the web and even TV.” 
Red gave him a look. “You don’t listen to that crap, do you?” 
“I don’t know. Is CNN reputable enough for you?” 
“Oh,” Red laughed. “That kind of chatter. Well, it’s true that business is down.” 
Jeb’s expression grew more concerned. “How down?” 
Red looked at him. “All the way.” 
“So what does that mean?” 
“Hey, I don’t know.” Red grinned again. “All I know is I have this beautiful lady in my life and meatloaf in a pan and soon it will be in my stomach. I’m not getting ahead of myself.” 
“Sounds like a plan,” Jeb laughed. 
“Let’s just enjoy ourselves and eat, shall we?” 
“Absolutely,” Jeb replied—but Nicole could tell he had more he wanted to say. 
Their eyes met for a fraction of a second and she saw the smile die on his lips, but then Red was going to the fridge and grabbing them a couple of beers. “Hon,” Red called out, “is it okay if me and my bro go shoot some hoops a bit before dinner?” 
“Of course,” Nicole replied, loving the fact that he’d called her hon. 
“It’s kind of dark out,” Jeb said, uncertainly. 
“That’s why I put lights on the court, dummy,” Red chuckled. “Come on, I’m going to school you just like the old days.” 
“In your dreams.” The two of them headed outside together. 
Nicole shook her head as the front door closed and their voices faded. She put her meatloaf in the oven and worked on the finishing touches for the glaze. Also, she had to make sure her sides would be ready in time. Some instant mashed potatoes, green beans and canned corn. 
As she worked, she pictured Red and Jeb playing basketball, talking trash, laughing like brothers did. She thought Jeb was a pretty sweet guy, which was what Red had said about him. 
And yet, she knew now that more had brought him here than just not being able to get in touch with Red for a day or two. 
Nicole was certain it had something to do with their horrible mother and perhaps the status of Red and Nicole’s relationship as well. Her stomach tightened at the thought of Jeb saying negative things about her, things that Red might listen to coming from someone he respected. 
Jeb seemed too nice to do something like that, but what did she really know about him? 
And would Red really listen if Jeb tried to undermine their relationship in someway? Nicole honestly didn’t believe he would, but you could never be totally certain. 
The pull of one’s family was incredibly strong. She knew that as much as anybody. 
Nicole decided not to allow herself to dwell on whatever Jeb was here to discuss—
that was between him and his brother. She needed to trust Red, and she did trust him. 
She focused back on making her dinner, basting the meatloaf in her special glaze and putting it back in the oven for the final stretch of cooking. 
A few minutes later, Red and Jeb came inside, still laughing and talking excitedly like a couple of teenagers, as she was putting the finishing touches on the meal. 
“Holy cow, that smells amazing,” Red said. His forehead was slick with sweat and he looked invigorated. “I need some fuel after kicking this guy’s butt one-on-one.” 
Jeb was slightly disheveled, but laughing too. “Remind me again that I’m too damn old to be playing basketball with my hypercompetitive brother with no witnesses around to see the blatant fouls and constant cheating.” 
“Just because I go strong to the basket,” Red said. “Don’t be a hater.” 
“Oh, you’re right. Forgive my hating ways.” 
“Dinner’s ready,” she said. “Why don’t you two go sit outside on the veranda and I’ll bring the food to the table.” 
A few minutes later, everyone was eating and it turned out that Nicole’s meatloaf was a hit after all. Red had three servings, Jeb had two, and Nicole even had a couple of servings herself. 
During the meal they talked mostly about Jeb’s practice. It was obvious that he enjoyed being a doctor and caring for his patients. At the same time, he wasn’t averse to joking about them, telling a few stories out of school. He told one story about an older man who would come to see him frequently complaining of heartburn, and after a million and one tests, finally remembered to mention that he had a habit of eating paper. 
Yes, this man actually ate reams and reams of paper, day in and day out. 
“It was giving him serious indigestion,” Jeb said, snorting. “And when I told him that he needed to quit cold turkey, he looked at me and said he’d just as soon live with the heartburn then stop eating paper.” 
“That’s insane,” Nicole said. 
“So is smoking,” Jeb replied, “but that never stopped anybody.” 
“True.” 
Eventually, they were all finished with the meal, patting their stomachs and remarking on how good everything tasted. 
“So what’s the plan now?” Red asked his brother. “How long are you staying for?” 
“I have a flight back tomorrow,” Jeb told him. 
“So soon? I would have loved to get another chance to whip your ass in basketball. 
We could do tennis, too. I know you think you have a shot there, but believe me you don’t.” 
Jeb couldn’t seem to force a smile anymore. “I’d love to, but I can’t take anymore time off work. I came to make sure you were okay.” 
“Couldn’t be better,” Red said, smiling happily, patting Nicole’s hand. 
“I can see that,” Jeb said. Then, gathering himself, he went on. “You know, that’s not the only reason I came to see you.” 
“Oh?” Red asked, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly. 
“Mom spoke to me about what happened during her visit.” 
“Of course she did,” Red said, with no emotion in his voice. 
Jeb sighed. “I hate being in the middle like this.” 
“Then don’t put yourself there.” Red wiped his mouth with a napkin, crumpled it and threw it on the table. 
Nicole put a hand on his leg and squeezed reassuringly. In her mind, she was urging him to calm down. 
“I have no choice,” Jeb said. “I can’t let you and mom fight this way.” 
“Can’t let us? Who made you the arbiter of peace around here?” Red asked him. “I resent you coming to my house with a hidden agenda.” 
“Come on,” Jeb said, laughing. 
“It’s not funny.” 
“I didn’t hide my agenda. I wanted to make sure you were okay. That was my first priority.” 
“Well you did that. You found out I’m okay—actually better than okay.” 
“Are you sure about that?” Jeb asked. 
“Yeah, I am.” 
Jeb shrugged. “And I also wanted to make sure you weren’t going too hard on Mom.” 
Red folded his arms. “She’s obviously roped you in with her distortions about what happened. I’ve seen and heard this all before. Now she’s sent you here as her surrogate to try and guilt trip me—” 
“She didn’t ask me to come. I wanted to come.” 
“Bullshit,” Red snarled. “You’re being her errand boy, doing her bidding—like you always have.” 
Now it was Jeb’s turn to take offense. “Errand boy? I’m a doctor with my own practice, my own life, and my own opinions.” 
“That’s why you let her dictate your romantic interests,” Red told him. 
“She does not dictate my romantic interests. And I resent the implication.” 
“What did she tell you?” Red asked. “What new lies did she spout this time?” 
Jeb shook his head. “She just said that the two of you had fought horribly, that you kicked her out of the house. She was crying, she felt awful…” 
“Bullshit,” Red scoffed. “She didn’t feel awful, she’s a master manipulator.” 
“It’s easy for you to see her that way,” Jeb told him. 
“And it’s easier for you to wear blinders,” Red replied. “What kind of mother gives her son an ultimatum in order to force him to break up with a girl he’s in love with?” 
Jeb’s hands clenched and his jaw twitched, much the way Red’s did when he was angry. “You’re talking about something that happened years ago. Why would you bring that up now?” 
“It’s totally pertinent to this conversation,” Red said, pointing a finger at his brother. “She did something completely unconscionable to you, and you allowed her to get away with it. You still make excuses for her behavior.” 
“I’m not making excuses. She’s our mother. And whatever else she is—she deserves a little goddamn respect.” 
Red stood up, pushing his chair back forcefully and planting his hands firmly on the tabletop. His expression was thunderous. “You’re lucky you’re my younger brother, Jeb. Or so help me god, I would beat you like a redheaded stepchild for talking this shit in my house. I don’t want to discuss that woman—I don’t want to hear her words coming out of your mouth like some fucking ventriloquist’s dummy. I’m finished. Got it?” 
“Loud and clear.” Jeb stood up and looked at Nicole. “Thank you so much for dinner. I’ll be in my room the rest of the evening and on the first flight out tomorrow morning. Unless you’d rather I went to a hotel instead?” 
Red folded his arms and refused to look at him. “I don’t give a shit what you do,” 
he muttered. 
Nicole wanted to somehow make peace, but hadn’t a clue what to say. Jeb left the veranda and she turned back to Red. “I’m so sorry that happened.” 
“Yeah. Me too.” He was staring out into the darkness now, with that same distant and guarded look on his face. She knew he was unreachable in this state. 
Instead of trying to talk to him, Nicole decided to just let him be. She cleared off the table and brought everything to the sink, did the dishes. Eventually he left the veranda and went upstairs, probably to his study. 
Nicole had a bit of a sick feeling in her stomach again. She told herself that this was a difficult time in Red’s life and as his fiancé she had to be willing to go through it with him. 
But she still felt bad for his brother. 
Jeb hadn’t meant to do anything wrong—he simply had a totally different view on the situation. 
When she was done putting the dishes in the dishwasher and cleaning off the table in the veranda, wiping down the counter tops, Nicole was fairly tired. She wanted to go up and check on Red, make sure he was holding up okay. 
And then she saw Jeb standing in the hallway entrance, watching her. She let out a startled noise, put a hand to her chest. “Sorry, you surprised me,” she laughed. 
“No, I’m the one who’s sorry,” Jeb said, coming further into the kitchen. “I didn’t want to cause a scene here.” 
“It’s okay,” she told him. “I get it. I know how it can be with siblings.” 
“You have a sister or brother?” 
She laughed. “Actually, no. I don’t. But I can imagine.” 
Now he laughed as well, and when their eyes met, she sensed again that he was a kind person. “Ours is a complex family,” he told her. In that statement, she sensed, was much more than met the eye. 
Nicole nodded, her eyes downcast. “Red is emotional lately. I don’t think he meant to be so hard on you.” 
“No?” Jeb laughed, a brittle, harsh sound. 
“I think that your mother is a sensitive topic for him right now. You weren’t here when she visited, but I can assure you it was pretty awful.” 
“I’m sure it was,” Jeb told her. “But you don’t see the other side of it. Red is such a loose cannon. His temper is out of control and he makes it so that people walk on eggshells around him. My mother’s not the eggshell type.” 
“Certainly not,” Nicole agreed, remembering the comments Erica had made and how she’d found the older woman sneaking around their master bedroom. 
“Look,” Jeb said, leaning against the counter. “I’m not saying my mother is the easiest person to get along with. She’s very difficult. She’s had a tough life and she did the best she could under hard circumstances. But she loves her kids. She loves my brother dearly, and it’s killing her the way the visit ended.” 
Nicole sighed. As much as she didn’t like Erica Jameson, she also hated to think that her engagement to Red might have been a contributing factor to a son not speaking to his mother. “I’m sure it will blow over in time,” she said. “People just need a little distance to come at it from a new perspective.” 
“Red’s not known for changing his mind once it’s made up.” 
“I think he’s got more compromise in him than you might give him credit for,” 
Nicole replied. 
“Well, it’s obvious he’s got a great woman by his side. That makes me feel a little better.” 
“Thanks.” 
He rapped the counter with his knuckles. “I’m tired, I think I’m going to turn in. 
But maybe you could talk to Red at some point and remind him that there are people who care about him—people that have the same blood that run through his veins—and that those people miss him dearly.” 
Nicole nodded uncertainly. She realized that she’d just been tasked yet again with trying to make Red reconsider a decision he’d made. And once again, she’d engaged in a conversation with someone whom Red was feuding with, and whom he probably didn’t want to hear much about. 
Jeb disappeared back to his guest room and Nicole slowly made her way upstairs to the master bedroom. 
Red was in bed reading a book when she entered. 
He looked up from it and forced a smile. “Hey,” he said. 
“Hey.” She sat down on the edge of her side of the bed. 
“I’m sorry I made a scene. That wasn’t right,” he said softly. 
“I know you were in a tough position trying to defend your choices to your brother.” 
“The guy is just blind when it comes to my mother. He won’t admit that she’s completely psychotic and destructive.” 
Nicole turned and looked at him. “Are you going to at least talk to him before he leaves tomorrow?” 
Red shook his head and picked his book up again. “I don’t know. Right now I definitely can’t do it.” 
Nicole was torn. Now she was questioning what his reaction would be when she told him about her and Jeb’s conversation. But she didn’t want to make the same mistake as she had in Germany, when she’d kept her conversation with Kane Wright to herself. 
“After you came upstairs, your brother came back to the kitchen and apologized to me,” she said, finally. 
Red glanced sideways at her. “He did?” 
“Yeah.” She looked at him, her hands clutching each other nervously. “Please don’t be angry with me.” 
Red took a long, slow breath. “What did you say to him?” 
“Just that I understood it was hard.” 
Red’s expression darkened. “What does that mean?” 
“Come on, Red. What am I supposed to do, tell your brother to fuck off when he apologizes to me?” 
“I never said that.” He put the book aside and looked her straight in the eye. “At the same time, it feels like no matter what I do, you’re always second guessing me. I trust you, I listen to you—and the next thing I know you spin me in circles.” 
“How do I spin you in circles, Red?” 
“In Germany, you told me to make a deal, then you told me not to, and then on the flight home you said maybe I should make the deal again. And now you’re telling me to go make up with Jeb. Tomorrow you’ll probably tell me that Jeb’s an asshole and I should never speak to him again.” 
“Come on. That’s not fair to me. What am I supposed to do?” 
“I don’t know, Nicole. Why don’t you tell me what else you and Jeb talked about behind my back?” 
“I knew you’d do this,” she whispered. “I knew it.” 
“What did you know?” he demanded. 
She looked at his red face, his bulging eyes. She was so tired of defending herself against whatever new mistake she’d made. “I can’t do this right now.” 
“What the hell does that mean?” 
“I just can’t. Please stop talking.” 
Red stared at her. “Nicole, are you breaking up with me?” 
“I need some time. Just…just leave me alone.” She got up and ran out of the bedroom and downstairs. She wanted to leave, but it was late and she didn’t want to make a bigger deal of things than she already had. 
Instead she went to one of the guest rooms at the far end of the house, and lay in the cold, uninviting bed. She turned on her phone and saw she had missed calls—a bunch of them. A couple of calls were from her parents and one or two calls from Danielle. 
Nicole knew she couldn’t tell her mom and dad any of this, they would just tell her that Red was a terrible person and how she needed to get away from him. 
She dialed Danielle, waiting for her friend to pick up. 
“Look who it is,” Danielle piped at the other end of the line. “I thought you’d forgotten all about me.” 
Nicole smiled at the sound of a friendly voice. “Sorry about that. I know I’ve been a shitty friend.” 
“Hey, what’s wrong? Are you okay Nicole?” 
“Yeah. Sort of.” 
“Tell me what’s going on. Tell me right now.” 
So Nicole did. She told her about Red’s mother, his business problems and their argument in Germany, and then how things had gone when they came back to the mansion in Connecticut. “I feel like such a drama queen,” she said. “I know I sound totally nuts.” 
“Just a little nuts,” Danielle admitted. “Look, we’ve all been there. It’s hard when you really care about someone and the relationship is tumultuous. It’s difficult to know whether you can get past it or if you’re just wrong for each other.” 
“The thing is, mostly it feels so right,” Nicole whispered. “I mean, he’s really sweet and loving and I know he cares about me. I feel like he’d do absolutely anything for me.” 
“Okay, that’s awesome,” Danielle said. 
“But then he has these moods. You know, with his mother being such a miserable person, I think he has a lot of issues. On top of that, his business is falling apart and it’s really stressful for him. I know he’s trying, though. I see how hard he’s trying.” 
“Do you love him?” 
Nicole didn’t even need to think about it. “Yes, I love him completely.” 
“And you believe he loves you?” 
“I know he loves me.” 
“Well, then,” Danielle told her. “I think if you’re both in love then you kind of owe it to the relationship to try and figure it out. Obviously you need to come up with better strategies, ways to resolve conflict.” 
Nicole nodded. She’d gotten teary again. “It’s just hard. He takes it out on me sometimes, getting mad at me for doing the wrong thing. I’m just doing the best I can.” 
“Well, that’s not okay. He shouldn’t make you feel bad for being yourself. You aren’t being malicious toward him and he needs to handle his own issues.” 
“Yeah.” Nicole nodded. She already felt lighter. “Thanks, Danielle. You’re a good friend, you know that?” 
“Actually, yes. I do know it.” 
“Hey, how are you doing?” 
“Can’t complain.” 
“No seriously. Tell me what’s been going on with you. I’m sick and tired of dwelling on my own stupid problems,” Nicole laughed. 
Danielle laughed too. And then she told her about the guy she’d met last week who’d turned out to be a total jerk. He’d taken her out to a nice dinner and paid for it and pretty much assumed that meant he was at least entitled to a blowjob. 
Nicole just thanked her lucky stars that Red wasn’t one of those guys. 
Danielle said that it had been hard living in their apartment by herself, and feeling more alone, feeling the lack of a companion in her life. 
“I’m going to come back and spend more time with you,” Nicole said. “We’re going to hang out more, I promise.” 
“It’s okay,” Danielle said. “I’m doing fine, seriously.” 
“I know you’re fine, but I think it would be fun to have a girl’s night—get manicures, get our hair done. Maybe eat ice cream later on and watch bad TV.” 
“Sure,” her old roommate laughed. 
“Hey, thanks again for listening and for giving such great advice.” 
“No problem, Nic.” 
Nicole got off the phone, smiling to herself and thinking how lucky she was. Her life was charmed and most of the time she didn’t even appreciate it, she was so wrapped up in the day-to-day silliness of work, and Red’s issues, and their relationship. 
Feeling a new sense of purpose, Nicole dried her tears and went back upstairs to talk to Red and apologize for leaving the room that way. 
But when she got there, he was gone. 
A strange fluttering sensation moved through her stomach. She checked the bathroom and he wasn’t there either. 
Next, she walked to the study, hoping against hope that she wouldn’t find him in that damn room again. 
Unfortunately, that’s exactly where he was. 
“Hey,” she said, watching him as he sat in that same chair near the window, drinking some kind of alcohol. It almost felt like she’d gone back in time. 
“Hey,” he replied, not bothering to look at her. 
“I’m sorry that I left like that. I should have stayed and tried to work things out, but I just felt upset and overwhelmed.” 
“I totally get it,” he said, taking a quick sip from his glass. He swirled the liquid around absentmindedly, still not looking at her. 
Nicole came forward into the room. “Are you okay?” 
“No, not particularly.” 
“What is it? You’re scaring me a little.” 
Finally he turned and looked at her. His eyes had circles under them and his expression was pained. “I’m sorry if I’m scaring you, Nicole. You should never have to feel scared. Never.” 
“I just want things to go back to normal,” she told him. “Let’s go lay in bed together and laugh and talk and kiss. This is silly.” 
“No it’s not.” He shook his head slowly. “I thought a lot about how I’m treating you and I don’t think it’s very good. It’s not what you deserve.” 
“You treat me wonderfully. You just have some things to work out.” 
“No, it’s way beyond that,” he said. “I’m no good for you, Nicole. I’m a bad guy and anyone who’s with me is going to end up in a bad place sooner or later. I can’t let that happen to you. I care too much about you.” 
She walked closer still and tried to touch his shoulder but he pulled away. 
“Red, you’re tired and you’re upset. You should sleep on it and then we can talk tomorrow.” 
He glanced at her sadly. “Fine,” he said. 
She held out her hand. “Come to bed with me.” 
“In a minute,” he said softly. Then he went back to staring outside. 
She left the study, her stomach doing flips and twists as she tried to understand just what was going on. She told herself things would be better in the morning. 


*** 
When they woke up the next day, Jeb was already gone. He’d left a brief note on the kitchen counter saying that he was sorry if his intrusion had caused any problems, and that he was glad to have met Nicole. 
When Nicole showed the note to Red, he barely even glanced at it. 
His eyes were red-rimmed and glassy as he drank his morning coffee. “I’ve called a car to come get you,” he said. 
She just stared at him. Her stomach sank. “Did you sleep at all last night?” 
“Not really.” 
“Red, please—you need to get some rest.” 
He sipped his coffee. “I’m not going to change my mind on this, Nicole.” 
“Why are you intentionally trying to sabotage us?” she said. “After everything we’ve been through?” 
“Exactly,” he replied. “We’ve been through too much in such a short time, and let’s be honest. It’s all my fault.” 
“That’s not true.” 
“But it is. All of these games, all of the hoops I’ve made you jump through, the mental gymnastics. It’s all because of me.” He thought about it and laughed a hollow, despairing laugh. “I’m really just like her.” 
“Just like who?” Nicole said, already knowing the answer. 
“Just like my mother. The manipulating, the self-obsession. We’re two peas in a pod, her and I.” 
“That’s not true. You’re not like her at all. You’re a kind, loving, decent man and I won’t let you talk about yourself that way.” 
“Thank you for saying that,” he smiled. The smile didn’t touch his weary eyes. 
“But just the same, I’m going to give you the greatest gift I can possibly give you—which is to disappear from your life.” 
The tears started now. She wiped them away, angry at herself for being weak again. “This isn’t a gift. You’re taking away the best thing either of us has.” 
“You’ll look back in a few months or a year and see that I did you a favor,” he told her. “Now come on. The car is waiting.” 
She almost refused to go, but from the look on his face she knew it was no use. Red had made up his mind. 
When she got outside to the car, the driver was already putting her bags in the trunk. Nicole turned toward Red. “Looks like you were all prepared to kick me out. Just like your mother and your brother.” 
She saw him flinch a little at her words, and regretted it instantly. 
“It’s very different,” he said. “You’ll never possibly know how hard this is for me. 
But I care more about your happiness than my own, and you deserve a far better life than I can ever give you.” 
“That’s such bullshit,” she told him. The tears were coming again. “You’re just afraid.” 
“Not for myself,” he said, taking her arm and gently walking her to the car. “Go on now. And have a wonderful life and remember that there’s someone who will always love you, no matter what.” 
“Is this how you show your love?” she cried, getting in the car. 
“Someday you’ll look back and understand,” he said, closing the door. 
Nicole closed her eyes and didn’t open them again until she was far away. 


*** 
Many things had changed in a single week, Nicole thought as she and Danielle came back from a night out at one of the nearby clubs. 
It had been refreshing to go out and just dance with a bunch of drunken girl friends and not think about Red or anything that came along with him. 
But still, she thought, entering her old apartment, so much had changed. 
Just the other day, she’d seen the report on TV about Red Jameson being fired by his board of directors. 
She’d already known about it, of course. The company had had a big meeting a couple of days prior to alert the employees about everything that was happening. 
To say that people in the office stared at her funny lately, would have been an understatement. Everywhere she went people gawked now. And sometimes they were even bold enough to ask her what Red was doing, where he was staying, when was the last time she’d talked to him? 
Red Jameson was their version of Elvis Presley or Tupac—a celebrity that might be anywhere in the world or nowhere at all. 
She told them the truth. She had no clue where Red was now and what he was doing. 
The Rag had even run some report on him that claimed he was the new Howard Hughes. Red Jameson had gone completely insane and was now living on a tropical island under an assumed identity with a new face given to him by a willing plastic surgeon. 
The sad part of it was, Nicole thought it possible that the article in The Rag was accurate. For all she knew, Red had made sure that he could never be found and would never enter her life again in any way. 
Mostly she told herself it was for the best. 
But most of the time, Nicole also knew it was a lie. She missed him and she ached for him in every cell of her body—wept for the loss in deepest part of her soul. 
Nicole didn’t care if he was crazy, didn’t care if he was bad news. She just knew that she loved him and he loved her, and hoped maybe someday he’d figure out what something like that was truly worth. 
Lately though, Nicole had started to feel like the connection might be lost. Lately, she’d started to wonder if the man she thought she loved even truly existed, or ever had existed. 
How ironic it was, then, when she and Danielle were home from the dance club, slightly tipsy, getting ready for some Ben and Jerry’s ice cream and a little bad reality TV 
before bed—that Nicole’s cell phone rang and she instantly knew it had to do with Red. 
The connection that she feared was gone, never to return—was as alive as a downed power line, sparking and dancing on an empty street. 
Before she even answered, Nicole knew it would be about Red. 
“Hello,” she said into the phone, her heart pounding like mad in her chest. 
“Hello Nicole,” came the reply. It wasn’t Red, though. It was the man who’d helped destroy him. The voice belonged to Kane Wright. 
“Don’t ever call me again,” she rasped. “I don’t know how you got this number—“ 
“Let’s dispense with the hysterics,” Kane said gently. “I’m calling because I want to see you and speak to you.” 
“I don’t have any interest in that,” she said. 
“I’ve gone out of my way not to hurt Red Jameson because of you,” came his response in that slightly accented, cultured voice. “But if you disrespect me, I might decide to completely crush the man instead.” 
“Isn’t owning his company enough? What more do you want?” 
“I think we both know the answer to that, Nicole.” 
She bit her lower lip. “What do you want from me?” 
“Just a meeting. Agree to meet with me. You don’t have to do anything else.” 
Danielle was watching her with wide, concerned eyes. 
“So if I meet with you, you’ll leave Red alone?” she said. 
“Please, this isn’t some Hollywood film starring Liam Neeson,” he laughed. “I’m not a movie villain, Nicole. The terms are constantly changing and I make no promises. 
But if you at least meet with me, there’s a chance for things to work out. And that’s something, isn’t it?” 
“I don’t know if it’s worth it.” 
“I promise I won’t bite. Give me a few minutes of your precious time, hear what I have to say.” 
Nicole swallowed, knowing her answer was probably going to change her life, and possibly Red’s too. 
“Yes,” she said. 
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Kane Wright told Nicole to meet him at his club, Venture, located in the Meatpacking District. Danielle wanted to go with her to make sure she was safe, but Nicole told her to stay home. 
“Who will call the cops if both of us go missing?” Nicole asked her. That shut Danielle up temporarily. 
But as the taxi had pulled up outside the apartment and Nicole readied herself to leave, Danielle stood in front of the door. “This is a really bad idea. Why are you still fighting for him, Nic?” 
Why am I still fighting for Red? 
She didn’t bother trying to answer, because there was no answer—at least, nothing that would satisfy Nicole’s overprotective roommate. Nicole was fighting for Red because she had no choice, and because despite everything, she still knew that he loved her and would have done it for her had the situations been reversed. 
The taxi ride was long and the neighborhoods got worse and worse as they closed in on the address for the club. 
Finally, just when they reached the most run down, desolate spot of all, the cab slowed and the driver announced that they’d arrived. 
Standing outside Venture, Nicole was regretting that she didn’t have Danielle by her side. The cab took off before she had a chance to ask the driver to wait a moment until she was safely inside. 
The street around her was empty, and she was surrounded by urban decay—
buildings that looked unused, crumbling. She thought there were likely several thriving crack houses in the area. 
The club itself appeared to be closed, but she could hear the steady thump of industrial music coming from within. 
Palms sweaty, heart racing, Nicole tried to open the door and found it locked. She pounded on it a few times with her fist. “Hello?” she called out, feeling like an idiot. 
A moment later, the door swung open and a man in a skintight dark t-shirt stared her down. He was pale, so pale that she was sure he must be an albino. Or was he just a weird guy pretending to be an albino? Either way, Nicole decided he creeped her out in a major way. His pale eyes were like two glinting white marbles in his head. “Yessssssss?” 
he asked with an odd, lopsided grin. 
“I’m here to see Kane Wright,” she told him. 
“Oh, honey,” he clucked, shaking his head at her. “I don’t think he wants to see you.” 
“He’s expecting me.” She tried to stand her ground, even as everything in her told her to just run away as fast as she could. 
The albino made a screwy face as if he really and truly couldn’t comprehend the notion that Kane Wright would want anything to do with a girl that looked like her. “If you’re wasting my time, I’m going to make sure you regret it.” 
Despite the man’s flamboyant manner, Nicole sensed that he was a dangerous person. For one thing he was muscular, wiry—and he also looked like he’d been in a lot of altercations in his time. Pale, thick scars were visible on his neck, his cheek, and one scar ran the length of his bicep. 
“I’m not wasting your time,” she told him. “But you’re wasting Mr. Wright’s time, and I wonder if he’d like that.” 
The albino man grinned at her again, a leering, greedy look. “You better hope you’re truly a guest of Mr. Wright’s honey. For your own sake.” 
She crossed her arms as he closed the door and disappeared back inside. Nicole once again considered turning around and getting the hell away from this place, but before she could convince herself to do it, the door opened once more. 
The albino man was back, with a severely altered attitude. “We should hurry,” he said, the grin wiped from his face. “Come with me.” 
Nicole tried to restrain a smile. 
Inside, she could more clearly hear the thump-thump-thump of the base from that industrial music. The halls were dark and foreboding, the dim strobe light blinking off and on, and as they walked, she was aware of shadowy people watching her pass by. 
She could feel their eyes on her, watching her, thinking god only knew what about her. 
Bare chested men, semi-naked women, tattooed, clad in leather—these were the people that inhabited Club Venture. 
The albino man led Nicole into a stairwell, and as they walked into it, she heard moans and groans and slurping sounds bouncing and echoing off the walls. The sounds came from a flight below—what must have been the basement level. It could have been a couple or it could have been five people down there, and Nicole didn’t care to know which it was. 
They started to climb the stairs. 
On the second floor, the albino stopped and led them out of the stairwell, into another long hallway with doors on both sides. “Go all the way down to the last door on the left,” he told her. “Give a knock and Mr. Wright will let you in.” 
She started to walk down the long hallway. 
“Bye now, honey,” he called to her. “I hope to see you again real soon.” And then he flitted away. 
Alone in the hallway, Nicole almost missed her albino chaperone—but not really. 
She walked slowly, hearing the thumping music louder again. Finally she reached the last door on the left and knocked. 
When the door opened, Kane Wright was behind it. He was wearing a cream colored suit, his hair immaculate, smiling at her as if she were an old friend who’d dropped by his summer house out of the blue. “Nicole, my dear. So good to see you. Come inside, please.” 
She was surprised that the room she walked into was large, well-lit, with a white carpet and white, modern furniture to match. A window on the left wall overlooked the inside of the dance club from above. Strobe lights pulsed and flashed and a mob of people moved almost as a single organism below them. 
Although this room was removed from the club atmosphere, it soaked it in a little just the same. 
“Drink?” Kane offered. 
She shook her head once. No. 
“Please, have a seat then.” He motioned to one of the white couches. She sat down and felt its immediate luxury, sank into it just enough to feel enveloped. 
Nicole had taken great care to dress down for this meeting. 
She wanted there to be no confusion, so she’d worn unflattering jeans, sandals, and a light gray sweater. Her hair was not particularly styled and she’d put on no makeup whatsoever. 
Kane went and poured himself a drink of some sort and then sat down across from her, affable, as he always seemed to be. “Any troubles getting here?” 
She shrugged. “You’ve got a strange employee working the door, but other than that it was fine.” 
“Oh,” he grinned. “You must mean Jeffrey. He’s nice enough once you get to know him. And as long as you don’t make fun of him being pale.” 
“What happens if you make fun of him?” 
Kane took a long, luxurious sip of his drink and then smacked his lips. “I think the last guy who made a joke ended up leaving the club in a stretcher.” 
“How lovely. What a nice employee to have working for you.” 
Kane shrugged, clearly not interested in what she thought about his associate. “So,” 
he said, tilting his glass toward her, “have you heard from Red lately?” 
“Why don’t you just tell me what you want?” she said, growing impatient. She crossed her legs and set her jaw, tilting her head slightly the way she did when she was angry or felt threatened. 
Kane took note of her posture. “Don’t be so hostile, Nicole. I haven’t been rude to you, now, have I?” 
“You threatened someone I care a great deal about.” 
“It’s interesting that you’re so protective of a man who continually embarrasses you, Nicole.” 
“That’s none of your business.” 
“Perhaps not,” Kane sighed. “But for some reason I feel like I want to help you.” 
“That’s strange. You don’t even know me.” 
“It is strange. I’ve been puzzled by it myself. But I think if we can come to terms tonight, I’ll be able to find out just what I’m so taken with you.” 
“Maybe you’re just lonely.” 
“Perhaps. But there are plenty of women willing to keep me company, Nicole. 
That’s not really an issue. What’s more difficult is finding someone who I deem to be worth of my time.” 
“Maybe you should try being a little less stuck up,” she said. 
Kane smiled at her as if she’d just given him a huge compliment. “See? That’s part of it. I like your spunk. I like that you’re not going to back down. Sure, at first you might come off like a little mouse of a girl. But peel a few layers back and there’s Lara Croft waiting to riddle you with bullets.” 
“I’m don’t raid tombs anymore. I’m officially retired, Mr. Wright.” 
“Please. Call me Kane.” 
“I’m not very interested in playing games, Kane.” 
He nodded slightly. “Understood. But I’m not trying to play a game with you. I’m trying to get to know you better.” 
“You sure have a strange way of going about it.” 
“Maybe you could give me a chance to start fresh. I’d like you to come with me to The Cayman Islands next week.” 
Nicole actually laughed. She couldn’t help it—she thought it was one of the craziest things anyone had ever said to her. “Do women you’ve just met often agree to accompany you overseas?” 
“Sure they do,” he said. “And I think you’ve got better reason than most to give me a chance.” 



“What reason is that?” 
He sat back and folded his hands over his stomach. “I’ve recently found out some disturbing information about Red Jameson. Information that could be very problematic for him if it was to be made public.” 
“What kind of information?” 
He sighed. “Information about his illegal activities. He could go to jail for it, possibly, and certainly public opinion would be very harsh if any of it were to come to light.” 
“I don’t believe you. I don’t think Red did anything illegal.” 
“Spouses rarely think the worst of their loved ones.” 
“You’re going to threaten to release this information about Red if I don’t agree to go to the Caymans with you?” She shook her head in disbelief. “You’re even worse than I thought.” 
Kane just looked at her. “I know you’ll be angry with me for awhile, but I feel confident we’ll get past it. And if you still hate me at the end of the trip, then…” he shrugged. 
Nicole stood up. “I’m not going to even dignify this proposition with a response.” 
“Nicole, don’t go,” he said. 
She stopped and turned to look at him. “If you want to hurt Red, I can’t stop you by having sex with you. I’m sorry but I refuse to do that.” 
Kane started to laugh. “Whoever said anything about sex?” 
“I think inviting me on a trip to the Caymans is pretty much telling me you expect me to sleep with you.” 
“You don’t know me, Nicole,” he said, still laughing. “Red must have truly traumatized you with his behavior if that’s what you think I’m indicating.” 
“Then what are you saying?” 
“I’m simply asking you to spend some time with me—a few days. Let’s get to know one another.” 
“I’m still in love with Red.” 
Kane’s smile died on his lips. Clearly, he was a man not accustomed to being told no. “He’s weak, Nicole. When things got difficult between the two of you, he ran away. 
What sort of man is that?” 
“I can’t change how I feel,” she said. 
“I don’t expect you to.” 
“Then what do you expect?” She asked, knowing she should just walk out, but afraid to do so. 
Kane stood up and came a single step closer to her. “Think about my proposition. 
A few days in the Caymans with me. I promise there will be no demands made of you, other than you spend some time with me eating wonderful food, laying on the beach, swimming in crystal clear water. Most people pay quite a lot of money for a vacation like that.” 
“And if I agree, you’ll make sure that this information about Red never becomes a problem. You won’t ever release it to anybody?” 
He looked her straight in the eye. “I swear I won’t ever put it out there. And it could be very bad for him if anything ever did get out. Homeland Security in particular would be very interested.” 
“Would they?” she said. “Why would Homeland Security care about what Red was doing?” 
“He was helping undocumented workers from Middle Eastern countries gain access to the U.S. through employment with his company.” 
“Why would he do that?” Nicole asked. “That doesn’t make any sense to me.” 
“You’d have to ask him why he did it,” Kane told her, turning and walking toward the window that overlooked the dance floor. “Maybe Red Jameson isn’t the man you believe him to be.” 
Nicole was spinning from everything Kane had just told her. His threats and promises buzzed around in her head like a swarm of bees. “I think I should go home now,” 
she said. 
He nodded. “Let me get Jeffrey to drive you.” 
“You’ve got to be joking.” 
Suddenly Kane broke into a boyish grin. “Of course I’m joking, Nicole. Besides, Jeffrey’s having some problems with his driver’s license right about now. I’ll have my personal driver take you home instead.” 
Kane took his cell phone out and texted something rapid fire. Then he looked up at Nicole. “Think about my offer,” he said. 
She chewed a little on her lower lip, thinking about what two or three days alone with Kane would be like. There was no way she could ever be attracted to him. In fact, she could hardly stand to be in his physical presence. 
On the other hand, if he kept to his word about this trip, all she would have to do is grit her teeth and bear it. Make conversation, go swimming, eat a few meals with him. 
She’d of course stay in her own room—that was a deal breaker. 
And when it was over, Red would be safe again. Except that she had no idea if Kane Wright would honor the agreement. 
“I’m just not sure I can trust you,” she said. 
“What have you got to lose?” Kane asked. 
“A lot,” she said, her eyes locking on his. “Just because I’m not rich like you, doesn’t mean I have nothing to lose.” 
“Here’s my cell number,” he said, handing her a business card. “Don’t answer now. Sleep on it tonight.” 
Nicole didn’t even look at his card—she just thrust it into her purse. 
Kane walked her out of the room and down the hallway, into the stairwell. As they descended, he gently put a hand on the small of her back. Nicole almost told him not to touch her, but decided it wasn’t worth it. 
His gesture made her miss Red all the more. If Red were here, he’d be cracking jokes. She’d welcome his strong firm hand on her back or around her waist. 
Kane Wright might be conventionally handsome, but he was all wrong for her. And the worst part was, he didn’t much care. He was one of those men so used to getting what he wanted that it never occurred to him whether or not someone else felt the way he did. It was enough that he was “taken” with her, now he would find a way to force her to feel the same about him. 
When they reached the street level, she turned and looked at him. “You know, there’s consequences to how you treat people, Kane. I think you’re going to find that out the hard way.” 
Before he could reply, she opened the door and quickly made her way to the limousine waiting curbside. 
And then she was taken home. 


*** 
She’d been having a dream about Red—she knew that much. And then she was suddenly awake, heart pounding, feeling he was right next to her. She could remember every single sensation of his body next to hers in bed, how it was to wake up next to him in the mornings. The way he smelled, the way his curly black hair fell onto the pillow, his body sprawling out across the sheets. 
Nicole half expected to see him turning over onto his back and grinning at her with sleepy eyes. Pulling her across the gap and into his arms. 
She sat up in bed and tried to calm down, as if she were recovering from a nightmare. Only she realized the nightmare was her reality. In the dream, she and Red had been together again, happy again, ready to spend their lives with one another. 
It was in her waking life that everything had gone wrong. 
Instantly, memories of the previous night and Kane’s threats flooded her mind. He was such a poor replacement for Red Jameson; everything about Kane was a turn-off for Nicole. At least when Red was being aggressive, you knew it—but with Kane Wright, it was all hidden. He didn’t even have the guts to just command her to fuck him. Instead, he’d tried to bribe her, extort her—as if he had to fool her into being with him. 
But would he hurt Red if she refused to play along? That was the million-dollar question. 
Nicole wondered what Red would advise her to do. Probably he wouldn’t advise anything, he’d have been too busy hunting Kane Wright down so that he could turn his face into a bloody mess. 
Suddenly, her stomach lurched. Nicole’s mouth flooded with spit and her throat constricted. Stumbling out of bed, she ran to the bathroom and as soon as she got to the toilet, heaved her guts up. 
Last night’s mac and cheese (hurriedly eaten before going out with Danielle) was clearly visible now in the toilet water. Just looking at it was enough to cause her to heave again. More came up, and then Nicole was using some toilet paper to wipe her chin and mouth, tossing it in the toilet. A quick flush and down it all went. 
She patted her stomach, feeling a little better now. 
What was it, she wondered? A slight case of food poisoning? She’d never had food poisoning before, but she’d always assumed it was pretty brutal. She imagined herself clinging to the bowl, sleeping in the bathroom, every twenty minutes being struck by another bout of nausea. 
This didn’t feel like that at all. 
Maybe a touch of a stomach flu? Nicole certainly hoped not. She didn’t feel like spending the next twenty-four hours in bed. 
She went to the sink and quickly washed her face, patted it down with the nearby hand towel, looked at herself in the mirror. Her eyes were puffy, but other than that she looked fine. Not great, just fine. 
How could she ever really be great again? She was lost without him. 
Don’t think like that, Nicole told herself. She’d been doing a lot of pep talks lately, telling herself to buck up and stay strong and other clichés that never really helped. 
I miss Red. I miss him so bad that it literally hurts. Maybe that’s why I threw up. 


She was thinking crazy thoughts. Nicole knew she needed to get it together. But the plain fact was, she was tired of keeping it together, tired of pretending everything was okay. Not only did she miss him terribly, every single moment of the day—but now she also had to deal with Kane Wright completely on her own. 
Today was going to be a no shower day. In the past, before the latest and greatest breakup with Red, there had never been a “no shower day”—she took a shower at least once, very often twice a day. 
But lately she couldn’t even muster the energy for that. Today she simply put her hair up, put on deodorant and some clean clothes, a little makeup—and done. She didn’t feel sexy or fresh or awake. 
Nicole didn’t much care though. Perhaps I’m depressed, she thought. She found she didn’t care too much about that either. 
And then it was off to work for the day. 
Work had become an altogether different place since Red was fired. The fun had left Jameson International altogether. There was an interim CEO, someone she’d never heard of before, who’d given a twenty minute speech a couple of days ago. He’d talked a bunch about ships travelling rough seas, teamwork, holding strong through the tough times, and on and on. 
Nicole had found herself spacing out a few minutes into it and just daydreaming about Red. Their work lunches together, the way he’d looked at her, the hunger in his eyes. 
But she knew she wasn’t the only one who missed him. Even Remi had commented on it one day. Remi wasn’t the type to get all soft and nostalgic about anyone or anything, but she turned to Nicole randomly and said, “I put my resume up online yesterday. I just can’t see myself working here in six months. All the life has gone out of this place.” 
Nicole had simply nodded, because if she’d spoken, she might have started to cry, and the last thing she needed was to be seen sobbing in her cubicle. 
A mental breakdown at her job? No thanks. 
Today, she had a busy day, thankfully. Edward was using her as his all-purpose assistant, which meant accompanying him to his meetings, taking notes, getting his schedule straightened out, and going over the reorganized files on the network. 
Being busy was good. Being busy was the only was Nicole stayed sane anymore. 
Still, in those brief downtimes, the quiet moments, no matter how short they were in duration—she instantly wondered where Red was and what he was doing right now. And of course, the most clichéd line of all: Does he miss me the way I miss him? 
Towards the end of work, her cell phone started to buzz. Her heart started racing at the mere possibility that it might be him—that Red might finally be breaking his self-imposed exile. 
It was her mother. 
“Shit.” Nicole had been avoiding her calls. She’d only called back once, at a time when she knew her mom wouldn’t be around, and left a brief message acting like she’d been disappointed to have missed her. 
But now she was starting to feel guilty. So despite her qualms, she finally picked up. “Hey, Mom.” 
“Oh! I was so used to getting voicemail, I’m a little startled to hear my daughter’s real voice.” 
Nicole smiled—actually it was more of a grimace. “Sorry about that, Mom. Things have been really busy around here.” 
I’ve been busy moping, not showering, and occasionally vomiting for no apparent
reason. That’s why I haven’t picked up lately. 
“Busy doing what?” her mother asked, a hint of suspicion in her voice. Of course she suspected that Nicole was seeing Red again—nothing else explained the lack of communication. 
“Work’s pretty crazy right now.” 
“I read in the newspaper that Red was let go,” she said. 
Nicole sighed. Shit. She forgot that her ex-fiancé’s entire life was chronicled in the media, so of course her parents knew about the events at her company. “Yeah, the board of directors met and decided that a change was necessary in order to facilitate a new direction.” 
Christ, I sound like I’m the interim CEO right now, she thought. 
“How do you feel about that?” her mother asked. 
Nicole hesitated. “A little sad,” she admitted. 
“Hmmmm.” Her mom clearly didn’t like to hear that. “Well, it’s always sad when someone loses a job. But sometimes it’s necessary. Sometimes change is a good thing.” 
Nicole could translate her mother’s words better than anyone after all these years. 
What she really meant was, I hope you’re not still upset about splitting with Red Jameson, because he’s obviously a loser. First he lost you and now he’s even lost his own company. I hope you’re not pining away for him. 
But with her mother, things were rarely spelled out like that unless she knew she could get away with it. And after so long without talking, her mother wouldn’t want to upset Nicole and then not speak again for weeks. 
“Yes, change is necessary,” Nicole replied, after a long pause. 
“So, what else is new?” 
Well, you’d probably be interested to know that a very wealthy man is trying to
bribe me to spend a few nights with him in the Cayman Islands. I might not even have to
fuck him—we’re still working out the details. 

She smiled, imagining how her mother would react to such a description. 
Instead, Nicole talked a little about all the work she was doing for Edward and about how she and Danielle were spending a lot of time together. She tried to keep her tone upbeat and light. 
But of course, her mother knew. Mothers always know, Nicole thought. 
“I’m glad you’re keeping busy, honey.” 
Translation: I’m glad you’re finding it possible to stay away from Red Jameson. 
“Thanks Mom. How’s everything there? How’s Dad?” 
“Things here are fine. The same. Although your father’s prostate is acting up again.” She launched into a long story about how dad had gone to the doctor last year after being uncomfortable for months on end and then been told he had an enlarged prostate. 
Not cancer or anything, just an enlarged prostate. Only, the discomfort had continued and continued and he’d resisted going to the doctor for so long. Finally, Mom had forced him to go and it turned out he had an infection. 
“But he’s feeling better?” Nicole said. Now she really felt guilty for not calling back. Her dad had been sick and she hadn’t even known. 
“Yes, he’s doing much better. That man just hates going to the doctor. I swear, he drives me crazy sometimes.” 
“Yeah, men can be difficult, can’t they?” 
“Some men more than others.” 
Nicole knew exactly what that meant too. Sure, her father might be stubborn and wear his jeans until the knees were ripped and threadbare and mom had to practically fight him to let her throw them away—but he was still a good, dependable man. Red Jameson on the other hand, he was of a different breed. He was undependable, unstable, and totally unsuitable husband material. 
Red Jameson might replace his jeans when they needed replacing, and he might go to the doctor if he needed to, but it didn’t make up for everything else that was wrong with him. 
“I should go,” Nicole said. “I’m still really swamped at work. With all the changes and everything, it’s incredibly hectic.” 
“You’re okay, though? You’d tell me if something was wrong?” 
Nicole was surprised her mother had come out and actually asked. For a moment, she almost told her everything. It would have been nice to just go outside and spill her guts to her mom over the phone, tell her how hard things had gotten. But she knew it was impossible. She didn’t want to sit there and listen to her mother badmouth Red in order to try and make Nicole feel better. That wouldn’t help anything. 
So in the end, she just nodded her head. “I’m fine, Mom. I swear.” 
“I’m sure it’s confusing right now with all the changes at your job,” her mother said delicately. It was the closest she could come to saying she was sorry about Red. 


*** 
Nicole should have known that Kane Wright would track her down again. He wasn’t going to wait for her to come to him. 
She shouldn’t have been surprised then, when the dark limousine pulled up next to her and Danielle as they walked down Fifth Avenue later that night. 
It had been Danielle’s idea to get out of the apartment and go spend some time in Manhattan together. Nicole had complained that she’d just spent the day in Manhattan. 
“That’s not the same—you were working. Sitting in a tiny cubicle is not spending the day in Manhattan. You could have been in Hoboken.” 
“But I wasn’t.” 
“Still.” 
Nicole was too weak too fight. So she and Danielle had taken the train into the city and walked around, and surprisingly it was actually fun. Maybe it was all the walking and the fresh air, but Nicole found herself smiling and joking around for the first time in ages. 
It couldn’t last though, and it didn’t last. The limousine pulled up beside them on the street and they turned and looked at one another. 
“Is it…?” Danielle asked, her eyes wide with fear. 
Nicole’s first thought was that it was Red. Red had come back to rescue her, to love her again. But that thought only lasted a moment because she knew it couldn’t be him. 
This was the other billionaire, the one she never wanted to see again. 
“No, it’s not Red,” Nicole said, as the limo door swung open and Kane Wright looked at the two of them from inside. 
“Let’s have a chat,” he said. 
Nicole glanced uneasily at Danielle. 
Kane looked at them. “You and your lovely friend,” he said. “Please, I promise I won’t bite.” 
“You don’t have to come. I’ll meet you back at the apartment,” Nicole told her. 
“Are you kidding me? I’m not letting you get in there by yourself.” 
Nicole smiled. It felt good to know that Danielle would fight to protect her. She was a great friend. 
“Well then, let’s get this over with,” Nicole muttered. 
The two of them got inside the spacious, luxurious limousine and sat as far away from Kane Wright as was humanly possible. 
He didn’t seem to mind. The limo pulled away from the curb and into fifth avenue traffic. “Would either of you like a drink?” Kane asked them. 
“Where are you taking us?” Danielle said, ignoring his question. 
He looked at her without responding, and Nicole wondered how Danielle felt being stared at by this wealthy, handsome older man. His eyes had that familiar intensity that blazing confidence. She watched her friend gaze back at him, refusing to give an inch. 
Finally, Kane settled back in his seat. “We’re just driving around. I told my driver to circle Times Square for a bit while we have a chat.” 
“She has nothing to say to you,” Danielle 
said. 
“Oh? Is that so?” 
“Yes, it is.” 
“And who might you be? Her chaperone?” he said with a twinkle in his eye. 
“Better than that. I’m her friend.” 
“Oh, her friend,” Kane nodded. “That is better. It’s good to have trustworthy friends.” 
“I’m sure you have none,” Danielle replied. 
“Let’s not make this hostile,” Kane said. “What’s your name?” 
She crossed her arms. “Don’t worry about my name.” 
He grinned and snapped his fingers. “You look like a Danielle. I bet that’s your name, isn’t it?” 
Danielle’s face got pale. “How did you know my name?” 
Kane shrugged and smiled. Then he turned to Nicole. “So, have you thought at all about my proposal?” 
She nodded. Then she licked her lips. “I’ve thought a lot about it. But I don’t think I can trust you to keep your word.” 
“How can I earn your trust, Nicole?” 
“I don’t think you can.” 
He nodded and thought for a moment. “What if I did more than just keep Red Jameson’s dirty laundry from the public eye?” 
“I’m not sure what you mean,” she said. 
“I’m a nice guy, Nicole. Really I am.” 
“Only asshole’s say they’re nice guys,” Danielle replied. 
Kane glanced at her. “I believe you’re in a significant amount of debt, aren’t you?” 
Danielle’s cheeks flushed and for a moment she looked stunned, as if he’d slapped her across the face. But then she seemed to recover. “Everyone living in New York City is in debt. Nice guess.” 
“True, most people are,” Kane nodded, as if empathizing with the plight of the common man. “But you,” he said to Danielle, “are even more in debt than most. Almost a hundred thousand dollars between student loans and credit cards. The loans you can defer for a little while, but those credit cards…” he shook his head. 
Danielle turned to Nicole. “How does he know this stuff about me? My name, my financial situation?” 
Nicole shrugged. “He’s rich and he’s decided he wants something from me. He probably had a private investigator put together a file on me and everyone close to me.” 
“Don’t forget, I’ve been researching Red Jameson for a long time. Anyone close to him gets the same treatment,” Kane smiled. “It’s nothing personal.” 
“Leave Danielle out of this, it’s between us,” Nicole said. 
“I tried to leave her out of it, but she’s chirping away like a little bird in my ear,” he said. “So I think maybe I’d like to sweeten the pot a little bit. I’d like to help Danielle.” 
“You don’t want to help me,” Danielle said, shaking her head. “You’re only interested in trying to intimidate people.” 
“That’s far from the truth,” he said, turning back to Nicole. “So let me help you with your decision. All I’ve asked is that you spend some time in my company. For a few days on a tropical paradise having your every need met, I’m willing to give you quite a bit in return. One, I’ve offered to keep Red’s name out of the media in connection to those things we discussed.” 
Nicole nodded warily. “I understand that.” 
“And further, I’ll go another step to show you my heart’s in the right place, Nicole. 
I want to help you and the people you care about. So if you come with me to the Caymans, then I’ll pay off Danielle’s student loans and credit card debt. Almost one hundred thousand dollars wiped away, she’ll be free and clear.” 
“He’s lying, Nicole,” Danielle told her. “Don’t listen to his bullshit.” 
Kane looked back at Danielle. “You really don’t know me.” Something about the way he said it silenced her. A certain gleam in his eye, a tone of voice—something in him shifted and suddenly his full presence was palpable in the car. 
Suddenly you realized that you were sitting next to a man who had more wealth than small nations, who could literally buy and sell you. He could pick up a phone and have someone killed, make someone disappear, or he could wipe out hundreds of thousands of dollars in debt the way someone might pick up the check for lunch at the corner deli. 
“So, Nicole, what’s your answer? A few days with me, no strings attached, nothing required but a little of your time. And in exchange you get so much more for the people closest to you.” 
“Don’t do it Nic,” Danielle muttered. 
“Just let me think for a second,” Nicole said. 
“This offer is only good for the length of this car ride,” Kane told them. He glanced at his gold Rolex. “I never make bad deals, Nicole. In fact, the main reason I’m as wealthy as I am is because I refuse to make a deal unless it benefits me most. I don’t like feeling as though I’m getting the worse end of things, but for some reason, it’s different with you.” 
His eyes fixed on her. She couldn’t look at him. 
What would Red tell her to do? She wondered. Of course he’s say that Kane Wright was a snake, untrustworthy, all of it. 
But then again, Red wasn’t here. And because of that, she was on her own, dealing with a shark in deep waters with nobody to help her. 
“I’m fine,” Danielle told her. “I don’t need his help.” 
But Nicole wasn’t so sure. She’d seen Danielle crying not that long ago, opening bills and shaking her head, saying she didn’t know how much longer she could last in the city. 
“If I say yes, how can I be sure you’ll keep your promises?” 
“If you say yes right now, I’ll get on the phone with my accountant and put the word in to take care of Danielle’s financial situation immediately. By the end of business tomorrow, she’ll be free and clear. Before you and I even get on a plane together, your best friend will have a new lease on life.” 
Nicole glanced at Danielle. She was shaking her head no, but somehow Nicole couldn’t believe her. “I’ll do it,” she said. “I’ll go with you.” 
“Nicole, don’t!” Danielle cried. 
Kane Wright smiled like a proud father. “Good decision, Nicole. You won’t regret it.” 
“Of course she will. She’s not a prostitute.” 
“I never claimed she was. Nicole doesn’t have to have sex with me, I’ve made it very clear that all I’m asking is for some time together.” 
“That’s bullshit. What man goes through this much trouble for a woman he doesn’t want to sleep with?” 
“I never said I didn’t want to sleep with her. I said that I wouldn’t have any expectations that she’d do so on this trip. The deal is simply for some of her time. It’s a good deal, especially for you Danielle.” 
“I don’t want it.” 
“Regardless, by this time tomorrow you’ll have no debt. Your credit cards and student loans, even your rent for this year—will be paid in full.” 
Nicole looked at him and he smiled at her. 
She knew she couldn’t trust him, and yet—for the first time—she wondered if she’d somehow misjudged Kane Wright. 


*** 
The next morning she threw up again. 
This time it was when she was brushing her teeth after her morning shower (there was no way she could go two days without bathing, no matter how depressed). 
Everything had been going just fine up until the point that she got sick. One moment, a typical weekday morning and the next—blecchhhh. 
Her stomach lurching, she leaned over the toilet and everything came up yet again. 
This was now officially something weird. 
Two days in a row she’d been sick in the morning. 
There was a term for that—wasn’t there? Nicole thought, as she went through the now familiar process of wiping her mouth and chin with toilet paper and flushing the mess away. 
Morning sickness. 
A wave of unreality washed over her, making her so dizzy that she had to grab hold of the sink and close her eyes. 
It’s a coincidence, she told herself. Maybe I do have a touch of the flu. Wasn’t I sweating a lot last night? I woke up and my sheets were damp. It’s the flu. I probably even have a bit of fever if I take my temperature. 
She tried to talk herself off the ledge, because the alternative was just too frightening. 
Morning sickness. 
Uneasily, Nicole touched her stomach as if she might be able to discern a subtle difference there. She asked herself what her instinct was—and then she blinked in surprise. 
When was the last time I had my period? 

She swore at herself for not having kept better track of it. Usually she made a note of it on her iPhone calendar, but this past month she’d forgotten to do so. 
I can’t be pregnant, she thought yet again. I’ve been on the pill for months and months. But still, it happened. She knew that the pill wasn’t a hundred percent—no method of birth control was a hundred percent. 
It was so irresponsible of her to have had unprotected sex with Red, even if she was on the pill. 
Stunned, Nicole left the bathroom and walked to her bedroom in her towel, trying to think back to the last time she’d had her period. 
She recalled being annoyed because it came at an inconvenient time at work. Was she still working on the cowboy stuff for Remi at the time? Nicole tried to do the math to figure out if she was even late. 
I think I’m late. 
Of course you’re late. You don’t have morning sickness without being late, Nicole. 
Oh god, she thought. I’m going crazy on top of being pregnant. 
Nicole knew what she had to do. She had to go get a test immediately. Whether or not she knew exactly how late she was didn’t matter anymore. Get the test and find out for sure one way or another. 
She got dressed in a pair of sweats and a t-shirt, threw on her flip-flops and headed for the door. 
Unfortunately, Danielle was up and about, rummaging in the fridge as she left her room. “Hey, what’s going on?” Danielle asked, straightening and looking at her with a strange expression. “Why are you dressed like that?” 
“Oh, I just realized…I need to…I forgot I need to grab something from Duane Read.” 
Danielle looked at her. “Nicole. What’s going on?” 
Nicole wished she didn’t always have such a “readable” face. Everyone always could tell what she was thinking and feeling, when something was wrong. It was annoying to never have the ability to hide anything from anyone. “Nothing’s going on,” she lied. 
“Just running out for two seconds. You need anything?” 
“We need to talk when you get back,” Danielle said. 
“About what?” 
“You know what. About Kane Wright. You can’t go through with this escapade.” 
“I need to run to the pharm—to the store. And then I need to get ready for work,” 
she said. “We’ll talk when I get home later.” 
“Nicole, I’m serious!” 
“Sorry, got to run!” Nicole called, heading out the door. 
The nearest Duane Read was only three blocks away, so she was there in under five minutes, careening through the isles like a madwoman, grabbing three different pregnancy tests and running to the counter. 
The man behind the register rang up her purchases with a look of satisfaction on his face, as if he was thinking, “good, another New York Sex in the City slut gets her comeuppance.” 
Maybe she was just being paranoid and he was merely remembering a funny joke someone had told him, but it didn’t feel that way. She felt judged. 
But Nicole didn’t have time to be upset about what the guy at Duane Read thought of her. She took her little bag of pregnancy tests and ran the whole way back to her apartment building, then took the stairs two at a time until she reached her door. 
Inside, Danielle waited, ready to pounce like a concerned puma. “Nicole, you need to tell me what’s going on,” she said. “You can’t do this again.” 
“Do what again?” Nicole asked, brushing past her and moving toward the bathroom. 
“You can’t just shut me out when you don’t need me, and then dump all of your problems on me when it’s convenient for you. It’s not fair.” 
That slowed Nicole down. She was gripping the plastic bag that held the answers to a burning question, gripping it so tightly her knuckles were white. “I’m sorry if I’ve been a bad friend. I don’t want to be, and I really do appreciate everything you’ve done for me—
I’m grateful, Danielle. But right now—“ 
“Right we are going to sit down and talk about Kane Wright. You can’t go through with this trip to the Caymans. What if he rapes you?” 
Nicole couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s the least of my concerns, honestly.” 
“It shouldn’t be,” Danielle said, pointing at her. “He wants you, he’s doing anything he can to get you alone with him somewhere far away from any witnesses.” 
“I think he’s just a very rich man used to getting what he wants.” 
“Exactly. What if he decides he wants to have sex with you one night?” 
It was a valid point. “I don’t know. My instincts tell me he’s not that kind of guy. 
Yes, he’s sneaky and entitled and I don’t like him much as a person. But rapist? I just don’t see it.” 
“Well maybe you don’t, but I’m putting my foot down this time, Nic. You’ve gotten me involved now. I need you to call Kane and tell him you’re backing out on the deal.” 
“I think he’s already made arrangements to pay off all your debt,” Nicole said. “So even if I back out, he’ll have paid close to a hundred thousand dollars on your behalf. 
We’re going to owe him either way.” 
“Maybe I’ll call him and deal with it myself.” 
“Look, Danielle, I don’t have time to argue. I’m sorry for dragging you into this—
seriously, I am. But I need to get ready for work.” 
Danielle glanced down at the bag. 
For a moment, Nicole was sure she’d seen through the plastic and realized that Nicole had come back to the apartment with a bunch of pregnancy tests. But then she realized she was just being paranoid. 
“Okay, do whatever you want Nicole. I’m just getting really tired of you treating me like an afterthought.” 
“I’m sorry, I’ll make it up to you.” 
“I’ve heard that one before.” 
Nicole didn’t know what else to say. Danielle was right, of course, but Nicole had bigger problems. Like finding out for sure if her fears were unfounded or if she was going to be having a major life crisis. 
She got to the bathroom and closed the door, even locking it behind her. 
She’d never had to take a pregnancy test before. This was the first time. There had been a lot of firsts since she’d started working at Jameson International. Most of the firsts had been things she’d never imagined herself going through and this was certainly one of those instances. 
Nicole sat down on the toilet and opened the first pregnancy test kit. Pulling out the directions, she read them carefully—even though she knew they were so simple a seventh grader could follow them (and she supposed in this day and age, many did). 
She was heartened to read that “early morning urine” contained the highest concentration of hCG and so would make for the best sample. Thank god for small favors. 
Hopefully, she would at least be assured of an accurate test right now. 
Her heart was beating faster and faster as she held the strip in her hand. She needed a cup to pee into, which she hadn’t thought of, and didn’t want to go into the kitchen to get one. Facing Danielle’s wrath yet again wasn’t something she was looking to do at this particular moment. 
But luckily they had some spare plastic cups under the bathroom sink. “You can do this,” she told herself, grabbing the cub and then pulling down her sweatpants and holding the cup under her. 
She peed into it, just enough to make sure she could cover the stick the way she needed to, and then finished peeing into the toilet. 
Her hands were shaking as she sat and dipped the test strip into the urine. She counted to three and then took the strip out and laid it across a folded up piece of toilet paper on top of the sink to let it dry. 
The instructions had said that she could get results in as soon as forty seconds, but the entire time of three minutes should be allowed for full results. 
So Nicole got up and stared at the strip lying on the sink and watched it. It was sort of like watching paint dry, she decided, only a whole lot more interesting. Her entire life was going to change depending on the results. 
It occurred to her that she hadn’t truly thought about whether or not she wanted a child. Obviously it would be crazy to have a baby in the current situation, but what if Red was still in the picture? 
They’d talked about having kids and Nicole knew she wanted to start a family someday, preferably when she was young enough to have two or three children without worrying about her age and reproductive capabilities. 
As she was thinking about all of this, as her mind spun round and round the different what ifs and possibilities, her eyes suddenly registered what was happening to the test strip. First the one line appeared, which she knew could mean a negative. But then quickly thereafter, the second line began appearing, as if by magic. 
Nicole swooned a little, watching the tiny purplish line slowly (but faster than she’d ever expected) appearing on the little stick. 
“Oh my god,” she whispered. “Oh my god.” 
She was pregnant. 
Nicole didn’t know what to do next. 
She sat on the toilet and held the pregnancy strip in her hand and marveled at how such a tiny, flimsy little thing could have such an enormous, earth-shattering impact on her future. 
No matter what happens from here on, I’ll never be able to say I’ve never been
pregnant. I’m pregnant with Red Jameson’s baby. 
Even thinking the words didn’t make it seem real. The realness of it only served to make it more…unreal. 
That was the word that should be used to describe her life now, Nicole thought. If someone made a movie about her or wrote a book, it would be called UNREAL: THE 
NICOLE MASTERS STORY. 
She smiled a little at her crazy, jumbled thoughts, but then the smile died when she again stared at the test strip. Okay, possible false positive? She wondered. 
Time to try again. 
She ripped open the second test (a totally different brand) and also dipped that in the cup of urine. 
Minutes later, it too had come up positive. 
And not long after, she did the third one (because everyone knew three times is a charm and three strikes your out, etc. etc.). 
They all said the same thing. Nicole Masters was incontrovertibly pregnant, and now she needed to figure out what to do next. 


*** 
Nicole wasn’t sure exactly when she’d decided that she needed to talk to Red. 
Everything was happening so fast. And yet, at other moments, time seemed to have slowed to a crawl and the seconds were like hours. 
She removed all evidence of her pregnancy from the bathroom, threw it all in a trash bag and then dumped that trash bag into the bottom of another bag full of garbage that Danielle would be very unlikely to sift through (unless she was secretly working for the FBI or something). 
With that piece done, Nicole took out her phone and sat in the living room, staring at Red’s cell number. 
Danielle had already gone off to work, so she had the apartment to herself. Nicole sure as heck wasn’t going to the office today. No, today was a day she definitely needed some “me time.” Time to figure out how the hell she was going to deal with this issue, time to decide whether she could manage this on her own or whether Red might actually step up to the plate and help her to work through things. 
But she was scared. She was scared first and foremost that Red had already moved on, put her in the past. Maybe he hadn’t really loved her the way she’d loved him—he certainly hadn’t played the part of a loving fiancé when he’d dumped her unceremoniously after his brother’s visit to his mansion. 
Nicole didn’t believe that was the real Red who’d dumped her, who’d told her that he was protecting her from himself. Nicole thought that Red had been overcome by fear and self-doubt and self-loathing. He truly believed that she would be better off without him in her life. 
Still, there was an echo of doubt reverberating in her mind. Maybe it was her mother’s voice, so sure of the fact that Red Jameson was nothing but a scoundrel, the worst kind of man you could meet—an undependable man. 
Would Red even want to know that she was pregnant? She wondered. 
Finally she forced herself to dial his number. 
And her call went right to voicemail. 
The mailbox was full, so she couldn’t even leave a message. After so much tension had built up inside her, struggling about even making this call, she was crushed to realize that Red’s phone was basically a nonworking number now. 
The next step was even worse. 
She had no choice but to show up at his home and demand to see him. 
Changing into a decent outfit (a sleeveless blue dress and sandals), Nicole left the apartment and took the train out as far as she could, and then grabbed a taxi to take her the rest of the way to Red’s mansion. 
She tried to keep herself calm as they got closer and closer. When they finally arrived at the front gate, the taxi driver turned to her. “You sure this is the place?” he asked. 
“I’m sure,” she said, a horrible feeling coming over her. 
The guard at the gate was someone she didn’t recognize. An older man with a bald head and white mustache, he glanced inside at her and then spoke to the driver. “Can I help you?” 
“This girl asked me to take her here.” 
“Name please?” The guard said, now directing the questions at her. 
“Nicole. Masters. It’s an emergency.” 
“What sort of emergency, ma’am?” 
“I need to see Red—I mean, I need to speak to Mister Jameson as soon as possible.” 
She tried to keep the neediness and fear out of her voice lest this stranger assume she was one of Red’s groupies, a stalker who’d carried out some delusional fantasy of seducing the powerful executive. 
Red had told her such things happened from time to time and the security guards would all be well aware of it. 
Nicole hated that she fit the profile, and she hated Red for putting her in a position of having to beg to see him. 
The guard retreated back to his booth and picked up the phone. He had a brief conversation. 
Nicole’s heart was pounding again. When the man came back to the taxi, he was stone faced and unapologetic. “I’ll relay the message ma’am.” 
“Is he here?” 
“I’m not at liberty to say. But I’ll do my best to make sure he knows you’ve stopped by and that the matter is urgent.” 
“I promise you, he’ll really want to know—“ 
The guard held up a hand. “I understand ma’am. This is the best I can do.” 
The tears were in her eyes as she nodded and sat back in her seat. “Okay. Thanks.” 
The taxi driver glanced in his rearview mirror at her. “Are you all right?” 
“Yeah. Just take me back to the train station,” she said softly. 


*** 
There was nothing to do but go back to the apartment and sulk and fret and pace. 
She couldn’t sit still and watch TV or read a book. There was nobody she trusted enough to call or talk to about this, other than Red. And apparently he didn’t want to talk to her. She couldn’t even be sure he was home or knew she’d come by. 
After all, the word around town and in all the gossip sites was that Red had lit off for unknown territories; they had him looking like Tom Hanks in Cast Away. Bearded, perhaps wearing nothing but shorts and a tattered old t-shirt, stumbling about on some faraway beach and drinking Coronas, eating clams, getting that beer belly he’d always sworn he’d never get. 
If Red were in such a place, doing those things, then perhaps it would disturb him to know that back home he had a pregnant ex-fiancé who desperately wanted to have a word with him. Or maybe not. Maybe Red had specifically run away in order to never again be confronted with a needy chick asking something of him that he could not give. 
But even if he was trying to get away from her entirely, Nicole knew she had to have this conversation with him, even if it was the very last one. It was her duty to tell him she was pregnant with his baby, and then it would be up to Red whether he wanted to shirk his obligations or not. 
How can I get in touch with him? She wondered. 
Nobody seemed to know where he was, his work email was nonfunctional since he was no longer at the company, and she couldn’t get past the front gate of his house. 
If only she knew some of his friends or family members that might have spoken with him recently, someone who might have a sense of where he’d be staying right now. 
His mother was a nightmare, and Nicole doubted they’d spoken at all since he kicked her out of the house. Even if they had somehow talked since that horrible day, Nicole doubted that mean old crab would tell her anything helpful. She’d probably just take the chance to throw in a few of her vicious digs about why Nicole wasn’t worth her son’s time. 
Pacing back and forth in the kitchen, chewing her bottom lip, Nicole suddenly thought of Red’s younger brother, Jeb. Jeb had been nice to her and they’d even had a pretty warm conversation the very last time she’d spoken to him. 
She didn’t have his number, but she knew his name and also knew he had a family practice just outside of Chicago. 
Nicole ran to her laptop and quickly did a Google search for Jeb Jameson, family practice, Chicago. A website came up that she knew had to be his. Her heart racing with excitement but also fear—if Jeb didn’t know how to reach Red than she would be at a total dead end—Nicole picked up her phone and quickly made the call before she could second-guess herself. 
A moment later, a friendly sounding woman picked up. “Jameson Family Medical Group,” she said perkily. 
“I need to speak with Doctor Jameson,” Nicole said, trying to steady her voice. 
“Are you a patient, ma’am?” 
She debated lying. But what would be the point of that? Instead, Nicole said: “I’m a friend of Dr. Jameson’s brother, Red. There’s been an emergency and I need to speak with Dr. Jameson as soon as possible.” 
“Oh.” The woman sounded confused momentarily. “Can I get your name please?” 
“Nicole Masters.” 
“Let me go check and see if the doctor is available. Hold one moment.” 
After a brief click, the muzak started up and Nicole waited, chewing on her lower lip and circling her kitchen, sometimes walking heel to toe, sometimes on her tiptoes. She was thrumming with energy, nervous, trying to allow herself some hope even though she knew this was a long shot at best. 
Finally, after what felt like hours, Jeb picked up the line. “Nicole, what’s happened? Is my brother okay?” 
Instantly, she felt horrible for saying it was an emergency and frightening him. 
“I think so,” she said. “I don’t know for sure.” 
“Tell me what’s happened.” 
“Well, you know that he got fired from his company and then he sort of disappeared on everyone.” 
Jeb sighed heavily into the phone. “I know. I haven’t heard from him either.” 
Nicole’s heart sank. “The thing is, I really need to talk to him. It’s something very, very important that he’d want to know about. But I can’t find a way to reach him.” 
“When’s the last time you spoke to him?” 
“The same morning you left. He sent me away and that was it.” She tried to hold back her tears but they were about to break through. Especially now that it looked just as hopeless as ever for her to get in touch with him. 
“Well, he certainly hasn’t been in contact with me. As you saw, we didn’t leave things on the best of terms.” 
“I know. I’m sorry about that, Jeb.” 
“Is there something I can help with, Nicole? Are you okay?” 
She let out a shake exhalation. She so badly wanted to share her news with someone, and Jeb was a doctor, he’d understand. But she couldn’t tell Jeb before his brother even knew. “I’m okay. But I do need to find him. Is there anywhere he might be, anything you can think of—someone I can call?” 
“Nobody I know personally. Red has always played it close to the vest. There’s no one I can think of to call that would know where Red is. You’d have been the one that came to mind, but clearly he’s treated you badly as well.” 
“I just…I wonder if there’s a place that he might retreat to. Maybe somewhere away from the media,” she said. “Some people say he’s on a tropical island with a new face, drinking and fishing and living like a beach bum.” Nicole tried to laugh. 
“You know, there is a place, come to think of it.” 
Nicole’s face lit up. “There is?” 
“I have no idea if he still even owns it, so take this for what it’s worth.” 
“Anything, anything!” She cried, grabbing a pen and piece of paper. “Tell me.” 
“A few years back, he took me for a weekend getaway to this tiny little ramshackle cabin out in the middle of nowhere.” 
She felt the shorthairs on the back of her neck stand up as he said it—knew that this must be the place. “Where exactly was it?” 
“Somewhere in Vermont. Let me think…” he hummed. “I think the town was Bristol. Bristol, Vermont.” 
“If you were me, how would you find the cabin again?” she asked him. “Do you know what road its on?” 
“God, it was so long ago.” He thought for a while. “It was way off the beaten track, but I do remember that there was a beautiful lake close by, and a little farm that had apple picking and that sort of thing. It was called Beaumont Farms, I believe.” 
Nicole wrote everything down as fast as she could. “There can’t be too many cabins in that area, right?” 
“Right.” He didn’t sound as excited as her. “Nicole, please don’t take this the wrong way.” 
“I won’t,” she said, anxious now. 
“Just be careful with your expectations. Like I said, I don’t even know if Red still owns that cabin. And even if he does, that’s just one place he happened to bring me years ago. He’s a very wealthy man who could just as easily have flown to Australia and be doing a walkabout right now.” 
She nodded. “I know, I know.” 
“If you’re lucky enough to find him, the chances are low that he’ll greet you with the kind of reception you’re hoping for. I know my brother, and if he’s trying to get away from all his pressures and disappointments—then I imagine you might be the very last person he wants to see right now.” 
Nicole nodded but couldn’t bring herself to respond to his comments. They hurt. 
She was scared, pregnant and alone. And now one of the people who knew Red best was telling her that this was a fool’s errand. 
“If you need to call me for anything,” Jeb said, “just let me know.” And then he gave her his personal cell number, once again asking her to call him for anything, at any time. 
Grateful for his kindness, Nicole thanked him profusely before they got off the phone. 
Once she’d hung up, Nicole studied the piece of paper with her chicken scratches on it. It looked like pure desperation; nothing on that paper would lead her to Red. 
Vermont. Beaumont Farms. Cabin near a lake. 
This was all she had, her only hopes of finding the man she loved, the man who’d left her, a rich man who had the ability to fly anywhere in the world on a whim. What were the chances he’d gone to this one place—this silly shack stuck out in the middle of nowhere? 
Nicole decided she was going to find out. 


*** 
Packing a small overnight bag with toiletries and some clothes, Nicole left a brief note for Danielle saying that she was going home to her parents’ house for a day or two. 
This was another lie in a steadily growing list, but who was really keeping track anyway? 
After leaving her apartment, Nicole went to the nearest Hertz location, and rented a red Ford Fiesta. 
It was a five-hour drive to Bristol, Vermont. The day was warm and dry, the sky blue and almost cloudless. Nicole missed driving—in New York, there was little reason to have a car, and flying down the road at her own speed made her feel a little more in control. 
She kept her windows down, put some cheesy pop music on, and sang along with the songs—even the ones she hardly knew. 
It was important to get to Vermont as early in the day as possible, so Nicole stopped only once at a rest stop, where she got a couple of cheeseburgers from McDonalds and went to the bathroom. 
Finally, she was just a few miles outside of Bristol. The landscape had changed to one that was very familiar to her from her childhood in upstate New York. She was used to seeing long stretches of farmland, trees, barns and tiny houses, pickup trucks parked in the driveways. 
Once she entered Bristol, Nicole felt a pang in her chest. It was a beautiful little town, like something from a Norman Rockwell painting. 
The first thing she thought when she drove down quaint little Main Street with its Cup a Joe café, and Danny’s Barber Shop with the spinning pole out front: This would be a wonderful place to start a family. 
And then the tears were in her eyes and Nicole let them stream down her cheeks. 
She was being silly again, but her hormones were probably going crazy after all. 
She pulled into the tiny little two-pump gas station and a girl that looked around seventeen or eighteen with strawberry-blond hair, jeans and a halter top, came over to the car. “Hi,” she said to Nicole with a simple smile. 
Nicole noticed the girl had one of those tribal tattoos on her left bicep. 
“Hi. Could you fill up the tank with regular, please?” 
“Sure.” The girl started the pump and then stood beside it, whistling an unrecognizable tune, until the tank was full. She put the nozzle back in the pump and came over to the window. “That’ll be twenty two, thirty.” 
Nicole gave her twenty-five bucks. “Keep the change.” 
“Thanks! Much appreciated,” the girl said. 
“Do you happen to know how I can get to Beauford Farms from here?” Nicole asked her. 
“Sure,” the girl said. “Keep on going up Main Street, when you hit the third light from here—you go left on Dawson Street. Follow that all the way down to the end. Then you go right on Wilmington Road. And then you’ll see the signs.” 
“Would you happen to know of a small cabin right around that area, near the lake?” 
The girl laughed. “Sorry, there’s got to be at least a dozen cabins that fit that description,” she said. 
“Oh, okay. Thanks again!” Nicole said, her heart sinking. A dozen cabins? Would she even be able to find them all? And then even if she did—what would she do? Would she walk up to each and every cabin, knock and hope that Red would come to the door? 
Still, she tried not to let herself get discouraged. She had about two or three more hours of daylight and maybe she’d get lucky. If not, she’d have to find the nearest motel to hole up in and start looking again in the morning. 
A few minutes later, she arrived at Beauford Farms and a store that sold all kinds of stuff; canned jams, apple cider donuts, fresh produce grown on the premises. 
There was a sprightly white-haired lady standing next to a register. She greeted Nicole with a very friendly smile and asked if she could help her find anything. 
“Actually, yes. But not something in this store.” 
The older woman’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Oh?” 
Nicole began describing the cabin and its possible location, but the woman stopped her mid-description. “Hold on a sec. Let me get my husband, he knows everything within fifty miles of here.” And she waddled off to a door that led to a back room. 
A moment later, she reappeared with her husband, a tall man—though the years seemed to have bent him over. He wore brown slacks, suspenders, and an off-white collared shirt. His whole body was browned from years toiling in the sun, but his light blue eyes were kind. “My wife says you’re looking for someone in a nearby cabin.” 
Nicole went through all the details she knew about the place from what Jeb had told her—which admittedly wasn’t much. 
The old man nodded. When she was through talking, he shook his head. “There are a few cabins it could be. A lot of cabins by the lake, and a few that border this farmland too. Could even be one or two I don’t know about.” 
“Maybe you’ve met the man who’s staying there?” Nicole said, grasping at straws now. “He’s definitely not from around here. He’s in his early thirties, curly dark hair, kind of exotic looking—“ 
Suddenly the old man’s eyes lit up in recognition and he clapped his hands. “Oh, shoot—I know exactly who you mean. I must be losing my mind after all, I should have thought of him right away.” 
Nicole’s heart was galloping again, practically pounding through her chest. 
The old man continued. “He came in here about a week ago and asked about getting himself a fishing license. We talked a little about that, I gave him the lay of the land. He seemed to be growing a new beard.” The old man chuckled about that. “He kept scratching at it like it was bugging him.” 
“And he told you where he’s staying?” 
“I’m sorry, us old folks get sidetracked too easily,” he said, putting a gnarled old hand on her shoulder. “Yes, he mentioned that his cabin’s over near our apple trees, just on the outskirts of our farm. I can show you how to get there.” 
“Thank you so much,” Nicole gushed. 
“Glad we could help.” 
Nicole and the old man went outside the store and he told her how to get to the cabin. It was just back up the road about half a mile, and then she was to turn right onto an unmarked dirt road next to the big red barn. 
The whole thing was like something out of a movie, she thought. 
She gave the old man a hug and he smiled at her, told her good luck. 
Then Nicole was back in her car, driving faster than she should have been, her hands gripping the steering wheel as if it might decide to fly away. Her stomach was tight with anticipation, and fluttering. The fluttering reminded her of what was inside of her, and Nicole slowed down a little. 
I’m going to be a mother, she thought. For the first time, the notion didn’t completely terrify her. 
Soon, she found the turnoff onto the long, dirt road. It was wide and relatively well maintained, surrounded on both sides by forest. Through the trees on the right side, she could still make out the farmland, and as the road curved, she thought she could even catch a glimpse of the lake in front of her. 
As told to her by the old man at the farm store, the road would start to snake off to the left, but just before that, there was another small turnoff. This small turnoff, he’d said, should take her to the cabin in question. 
Nicole’s mouth was completely dry, like it had been the first day she’d met Red in his huge top floor office. 
She was leaning forward, her face practically touching the windshield as she drove the last ten or twenty yards down the more narrow, bumpy road that took her to a small one-story cabin. 
The cabin was surrounded by trees on all sides, and right behind it, the beautiful blue lake, which stretched magically out into the distance like some desert mirage. 
The whole area was so peaceful. Nicole parked the car and turned it off, heard almost nothing but the engine ticking loudly for a long moment. 
And then she heard something else. 
It was a loud rapport, like someone clapping. Except the clapping, clopping sound was rather slow and rhythmic. Occasionally it would cease and then resume once more. 
It was coming from just behind the cabin, Nicole thought. And she had a feeling she knew who and what it might be. 
She got out of the car, almost delicately, as if her feet might break. She felt unsteady and trembling, but forced herself to be brave. 
The thought of Red screaming at her to leave was a strong image, and she tried desperately to shake it from her mind. If it was really even him back there. Truly, it could be anyone. 
And then she was approaching the house. 
The sound was getting louder. Occasionally there would be pause, and you could hear something being thrown, clattering into pieces. And then the thunking, clopping sound would resume. 
When Nicole finally reached the backyard, she knew she’d been right all along. 
Red was standing there in blue jeans and no shirt, chopping wood. There was a huge stack of logs nearby—cords and cords of them. He’d obviously been at it for a long time, from the looks of it. 
His back was facing her and he was covered in sweat. She could see, even from this angle, that his thick, curly black hair had grown out a little and wasn’t styled at all. 
Pausing for the moment, he wiped sweat from his forehead and took some deep breaths. 
The axe was gripped in one hand. With his free hand, he reached down and grabbed a huge piece of wood and placed it on the ground in front of him, then in a single motion, swung the axe in a high arc and split the wood with one slice. 
CHUNK. 
The pieces fell to the side. Red picked them up one a time and threw them into a pile, presumably to be stacked like all the rest at some later point. 
Nicole knew she had to get his attention, but her throat didn’t seem to be able to emit sound. 
“Red.” 
He was in the midst of grabbing his next piece of wood. 
“RED.” She forced herself to scream his name, but in her nervous state it came out barely loud enough to reach his ears. 
Still, he must have heard her, because he turned around and saw her. His expression was stunned. And then his lips clamped together and his brow creased. “What the hell are you doing here?” he said, finally. 
It was the worst possible reaction. Nicole reeled, turning and running back toward her car, blubbering like a little kid. 
She couldn’t really help it. In that second, the look on his face and the tone of his voice had been exactly the opposite of what she’d been hoping for, what she’d been praying he might do. 
She was pregnant and he wanted nothing to do with her. That was all she could think, and she just wanted to get the hell away from him and that cabin and the entire town. 
Nicole ran as fast as she could to reach her car. 
Red was calling her name now. “Nicole! Wait!” 
She didn’t care. She needed to go. She needed to be somewhere safe, somewhere she’d be taken care of right now. It was like a horror movie. She didn’t even look back, just ran, picturing him coming after her with his axe still in one hand—like Jack Nicholson from The Shining. 
And then, just as Nicole was about to reach the driver’s side door, she tripped over a huge tree root sticking up out of the dirt driveway, and fell forward. Her arms instantly shot out to break her fall, especially making sure she didn’t hit her stomach when she smashed into the ground. 
But in trying to protect her unborn child—Nicole twisted strangely on the way down and felt a sharp pain in her right ankle. 
She shrieked and rolled onto her back. 
Red was just reaching her side. He didn’t have his axe after all, and he looked absolutely stricken. “Nicole, what happened? Are you okay?” 
She was sobbing, as much from pain as rejection. “Just…just...leave me alone, okay?” More hysterical crying. “Are you…huh…huh..happy now?” 
He knelt down, his face a mask of concern, and shook his head. “No, I’m not happy. Not at all.” He laid his hand gently on her shoulder, and she hated that it felt so good—so right. 
Why was he torturing her? Why had he made everything between them into something awful and sad? 
“Tell me where you’re hurt,” he said. 
“My—my ankle. I twisted it just now when I fell.” 
“Okay, let me see it.” He moved down, slowly removed the sandal on her right foot, and examined her leg. 
His hands felt warm and soothing, healing even. But the pain in her ankle was still throbbing. She craned her head to look and saw that the ankle was already swelling and slightly discolored. 
“Move your toes and foot a bit for me,” he said. 
She winced as she did so. “It hurts.” 
“I think you’ve sprained it pretty good,” he told her. 
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I need to go. I need to get out of here. Can you find me transportation back to the city?” 
Red shook his head. “I’m not letting you out of my sight while you’re in this condition. You need to be taken care of, Nicole.” 
Hearing him say those very words brought more tears to her eyes, tears of relief. 
But then she thought, how long would it be before he changed his mind once again and told her to leave? She couldn’t depend on him, and she didn’t want to risk being rejected yet again. It was all too much. 
“I should go, Red. I don’t need you to take care of me anymore.” 
His face blanched at her cold words. “That’s not true.” 
“Yes it is,” she lied, staring into his eyes. 
“Well,” he said, eventually, “I don’t know about that. But right now, I’m bringing you inside the cabin and getting some ice on that ankle.” 
As much as Nicole wanted to fight him on it—another part of her was reveling in his attention. 
I know he loves me, she thought. 
The way he looked at her, the care and attentiveness he was giving her right now—
it screamed out love. He’d looked so panic-stricken when she’d first fallen, and she knew that was no act. 
Red lifted her in his arms and carried her into the cabin. 
“I’m going to lay you on the couch now,” he told her. “Sorry about the scenery—I wish I could put you up at The Four Seasons or something. But they don’t have those around here.” 
He laid her down gently on a soft, worn couch that actually felt like something her parents would have had in their home. Nicole didn’t really mind it at all—in fact, she rather liked it. 
The inside of the cabin was very quaint and sparse—but still very nice, Nicole thought—and homey in its own way. 
In the middle of the room was a wood-burning stove—currently not in use. Against the far wall, a small range, an old white refrigerator, and a tiny sink. Above the appliances were rows of wooden shelves filled with glasses, plates, a couple of pots and cooking utensils. And next to the sink was a large cabinet. 
A bookcase filled with books was located against the opposing wall, and beside it, a tiny single bed with a simple metal frame. The couch she was laying on and a small two-person table with a couple of chairs nearby seemed to tie the room together. There was also a recliner that had seen better days, not far from that bookcase. She imagined Red sitting on his recliner at night, reading a book in the stillness of this little cabin, away from all his cares and worries. 
Right now, Red was kneeling down in front of the large cabinet by the sink, digging around for god only knew what. 
She sat up a little on the couch and looked at her ankle. It was pretty bad already, somewhat discolored with deep purple bruises and swollen to about twice the size of her good ankle. 
Red stood up and saw her examining her injury. “You lay back down and elevate that ankle,” he said, forcefully but also with concern. He was carrying an Ace bandage and tape in his hands, coming back to the couch to tend to her. 
“You really don’t need to do this,” she told him. 
Now that she was recovering her senses and the pain in her ankle had lessened slightly, she could really take in Red’s unshaven face, the dark circles under his eyes. He even looked thinner. 
“Let me see that ankle,” he said, taking her foot in one hand and then beginning to wrap the bandage around it. “This will help stabilize things a bit. And then we’re going to get some ice on it for the swelling.” 
“How do you know so much about treating ankle sprains?” she asked. 
Red just shrugged. “My brother’s a doctor. I could probably remove your appendix too, if we were in a pinch.” He looked up and grinned at her—the old Red grin that she loved so much. 
Nicole felt her heart flutter, and then her stomach. That reminded her of why she’d come here. How was she going to tell him? She swallowed and remembered how thirsty she was. “Can I have a cup of water?” she said. 
“Of course,” he replied, finishing with the Ace bandage, and laying her foot on the top of the armrest of the couch. “One second.” He walked back to the sink and grabbed a cup from one of the shelves, then poured her water straight from the tap. “This is much better than the crap in New York City. Fresh as can be.” 
He came back and she took the cup gratefully from his hands, drinking it all at once. “Thanks,” she said, after she’d gulped it all down. 
“Wow, you weren’t kidding about being thirsty.” He went to the refrigerator and opened the freezer door. “Let’s see now. Here we go.” He came back with a couple of packages of frozen peas. 
“I’m not a big fan of peas,” Nicole said. 
“Well that’s fine. You’re not going to be eating them.” He pressed the peas against her ankle on both sides. “Don’t move around too much. We do this for twenty minutes, every three hours. Got it?” 
She shrugged. 
He put his hands on his hips and looked her over. “Are you hungry, Nicole? I figured I’d fix us something to eat in the next hour or so.” 
“I don’t know if I should stay that long,” she said, barely able to look at him. She was still scared of him, she realized. Who knew when he’d get angry again or decide she needed to be sent away? Especially when he found out she was pregnant. 
“Of course you’ll stay,” he said. “Don’t be silly. Now that you’re here…” Red trailed off. Then he started to smile again. “I’m glad you’re here, Nicole. Not glad you hurt your ankle, but still. You’re here now and I’m not letting you get away so fast.” 
“If you’re glad I’m here, then why did you act so angry when you first saw me?” 
she asked, finally allowing the hurt she felt from his reaction to show on her face. “You looked like you wished I’d just disappear in a puff of smoke.” 
Red shook his head and came towards her. “No. Hell no, I didn’t want you to disappear. You’re all I think about.” 
“I don’t believe that for a second.” 
“Well it’s true.” 
“You made sure I couldn’t find you,” she said. “That doesn’t sound like someone you think about all the time. Unless you think about how much you want to forget about me.” 
“Is that why you think I did all of this? Because I don’t care about you?” 
“Yes, Red. That’s what any normal person would assume.” 
He nodded. “I can see why you’d assume that. But the fact is, I came to the cabin to protect you from me—not to protect myself from you. I told you before. I’m not good enough for you, I’m just a bad guy.” 
“That’s not true.” 
“It is true,” he snapped, color blazing in his cheeks. “I’m a mess, Nicole and it’s better for you to stay away from me. I knew that I had to protect you, to make it impossible for us to see each other.” 
Nicole could feel her eyes welling up and she blinked back her tears. “I hate what you’re saying to me right now. I hate it.” 
Red quieted and looked at the floor. “And then when you appeared in front of me just then like some vision, like a dream come to life—I panicked. I panicked because there hasn’t been a single second, not a single second since you left that I haven’t thought about you.” 
“Then you should have been happy to see me.” 
“I was. But I was also terrified, because I knew that I’d never have the strength to send you away again.” Red’s eyes were boring into hers as he continued. “It took every ounce of strength I had to make you leave last time. And now I don’t have it in me—I’m too weak and selfish to do what’s right for you. I need to keep you close to me for the rest of my life.” 
“That’s all I ever wanted in the first place,” she told him. “But you found a way to make me doubt us—to make me doubt your feelings for me.” 
“I know you didn’t understand why I did what I did,” he said. “I know that it seems to you like I don’t care. But really, the very opposite is true. I care about you so much, Nicole—I love you so much—that it was more important to me that you move on with your life. Be happy with someone else. Meet a really nice, normal guy who doesn’t have all this darkness inside of him ruining everything.” 
“I don’t care about your darkness,” she said. 
Red blinked at her. “What?” 
“I said, I don’t care about your darkness. In fact, I love your darkness. I love your moods. Because I love you, Red. That’s all a part of who you are and I love you.” 
Red put a hand on his face and rubbed his beard. “My god. I’m a fool. What did I do? What did I do to you?” He came over and leaned down and kissed her. 
She kissed him back, and his lips were just as she remembered—everything was right—as if they’d only just kissed a moment ago. He was hungry for her, as always, maybe even more so. His hands caressed her face, as if he was a blind man relishing every curve of her jaw, the sensation of her skin against his. 
“Red,” she said, breaking away. “I came here for a reason.” 
He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “I figured the reason was that you knew we needed to be together. Is there another reason?” 
She nodded. “Yes, there is.” Her heart was pounding again. Was she telling him too soon? He’d only just admitted his feelings--they’d finally come together again. She wanted to enjoy this moment and not ruin it. 
But why should telling him the truth ruin anything? 
“Nicole,” he said softly. “You know you can tell me everything.” He stroked her hair and smiled. 
“I’m scared,” she whispered. Her hand went to her stomach, reflexively. 
“Don’t be scared,” he replied. “Just say it. Whatever it is you came to tell me, you can just say it.” 
Nicole licked her lips and swallowed. Red sat down on the edge of the couch, his body touching hers. He was so warm and his presence so comforting, his eyes were soft and caring. She didn’t want to lose this sensation of being taken care of. 
“Promise me that you won’t be angry.” 
“I won’t be angry, babe.” 
She smiled at him calling her babe, as if no time had gone by at all. As if he hadn’t ordered out of his life and run away. She believed him completely—in his mind she’d never stopped being the one. Just as in her mind, she’d never truly stopped believing that he loved her completely. 
“Yesterday I woke up and got sick to my stomach,” she said. Her voice shook slightly. 
His brow furrowed. “You threw up?” 
“Yeah. I thought maybe I had a touch of a stomach bug or something. But then it happened again this morning, and I couldn’t brush it off.” 
Red nodded slightly, his expression unreadable. “Go on.” 
“So I did the next thing. I went to the pharmacy and got some pregnancy tests and came home and took them. They all said the same thing.” Nicole looked into his eyes and tried to see what he was thinking. 
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” he asked. 
“I’m pregnant.” She burst into tears. “And I know it’s yours and I hope…I hope you…” she couldn’t finish. 
“Listen to me, Nicole,” he said, his voice calm but forceful. “Look at me, babe.” 
She did, even though her eyes were filled with tears. 
“I love you with all my heart,” he said. “And I’m so happy that you’re carrying our child. We’re going to be a family,” he said. And then he was kissing her again, and she was kissing him back. 
His hand moved down to her belly and rubbed it softly. 
“Promise me you’ll never leave us again?” she said. 
“Never. In my heart, I never left you,” he told her. “I thought you should leave me, but I never wanted to be apart. I was just a damn fool and I hope you’ll forgive me for being a fool.” 
“Of course I forgive you. But how can I be sure you won’t freak out again?” 
“Because I’m giving you my word.” He looked at her and smiled and kissed her forehead. “We have a baby. It’s so perfect, isn’t it? A beautiful being is going to come into this world and that little baby is going to be the manifestation of what you and I share. 
A piece of you and a piece of me—hopefully more of you and a bit less of me.” 
She laughed. “I never thought you’d react like this. I was terrified you’d be angry with me.” 
“Never.” He kissed her lips. “Never.” 
Nicole was finally starting to relax. The cabin was so cozy and her worst fears had been averted. In fact, Red’s reaction to the news had been far better than she ever could’ve imagined. He actually was excited and happy, almost joyous about it all. 
“I’m so glad I came here,” she murmured, suddenly feeling tired. It was as if she hadn’t slept in weeks and weeks. 
She was finally home. Home was wherever Red was. 
Red went to his little twin bed and took the blanket from it, brought it over to the couch and covered her with it. She smiled up at him, her eyes heavy. She felt sleepy and drunk with relief. 
“Rest now, Nicole. I’m here and I’ll take care of everything.” 
“You will?” she murmured, already falling into the depths, as if dipping into a warm, soothing bath. 
“I will,” he replied. 
And then she was sleeping peacefully, the most relaxed she’d been in a very long time. 
When Nicole first awoke from her nap, her eyes blinking, trying to remember where she was—she heard noises—pots and pans clanking together or something. 
Her eyes began to focus and she saw Red at the stove, bustling around. All he needed was a little apron and he’d have made a perfect chef, she thought. 
Red heard her stirring and turned around. “What’s that smile about?” he asked, holding a spoon dripping with red sauce. 
Nicole scooted up on the couch and felt a short burst of pain in her ankle. “Ouch.” 
“Are you okay?” He dropped the spoon and bolted over to the couch. “Let me look at your ankle,” he said. 
“I’m fine,” she laughed. “I just tweaked it a little—I kind of forgot it was hurt.” 
“I should rewrap it anyway, and you’re almost due for another round of ice.” 
“You mean peas.” 
“Frozen peas,” he clarified, unwrapping the Ace bandage and examining her swollen, bruised ankle. “Damn, I’m so pissed at myself for making you run away like that this afternoon.” Red shook his head. 
“It’s okay now,” she said, patting his hand. 
“It’s not okay for me. You got hurt because I acted like a jerk.” 
“My ankle already feels better,” she said. “So you shouldn’t beat yourself up about it.” 
Red looked up at her. “I can tell when you lie.” 
“Well, I’m sure it will feel better soon. Especially with my own personal physician helping me rehab it with frozen veggies.” 
He laughed and nodded, reapplying the bandage. “I think the swelling’s already gone down a bit.” 
Nicole watched him as he tended to her injury, and she couldn’t help but well up with love and affection. He was so intent on making her comfortable, on taking care of her, just the way she’d hoped he would in her wildest fantasies. 
It was worth it to twist my ankle to see him behaving this way, she thought. 
“What are you cooking over there, Chef Jameson?” she asked, pointing to the stove with the big pot bubbling on it. She could see steam pouring out of the top of it. 
“Oh, shit. I forgot, I have to stir that and turn down the heat or dinner’s going to be ruined,” he said, scrambling to his feet and darting back to the stove. 
He picked up his spoon and stirred vigorously for a minute. “I’m making Red’s famous spaghetti with marinara sauce.” 
“Mmmm…sounds delicious,” she replied, sniffing the air. “I smell onions and garlic and meatballs.” 
“Sausage, actually. Everything’s in the sauce, babe.” He turned and gave her an exaggerated wink. “But don’t try and ask me for my recipe—I’ll never reveal my secret sauce.” 
“I think I could make you tell if I wanted to.” 
“No way,” he said, shaking his head. “My lips are sealed.” 
A few minutes later, Red had come back to the couch bearing his frozen peas again, as promised. Nicole sat up and he placed a few pillows behind her back, but still made sure her foot was sufficiently elevated. 
“Thanks,” she said, relaxing again into the wonders of being waited on hand and foot by the love of her life. She actually wanted to pinch herself and make sure it wasn’t a dream. 
As Red continued to prepare their dinner, she had time to think about all of the things they still needed to talk about. After all, now that she was pregnant, they had to truly set a wedding date and work through everything this was going to entail. She didn’t know what kind of parenting style Red believed in. She didn’t know if he wanted to find out the baby’s sex in advance—did he want to take Lamaze classes with her? 
There were so many questions, so many details to figure out. 
And on top of that, there were all the other questions still lingering about what Red’s fate was going to be now that he’d been fired from Jameson International. Nicole didn’t care about the money specifically, but she did want to know what his next step would be. Did he want to just hang around at home and live off his money for the rest of his life—did he want them to live in the wilderness like the Swiss Family Robinson? 
Nicole hated to think that Kane Wright had forced Red into early retirement. Even thinking the man’s name made her stomach turn. Worse still, she knew eventually she was going to have to explain to Red what had gone on while they’d been out of touch. 
Kane was still under the assumption that Nicole was going to the Cayman Islands with him. How would he react when he realized she was backing out of the deal? He’d already paid off Danielle’s student loans and credit cards to the tune of a hundred thousand dollars. He still had information about Red that he was threatening to release to the media. 
As wonderful as it had been to enjoy this little pocket of tranquility and contentment, she knew she was going to have to burst the bubble sooner rather than later with news from the outside world. 
And Nicole knew Red well enough to be fairly certain he was going to blow his stack when he found out about Kane Wright’s recent overtures. 
“Dinner is served, madam,” Red said, carrying a heaping plate of spaghetti over to her on the couch. 
“It looks and smells delicious,” she said, and it was true. Her stomach gurgled and growled, reminding her of just how ravenous she really was. 
Nicole dug in immediately and was astounded by how good it tasted. “Wow,” she said. “You weren’t kidding when you said this was your famous marinara sauce. It’s totally awesome.” 
Red went to the stove to make himself a plate. “I shouldn’t really take all the credit, though. Chef Roland might have shown me a thing or two.” 
“It’s his recipe, isn’t it?” 
Red finished spooning sauce onto his spaghetti before answering. “Truth is, a couple years ago I realized that I couldn’t cook anything but bacon and eggs. And my eggs weren’t anything to write home about either.” He grabbed a chair and pulled it right next to the couch, then sat down and rested the plate on his lap. “I figured it might be nice to learn how to make at least one decent meal, in case I ever wanted to cook and impress someone.” 
Nicole cocked an eyebrow at him. “Just how many women have you made this famous pasta for?” 
“Only a few,” he said, his face reddening slightly. “But I’ve never made it with so much love. I swear.” 
She put another forkful in her mouth and chewed before speaking again. “It’s okay, I love you even though you used to be a slut.” 
“Slut? Me?” He shook his head, pretending to be annoyed. “How dare you?” 
“Did Kate Hudson ever eat this?” 
“No.” 
She threw a few other famous actresses and models at him. 
He kept shaking his head no, clearly embarrassed. Nicole just laughed, she honestly didn’t care whether or not he’d used his cooking skills to impress other women. 
She liked seeing him squirm, though. 
When the meal was over, Red took the dishes and washed them, put the pot in the fridge for leftovers. It was interesting watching him work, Nicole thought. 
In their brief time together, they’d always been served by others; housekeepers, waiters and world-class chefs. But she could tell that Red was perfectly capable of taking care of himself, and he even seemed to enjoy doing it. He was diligent with everything he did. Red Jameson liked to do things the right way, she decided. It didn’t matter if he was cleaning up pasta sauce or putting together a multi-million dollar ad campaign—he paid attention to details. 
She really admired that about him. 
And he also really seemed to enjoy taking care of her. Immediately after dinner, he checked her foot again, made sure it was comfortable and elevated. He sat on the edge of the couch and held her hand, looked into her eyes and told her how glad he was that she’d came to the cabin. “You coming here was like God smacking me upside the head and telling me what an idiot I’ve been,” he said. 
“I wanted to smack you upside the head a few times lately,” she replied. 
“I’m sorry. I’ve realized that I can’t let my past haunt me anymore.” His eyes grew distant as he said it. 
“That’s my only concern,” she said, squeezing his hand. “I just don’t want it to happen ever again.” 
He seemed to come back to himself. His gaze grew sharp and he nodded. “I understand why you’d be worried, you need to be able to trust that I won’t go crazy again.” 
“Can I?” 
“Yes. But the only thing that’s going to convince you is time passing, and me being a steady presence in your life. My words aren’t going to cut it.” 
“I do believe you,” she said. “I believe that something shifted for you.” 
“We’re a family now,” he said, touching her stomach and smiling. 


*** 
Not long after, both of them agreed it was time to go to sleep for the night. 
“I’m worried about hurting your ankle if we try and sleep together in this tiny bed,” 
he told her. 
“I need to be close to you tonight.” She sat up on the couch and swung her leg to the floor. The ankle didn’t even hurt that much anymore, although it was incredibly stiff and awkward to move on. “I’m going to run to the bathroom—or hobble, I guess—and get changed.” 
“Let me help you,” he said, coming to her side and supporting her as she stood up. 
“How does it feel? Can you put your weight on it?” 
She tried. It hurt. But it didn’t hurt badly enough to make her want to stop walking—she just needed to be careful. “I’m okay. I’m just going to lean on you.” 
“I love it when you lean on me, baby.” Red’s arm was slung around her waist, her arm over his shoulder, but he had to stoop down because he was taller. 
Finally they made it across the cabin to the door to the bathroom. 
“Grab my bag for me?” she said. 
Red had brought it in from the car earlier, and now he grabbed it and carried it to where she stood. “You came prepared.” 
“I wasn’t going home without seeing you.” 
“How did you find me here, anyway? Almost nobody knows this place exists.” 
She leaned on the wall. “Well I tried the house, but the security guard wouldn’t tell me a damn thing.” 
“Good,” he said. 
She gave him a look. 
“It means they’re doing their job,” he explained. 
“Yeah, if that job is to keep you apart from your fiancé.” 
“Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.” 
“I was at my wits end. So finally I called your brother at his practice.” 
“Jeb?” he said, his eyebrows rising in surprise. 
“How else do you think I would have figured this out?” 
“I don’t know,” he said, contemplating it. “I was so happy to see you and overwhelmed with the whole thing—I didn’t really care how you figured out where I was.” 
“Do you care now? Are you upset with me for calling him?” Nicole watched him closely. 
She could tell that there was a kind of battle going on inside of him. The old Red would have been annoyed—frustrated at least—that she’d gotten in touch with Jeb after the falling out the two brothers had had. Nicole hoped he wouldn’t let his temper ruin what had been a nearly perfect day until this point. 
“I totally get why you called him,” he said, after a long moment. “You needed to try every avenue to find me and I’d made myself completely unavailable to you. I’m ashamed that I did that to you, Nicole. Forgive me?” 
“Of course I forgive you.” She kissed him. “Now I need to change.” 
He smiled. “I’d rather you came back out with nothing on.” 
“That can be arranged.” 
“Oh?” 
“We’ll see.” She gave him a wicked grin and then hobbled into the bathroom. The ankle was ruining any chance she had at a sexy exit, but oh well. She did the best she could. 
Nicole decided to meet Red halfway. After a few minutes of primping and readying herself, she appeared again wearing nothing but a t-shirt that came to her upper thighs. 
“Oh boy,” he muttered, when she opened the door and he got a look at her. 
She batted her eyelashes at him. “Can a girl get a helping hand around here?” 
“Anytime,” he said. And then he picked her up in his arms as if she weighed no more than a feather. Red carried her to the little twin bed against the wall and laid her down on it. 
“Cozy,” she said, even though it was anything but. 
“That thing?” he said. “It’s about as cozy as sleeping on a pile of rocks.” 
“It’s more like sleeping on a thin mattress on a pile of rocks,” Nicole corrected him. 
“And I don’t care, as long as you’re in here with me.” She patted the bed next to her. 
“There’s hardly any room.” 
“You’re used to sleeping in gigantic beds. This is better. I want to change our bed in the master bedroom to one that’s this size. Maybe we can swap them for one another.” 
Red laughed at that. “You’re nuts,” he said, climbing into bed with her. “Your ankle?” 
“I’m fine. Just don’t sit on it and we’re good.” 
“I’ll do my best not to sit on it.” 
“Good.” She spun so that her back was to him and he wrapped his strong arms around her, pressing his entire body close to hers. 
Instantly, Nicole was warm and happy, as content as she’d ever been. “This is nice,” she purred. 
“It’s a lot better than nice.” His mouth brushed against the back of her neck and she felt his member stiffening against her from inside his shorts. He was wearing boxers and a tight t-shirt. 
She had nothing on under her t-shirt, and he could probably tell right about now. “I want to stay like this forever,” she murmured, as his hands cupped her breasts over her shirt. Nicole’s nipples stiffened—as always, she responded instantaneously to his touch. 
“We’re going to be like this forever. You’re my soul mate,” he said, kissing her neck again and again. 
“Do you believe in that? Do you believe we’re really soul mates?” She looked back at him. 
“Yeah. Yeah, I do. I guess maybe in the past I dismissed the idea, but now that we met I know what that term really means. There’s nobody else in the world who gets me the way that you do.” 
“And you get me,” she said, pushing her butt against him and wiggling. He pressed closer to her. She could feel the tip of his hard cock pushing against her, sending waves of pleasure through her lower half. Nicole was suddenly wet, wanting him like she’d never wanted anything in her life. 
“I get all of you,” he said. “Don’t I?” His hands cupped her breasts more firmly now, his fingers making circles around her nipples. 
“All of me. Any part of me. Every part of me.” 
“Tell me what I get,” he said, his voice growing husky as his hands worked over her breasts. 
“You get my lips,” she said. 
“And I can make those lips do anything, can’t I?” It was more of a statement than a question. 
Nicole grew more aroused at the sudden image of her lips sliding up and down his shaft. He was rocking against her now, the tip of him sliding around the edges of her from behind. She moaned and laid her head back against him, as his hot lips brushed across her neck, nibbled and sucked her earlobe. 
“I’ll do anything you say,” she finally responded, almost breathless from excitement. 
“What other parts of you do I get?” 
“My tits.” 
“And?” 
“My pussy.” 
“What about the rest of your body?” 
“Everything I have is yours,” she said. 
In response to this, his hands moved down and reached beneath her shirt. His hands were large and warm, so familiar but also unpredictable. Depending on his mood, Red could be gentle and softer than soft, or he could be as rough and aggressive as a man just let out of prison after twenty years. 
Tonight, he seemed to be a perfect mix of gentle and aggressive. Nicole liked it when he was rough, she liked the constant push and pull of his sexual desires. He was at once dark and light, soft and hard, loving and ruthless. 
She wanted all of him. She loved all of him—even the difficult parts. 
His hands slid across her belly, remaining there just long enough to show her that he was still very much aware of what was at stake now. There was a life growing inside of her, and sooner than either of them could imagine, it would be born into this world and needing two strong parents to protect it. 
But Nicole felt deep inside her heart and soul that Red would be there—he would be there for the both of them, even if he had to fight tooth and nail to do it. 
Despite all the hardships and all the fighting and miscommunication, neither of them could or would give up on what they shared. She knew that now. 
He caressed the tops of her thighs, leaving a trail of heat everywhere he went. Soon he’d just touched the place where her thigh met with her hip, sliding closer and closer to the hottest spot, and she dripped for him. Her teeth clenched. 
Please just let him touch me there so I can release everything that’s been pent up, she thought. I need him so badly. Please. 
But Nicole knew better than to ask. Red did everything in his own time, and when it came to her, he took his time. 
He knew exactly where her buttons were—all of them—and he enjoyed pushing them one at a time, slowly edging her closer and closer to total exultation while also pushing her closer to madness. 
“I want you,” she moaned. 
“Beg for it,” he told her. 
“Please, I want you to touch me. I want you inside of me.” 
“Tell me more.” 
In the darkness of the cabin, she felt just how much it was just the two of them, and for miles and miles, no one else. The inside of the cabin was dark, but some moonlight shone in through a window. 
They were so close and warm in this tiny twin bed, their limbs wrapped around one another, the heat from their bodies mingling. Nicole was sweating, her entire body slick with need and desire. 
Red wanted her badly—she knew that much. So she told him how much she wanted him too. “I want your cock in my mouth and my pussy. I want you to fill every bit of space inside of me,” she whispered, as his hands worked up and down her body beneath her t-shirt. 
Soon, his fingertips were pressing lightly on the entrance to her most intimate place, rubbing the sweet wet juices around and around the outside of her skin, up and down the slit, making her hips move in time with his hands. 
“Tell me how you want me to do it while I play with you,” he commanded. 
Nicole could barely speak at this point. “Oh god…” she cried. 
“Tell me or I’ll stop,” he warned. 
His fingers insistently pressed against her folds. They grew slicker, wetter than before. She was dripping more and more as he touched her. 
“I want you to go inside of me, just the head of your dick,” she said. 
“Yes, that’s right,” he agreed, and his fingers slid into her, less than an inch, in and out, in and out rhythmically—as if acting out her wishes. 
“And then you’ll occasionally slide deep, so far in that I can feel your balls slapping against me.” 
When she told him this, he in turn pushed his fingers all the way into her, and for a brief moment she could have sworn it really was his shaft going in, penetrating all of her layers. 
Nicole’s hips bucked involuntarily as she was wracked with pleasurable sensations. 
Every nerve and fiber and ridge of her flesh was on fire. 
“Oh, Red! Oh, god…” 
“Keep talking,” he said in a deep, controlled voice. 
Nicole could feel his dick as hard as it had ever been, pressing into her still from behind. “I want you to take your clothes off, so that I can feel our naked bodies against one another,” she said. 
“And you’ll be able to feel all of me, even my dick, right up against your bare flesh,” he reminded her. 
“Yes, I want it so much.” 
He took his hands off her momentarily, and she could hear him removing his boxers and shirt. When he came back against her now, all she felt was skin on skin, and his erection pressing directly into her. With one easy thrust he could slide right in, she thought, beginning to swivel her hips at him, hoping to entice him inside. 
He allowed her to do so, keeping the head of his manhood resting against her slit so that her pussy lips would rub directly against him. 
And as she moved into him, he controlled her hips with one hand, not allowing her to climb on top of him as she desired. Instead, he used his other hand to rub her swollen clitoris while the head of his cock hovered against her, rubbing and pushing and prodding but never quite giving her the relief of entering. 
Nicole’s hands gripped Red’s wrists as she moved against him. 
“Okay, climb on top of me, if you can do it without hurting your ankle,” he said, lying on his back. 
It was easy for her to slide onto his dick now. Her ankle did hurt, actually, but she didn’t tell him because Nicole didn’t care about the pain right now. 
The pain in her ankle was nothing compared to the pleasure in her pussy as his rock hard shaft slid inside of her. 
Nicole lowered herself all the way down onto him, as deep and as far as she could go, resting in the fullness of it all. Her eyes actually rolled back into her head, the sensation was so good. 
“Oh Nicole,” he rasped. His hands held her breasts momentarily, and then glided down to her hips, where he helped her to slide up and down on him. 
With each new penetration she was closer to climaxing. 
She looked down at Red, at his dark eyes, the darkness surrounding him and yet he wasn’t part of the darkness, she realized. 
“You’re so beautiful,” Red told her. 
He was on fire, she realized. He was pure white light, and he was an angel, even if he’d been kept in darkness for so long that he’d thought that darkness was what he was made of. 
She caressed his face as her movements and breathing came faster and faster and faster. 
Soon they were coming together, both at once, and she was looking at her man and seeing him for who he truly was and she knew he was good and strong and burning brightly for her alone. 


*** 
Nicole knew she had to tell Red about Kane Wright before any more time went by. 
They’d been up for a few hours already, and her ankle was much better. Still, Red insisted on her elevating her ankle again, icing it—the whole nine yards. 
He’d gone out to the store and come back with more food, some cheap wine, and magazines for her. 
While he was gone she’d decided she would tell him as soon as he returned. 
As Red entered the door with his bags of supplies, she blurted it out like she’d been stricken with a sudden case of Tourette’s. “Kane Wright is trying to blackmail us,” she said. 
He stopped in the middle of the cabin and looked at her. “Huh?” 
Nicole took a breath. “I’m sorry to spring it on you out of nowhere. But Kane Wright told me he has information, documents, evidence that he could release to the media and it would show you in a very negative light.” 
“That’s absurd. And your believe him?” he asked, shaking his head and bringing the bags to the cabinet and placing them on the floor. 
“I don’t know what to believe, but yes, he was convincing.” 
“Well, he’s full of shit.” 
“So you never hired undocumented workers?” 
Red spun around and faced her. “Is that what he told you?” 
“He didn’t get very specific and I didn’t want him to. It’s none of my business who you hired to work at Jameson International.” 
His jaw tightened. “But you somehow made it your business, didn’t you?” 
“Kane Wright forced me to.” 
“He can’t force you to do anything you don’t want to, Nicole.” Red shook his head once more. “I feel like this is déjà vu all over again.” 
“I was scared for you, Red. How do I know what’s true or not? You weren’t around for me to talk to.” 
Some of the anger drained from his face as he considered her words. “I know. I know, and I suppose I’m really just mad at myself for putting you in the position where Kane Wright could take advantage.” 
“There’s more,” she said. 
“Of course. There’s always more.” He laughed, but it sounded like a bark. 
“Come here, sit next to me,” she said, patting the couch. 
“I’ve got to put this food away.” 
“Red, don’t do this. Don’t withdraw because you’re upset.” 
She could see the conflicting emotions on his face. His difficulty in trusting anyone was coming to the surface once again. 
“I’m not withdrawing, Nicole. I’m just putting the food away,” he said. And then he went to the bags and began unpacking them and putting things into the cabinet and the refrigerator. 
After a minute or two, he walked back to her carrying a few magazines. His eyes were softer. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m listening.” And he gave her the magazines, which she put to the side for now. 
“Come sit,” she told him. 
Sighing heavily, he sat down on the edge of the couch. His head was sagging as if he were a whipped dog. “So, tell me everything.” 
“I’m going to just warn you that this is probably going to piss you off…” 
“Please, don’t torture me anymore, Nicole. What happened?” 
“Promise me you’ll listen to the whole story before you make assumptions.” 
“I’ll do my best. I can’t promise anything.” His hands were clenching and unclenching on his lap. 
“Okay.” She took a breath. “Kane threatened me that if I didn’t do as he asked, he would leak all this terrible stuff about you to the media. We were in his club and—“ 
“You went to one of Kane Wright’s clubs? Which one?” 
“Venture, I think it was called.” 
“Right.” Red’s teeth were practically grinding in his jaw. 
“He wouldn’t tell me much, Red—just that if I didn’t meet him there he’d destroy you completely.” 
Red barked another humorless laugh. “I’m going to destroy his face next time I see him. I’m dead fucking serious.” 
“Please calm down.” 
“I’m doing my best Nicole, but this story of yours is really starting to make me crazy.” 
“Nothing happened. I’m fine. I’m here with you now.” 
He glanced at her, his jaw twitching. “Keep going.” 
“I went to the club and he had some creepy people around. He’s definitely into something illegal like drugs or…I don’t even know what.” 
“I’m sure he is. The guy is a piece of garbage.” 
“But he was fairly polite to me, aside from threatening to destroy the reputation of the man I love, that is.” 
“Oh, yeah. He’s very polite.” 
“Anyway,” she continued, grabbing his hand in hers, “he told me that he was interested in getting to know me better.” 
Red’s face positively turned purple. “Please tell me he didn’t say that Nicole.” 
“And he invited me with him on a trip to the Cayman Islands.” 
Red stood up now, his hands clenched into fists. “That’s it, I’m going back to the city. Right now. Where’re my fucking car keys?” 
“Red, stop.” 
He looked at her and his eyes were full of fury. “This man—this man who destroyed my company and practically stole my sanity in the process—tried to make a move on my pregnant wife. And you want me to just sit here and listen? I can’t do that, Nicole. I’m going to wring that asshole’s neck.” He walked toward the kitchen. “Now where did I put my goddamn keys?” 
“This makes me not want to tell you anything,” she called after him. “Every time I tell you something like this, you freak out and then we end up apart again.” 
He put his head in his hands. “I can’t take it, though. I need to do something.” 
“You need to grow up.” 
He took a few deep breaths and straightened, nodding with resignation. “Okay. 
Okay. You’re right. I just…I’m not very good with this sort of thing.” 
“I’m well aware. Now come over here and sit.” 
He came back and sat once more. They held hands and he met her gaze. 
“You ready to hear the rest?” she asked. 
He nodded dutifully. “Sure. Why not? It’s only one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to listen to in my entire life.” 
“Kane invited me to go with him to The Caymans. Of course I said no. He made it clear that he didn’t expect me to have sex with him, he said there’d be no strings attached.” 
Red snorted. “What a class act,” he said with more than a little sarcasm. 
“Again, I said no thanks. Well, I think I just told him I needed to leave and he asked me to sleep on it.” 
Red looked at her. “So did you tell him no or what? I don’t understand.” 
“I think I was leaving it a little bit open-ended because I didn’t want to get you in trouble.” 
Red closed his eyes and licked his lips. “Remain calm,” he said, as if talking only to himself. “Calm.” 
“And then the last thing that happened,” Nicole said. “He picked Danielle and I up in his limousine while we were walking in Manhattan. He must have been following me or something.” 
She could feel Red’s entire body tense up as she said the words. She knew this whole thing was his worst nightmare come true. But he didn’t say a word. 
“Danielle was telling him he was a jerk, and Kane didn’t seem to mind one bit. He made it clear he’d done enough research to know who she was and even how much money she owed on credit cards and student loans.” 
“Well I can see where this is going now,” Red sighed. “Don’t tell me, you guys let him pay off her fucking debt.” 
Nicole hesitated. “This is the part I’m not so proud of.” 
“Oh, Nicole. You didn’t.” 
“I did. I said I’d go with him to The Caymans if he would pay her debt—nearly a hundred thousand dollars worth—and also keep you out of the media spotlight.” 
Red pulled his hand away from her and rubbed his jaw. “Fuck.” 
“I’m sorry, I know it was stupid. I just—I thought…it was only going to be a couple of days and I couldn’t reach you. Danielle was in trouble and you were in trouble and maybe it would be fixed.” 
“I hate to say it, but that was not the brightest move you’ve ever made,” he said. “I want to say a lot worse, but I know that I love you and that you didn’t intend to hurt me.” 
“I didn’t. I was honestly trying to protect you, Red.” 
He rubbed his hands on his knees. “Okay. Okay. I’m going to stay calm here.” 
“I’m scared that if I back out on the deal—“ 
“Of course you’re going to back out,” Red told her. “I don’t give a shit what evidence he has on me. Yeah, I employed undocumented workers. You know why?” 
Nicole shook her head. 
He continued talking, his voice low with barely suppressed rage. “These were people seeking political asylum, but they couldn’t get into the United States anymore because of all the red tape and the Homeland Security crackdown. I’m talking about good people who were speaking out against their horrific governments and their lives were in danger. Occasionally we would find a way to help them. Very, very rarely, but we did it and I’m not ashamed of it either.” 
Nicole couldn’t help but say what was on her mind. “But you’re sure they weren’t terrorists or something? You’re sure they didn’t just fool you into believing they had good intentions?” 
Red laughed. “Yes, I’m sure. They were the very opposite of terrorists. These were reporters, peace activists, men and women who were brave enough to speak out against dictators and abuses of power in their respective countries. What we did wasn’t legal—but I think it was moral. And I don’t care if Kane releases those so-called incriminating documents. Fuck him.” 
“I love you,” she said, smiling at his passion and his bravery. This was a man who was willing to do the right thing even if it put him in jeopardy. 
He smiled at her. “Well, I love you too, buttercup.” 
“But now that Kane’s paid Danielle’s loans off, I’m also scared for her. I can’t imagine what he’ll do if he’s not compensated in some way.” 
“Listen, I’m going to take care of this right now.” Red stood up and walked to the cabinet, opened it, rummaged around. “I know I put my cell phone in here somewhere.” 
“Clearly you intended to forget about it.” 
“It felt good to stop using the phone for awhile,” he said. “Ah. Here it is.” He picked it up and showed it to her. “I’m going to make a call to Kane Wright and deal with this little situation.” 
“Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” 
“I’ve never been more sure.” He smiled at her. “I don’t get any service in the cabin, I need to drive up the road a bit to get a signal. You wait here, I’ll be right back.” 
“Don’t do anything crazy,” she said, suddenly afraid. 
“I’ve never been this clearheaded in all my life.” He grabbed his keys from over by the sink and wrapped his hand around them in a fist. He was smiling, and in that moment Nicole realized something. 
Red Jameson had come back to life. 


*** 
He returned to the cabin about fifteen minutes later, looking satisfied. 
Nicole was walking around the cabin on her slowly healing ankle, trying to regain some mobility. It was a lot better, the swelling was down and the bruising had gone from a dark purple to a lighter smattering of blues and greens. “So?” she asked. “How did it go?” 
“It went. I took care of it.” He threw the car keys on one of the bookshelves and looked at her. “You’re getting about nicely.” 
“All credit to my doctor. I’m not sure if it was the frozen peas, or maybe late last night when he found some creative ways to rehab my ankle.” 
“Speaking of which, I’ve got some new positions in mind for today.” 
She expressed a mixture of feigned surprise and genuine pleasure at this statement. 
“I’m a very willing patient.” 
“I noticed.” He walked to the cabinet and started to rummage through it. 
“Hungry?” 
“Yeah.” She plopped herself down on a chair and watched him. “So, are you going to tell me exactly what happened or not?” 
Red glanced over his shoulder at her. “I told Kane Wright to stick whatever evidence he has against me up his ass.” 
She laughed. “No you didn’t.” 
“Ummm…yeah. I did.” 
“And that was it?” 
“I told him to leave my fiancé alone, and I assured him that he had plenty of money at his disposal and there were lots of desperate escorts and sex workers who’d be pleased to relieve him of some of it.” 
“Oh, boy,” she sighed, putting a hand on her forehead. “This doesn’t sound like it went well at all.” 
“Actually it went great. Shitheads like Kane Wright respond better to a show of strength. That’s the only thing that backs ‘em off.” 
“But what about Danielle?” 
“Oh, right. I almost forgot.” Red opened a package of bagels, went to the fridge and took out some eggs and bacon. “Breakfast?” 
“Sure. Besides, that’s the only other meal you know how to cook.” 
“True. I suppose I could have just made you toast.” He started the burner and grabbed a pan from above the stove. 
“I’m still waiting to hear about the Danielle situation.” 
“There’s no situation,” Red replied. “Kane started bitching about how there’d been an agreement and he was being ripped off. He gave me the sob story about how he’d paid off her debt under false pretenses, yada yada. So I told him I’d take care of it and I did. 
Phoned my accountant and had him wire Kane the money right after we hung up.” 
“So you just spent a hundred thousand dollars on Danielle’s loans?” 
“Why not? That’s nothing to me—and it’s worth getting him out of our lives for good.” 
“I feel awful,” Nicole said. “I didn’t mean to start this trouble for you. That’s a lot of money. I’m sure Danielle would be happy to pay you back over time…” 
Red shook his head. He was throwing bacon strips in the pan and they started to pop and snap in the grease. “I don’t want her money. Consider it my formal apology for being such an asshole and running away from my responsibilities. If I’d been around, you never would have been in that situation to begin with.” 
“I guess. It just feels weird to me.” 
Red turned to her. “Nicole, that’s our money. What’s mine is yours. Do you mind that I spent our money to help your friend out of a jam?” 
“I suppose not.” She still felt uneasy, though. “I’d like to call her and let her know what happened. She still thinks that Kane paid off her debt and I’d rather she know the current situation. I’m sure it’ll put her mind at ease.” 
“After breakfast I’ll drive you up the road so you can call her,” he said. “You can’t drive on that ankle.” 
Nicole couldn’t help but smile. Even now, Red was trying to protect her, if only from driving a mile up the road on a sprained ankle. 
When he was done cooking breakfast, they sat down at the table together and ate. 
“Not bad,” Nicole told him. “I’m impressed. You sure you don’t have any other recipes up your sleeve?” 
He winked. “Maybe one or two.” 
She playfully slapped his arm. “You liar! You can cook!” 
“Who do you think taught Chef Roland everything he knows?” 
“Well, which is it? I thought he taught you.” 
Red shrugged and refused to answer. “So. Moving on, we’ve got bigger fish to fry—so to speak.” 
“We do?” 
He broke off a strip of bacon and popped it in his mouth, nodding and pointing at her belly. “The little elephant in the room. Specifically, in your belly.” 
She automatically put a hand on her stomach and looked down. “Is it crazy that I sort of forgot for a second?” 
“I don’t know. I just know that we have a lot to discuss.” 
“Like?” 
“Like, when do we want to tell people that you’re pregnant? And, what’s the next step? Don’t we need to make you a doctor’s appointment and all of that stuff?” 
Nicole swallowed. “I—I don’t know the answer to any of those questions. I’ve never been pregnant before.” 
“Neither have I, so I guess we’re going to figure it out together.” He chewed his bacon and grabbed her hand in his. “I’m so happy we’re doing this,” he said. “Starting a family together.” 
“Do you have a preference?” 
“I’d prefer our child not have Kane Wright’s accent.” 
“I mean gender.” 
He sat back in his seat and appeared to give it genuine thought. “No. No, I think either way could be amazing. Having a little girl that looked and talked and behaved like you would be exquisite. But then again, it might be a blast to have a boy that I could do boy stuff with too. Know what I mean?” 
She nodded, her eyes glistening with tears. “I do.” 
They ate and talked some more, and Nicole was pleasantly surprised to find they were almost always on the same page about things, as they pertained to the unborn child. 
Neither of them wanted to stress about getting the kid into fancy private schools like so many wealthy New Yorkers did. They both wanted to find out the sex of the child in advance. Neither of them wanted to have their families overly involved in decisions around how the child would be raised. And Nicole definitely didn’t want to be one of those couples that used nannies to do all of the hard work of raising a child. 
Red agreed with that too—mostly. “I think that a balance has to be found. I know too many rich parents with kids who are more attached to the help than they are to their mom and dad.” 
“The help. It sounds so aristocratic and stuck up. I hope I don’t turn into one of those obnoxious mothers who drink wine and bitch about the help.” 
He laughed. “I don’t see you as that type. Poor choice of words on my part.” He kissed her hand. “That being said, having someone around to give us a spell every once in awhile might not be such a bad thing.” 
“Yeah, they’re called babysitters.” 
“Touché.” 
She smiled at him. “I’m not trying to be bitchy,” she said. “I mean, this is so totally new to me. I’m just thinking aloud.” 
“We’re allowed to think aloud,” he told her with a smile. 
She smiled back. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy.” 
“Wait until tonight, when I show you those new positions.” 


*** 
By the time night had fallen, Nicole had made two attempts to call Danielle with no luck, and she’d had no missed calls or voicemails from her either. 
“It’s pretty strange,” Nicole said as they sat outside the cabin in two chairs next to the fire pit Red had made. The fire crackled and sparks flew off it, drifting and floating into the sky. 
“What’s that?” 
“Danielle. I can’t figure out why she didn’t call me back by now.” 
They were toasting marshmallows and Red’s had caught on fire. He pulled it towards his mouth and blew out the flame. Now half the marshmallow was black. “I’m sure she’s just busy. Maybe she has a hot date.” 
“No.” Nicole shook her head. “I know Danielle and she’d be calling me back no matter what. She’s always worried about me, and besides—I told her it was important.” 
“Do you want to drive back tonight?” 
Nicole thought about it, as she put her melted marshmallow between two graham crackers and a piece of Hershey’s chocolate. “I’m having too much fun right now. Is that selfish of me?” 
“Yes,” he said, through a mouthful of food. 
She shrugged and bit into her s’more. “God that’s good.” She enjoyed the rich chocolate melting on her tongue. “I’m sure she’s fine. I just have a weird feeling is all. 
I’m worried that Kane Wright might have gotten to her before we had a chance.” 
“That would be like him,” Red agreed. 
“Thanks, that makes me feel better.” 
“I’m just telling you that he might have contacted her and messed with her head. 
But once we talk to her, she’ll calm down, even if she’s nervous right now.” 
“As long as she’s just nervous and not…something worse.” 
“Worse?” 
“He had some shady characters working for him. You don’t think he’d have someone hurt her, do you?” 
Red smiled at her. “What, you think Kane Wright put a hit out on your roommate over a measly hundred grand?” He laughed. “He might be an asshole, and he might be a psychopath, but he’s definitely not stupid. And he’d have to be an idiot to hurt her over an insignificant amount of money.” 
“One hundred thousand dollars isn’t significant to most people.” 
Red nodded. “I know. But Kane Wright isn’t most people. The guy spends a hundred grand on a fucking Oscar viewing party, for god’s sake.” 
“Okay, okay. I believe you.” Nicole moved her chair closer to Red’s and snuggled up against him. 
“I feel like I’m at summer camp,” he laughed. 
“Only we’re the last counselors left for the season.” 
“Unless we picked the wrong summer camp and this is Friday the 13th or something.” 
“Don’t even joke about that. It’s way too dark and isolated out here.” 
“Oh, come on. I’ll protect you, babe.” He wrapped a strong arm around her and she smiled because, the truth was, she did feel protected. 
“Can we just stay here forever?” 
“Happy too. I’ve got no reason to go back.” 
“I’ve got work,” Nicole said. “As it is, they’ll be furious at me for bailing on them three days in a row.” 
“Screw them. You and I will just start our own company.” 
Nicole looked at him to see if he was joking. He was toasting another marshmallow and this one was on fire too. 
“Red, are you being serious right now?” 
He blew the marshmallow at, glanced at her, and then popped the whole thing in his mouth. “Mmmmhmmm.” 
“Is that a yes?” 
He nodded. “Mmmm.” 
“Red. Are you really going to start another company?” 
He chewed for a long time and finally swallowed. “When you came back into my life yesterday, it was like my whole system got a jumpstart. Until you showed up, I’d just been chopping wood and taking walks, swimming, fishing. I tried hard not to think about what might be next for me. I didn’t feel like there was a next without you in my life.” 
She blinked, tried not to shed any more silly tears. “Oh.” 
“But the moment you were back with me, I felt all of this energy. And today, for the first time, I really wanted to get back in the mix,” he said, twirling his stick in his hands and staring into the flames. “Kane Wright will be officially acquiring Jameson International next week, and when he does, I’ll be sitting on a mountain of cash. Not what it could have been or should have been,” he clarified. “The stock’s down and with all the bad news, Kane Wright was able to get it for a song—relatively speaking.” 
“So what does that mean?” 
“Well, it’s a great deal for him. Jameson International is still a fundamentally sound company and so Kane will be bringing it back to prominence if he can.” Red continued to look at the fire as if hypnotized by its glow. “But today I got to thinking. 
Fuck him. Maybe I should start my own company—a new company from the ground up. 
And maybe I’ll kick his ass, this time.” 
Nicole wasn’t sure she liked the sound of this. It sounded like Red was preparing to go back into battle and maybe risk everything. “And you—I mean we—we have the money to finance it?” 
Red sat back in his chair. “Babe, we’re going to have something on the order of half a billion dollars when the buyout is completed. It ain’t what I used to have. I lost almost two-thirds of my net worth because of everything that went down with the EU and Germany. But I still have a whole lotta money.” He looked at her and grinned. “And I’m getting back in the game. I’m going to make Kane Wright wish he’d never laid eyes on me.” 


*** 
The next day, they decided it was time to return to the real world and started out just after ten in the morning. 
Nicole was grateful when the ride back to Brooklyn finally came to an end. They’d been on the road over five hours, and both of them had had to take their own cars, so it had been a lonely drive. 
They’d stopped on the way to grab a quick bite and spend a few moments together. 
And then they’d stopped again to return Nicole’s rental car. 
Danielle still hadn’t called back and now Nicole was truly getting worried. Nicole had called and texted her half a dozen times and still…nothing. 
At around three-thirty in the afternoon, they arrived at Nicole’s apartment building. 
“She’s not home,” Nicole said, as she opened the door and stared at the clearly empty apartment. 
“It’s a weekday. She’s probably still at work.” 
“I tried her store on the way here. They said she’d called out sick the last couple of days.” 
“Uh-oh.” For the first time, Red looked concerned. 
“You think something happened? I don’t know what to do.” 
“I’ll call Kane Wright and ask him point blank if he’s been in touch with her or bothered her in any way,” he said, after some thought. 
“I feel like this is all my fault. If she’s in trouble right now, it’s because I got her involved in this mess.” 
“Look, everything’s going to be fine, Nicole. I swear.” He took her by the shoulders and kissed her deeply. 
She kissed him back. “Will you call him right now?” 
“Yeah.” He didn’t look happy about it, but he pulled out his cell phone and dialed the number. A moment went by and then someone picked up. “Kane.” Pause. Red made a disgusted face. “Yeah, it’s me.” Long moment. Nicole couldn’t hear anything but a vague mumble from the other line. “We’re looking—hold on, let me fucking talk. We’re trying to get in touch with Nicole’s roommate and she seems to have disappeared. Have---wait—what?” He strained to listen. “Kane, what the fuck is going on?” Again, straining to listen. Red seemed totally baffled by whatever Kane Wright was telling him. “Yeah. 
Fine. Fine.” 
He hung up, shaking his head in dismay. 
“What happened? Is something wrong? What did he do to her?” 
“I have no idea, Nicole. I’ve never heard him in such a great mood, I could hardly get a word in. He must have really done something shitty. That’s what seems to make him happiest—when he does something really nasty and underhanded.” 
“Does he know where Danielle is?” 
“Yeah, apparently so. He said they’re together right now and she’s going to be home in the next couple of hours.” 
“Oh, no,” Nicole said. “He did something terrible to her, didn’t he?” 
Red looked at his phone as if it might speak up and tell him more. “I really don’t know. I can’t imagine what he could have done, but I have a pretty bad feeling right now.” 
“I can’t sit still. Should we call the police?” 
“No. Let’s hang tight and wait and see if and when she comes back, how she’s doing. We can talk to her and find out exactly what happened. Okay?” 
“Okay. But if he hurt her in any way—“ 
“Then we’ll make sure he doesn’t get away with it.” 
“Promise me, Red.” 
“Nicole, of course I promise you. I’d never let him hurt one of your friends. Your friends are my friends now.” 
“Good.” She tried to smile but her face couldn’t make the expression right now. 
She was just too worried. 
They spent the next couple of hours trying to distract themselves; watching bad sitcoms on TV, ordering food from a nearby Chinese restaurant, talking about the baby. As much as Nicole wanted to try and be happy and think positive thoughts, she was way too anxious. She’d been starving and yet when the food arrived, she found she couldn’t even eat any. 
And then it happened. 
There were footsteps on the stairs—clomping, loud stomps. 
“I think she’s coming home,” Nicole said, and both she and Red stood up, anxiously awaiting her arrival. 
Nicole tried to psych herself up. Just remember, if she’s hurt in some way—or even just threatened—she’s going to need you to be calm and rational, Nicole reminded herself. 
The keys rattled in the lock and then the door opened. 
Danielle stood before them, and they were both stunned into utter silence. 
“What’s going on, guys?” she said, grinning from ear to ear. 
It didn’t even look like Danielle, Nicole thought. First of all, she was tan—really, really tan. She was wearing a low-cut sundress, Prada sunglasses (the label was evident on the frame), and her hair was newly styled into a combination of braids that made her look like she’d come there from another country. 
Hustling in with her bags (she had lots and lots of bags somehow), Danielle was as cheerful as Nicole could remember ever seeing her. 
Red and Nicole exchanged looks. Had she somehow been brain washed and returned home a Stepford Girl? 
“I just got so tired climbing all those steps with these bags. Sorry I didn’t hug you both,” she said, putting her stuff down right in the middle of the living room and then hugging Red like he was her long lost brother. 
“Last time we met you weren’t nearly this friendly,” he said, eyebrows raised as he met Nicole’s confused gaze. 
Nicole just shook her head. “Uh—Danielle—where the heck have you been? I called you like a dozen times.” 
Danielle broke off her hug and came towards Nicole with open arms. “Oh my god, sweetie. I’m sorry. Were you worried about me?” 
“Yeah, I was.” But Danielle was already crushing Nicole in the tightest hug she’d ever received. She could smell a strong scent of perfume and hair product as her friend embraced her. 
“Like I said—sorry. I meant to try and call you but the whole thing’s just been such a whirlwind.” 
“What whole thing? I’m sort of lost,” Nicole said, suddenly going from feeling confused and anxious to annoyed in record time. 
“Well, I’m not even sure where to start.” 
Red folded his arms. “Why not start at how you ended up going to The Cayman Islands with Kane Wright?” 
“Oh my god! How did you know? Did Kane tell you?” Danielle asked, giddy. 
“Just a wild guess.” 
“Please tell me you didn’t,” Nicole said. Her stomach felt sick and this time it wasn’t morning sickness. 
Danielle perched her Prada sunglasses atop her newly braided hair and looked at both of them. “I didn’t want to go with him at first. I thought he was a total jerk.” 
“He is a total jerk,” Nicole replied. 
Danielle’s lips pursed and she seemed to be trying to bite back a nasty retort. “I understand,” she said, her voice shaking just enough to betray her emotion, “that you and Red have a lot of reasons to feel hostile towards Kane. But you don’t know him.” 
“I hate to tell you this, Danielle. But you don’t know him either. Did he sweep you off your feet, buy you expensive things, stroke your ego?” Nicole asked her. “None of those things are difficult for a man like Kane. Spending money is no different than breathing air for him.” 
“It’s not about the money, Nicole. And you, of all people, should know better than to make it into that.” 
“I’m sorry. I just can’t figure out what happened. When I left, you wanted nothing to do with the guy. And then—“ 
“Then I spent some time with him,” Danielle said. “And I don’t really feel like justifying myself to you right now. Excuse me, I should put all this stuff in my room and then I need to get some rest. Kane’s coming to pick me up later on for dinner.” 
Danielle collected her bags—although she could only barely carry them all at once—and walked into her room, slamming the door shut behind her. 
Red looked at Nicole. “Did that really just happen?” 
Nicole sighed. “Shit.” 
“Well, as long as she’s happy, right?” 
“Yeah.” Nicole didn’t know what to say or think. She was conflicted. On the one hand, she was judging Danielle in much the same way others had judged her about Red. 
On the other hand, she actually knew Kane Wright, she knew him enough to be fairly certain he wasn’t a good person. And regardless, he’d done too much to hurt the father of her child. 
“Do you want to get out of here, come home with me tonight?” Red asked her. 
“I don’t know. I’m worried about her. I still want to make sure she’s really okay.” 
“Babe, she’s okay. Liking a jerky guy isn’t a federal offense, last I checked.” 
“The thing is, I feel totally responsible. If it wasn’t for me—“ 
“You didn’t do anything wrong, Nicole.” He came over and wrapped his arms around her. Then he kissed her full on the lips. 
Instantly, she felt better. Her entire body relaxed. She rested her head against his chest. “What about that money you wired? Is he just going to keep it?” 
Red sighed. “I have no idea, but we can deal with it later. Come home with me.” 
Nicole shook her head. “I need to talk to Danielle a little more and try and make sure she’s really okay. And I should probably apologize for treating her the way I did.” 
“You did nothing wrong.” 
“Also…I want to get up early and head into work. I’m giving my notice tomorrow.” 
Red pulled back and looked her in the eye. “Why are you giving notice?” 
“Well, you said we’re starting that new company. I don’t want to work for your chief rival.” 
He smiled. “I’d love to have you come and work with me. My first employee!” 
Red picked her up and twirled her around, making sure to put her down gently, so as not to hurt her sore ankle. 
“I love you,” she told him, kissing him. 
Their mouths molded around each other, their tongues intertwined. She put a hand up and felt his rugged, bristly new whiskers. Even now she was horny for him. She wanted him to pick her up and fuck her against the wall. 
But then they broke off their kiss. “I should go home,” he said, checking his phone. 
“You and Danielle won’t resolve anything with me lounging around here, and I need to get back and do some paperwork.” 
“Okay,” Nicole said, missing him already. “Drive safe, though. Seriously, don’t drive above the speed limit.” 
“When you’ve handed in your notice tomorrow, call me. I’ll meet you in the city,” 
he told her, heading toward the door. 
“Okay.” She smiled, tugging on his shirt as he left. “You know how amazing you are, right?” she asked. 
Red grinned, stopping and looking at her. “Baby, I got nothing on you.” 


*** 
“Knock, knock,” Nicole said, standing outside Danielle’s door. 
“Come in,” she called back. 
Nicole opened the door and put a smile on her face. Danielle was lying in bed on her laptop, typing rapid-fire. She looked up at Nicole and tried to smile in return, but it was obvious her heart wasn’t in it. 
“Listen, I want to apologize to you for how I reacted when you first came in,” 
Nicole said, holding the doorknob and twisting it in her hand nervously. “I just was so worried about you these last two days when I couldn’t get in touch with you…” 
Danielle put her laptop to the side. “I’m sorry that I didn’t think to leave you a message. It just all happened so fast and you kind of disappeared yourself.” 
Nicole laughed. “Talk about pot meeting kettle. I did the same thing as what I was frustrated with you about, didn’t I?” 
“Yeah, kinda sorta.” 
laughed too. “And it’s like the tenth time you disappeared on me without telling me what was going on.” 
“Shit. I’m really a big dummy,” Nicole said. “Forgive me?” 
“Of course.” 
“So…it went well with Kane?” Nicole said. 
“I feel weird telling you about it. I mean, I want to shout it from the rooftops, but with all the baggage between you guys and Kane, I don’t know if you want to hear me gush about him.” 
“Gush away,” Nicole said, forcing levity to her voice that she totally didn’t feel in reality. 
“Seriously?” Danielle said. 
“Absolutely,” Nicole replied. She came over and sat at the foot of the bed. 
Danielle scooted up and leaned forward. “Nicole, I’m totally freaking out. I don’t know if I can really say it out loud. But I want so badly to tell you!” 
“Tell me,” Nicole said again. “I want to hear everything.” 
“Well, maybe you should take a look at me and tell me if you notice anything different.” 
“Of course, I noticed your Prada shades and your cool new hairdo right off the bat,” 
she said. “But I guess there’s more—“ 
And that’s when she looked down and saw Danielle’s hands. Not her hands. Her left ring finger, to be precise. How had she not seen that huge, glittering rock on her roommate’s finger? 
But there wasn’t just a diamond ring on that finger. There was also a white gold diamond encrusted wedding band underneath the engagement ring. 
Danielle watched Nicole with wide, joyous eyes. “Now you see?” she squealed, holding her finger up and wiggling it front of Nicole’s face. “Nicole, I’m married! I’m Misses Kane Wright!” 


*** 
As Nicole took the train into work the next day, she tried to organize her thoughts. 
In her purse, she had her resignation letter printed out and folded in half. 
She’d actually been in the midst of composing it the night before when Kane Wright had buzzed the apartment to pick up Danielle. Nicole had heard her roommate making happy noises and telling her new husband she’d be right down. 
After her ecstatic friend had left, Nicole peered into her bedroom. It looked as though Danielle was already starting to organize her stuff for when she moved out. 
Nicole wanted to be happy for Danielle, but she couldn’t get past the fact that her best friend in the city was now married to her fiancé’s one true enemy. In point of fact, Red was starting up a new business geared to smash Kane Wright’s empire, to destroy the man that had tried to ruin him. 
Danielle was somehow blissfully unaware of just how strange and uncomfortable the situation really was. She’d blown it off, telling Nicole how they would all get together soon for dinner. 
“I think if the four of us all have dinner and drinks, before you know it we’ll be fast friends,” Danielle had told her at one point. “Besides, the husbands always follow their wives when it comes to social etiquette. And the two of them have sooo much in common.” 
Yes, like the fact that they hate each other down to the bone. 
But Nicole decided not to spoil Danielle’s fun. She’d have to deal with the truth at some point, so maybe it was nice if she enjoyed this blissful fantasy while it lasted. 
Coming back to the moment, Nicole tried to put all that other drama to the side. 
Right now she had to come to terms with quitting her first real job. She couldn’t work at the company that had unceremoniously dumped the man she loved, the founder of the organization. Especially not after they’d then handed the whole enchilada off to Kane Wright. Kane would simply fold Jameson International into his larger organization, like a sponge soaking up a pesky soda spill. 
Nicole was finished with Jameson International. Her time there had been lovely, but it was over now. 
Nicole smiled, feeling her stomach with one hand. Just touching her belly was a comfort. She realized suddenly that she had everything she could ever want or need. 
Together, she and Red would start a new business and a new family and they would be happy. Nobody could get in the way again, she would make certain of that. 
Walking into Jameson International for probably the last time, Nicole couldn’t help but think back to her first time in the building, when she’d come begging for an interview, bowing and scraping at any scrap they decided to throw her way. Back then it had all seemed exciting, intimidating and like the end-all be-all of her life. 
Funny how much things could change in such a short time. Now she felt like there was not much left to see or learn around there. She’d been to the top floor; she’d seen all the dirty tricks and a lot of the backroom politics that went on behind closed doors. 
She’d even slept with the CEO, rode the corporate jet, felt like the cool girl on campus. 
It was time to move on, time to start a new chapter. 
Nicole stepped into the elevator and rode up to her floor, got off and headed for Remi’s office. Remi was her direct boss now, and so she would hand her resignation to the best friend she’d made at the company. 
When she walked into Remi’s office, Remi was relieved to see her. “Are you okay, Nicole? Nobody knew what was going on with you the last few days!” 
“Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks for asking.” She suddenly realized how hard this was going to be. She didn’t know how Remi would feel about the sudden announcement that she was leaving, even though Remi had expressed a desire to quit the company as well. 
“Sit down,” Remi said. She had a pen in her hand and the end of it had clearly been chewed. Remi was a stress case, Nicole knew. She worked so hard, and a lot of the work was thankless. Today, the middle-aged woman was wearing a black button-down shirt, the top couple of buttons had been left open. As usual, she had a masculine, severe look to her—but Nicole saw past that now, to the sweet, sensitive woman underneath. 
Nicole sat down and took a breath to prepare for the awkwardness to come. 
“So…I’ve been doing some thinking.” 
“Uh-oh.” Remi’s eyes gained a new intensity. “That’s never a good start to open a conversation.” 
“Yeah. I—you know how close I was—how close I still am—to Red.” 
Remi nodded. “You two are still together? I didn’t want to pry.” 
“We are. We’re very happy together.” She tried to muster a smile. 
“You’ve grown up a lot since you first started here. It’s been a real rollercoaster ride for you.” 
“It has. And unfortunately, I think the ride has come to an end. I need to get off now.” 
“You’re quitting?” 
Nicole dug into her purse and took the resignation letter out, handed it across the desk to her boss. “This is my letter of resignation. Sorry for not giving you more of a head’s up, but I’m definitely willing to stay on another few weeks if it would help.” 
Remi read the letter. She sat back in her chair, stunned. “Wow. I did not see this one coming. I mean, I should have, but I guess I was too caught up in my own problems to realize that you had plenty of your own to contend with. I’m sorry if I’ve been insensitive to what you’ve been going through.” 
“It’s got nothing to do with you. You’re an awesome boss. It’s just everything else that’s gone on. I don’t feel comfortable working for Kane Wright.” 
Oh, and by the way—my husband and I are going to start a new company
specifically designed to destroy this one. 

“So.” Remi tapped her chewed up pen against the desk. “What’s next for you?” 
“I’m still not sure,” she lied. “Red and I are going to be planning our wedding—“ 
“I hope there’s an invite for your coolest boss?” 
“Definitely,” Nicole told her. 
Remi smiled, and Nicole could see the wheels turning as she processed everything. 
“Listen, this might not be my place, Nicole,” Remi said, sitting forward now. “And I support your decision. No matter what, I really hope you and I will continue to be…well I think we’re friends.” 
“I do too.” 
“Good.” Remi sighed. “So, as a friend…I just hope you’ve given a long, hard thought to being unemployed with your husband for any extended period of time. I’d imagine it’s a very new experience for Red, and now you’ll both be home and out of work temporarily. That could be stressful for you guys.” 
“Red is working on something new,” Nicole said carefully. 
“Oh.” Her boss nodded as if that piece of information explained everything. “Well, what the hell do I know?” She laughed and stood up, extending her hand. 
Nicole stood up too and they shook hands firmly. 
“Thanks for being so understanding, and for being a great boss,” Nicole said. 
“It was easy working with someone like you. And you’ve always got a reference from me.” Remi smiled but the smile was short lived this time. “Unfortunately, because of who you are and your relationship to the former CEO—I’d imagine word will come down that they want today to be your last day, Nicole. I just don’t want you to be surprised if that’s what happens.” 
“It’s fine. I totally understand.” 
They said their goodbyes and Nicole went back to her desk and began packing up the few things she’d accumulated over the time she’d been at Jameson International. She put most of it in her purse and then she threw out anything she could get rid of. 
A moment later her cell was buzzing. She figured it was probably Red checking to see how they’d reacted to her quitting, but when she took her phone out of her purse, the caller ID said: Mom. 
“Oh jeez,” she sighed. She debated the pros and cons of answering versus not answering and decided to just be a big girl and deal with her mother. 
Nicole left the cubicles and went into the hallway near the bathrooms to talk without disturbing anyone. “Hi Mom,” she said, feigning enthusiasm. 
Her mother didn’t even try to fake it. Her voice was cold and distant. “Hello, Nicole. I was wondering why we hadn’t been hearing from you the last few days, but then one of my friends was kind enough to forward me a link to the new article about you and Red.” 
“Huh? I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
“Maybe you haven’t seen it. But apparently, the entire world—except for your father and I—knows that the two of you are back together.” 
“Who printed this article?” she asked, her stomach suddenly in knots. 
Her mother made a noise of exasperation. “That’s not the point, Nicole. You’re back together with him, aren’t you?” 
“Yes,” she said, simply. 
“Well, isn’t that just lovely,” she muttered. 
“Mom, I really hope you’ll support me. I hope you’ll support my relationship with Red because—“ 
“So the wedding is on again?” 
“I feel like I’m being cross-examined.” 
“I’d just like to know what’s going on with my own daughter. I didn’t realize that meant I’m cross-examining you. But since you refuse to tell me anything, and I have to find out from the Internet—“ 
“I’m sorry about that. I didn’t know someone had reported on us.” 
“This relationship is unhealthy, Nicole. You’ve been up and down, up and down, dragged around by the whims of this rich person who has no regard for anyone but himself and his money.” 
“That’s not true, Mom.” Nicole closed her eyes and tried to stay calm. “Listen, I’d love it if we could all get together for dinner and try to start fresh. Could we do that, Mom?” 
“I don’t know. I don’t know if I can get past what this man has put your through.” 
“Well you need to try, for me.” 
“Nicole…” her mother sighed. 
“Will you give it another try, for me? Please? Red and I are going to be spending our lives together and I’d like it if you could be a part of that, too.” 
“This is not a man who can make a lifetime commitment.” 
Nicole was fed up. “Do you want to try or not? I’m pretty much done with this conversation.” 
There was a long, long pause. “Fine,” her mother uttered after what felt like an eternity. 
“Maybe you and Dad can come to the city and we’ll all have dinner together.” 
“That works.” 
“I love you, Mom. I’ll be in touch, okay?” 
Her mother curtly replied that she loved her too, and then they got off the phone. 
Nicole let out a weary, tired breath. 
It never ends, does it? She thought. 
A moment later she was back at her desk, on the computer, staring at The Rag’s front-page headline. 
RED AND NICOLE TOGETHER AGAIN! 
Beneath the headline was a picture of the two of them coming out of the rental car place the day before. Nicole was shading her eyes from the sunlight, and Red’s arm was on the small of her back as they walked toward his car in the parking lot. 
Nicole couldn’t believe it. The Rag was back to reporting on them—in fact, it was probably written by that same creep, Anderson, who’d hounded them until Red had gone and bought the paper. 
But Red no longer owned Jameson International and so he no longer owned The Rag. In point of fact, Kane Wright would be the new man in charge over there. Nicole could imagine plenty of scenarios where Kane might like to encourage The Rag to go even further in its stalking and harassing tactics. Kane Wright and The Rag—the two entities seemed tailor made for one another. 
“This isn’t good,” Nicole said aloud. “This really isn’t good at all.” 


*** 
Red came into the city to meet her for lunch. They went to Five Napkin Burger, a great little restaurant in Hell’s Kitchen. 
“I need a milkshake,” Nicole said, wiping the hair out of her eyes. She’d been paranoid the whole way over to the restaurant that someone was taking pictures, and she’d had to explain to Red all that had gone on that morning; the call from her mother, the realization that The Rag was once again publishing stories about them online, her concerns about Danielle and Kane Wright being married. 
The waiter took their orders; Nicole wanted the original five-napkin burger and a black and white milkshake, Red got the burger salad and a beer. 
“This will all sort itself out,” Red told her, taking her hand across the table. 
Nicole glanced around the place. It was fairly crowded with typical New Yorkers and no one seemed to be paying them the slightest bit of attention. “I just feel like we’re going to be under the microscope again. The last thing I want is for my mom to be finding stuff out about us through the tabloids.” 
“I can handle The Rag and that clown Anderson,” Red told her, thanking the waiter as he brought over his beer. He picked it up and took a long sip. 
“What if Kane Wright uses them to harass us and release those things about you—
the things he’s been threatening us with?” 
Red shrugged. “I told you already, I’ve got nothing to hide. I’m not ashamed of anything I’ve done and I’ll defend it publicly if necessary.” 
Nicole wasn’t so confident. The media could easily twist and distort Red’s reasons for helping those illegal workers come to the United States. For many Americans, anybody with dark skin and a Middle Eastern sounding name was practically Osama Bin Laden reincarnated. It wouldn’t be easy to make a public case that Red was doing the courageous thing in trying to help political dissidents. 
“I think maybe we should try and bury the hatchet with him,” Nicole said, eventually. 
“With who?” 
“Kane Wright.” 
Red just laughed. “I think you and your friend Danielle have both been drinking the same Kool-Aid.” 
“I’m serious.” 
The waiter came with Nicole’s black and white milkshake, which tasted amazing. 
Red looked her in the eye. “Nicole, there’s no way in hell I’m going to be BFF 
with Kane Wright just because he put the moves on your roommate.” 
“You’re the one who said my friends are your friends now.” 
“Is Kane Wright your friend now?” 
“Maybe he will be,” she replied, drinking her shake. 
Red’s expression darkened. “I don’t think so.” 
She leaned forward, lowering her voice. “We have a chance to smooth things over for a while. Let’s do the right thing and have a double date. Let’s be the bigger people.” 
Red just shook his head. “He’s going to burn us if we let our guard down.” 
“I didn’t say that we should make him the godfather of our child. I said we should maybe have a drink with him and try and play nice for awhile.” 
“Our new company is going to do anything and everything but play nice with Kane Wright and his organization. We’re going to be battling it out day and night to take back what he stole from us.” 
“Fine. I understand that we’re starting a company and I want to be a part of it. But can’t we at least call a truce between you and Kane Wright until after the wedding?” 
The waiter brought their food and both of them were quiet for a time. Red was picking at his salad, clearly preoccupied. Finally he put his fork down and looked at her. 
“You’re right. I’m letting my emotions get the best of me.” 
“Thank you for seeing that,” Nicole said, relief flooding her. “It will make things so much easier if the four of us can at least be civil with one another.” 
Red smiled darkly. “And as Sun Tzu says in The Art of War, we must keep our friends close and our enemies closer.” 


*** 
Nicole’s mother called her at almost seven o’clock that Friday and told her they were stuck in horrible traffic just outside the city. 
“How long before you get here?” Nicole asked, rolling her eyes, as Red came over and massaged her neck. 
“Honey, I have no idea how long. I don’t know if there’s been an accident or if this is just normal Friday evening traffic.” 
“Well how far away are you?” 
“The GPS said we were less than an hour away until we hit this gridlock. Nothing’s moving as far as the eye can see.” 
“Well, there’s nothing you can do about it. I’ll just keep the food warm and hope it lets up soon.” 
“We’ll call back to give an update in the next half hour or so.” 
“Thanks, mom. Bye.” Nicole got off the phone and looked at Red. 
“That bad?” 
“They’re running way late. They would have been late even without traffic, that’s what annoys me most,” Nicole said, opening the oven and checking on the chicken. She took her baster and squirted more broth over it to keep it moist. “It’s ready now. In an hour it’s going to be completely dried out.” 
“Relax. What’s the worst that happens—we have chicken jerky for dinner. I like chicken jerky.” 
“That’s not funny,” she said, but she was laughing just the same. 
He put his fingers under her chin and tilted her face up towards his, and then he leaned in and kissed her deeply. 
As usual, the anxious thoughts and fears seemed to slowly ebb, like the tide going out. “If you could just kiss me all the time, I’d really be happy the whole day,” she told him. 
“Why didn’t you say so? We can arrange that, no problem.” He leaned in and kissed her again, then on her neck, then moving toward the swell of her cleavage. 
“Red! Stop it!” She pushed him away, giggling. 
He grabbed her ass with both hands and pulled her against him. “Come on. Now we have time for sure.” 
“I need to make sure I keep an eye on the food,” she said. “Please don’t get me crazier than I already am.” 
“You’ll be totally relaxed afterwards. Think about it,” he said. “Danielle’s gone out with Kane, your parents are stuck in Friday rush hour traffic. We can get completely naked right in this kitchen.” 
She felt her nipples stiffening and her body responding, especially her lower half. 
Nicole was still surprised at how wet he could get her just with his talk. But she shook her head no. “Time for that later,” she said. “I need to be on my game right now.” 
Red sighed. “Fine. Have it your way.” 
“Do you think it was a mistake having them over to my apartment?” 
“Nicole, we went over this and over this,” Red told her, walking to the fridge and grabbing a beer. “You said you didn’t want to freak them out by having them come to our house.” 
“Our mansion,” she corrected him. 
“I believe your exact words were that you didn’t want them to get smacked in the face by my opulent lifestyle.” 
Nicole went to her mashed potatoes and glanced at them. “These are hardening. 
They’re going to be gross.” 
“You’re getting caught up in your head,” he said, having a long drink from his beer. 
She glanced up from her soon-to-be fossilized potatoes. “Must be nice to just hang out and drink a beer while your fiancé does all the work.” 
“It’s not as easy as it looks to be this laid back,” he said with a smirk. 
“At least at the house Chef Roland could have helped me deal with this disaster.” 
“That would be great, having your folks eat food made by a personal chef in a multi-million dollar mansion.” Red laughed. “Afterwards we could have gotten a helicopter to fly us around the Statue of Liberty.” 
“It probably would have been better than this,” Nicole said. She opened the oven again, shook her head. “I need to put some tinfoil on this to keep it warm and keep the moisture in.” 
“Where’s the tinfoil again?” Red asked, starting to open cabinets. 
“Thanks for at least trying to help,” she replied, opening the third drawer of the cabinet beside the sink. She took out the aluminum foil and pulled out a long strip to overlay the chicken. 
“Everything’s going to be fine,” he said, for the millionth time. “Nothing ever goes as badly as you think it’s going to.” 
Nicole thought to herself that those sounded like famous last words. 
About an hour later, her mother and father finally arrived at the apartment, and they were in absolutely terrible moods. It was obvious they’d been at each other’s throats, even though they tried to hide it initially. 
“We’re so, so sorry,” her mother said as she entered the apartment. “That was the worst traffic I’ve been stuck in since I don’t know when.” 
“If we’d taken the Brooklyn Bridge instead, like I said,” her father began and her mother snapped at him. 
“The Brooklyn Bridge would have made us even later. Would you like to have gotten here at ten o’clock at night instead?” 
“That bridge would have been clear all the way.” 
“No it would not. Don’t be foolish.” 
Her father shook his head and mumbled something. 
Nicole’s mother made a face. “This is what I’ve been dealing with all night.” 
Red was right there to greet them, shaking her father’s hand and hugging her mother. Her mother embraced him with about as much enthusiasm as if she’d been told to hug a deranged serial killer. 
“Let me take your coat,” Red said, and he took her mom and dad’s coats and hung them on the coatrack beside the door. 
“I’m going to put dinner on the table right away,” Nicole said. “I can’t let it sit any longer.” 
“Let me help you, honey,” her mother replied, and the two of them went into the kitchen together. 
“Can I get you a beer, Mr. Masters?” Red asked. 
“Call me Bud, and heck yes,” he laughed. 
“Great, now he’s going to be drunk on top of everything else,” her mother said, shaking her head in annoyance. 
Red opened the fridge and grabbed a beer, exchanging a look with Nicole. 
“Sorry you and Dad had such a tough drive here,” Nicole said as she opened the oven and pulled out the chicken. 
“Oh, it’s fine. Just happy to spend time with both of you,” her mom replied, without even the hint of a smile. “Now what can I do to help?” 
“Well, I need to add some milk and butter to those potatoes.” 
Her mother took the cover off the mashed potatoes and looked inside, sniffing. 
Then she grabbed a spoon from the counter and dipped it in, tasting them. “Maybe a little more salt and pepper, too.” 
Nicole shrugged. “Okay, then. Whatever you’d like to add.” 
She could hear her father and Red speaking in muted tones so as not to disturb the womenfolk. 
In a way, it gave her some comfort to know that at least her dad would likely be friendly tonight. 
With her mom assisting in her own, inimitable way (which meant lots of comments about what to do better next time), they were finally able to get dinner on the table. 
Everyone settled down to eat at the tiny table where Nicole and Danielle usually just left their mail and did their nails from time to time. Nicole couldn’t even remember the last time she’d actually eaten a meal at this table with other people. 
“It smells wonderful,” Red told her, as she served him a plate of chicken, gravy, mashed potatoes and corn. 
“It sure does,” her father agreed, seemingly content now that he had his beer and was about to fill his belly. 
Suddenly her mother’s cell was ringing. She looked at it and without even apologizing, answered in a loud, obnoxious voice. “HELLO?” Pause. “Oh, yes. Yes, I meant to send that to you, I just didn’t get a chance yet. I’ll put it in the mail tomorrow afternoon when I get home…Well, we’re having dinner in Brooklyn with Nicole and Red.” 
Everyone sat and listened to her talk, not quite knowing what else to do. 
Her mother was listening intently now, and her eyes narrowed. “You what…you read that today? Really? That can’t be true.” She glanced at Nicole and her lips tightened. 
“Okay. Well…thanks for telling me. Yes. Yes, I know. I’ll call you tomorrow.” She got off the phone and put it away. 
“That was a little rude, Mom,” Nicole told her. 
“I had to take that call, it was Karen.” 
“So?” 
“I couldn’t ignore her.” Her mother started to pick at her plate of food. “I can’t help but ask…is it true you quit your job this past week?” 
Nicole sat back in her chair. “I was going to tell you, I just didn’t want to get into a whole thing about it tonight.” 
“When were you going to tell me?” 
“I don’t know. I’ve had other stuff on my mind.” 
“I’m sure you have. But instead I had to find out from Karen, because they’ve just written a new thing about you in the tabloids. This is how I find out about my daughter now.” 
Nicole put a hand on her forehead. “Mom, can we please not do this right now?” 
Red placed his hand on her leg and gave a comforting squeeze. “Barb, those tabloids are best ignored. Most of what they print are lies, and I’ve learned just to ignore them.” 
“You’ve clearly grown accustomed to living your life under a microscope,” her mother said. “I don’t begrudge you that. But our family is different. We’re just regular, normal people.” 
“Red is a normal person too, Mom.” 
Her mother put up a hand. “I’m not trying to start a fight, Nicole. I was just shocked to hear you quit your job. Did something happen? Were you being treated unfairly?” 
Nicole sighed. “No, it’s not that. But you know Red…he’s no longer with the company.” 
Her mother eyed her. “You mean he was fired.” 
She saw Red smirk a little. 
“He was let go because of some really difficult circumstances in the global economy.” 
“Well, I suppose it’s all too sophisticated for a bumpkin like me, but I recall reading that he was fired by his board of directors. Do I have that right?” her mother said, looking at Red. 
“Yeah, that’s very much true,” Red agreed, sounding totally at ease with her questions. 
Nicole’s mother looked at her. “And now you quit, to what purpose?” 
“Red’s starting a new company and I want to work there with him.” 
“You’ll be working together?” 
“Yes.” 
Her mother shook her head. “Nicole, really. I’m sorry, but how much of this am I supposed to just sit back and shut my mouth about? I want to be supportive—“ 
“Then be supportive. It’s easy.” 
“Well I can’t support something I know is wrong. These tabloids are going to absolutely destroy you, honey. Can’t you see what’s happening? And now you’re going to become his secretary at a new company, living off his wealth, completely beholden to him in every way—“ 
“Mom, this is not a conversation I’m going to have right now.” 
“Barb,” her father began. 
“I don’t know how I’m supposed to simply shut up when it comes to my only daughter’s emotional well-being. Red, you must see what kind of position you’ve put our family in—“ 
Red tried to speak, but Nicole stood up. 
“It’s not just your family anymore, Mom. Red and I have our own family to think about now.” 
“Two immature people trying to get married and fight the world do not make a family make.” 
“Three people. There’s going to be three of us,” Nicole said, holding up three fingers. “I’m pregnant, so you better figure out a way to get with the program, because Red is going to be around for a long, long time.” 
In the stunned silence that followed Nicole’s outburst, there came the sound of keys rattling in the lock. And then into the apartment came Danielle and Kane Wright, laughing and talking. They turned and saw everyone sitting at the table. 
“Sorry to intrude,” Kane said. He was dressed in his typical dapper suit, his hair perfectly coiffed. 
“We thought you’d be done by now for sure,” Danielle said. “I mean, you told me you guys were eating between six-thirty and seven.” 
Nicole just laughed. This night could not possibly get any worse, she decided. “It’s fine,” she said. “Please, come in, make yourselves at home.” 
Red glared across the table at the man who’d stolen his company. He didn’t say a word. 
Kane smiled affably back at him. “Anyway, it’s great to see you both again.” 


*** 
“Thank god that’s over with,” Nicole said, as she stood at the window and watched her mother and father drive off. They’d insisted on staying at a Motel 6 all the way back on the highway, even though Red had offered to get them a room at a really nice Holiday Inn just a couple of miles down the road. 
“It could have been worse,” Red told her, putting his hands on her hips and kissing the back of her neck as she continued staring outside. 
“Not really.” 
“That’s true, it couldn’t really have been any worse. But it seemed like the right thing to say just now.” 
She turned and put her arms around his shoulders. “I’m sorry I freaked out and told them about the pregnancy.” 
“The good thing was, your mother really didn’t have much to say after that. I think you actually stumped her.” 
“True.” 
They kissed for a long time. Red’s lips pressed greedily against hers, and he cupped a hand over her breast. 
“Thank god Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum took off,” Red said, after they broke off. 
“Don’t call Danielle that,” she said, secretly kind of glad he’d said it. 
“Don’t worry, she’s Tweedle Dee. He’s Tweedle Dum.” 
Nicole laughed. “That’s messed up.” 
“Tweedle Dum is the insulting name. Tweedle Dee is harmless.” 
Kane and Danielle had departed soon after stopping in. They’d gone out to “hit the local bars” together, offering to meet up with Red and Danielle later on if they’d wanted. 
Nicole had politely declined, saying how tired they both were and that they still had a long drive back to Connecticut ahead of them. 
“Do you think Kane Wright is really okay hanging out in Brooklyn at the local dive bars?” she said. “I thought he was more into the trendy Manhattan Michelin restaurants. 
Nobu and places like that.” 
“I have no idea what Kane Wright actually enjoys. The guy doesn’t have a genuine bone in his body. He’s probably doing whatever he can to make Danielle think he’s a regular, down-to-earth guy.” 
“Sort of like you’re doing with me.” 
“No, I am a regular, down-to-earth guy but sometimes I pretend to be a rich businessman.” 
“Sure.” 
“Can we get out of here now?” he asked, taking her by the hand. 
They cleaned up the mess from dinner and left the apartment, heading to Red’s car. 
Nicole felt happy again, even though the night had been a complete and utter train wreck. She’d unburdened herself by telling her parents the happy truth. What was there to hide, anyway? Nicole wasn’t about to be ashamed of the fact that she’d gotten pregnant out of wedlock. 
The important thing was that she and Red were in love and going to be married. 
They were starting their own family and Nicole didn’t intend to let anyone make her feel ashamed about it. 
Red drove through the streets of Brooklyn, heading for the highway to take them to Connecticut. He was driving much slower, Nicole realized. 
“Someone took the lead out of your foot,” she said, smiling as he slowed to a full stop at a stop sign. The old Red would have done a rolling stop and then darted out the moment he saw the coast was clear. 
“It’s funny how light my foot feels now,” he said, leaning forward and looking both ways before continuing on. “Maybe when the kid graduates high school I can have the led weight reinserted.” 
“I’m glad we were together tonight,” she said, after a time. “Now we’ve both met each other’s crazy parents and dealt with the insanity up close and personal. Did it make you have any doubts about going through with this whole wedding fatherhood package deal?” 
Red glanced at her. “No. It did make me have doubts about whether I want your mother giving a toast at our wedding, though.” 
Nicole giggled. “I’m going to sneak a couple Valium in her drink and knock her out so she can’t say a peep during the reception.” 
When they got on the highway, Nicole looked at Red. The way he’d been with her all night being so patient, so loving—she felt like he’d become a new person. She loved him for trying to be who she needed right now, but part of her worried that he’d also resent her for forcing him to change too much, too fast. 
“I hope you really want all of this,” she said. 
“What would make you think otherwise?” 
“Red, when we first met you were taking random women back to your secret apartment and doing god knows what to them. Now you’re spending your evenings eating roast chicken with my parents from upstate New York.” 
He chuckled. “But I’m with you. That’s the difference.” 
“I just want to make sure you don’t feel trapped, bored, stifled by this new life.” 
“Are you kidding me?” 
“I want you to take me to your naughty apartment,” she told him. “I want you to do whatever you want to me.” 
“You’re my wife now,” he said. But she could hear some eagerness in his voice just the same. 
“So what? I still want all of you—I don’t want this to change what we had with one another. I like it when you take me to your apartment and have your way with me.” 
He glanced at her again, and she saw the change in his expression. “We don’t need to go to the apartment. It’s not about that.” 
“What is it about?” she asked. Already, she could feel herself getting wet. 
The car slowed and pulled off to the side of the road. It was dark and late enough that only a few cars passed by them now and again. 
He looked at her. “Get out of the car.” 
“What?” 
“You heard me, Nicole,” he growled. 
Nicole opened her door and got out into the cool, dark night air. She was wearing a knee length dress with a light sweater over it. She crossed her arms and shivered as a car flew past them, its headlights briefly blinding her before leaving her in shadow once again. 
The car door opened and closed, and then Red was coming around the car towards her. “I’ve wanted you so fucking bad all night,” he said, and then he was kissing her forcefully, pushing her against the passenger door. His hands groped her chest and pulled her bare breasts out of the top of her loose dress. 
Suddenly he was sucking her nipples as she lay back against the automobile. 
Another set of headlights glared against the car—could they see what was going on? She wondered—and then shot by, leaving them in private darkness. 
His lips and tongue were hungrily sucking at her breasts, eagerly stimulating her erect nipples. 
She moaned, closing her eyes as he lowered himself to his knees and hiked her dress up so that he could gain access to her warm, wet mound. 
Before she knew it, he was buried in her hot entrance, his tongue pushing inside and licking her folds. 
Nicole cried out as he stimulated her clitoris. 
His hands slid up and down her bare thighs, then grabbed her hips and pulled her into him so that he could lick her deeper still. 
She couldn’t take much more if it. 
Another car raced by, the sound of its engine eclipsing her rocking, screaming orgasm. 
And then Red was standing up and kissing her and she could taste herself in his mouth and she loved it. She loved his sexuality, his insistence, his intense desire for connection and heightened sensuality. 
“I want your mouth on me,” he whispered in her ear, pulling her hair and then licking down her neck. 
Now it was Nicole’s turn to drop to her knees on the hard concrete of the breakdown lane. Red unzipped his pants and then she stuck her hand into the hole in his silk boxers and tugged his erect penis out, holding the thick shaft in her hand. She stroked him once, twice, three times, felt him shudder in her grasp. 
She could smell oil and gasoline and dirt from the road as she leaned in and placed her lips delicately on the head of him. 
Red moaned. “I’ve been thinking about your lips on my cock all night,” he rasped. 
She took the opportunity to suck him fully into her mouth now, pressing down and down until her lips were at the very root of his shaft. Then she slid back up and sucked his head again. It was slick with pre-cum. 
Nicole began quickly sliding her hand up and down on his shaft while she sucked the tip of his dick. 
His whole body was shaking now. “I’m about to cum.” 
She sucked faster, but he pulled back. Nicole looked up at him, wondering if something was wrong. 
“Stand up,” he commanded. 
She got to her feet, and he spun her around, his hands on her hips, taking control now. He pulled her dress up again, and a moment later he’d slid himself all the way into her pussy from behind, quickly stroking into her. 
His hands on her breasts, fingering her nipples while she pressed her hands against the window of the car—Red fucked her hard and fast on the side of the road. 
She had another rip-roaring climax and then so did he, thrusting into her, pulling her tightly against him, his lips brushing her ear. “I love you,” he whispered. 


*** 
The next morning, Red was getting a tennis lesson from some top-ranked pro that Nicole had never heard of, while she ate a wonderful Nutella filled crepe that Chef Roland had made for her. 
Everything had just been magic between them last night and this morning, and Nicole was humming a song to herself as she literally ate the crumbs from her meal. 
Outside it was another beautiful, sunny day. Nicole was thinking about all of the days in front of them, all the adventures they would share while starting their family and going through everything that journey entailed. 
The thought of having a child was terrifying and exhilarating all at once, and it made every detail of the morning feel crisp and somehow more real than anything had ever felt before. 
Nicole’s senses were alive and thrumming, her body was full of energy. She thought about Red and smiled like a girl having her very first crush. 
It was almost as if their bond was so strong now that nobody could compete with it—their love was everything and it eclipsed the rest of the world. 
After eating her crepe, Nicole went onto the veranda and sat with her laptop, looking at possible wedding venues. Last night, while lying together in bed, kissing and laughing and talking, they’d both agreed that the wedding date should be soon—probably within the next two months. 
Nicole didn’t want to be showing very much at her wedding. Already, she could imagine the various headlines that would appear in the tabloids when the story broke that she was pregnant. 
But she was learning to let go of her need to control the story, to let go of caring what a bunch of random people she didn’t even know thought about her life and her relationship with Red. In fact, Nicole wasn’t sure she even cared what her own mother thought, let alone the readers of a tabloid newspaper. 
She was pregnant and she was engaged, and very soon, she would also be married. 
And being married sooner rather than later was about taking that final step with one another. Nicole couldn’t wait to declare her love for Red and to watch his eyes as he said the words back to her. 
Invite the tabloids in! She wanted to shout. Who cares what they write anymore? 
Nicole was certain that she and Red were forever, and the last thing she’d spend time worrying about from now on was whether the stupid Internet had published some new rumor about their relationship status. 
But how quickly an amazing, perfect day could suddenly turn on a dime. Because as Nicole sat on the veranda perusing wedding venues, she became aware that something was troubling her. 
It was strange how she subtly had become aware that her stomach was upset. At first, she’d barely even noticed the discomfort, but then she’d gotten a few cramps that came and went. 
Still fixated on her laptop screen and trying to figure out what kind of locale she wanted for her wedding day—Nicole could hardly be bothered to think about the growing unease in her belly. 
When it got bad enough for her to put the laptop aside, Nicole wondered if maybe she’d eaten a bad crepe. Or maybe she’d had a bad reaction to it. They said that sometimes when you were pregnant, you craved certain foods but other foods could suddenly make you feel sick, too. 
Another bout of cramps wracked her stomach and she grimaced. It was really starting to hurt. 
Nicole got up and went to the bathroom to see if she needed to move her bowels. 
When she sat down, nothing much happened. She had broken out into a light sweat and her breathing was coming faster. 
She almost felt feverish. 
After a time, she peed and gave up on anything else happening. Nicole took a few squares of toilet paper and wiped, then looked at the toilet paper. 
There was blood on the toilet paper. 
It was as though the wind had been knocked out of her. 
Maybe I’m just spotting, she thought, her heart hammering out a quickened pace in her chest now. 
She sat for a little while longer and wiped again and again. There was more blood. 
Her cramps were coming back again, redoubling in force, almost making her want to curl up into a ball on the floor. 
Calm down, relax. Don’t get yourself worked up, she told herself. The worst thing she could do now was to get overanxious and make whatever was happening worse. 
The blood coming out of her now was beyond spotting, she knew that. It was as if she were getting her period. 
Nicole found a pad under the sink and put it in her panties, left the bathroom and tried Red’s cell phone. He didn’t pick up. Of course not, he was playing tennis. 
Yet another cramp ran through her guts. 
She forced back a sob and tried his phone again. The courts were far enough away that she didn’t want to try and walk there. Instead, Nicole went to the security phone and called the front gate. 
A man answered. “Jeremy Lyons, sir. How can I be of service?” 
“Jeremy, this is Nicole Masters, Red’s fiancé.” 
“Yes ma’am.” 
“Red’s at the tennis courts and I need you to go and tell him to come back to the house immediately, okay?” 
“Yes, ma’am. Is everything all right? Are you hurt?” 
Am I hurt? She wondered. She didn’t know how to answer that. “Just tell him to come back immediately, it’s important.” 
Nicole got off the line and went out front to wait. She could feel herself dripping down there, knew that she was still bleeding. Her forehead was slick with sweat, and she was terribly frightened now. 
After what seemed like hours—but in truth had probably been just a few minutes—
Red came driving up the private way and pulled up next to her. 
His face was stricken, she’d never seen him look as afraid as he did when he saw her. “Nicole! What happened?” he climbed out of the car and ran to where she was sitting, her legs pulled up against her as she tried to will the cramps away. 
“I’m—something’s wrong. I need to go to the hospital.” 
“What is it?” 
“I started having cramps and now I’m bleeding. It’s like I’m having my period but it’s different. Something’s wrong.” 
“Come on, I’ll start driving us to the hospital now and make a few calls. I know a top OB/GYN who should be able to see us immediately.” 
He helped Nicole to the passenger side of the car and then he ran and got in the driver’s side. The car screeched as he pulled away from the house and shot off towards the main road. 
The lead got put back in his foot sooner than either of us thought it would be, Nicole thought, and something about it made her want to cry. 
Red was driving with controlled urgency. He put his Bluetooth earpiece on and immediately was on the phone with someone powerful. She could tell by the way Red said things that it was someone who could get them seen right away. 
“She needs to be looked at right now,” Red said into his headset. “I’ll have her there in under fifteen minutes, but I want Dr. Rosen, unless she’s not available for some reason. If not, please get me the next best available person. Okay?” 
He looked over at her and tried to smile. 
“I’m okay,” she whispered, not feeling in the least okay. But she could tell he was frightened too, and she wanted to somehow reassure him. 
The baby will be fine, she told herself. 
They arrived at Yale-New Haven Hospital a short while after that, and Red escorted her in and made another phone call. 
Minutes later, the doctor herself came and met them. “I’m Dr. Rosen,” she said to Nicole. “Are you okay to walk? We can use a wheelchair if you’re uncomfortable.” 
“No, I’m okay to walk,” Nicole said. 
Dr. Rosen put her immediately at ease with her calm demeanor. She took them to the fourth floor, the obstetrics wing of the hospital, asking questions while they went. 
“How long have you been cramping?” Dr. Rosen asked. 
“Maybe an hour or so,” Nicole said. 
“And bleeding? Is it light spotting or—“ 
“No. It’s heavy, like a period.” 
They arrived at one of the examination rooms and Dr. Rosen inquired about the pregnancy tests Nicole had taken to determine she was, in fact, pregnant. 
“Could it somehow have been a false positive?” Nicole asked her. 
“That’s very rare, especially since you took more than one test. You’re not taking hCG supplements or anything, are you?” 
“I didn’t even know that existed,” Nicole said, trying to laugh at the absurdity of it all. 
“Yeah, it’s a new diet fad and it can cause issues with elevating a woman’s hCG 
artificially,” she said. 
Dr. Rosen excused herself and asked Nicole to get into a hospital gown. Red stood there, his arms folded, trying to look less nervous than he was, while Nicole changed. 
When she was done changing, she sat on the table and the two of them looked at one another. 
“What if something’s happened to the baby?” she asked. 
“I know it’s going to be fine,” he said, but she could see the deep concern in his eyes. 
“And if it’s not?” 
“Then we’ll get through it together, right?” 
“Yeah.” She nodded, not feeling any better. He came over and gripped her hand. 
A few minutes later, Dr. Rosen came back inside and told Nicole to lie on the examination table and put her feet on the stirrups. “I’m just going to do a brief pelvic exam,” she said, smiling. “Try not to worry, okay?” 
“Okay.” Nicole tried to smile again. This time she completely failed. 
“You might feel some pressure or a little bit of discomfort—just tell me if you feel any pain, all right Nicole?” 
“Yes.” 
Red was watching with tremendous attention, but keeping very still and quiet. She met his gaze and tried to just think of him protecting her. 
He won’t let anything bad happen to me, she thought. 
Dr. Rosen gently touched Nicole’s bare stomach and pressed against it, feeling around the entire belly area. “Everything feel okay so far—any tender or painful areas?” 
she asked. 
“Nope. Everything’s just fine.” 
Well, that was a lie—but maybe she could manifest okay-ness if she could just act the part. 
“Good.” Dr. Rosen used the speculum to continue the exam. “There is some blood,” she said. “However, the cervix looks as it should.” 
Red continued to look into her eyes and reassure her with his presence. 
“I’m just going to look a little more, here,” Dr. Rosen explained. “The vaginal walls are consistent with a pregnancy,” she said. “Now normally I’d have you do a blood test to make sure, but given the nature of your situation—I think it might be best to do a transvaginal sonogram. That will provide the quickest answer to our questions.” 
“How will that work?” Red asked. 
“I have the ultrasound machine right here,” Dr. Rosen said, pulling back her stool to talk to them. “We can do it immediately.” 
Red looked to Nicole. “Are you okay with that?” 
“I just want to make sure the baby’s healthy.” 
Dr. Rosen explained the procedure, her calm, kind voice partially allowing Nicole to remain upbeat. 
Maybe everything’s fine. Maybe she’ll tell me that this is all totally natural and normal, and that our baby is healthy. The doctor asked her if she’d like to proceed with the ultrasound. 
“Yes,” Nicole said, nodding. 
Dr. Rosen moved the monitor so that she could clearly see the screen, and then she took out a probe, rolled a condom over it, and applied some lubricant to it. 
Nicole began to shake now. She had just a terrible, awful feeling about what was happening. 
“Are you all right, Nicole?” Dr. Rosen asked. 
Nicole nodded. She looked to Red and he came over to hold her hand during the procedure. 
“Just let me know if you experience any discomfort. Take some deep relaxing breaths if you need to.” 
When Dr. Rosen inserted the probe, Nicole did feel pressure, however there wasn’t any pain and she had total confidence in Dr. Rosen’s abilities. Mostly she was just frightened because she knew what they were going to find. 
“Okay, I do see the fetus,” Dr. Rosen said, as she moved the probe slowly from side to side. “I’m getting a picture and now I’m just trying to locate the heartbeat.” 
A long time went by. 
Dr. Rosen’s face was a study of pure concentration, staring at the monitor. Ever since she’d said she was trying to find the baby’s heartbeat, she hadn’t said another word. 
The seconds continued to tick by, and Nicole felt her eyes well up with tears. 
“It’s okay, Nicole,” Red said, but his voice was choked up. 
Dr. Rosen began to talk, but there was a loud ringing in Nicole’s ears and she couldn’t really hear what the woman was saying to her. Nicole wasn’t listening anymore. 
All she knew was that her unborn child didn’t have a heartbeat. 
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It had been three days. 
Three days since everything had changed and Nicole’s entire world had gone dark. 
No, not completely dark, because she still had Red. But it was a gray film over everything, and she was stuck in the gray. It was like her legs were filled with lead, every step she took was achy and sapped her energy. 
She was lying in bed mostly, needing to be taken care of, and Red was doing just that. Maybe he wished that he could lie in bed all day and have someone take care of him. 
Surely he had as much to be sad about as she did. In the space of just a month he’d lost the business he’d spent his life building from the ground up, and then he’d lost his unborn child. 
Losing your baby was painful—but not even having the chance to really know your baby or hold your baby was also painful. 
The doctor couldn’t tell them whether it was a girl or boy—it was far too early in the pregnancy for that. Nicole wanted to know—she wanted to be able to grieve, and somehow it felt like knowing the gender of the baby would help that process. 
Recently, she began to feel somehow that the baby had been a girl. Nicole didn’t know where the conviction arose from, but she decided to go with it just the same. 
Secretly, she named the girl Renee and made an internal promise not to forget her. Sure, she’d been just seven weeks old—but she’d still been alive and Nicole felt it was important to remember her no matter what. 
Nicole had also been told it might take weeks for her body to expel the fetus—
“expel,” as if the baby had been somehow bad and needed punishment—but she’d actually done it yesterday. 
It had happened when she’d gotten another severe bout of cramps in the afternoon and gone to the bathroom. She’d seen the gray fetal sac and everything, and it had been horrible and deeply sad, and yet seeing it had brought some closure too. 
So now the physical part was over. There was no more baby, there was nothing more to come—just this emptiness, this gray air that Nicole found herself walking through and talking through and seeing through. 
Lying in bed was all she wanted to do right now, and Red was letting her do it. He brought her food, stroked her hair, spoke to her softly and held her hand in his own. He told her it would be okay, that she would be okay again at some point. He told her to take her time. 
But today she couldn’t take her time anymore, because her mother was visiting the house. It would be her mother’s first time at the mansion and Nicole didn’t know how she would react to it all. 
“You’re mother’s at the front gate,” Red said to Nicole as he came in the bedroom. 
“Do you want to come down or should I just bring her up?” 
“No, no, I’ll get up and come downstairs.” Slowly, Nicole pushed herself into a sitting position. 
She needed a shower but wasn’t going to have time right now. Even though she’d known since yesterday that her mom was coming, Nicole still hadn’t been able to get herself moving. She was like a toy robot whose batteries were running down. 
Red left the room and Nicole got up, went to the bathroom and washed her face, brushed her teeth, put on deodorant. 
Then she changed into some baggy cargo pants and a comfy sweatshirt. She tied her hair back in a ponytail and surveyed herself in the mirror. She looked yellowish, sickly, and you could read the depression in her eyes. 
She put on some makeup—nothing fancy—just to give her face some color. 
And then Nicole went downstairs to wait for her mother to arrive. 
Red was brewing coffee when Nicole entered the kitchen. He looked up at her, his expression hopeful. Nicole knew what that expression meant. She knew he was waiting for the real Nicole to come back to him. This walking, talking ghost—this strange phantom was not the Nicole he’d fallen in love with. 
“Want some coffee?” he asked, his voice a little too chipper. 
She shook her head and sat down heavily at the breakfast nook. 
“Well,” he continued, watching the pot brew, “your mother will probably want a pick-me-up after the drive from Syracuse.” 
“Yeah, probably. That’s nice of you.” 
He smiled. “Well, I’m kind of awesome so…” 
Nicole tried to smile back at him. “You are awesome.” And then she thought what a great father he’d have made to their little Renee and the tears came to her eyes before she could stop them. 
“Hey, you okay?” he asked, moving quickly toward her. 
She waved him off. “I’m fine. I’m just being silly.” 
“No you’re not, Nicole. Don’t say that.” He stood by the counter and looked at her. The concern was written all over his face. “You’ve been through something horrible. 
Of course you’re sad.” 
She sniffed, taking some tissues out of her pocket and wiping her eyes and nose. “I just feel like enough is enough already.” 
“It’s been less than a week,” he said. “Go easy on yourself.” 
“I still can’t believe it,” Nicole said, shaking her head. “I was so sure she was going to be ours. I was certain of it.” 
“She was ours—she’ll always be ours,” he said, coming over and taking her by the shoulders. Red’s eyes looked into Nicole’s and his voice was firm. “And for the short time she was a part of this world, inside of you, she was loved. We’re never going to forget about our baby girl. Never.” 
Nicole hugged him then, because he’d just uttered out loud the very thing she’d promised herself. She hadn’t thought anyone would understand her need to remember such a little thing—a little baby that had barely even existed to the rest of the world. But she did need to remember, and apparently so did Red. 
As they were hugging and taking comfort in each other’s arms, there was the loud chime of the doorbell. 
“My mother,” Nicole whispered. 
“Now just relax and try not to get worked up,” Red cautioned. “You know how she can be.” 
“I’ll try.” She smiled an over the top, clownish smile. “See how good I am?” 
“Oh, boy.” Red took a deep breath. Then he went to answer the door. Nicole heard them speaking in low tones that echoed to her from the foyer. 
A minute later, in strode her mother looking like she’d been shot out of a cannon. 
She was always energetic, but it seemed that much more over the top now that Nicole was so depressed. 
“Honey,” her mother said, smiling sadly and rushing over for a hug. She had a purse on her arm but also a large plastic bag with something large in it that Nicole couldn’t yet identify. 
Red followed behind the older woman. “I’ve made a pot of coffee.” 
“Oh, you’re such a dear. That would be lovely,” the older woman told him. 
Nicole watched her mother with dull suspicion. Her demeanor was strange—far too friendly to be real—especially towards Red. Hadn’t she hated the man just a week ago? 
The older woman took a seat alongside Nicole at the breakfast nook as Red poured her a coffee, as well as one for himself. 
“How do you take it?” he asked. 
“A dash of cream and one sugar,” her mother said. 
Red fixed it up quickly, stirred it and handed the cup to her with an easy grin. 
“Hope you like it.” 
“I’m sure I’ll like it. Is it some specialty brew?” 
“Starbucks French Roast,” he said. 
Nicole thought her mother seemed nonplussed, as if she’d been hoping for something more exotic. “I could never afford to have Starbucks every day,” she said, sipping from her mug. “I have to settle for Folgers mostly.” 
Red nodded empathetically. 
Nicole stared at her hands. 
“Honey,” her mother said softly. 
Nicole looked up at her. “Yes?” 
“You seem depressed.” 
“I guess I am depressed.” 
Her mother nodded thoughtfully. “I know this is a difficult time. It’s awful what happened. Your father and I were crushed when Red called and told us the news.” 
Red walked over to the counter, holding his own cup of coffee and surveying the tense scene unfolding before him with trepidation. “Nicole and I truly appreciated your condolences and the flowers that arrived yesterday,” he said. 
Barb nodded to him. “Of course, it was the least we could do.” She brightened visibly and turned to Nicole. “Anyway, I brought something along that should cheer you up.” 
Nicole looked on doubtfully as her mother opened the plastic bag and took out swatches of different colored cloths with different designs on each. 
“What’s that?” Nicole asked. 
“These are some possibilities for your table cloths—for the wedding.” She laid them out on the counter. “I particularly like this pattern.” She pointed to a white tablecloth swatch with gold and blue stripes. 
Nicole couldn’t even focus on it. She felt a complete and total sense of disinterest in what her mother was showing her. “I…I guess it’s nice,” she murmured. 
“Do you? Do you really like it?” 
“It’s okay. Yeah.” 
“Just okay?” 
“Mom, I don’t really know how I feel about the tablecloth designs. I can’t focus on this stuff right now.” 
Her mother was growing frustrated and her happy-go-lucky façade appeared to be crumbling. “Now’s the exact right time to focus on these sorts of things. You need to get your mind off all of this depression and into something healthy.” 
“I’m just not interested.” 
“Fine. Fine.” She grabbed the swatches and swept them all into the plastic bag. 
“I’m going to leave this bag here for you, and you can let me know when you’ve had a chance to look at it. How’s that sound?” 
“That sounds fine, Mom.” 
Her mother sucked in her cheeks and subtly shook her head. 
Red sighed deeply, as if sensing what was coming. “You know what? I haven’t even given you the tour, Misses Masters.” 
Nicole’s mother looked at him and flashed a smile. “You know better than to call me that. My name is Barb.” 
“Barb, would you like the tour?” 
“That would be wonderful. I can’t believe how much land you have at your disposal, by the way. When I was driving in, I thought I’d somehow been transported to another country. It’s so beautiful here.” 
“Thanks,” Red said, taking her by the arm and leading her out of the kitchen. 
“Nicole?” her mom asked, looking back over her shoulder. “Are you coming?” 
“No, I think I’ll just hang here until you two get back.” 
Nicole saw the look of annoyance mixed with worry that flashed over the older woman’s face as Red escorted her out of the kitchen. 
Nicole knew he was doing this “tour” primarily to give her a break from her mom, and she was grateful to him for that kindness. But she couldn’t even smile a little—not even when she thought about how amazing Red was and how safe she felt with him lately. 
Nothing could shake her from this desultory state. 
About twenty-five minutes later, Red and her mother returned to the kitchen. They seemed to be getting along famously. Her mother was blushing and laughing like a teenage girl, and Red was chuckling right with her. 
“And they let you say that on television?” her mother asked, in response to some story that Nicole hadn’t been privy to. 
Red nodded and grinned. “They let me say it because we paid them enough to let me say it. But I didn’t do it just to be controversial, I did it because I believed it was important.” 
Her mother nodded. “I think you did the right thing, Red.” 
“Apparently the network agreed with you, because they asked me back the following year.” 
The two of them walked back to the breakfast nook, where Nicole was still sitting, having barely moved a muscle since they’d left the room. 
Her mother turned her attention to Nicole now. “The house is so lovely, honey,” 
she said. 
“Thanks, Mom. I really like it.” 
“Are you going to make it your own after the wedding?” 
Nicole thought about it, shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s pretty nice the way it is.” 
“But it’s still his house—it’s not representative of your tastes, honey. Don’t you agree, Red?” 
Red nodded ever so slightly. “Yes, I suppose it’s mostly mine. But then again, I just had a designer come in and set everything up, so in a way it’s not really my taste either.” 
“I’d love to come and help both of you redecorate after the wedding,” Nicole’s mother said, her eyes practically lighting up. 
“We’ll see, Mom. Let’s just take things a step at a time.” 
Her mother sighed. “I’m really trying my best with you, Nicole. What more can I do?” 
“I didn’t say you were doing anything wrong.” 
“Then what is it?” 
Red leaned over the counter and gave Nicole’s hand a squeeze. “I think Nicole’s just tired and sad, Barb.” 
“I understand that this was a disappointment,” her mother replied. “But it seems a bit much, the way you’re moping about like life as we know it has ended.” 
Nicole looked up at her, and for a brief moment she actually had the urge to slap her across the face. It was gone as quickly as the urge had arisen, but the feeling of intense anger left her shaken. “I don’t have to justify my feelings to you,” she said, her voice shaking slightly. 
“You know, you’re not the first woman to have gone through something like this.” 
The older woman shifted into the seat by her daughter and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “It happened to your father and I, many years ago.” 
Nicole looked at her more closely. It seemed that for the first time, she saw how her mother’s face truly looked—not just the way she imagined her to be. And she saw that her mother had gotten old without Nicole really noticing. Her eyes had large, deep bags beneath them, and her chin was fleshy and sagging. The skin on her neck was loose and wrinkled. 
Mom, you’re old! She wanted to say. When did this happen to you? When did you become this jaded, old lady with rarely a kind word for anyone—including your only daughter? 
But just as the urge to slap her had come and gone, so too did this strange feeling of seeing her mother’s age for the first time. 
“You never told me that you had a miscarriage,” Nicole said, finally. 
Her mother just nodded, as if proud of the fact that she’d had one and also had the guts to keep the pain of it to herself all these years. “Well, you don’t know everything there is to know about me, honey.” 
“I’m aware of that, Mom.” 
“We were very disappointed when it happened. But I told myself—I said, Barb, it will happen when it’s meant to happen and not a moment sooner. There’s a plan for you and this just wasn’t your time.” 
Nicole raised her eyebrows. “That simple, huh?” 
“It wasn’t simple, it was just the truth. There’s no use wringing your hands about it. 
Sometimes these things happen.” 
“I don’t know,” Nicole said, quietly. She didn’t want to have such a clinical attitude about the death of her unborn baby. She couldn’t have that attitude—it would be like a second death of sorts, to put the baby out of her mind forever. Didn’t that sweet little child deserve to at least have someone remember she had been growing and striving to be born, and that she’d never even had a chance to live? Didn’t she deserve to at least have someone think of her from time to time and love her in spite of it all? 
“Trust me, Nicole. I’m a lot older than you and perhaps I’ve learned a thing or two about being a mother.” 
Nicole nodded her head and tried to accept her mother’s words at face value, while still allowing herself to feel what she felt. She didn’t want to start feeling guilty about being sad on top of everything else she was going through. 
And then Red stepped in. “Barb, I think I can speak for both of us when I tell you that we truly appreciate your wisdom. I respect the fact that you went through your own difficult moment, and you came through it stronger than before.” 
“I just did what had to be done. I still got up and went about my life. I had to work full-time, even back then. I went to work and did my job and nobody would have known that I’d been through a miscarriage.” 
Red smiled with patient understanding. “At the same time, Nicole is a different person and she’s sad right now. It’s okay with me if she’s sad for as long as she needs to be.” 
“I never said she shouldn’t be sad.” 
“Okay, then,” Red smiled. “So we all agree. Nicole’s going to take whatever time she needs to recover from this. We’re all sad, and we support Nicole one hundred percent.” 
“I never said anything to the contrary.” 
Nicole took a deep breath. “It’s fine. Everything’s fine.” 
“I’m being supportive of you and Red. Isn’t that what you wanted?” 
“Yes, and it means a lot to me.” 
“Well, I just don’t see why everyone is so doom and gloom around here. It’s not healthy.” 
“Nobody’s doom and gloom. We just need a little time.” 
“Well you’ve got only so much time. I thought you were planning a wedding.” 
“I was, and I will be again. When I feel up to it.” 
“Maybe it’s not always the best thing to have so much time and money that you can afford to be depressed. I couldn’t afford to be depressed.” 
Red clapped his hands. “What say I have Chef Roland wrangle us up something to eat, huh?” 
Nicole’s mother nodded unhappily and Nicole took a deep breath. She didn’t know if she’d ever make it through her mother’s visit. She wanted nothing more than to crawl back into bed and close her eyes—make everything go away. 
But she pushed through the way her mother would have wanted her to. 
Chef Roland was at the ready, and he came to the kitchen and cooked them a wonderful lunch of lemon chicken over linguine. Nicole mostly picked at her food, but Red and Barb ate every last bite of theirs. 
Despite her protests to the contrary, Barb seemed to love being waited on and catered to, as if it were her secret birthright to have been a queen or a member of the aristocracy. By the end of the day she was drinking wine and talking about art and laughing at every word that came out of Red’s mouth. 
And then night fell and she said she was going to drive home, even though it would be a long drive back. “I want to go to sleep in my own bed,” she told them. 
Red made her a huge mug of coffee, extra strong, and she took it with her. She hugged Nicole once before leaving—a strong, vice like grip that revealed she still had plenty of strength left, however much she might have aged. “I love you so much,” she whispered into Nicole’s ear. 
“I love you too, Mom. Thanks for coming.” 
“Bye, darling.” She waved at Red and then she was gone. 
“Thank God that’s over with,” Red said, as he closed the door and walked with Nicole towards the stairs to the master bedroom. 
“You finally won her over,” Nicole said. “I didn’t think it was possible.” 
“I don’t think I won her over. I think she decided she was going to prove that she could like me.” 
Nicole smiled. “Yeah, that’s probably true.” 
Red put a hand on her lower back. “Are you okay?” 
“Not really.” 
“I love you, Nicole. And I’m sad too. Not a second goes by that I don’t think of the baby. But she is loved. Isn’t that all anyone wants, at the end of the day—to be loved and remembered?” 
“I guess.” Nicole felt the tears in her eyes yet again. “I just wish we’d had a little bit of time with her. I can still feel her, you know?” She pressed a hand to her heart. “I can feel her little soul calling out to me. She wanted to be hugged and held and sang to, and we never got a chance.” 
Red’s eyes were wet now. “I know. I know.” 
They went upstairs together and climbed into bed, and Red held her in his arms. He was stronger than ever, she realized. He held her close and she smelled his scent, she felt his breath against her hair and her cheek. She was taken care of. 
It wasn’t what she wanted right now. Right now, what she wanted was her baby. 
But it was enough. It had to be enough. 


*** 
Nicole woke up very early the next morning. 
It was just after five a.m. and the idea hit her like a thunderbolt. It was so simple, so perfect. It had to be right. 
She put a hand on Red’s shoulder and shook him slightly. 
He opened his eyes and lifted his head. “Huh? What is it---are you okay?” 
“Yes. I just woke up and I had to tell you something.” 
“Okay, I’m listening.” He wiped the sleep from his eyes. 
“I want to elope.” 
Red turned to face her in the semi-darkness. “You want to elope? Why?” 
“I just woke up and it was the first thing I thought. It feels right. I don’t want to worry about guest lists and tablecloths and what food to serve and the venue and sending out the perfect invitations. I just want to be with you.” 
He blinked at her. “Are you sure? Because you always said—“ 
“I know what I said,” she interrupted. “But everything’s different now.” 
“Because of the baby?” 
“I don’t know. Yes. I suppose so.” 
“I think we just need some more time before we make any decisions. You’re in a certain frame of mind right now,” he said tiredly. 
“This isn’t just a frame of mind. I want to elope, Red.” 
“Of course I’ll do whatever you want. But honestly? I don’t think that’s what you really want, Nicole.” 
Now she felt angry with him. She sat up in bed and folded her arms. “What do you mean, it’s not what I really want? You think you know what I want better than I do?” 
Red sighed. “No, Nicole. I don’t.” 
“Don’t take that tone with me.” 
“What tone?” 
“Like I’m crazy.” 
“Nicole, it’s five a.m. You woke me out of a deep sleep to tell me you want to completely change our wedding plans because of some random thought that popped into your head.” 
“It wasn’t some random thought.” She glared at him. “I don’t care about all those other people, Red. I care about me and you.” 
Suddenly, he reached across the bed and grabbed her arm and pulled her towards him. “And what do you think I care about?” 
His touch, even now in her depressed state, still brought heat to her entire body. 
She looked into his dark eyes. His curly hair fell across his forehead in that way that she found totally sexy. 
But now there was something else, too. She felt angry, she felt wild—she felt unpredictable. In the past, whenever they’d had sex, it was always because of Red that Nicole engaged in the kind of ritualistic game playing that he so enjoyed. Yes, she liked it too, but mostly because of what it did for him. 
For the first time, though, Nicole wanted to do it as much or more for herself as she did for Red. 
“I don’t know what you care about,” she said. “Maybe you need to show me.” 
She looked at him and he looked back at her. In the early morning gloom, she could see the whites of his eyes and the black pits of his pupils and he almost had the look of a wolf about him. 
“Don’t ask if you aren’t ready to receive.” 
“Who says I’m not ready?” 
“Either way,” he growled. “You know what this means.” 
“I’m not a total idiot,” Nicole replied, writhing in his grasp. He gripped her arm more tightly. 
“You’re being very bad right now,” he rasped. 
“So? Who’s going to punish me?” 
“Keep talking and it will be worse.” 
“Maybe I want it to be worse.” 
He turned her onto her stomach, so she was lying in his lap across the bed. He was hard, so she knew she’d excited him. Nicole was wearing nothing but her bra and panties, and she wiggled her ass at him, knowing what was coming. 
He slapped her butt. There was a slight sting, but nothing near what she wanted to feel right now. “More,” she demanded. 
“Well all right then,” he said. His hand came down harder on her ass. He spanked her butt again and again. 
“I need to be bare,” she said. “My bare ass needs a spanking.” 
Red exhaled heavily. Suddenly he’d ripped the panties right off her, ripped them clean in half like they were some kind of special break away Velcro panties. “Okay,” he said. “So now your ass is bare.” 
“Yeah, that’s more like it.” She wiggled it at him again. “Now spank me like you mean it.” 
He started to spank her ass, moving from one cheek to the other, paddling her flesh with real vigor. It stung and there was the requisite heat. She was getting wet. Her pussy ached for him. And yet…somehow there needed to be more. 
She wasn’t satisfied with the level of pain. She needed more. “Come on,” she whined. “Do it harder.” 
“You want harder?” 
“Come on. You heard me.” 
And then he stopped entirely. Nicole looked up at him from over her shoulder. 
“Why are you stopping? I need to be punished.” 
Red stared down at her. “You know this isn’t how it goes.” 
“Stop being so rigid. Come on. I’m aching to be spanked and fucked.” 
“You need to calm down. You’re out of control.” 
“This isn’t out of control,” she said, sitting up. She looked at him. Her nipples were hard and tight. She was wet for him but she didn’t want it like this. She wanted it angry and hard and fast. She wanted to forget who she was. 
“Nicole, you need to slow down,” he told her. “This isn’t a free for all.” 
“Bullshit. Come on,” she dared him. “Afraid of a little tiny girl?” 
His eyes blazed. “Don’t push me.” 
She did push him then, hard on his shoulder. He grabbed her wrist. She pushed him with her free hand and he grabbed that wrist too. 
Nicole tried to break free from his grip. 
She was wrestling with him now, and the two of them rolled across the bed. Nicole was using her arms and legs, scratching and kicking as Red tried to gain control of her. At first she felt like it was all in fun, but that angry part of her seemed to blossom as Red began to slowly win the wrestling match. 
Finally, she scratched his cheek and drew blood. 
“Nicole,” he said, sitting back and touching his cheek. “What the hell?” 
She sat up. “Can’t take your own medicine?” 
Red’s eyes darkened and he smiled, a slow grin. “You really do want to be a bad girl this morning.” 
“I need someone to punish me and then I need to be fucked hard,” she whispered. 
“Do you, now?” 
She nodded with a wild look in her eyes. 
“That’s nice for you.” He suddenly yawned, lay back down and turned over onto his stomach, adjusting his pillow under his head. 



Nicole watched him uncomprehendingly. “Red?” 
He didn’t answer. His body was a lump under the covers. 
She shook his shoulder. “Don’t pretend to go to sleep. That’s not nice.” 
Red didn’t answer. 
She sighed. “I’m sorry I scratched you. I thought we were playing rough.” 
After another minute or two of him still not replying, Nicole began to get really angry. Her stomach was twisting and churning and she could feel her cheeks burning. 
Why was he doing this to her now of all times? Didn’t he know she needed him to be close to her? 
But his body remained still. He was totally ignoring her and she felt totally rejected. 
Nicole got up, knowing how silly she was being, and headed for the door. “I guess I’ll go downstairs. Maybe when Chef Roland gets here he can take care of me. He looks like a man who can satisfy a woman.” 
Suddenly she heard Red moving behind her. When she turned he was in her face, his eyes wide and enraged. “What the hell are you talking about, Nicole?” 
“I thought you were asleep.” 
“What kind of shit are you pulling with me right now?” 
She folded her arms and tried to stand her ground. “I wasn’t pulling any shit. 
You’re the one who just went to sleep in the middle of me trying to be close to you.” 
“This isn’t that kind of game, babe. I don’t play the abusive husband role.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
He looked at her and his eyes softened. “I know what you’re trying to do,” he whispered. “You’re scared and hurt and sad and you think that if we inflict pain on one another, it’s going to change things for you.” 
She lifted her chin. “You think you know everything about me.” 
He smiled a little. “I do know everything about you.” He walked closer still and put a hand under her chin. “You’re my soul mate. You’re my everything—more important to me than anything else in this world. You, Nicole.” 
She wanted to cry now. She wanted to hit something. She broke down in tears, literally sinking to the floor. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way,” she said. She could barely understand herself, talking through all of these tears. 
Red was holding her now, cradling her on the floor of their bedroom. She was a limp rag doll in his arms. “I know,” he whispered. “I hurt too.” 
“I’m sorry I’m so weak.” 
“You’re the strongest person I know, Nicole.” 
She pressed her face into his chest. “I’m sorry I scratched your face. It was an accident.” 
“It’s okay.” 
“Nothing feels okay right now.” 
“I know. I know. But it is.” He rocked her slowly back and forth and stroked her hair and she cried and cried some more until there were no tears left inside. Of course, she knew there were more tears. She’d felt cried out plenty of times in the last few days but there were always more. 
She wiped them away with the back of her hand and sniffled, sitting up. “I don’t deserve you. You’re perfect and amazing.” 
Red just laughed. “Stop talking shit.” 
She grinned back at him, maybe the first real smile she’d had in days. “You know I don’t have a thing for Chef Roland.” 
“I didn’t think so.” His smile faded and he became more serious. “I never want to say things just to hurt each other, though. We need to be better than that.” 
Nicole nodded. “Agreed. That was a low blow. I feel like I’ve gone a little bit crazy lately.” 
“We all go crazy sometimes. But remember I love you with all of my heart and I’m on your side. We both lost our baby.” 
“I just want to go back to how it was.” 
And then Red was kissing her on the lips, and she was responding. Her entire body was responding to him. His hands caressed her bare thighs, up her stomach, fondling her breasts. 
His tongue pressed into her mouth, searching. 
Nicole arched her hips into him. She was without panties and slick with desire. 
Red’s lips moved from her mouth to her neck, and then down to her breasts as his hand cupped her bare pussy. 
She arched into him again, moving herself back and forth on his hand. He gently slid a finger into her. She cried out with relief. 
Yes. This is what I need. 
His finger withdrew and then she rocked her hips into him again and the finger plunged inside of her moist hole, pushing through her folds. 
His tongue licked her nipples through her lacy bra as his finger continued to plunge and retreat, plunge and retreat in time with Nicole’s hip movement. 
Her entire entrance was slick with her own juices and ready for his manhood. But Nicole knew that as badly as she wanted him right now, he would take his time the way he always had. 
This drove her slightly mad, but now it was in a good way. 
She smiled as his hand worked its magic on her. “Oh, God. I want to come so badly.” 
“Don’t do that,” he rasped. “Don’t come until I tell you to come.” 
“But it feels so good.” Her hips pounded against his strong hand as his finger rhythmically slapped her clitoris and entered her. 
“You’ve been a very bad girl and you need to start listening again,” he warned. 
“Yes, I want to be good. I want to listen.” 
“Then don’t come until I say so.” 
“But I’m so close.” Her breath was coming in gasps as bursts of electric heat spun up from her hips and into her stomach and breasts. 
He kissed her neck again. His other hand massaged her breasts and slowly pulled them free from her bra. Now her nipples poked out into the cool air. Red began sucking them as his finger worked her delicate lower space. 
Nicole’s legs shook as they always did when she was getting close to release. 
Her breasts were so tender, so sensitive, and his tongue and lips were making the nipples moist and erect. 
“I can’t…I can’t take it,” she cried. 
Red slid down, kissing her belly, and then down past that to where she was waiting, wet and open for him. Between her legs, he licked and sucked. 
Her clitoris was so swollen with desire that his tongue easily found it, flicking it over and over again. 
Nicole screamed now, the cords in her neck stood out. 
“Please, tell me I can come,” she said. She was sweating. “Please, Red. Please.” 
But he wouldn’t give her permission. He was enjoying her torture. His lips sucked her folds, and then his tongue worked its way inside her. Now Red’s hands held her hips and pulled her body closer to him as he continued his exquisite torture. 
“I can’t stop,” she said. Her body was climaxing of its own accord. Her entrance was contracting with need and want, tightening, ready to release everything. She’d never been this wet. Or maybe she was always this wet with him—she didn’t know anymore. 
Nicole was losing herself. 
Suddenly, he drew up and took himself out of his boxers. 
“Finally,” she yelled, with relief. 
He chuckled. “Put your mouth on me,” he commanded. 
Gratefully, she rose up on her elbows as he hovered over her on his knees, one hand pressed to the ground for balance. She took his full erection into her mouth, cradling his balls in her hand and sucking him all the way down. 
Red moaned softly. 
Nicole enjoyed giving him this pleasure, knowing how much he wanted her. 
Knowing that he was having trouble resisting the urge to climax now, just as she had a moment before. 
Her tongue swirled around his shaft, and then she pulled her head back and sucked only the head of his cock, her lips suctioned tightly to it. 
Now she began bobbing up and down, her mouth more quickly sliding across the length of him, the sounds of her lips and the wetness from her saliva creating a sucking sound. 
“Okay, slow down,” he told her. “Slow down or I’m going to come.” 
She sped up, not wanting to listen. She was hungry for him. She wanted him to come in her mouth. 
And he wanted to as well. She almost had him—almost had taken him to a place where he’d lost his control. And for some reason Nicole wanted to do this—wanted to make him so crazy that he forgot his need to always be in power. 
He was so close. She could feel it. She moved faster. Her hand was stroking his shaft simultaneously as she sucked him off. 
“Nicole—“ 
And then he’d pulled out of her mouth. She stared up at him with wounded eyes. 
“But I want it,” she whined. 
“Turn over,” he said. 
She did so, again pouting. She needed to come so badly, she could scream. 
Red took the head of his penis and placed it against her anus and slowly rubbed the tip of it around, sending a shockwave of pleasure through her. His body pressed against her from behind, pressed her into the floor with his weight on her back. 
He slid one hand under her breasts and the other against her bare pussy, stroking it now, finding her clit as his penis slid between her butt cheeks. 
She was nothing but wet—juices everywhere. 
“You need to be broken in,” he hissed. “You’re too wild.” 
“I do. I need to be broken in and fucked hard.” 
He slid inside her ass with one quick motion, surprising her. He pumped into her, stroking her pussy and fondling her nipples as his mouth sucked the back of her neck, her earlobe. 
Nicole felt him go deep into her, and there was some pain and pressure. He’d only done this once before—that night in Germany—and this time both the pleasure and the pressure were intensified. 
He wasn’t being as gentle, which was good. She didn’t want it gentle right now. 
She wanted to completely lose her mind, and the way it felt—she was going to. 
“You’ve been very, very bad today and now you’re going to get fucked in your ass, Nicole. You’re going to get fucked and you’re going to come when I say.” 
His hips pounded against her buttocks. 
His shaft stretched her, hitting deeper into her behind. At the same time, she was relaxing somehow—loosening, accommodating his girth. 
Shockingly, the orgasm she felt building now was almost too much to bear. She didn’t know how her body would respond. The wave was building and building and she could see it in her mind’s eye, towering over everything. 
A huge blue wave rising out of the sea, rising up and up and up and up… 
“Come now,” he commanded, and she instantly did so—going off like a rocket. 
He pushed deep into her cavity, groaning as he did so, pulsating inside of her—but his hand was also rubbing her clitoris and Nicole’s legs splayed outward as if she’d been given an electric shock. 
Her entire body was rigid with the explosion of her release and she literally screamed. She screamed again and again as wave upon wave hit her. She was coming one time after another. 
All of the energy was spent. 
Red withdrew from her, leaving her sticky with his semen. She was wet and full of his and her own juices. Her body was a limp noodle on the floor. 
He rolled to the side and caressed her hair softly. “Did that do the trick?” 
She nodded, unable to speak. Finally, after a long minute, she said, “Thank you.” 
“My pleasure. Literally.” 
“I needed that.” 
“You’re going to be okay, Nicole,” he said, still stroking her hair. 
“I hope so.” For now she was just glad to have released some of the pent up energy she’d been carrying around for days. 
Some of her depression felt as though it had lifted, but she could also tell that it was waiting to descend upon her again once her endorphins had stopped and the serotonin was no longer spiking. 
Slowly, Nicole sat up, her legs curled underneath her. Red was sitting up too. 
“That was unexpected,” she told him with a little smile. 
“In a good way?” 
She nodded. “In the best way.” 
“I don’t think Chef Roland would have been able to do that.” 
“Definitely not,” she laughed. 
*** 
Red had some business to attend to in Hartford, so he left around nine that morning. 
“I’m looking at some office space for the new company,” he told her. 
“You’re not going to have any offices in New York?” she asked. 
He shrugged. “New York’s played out. Hartford’s got style, its got character—and besides, it’s a lot cheaper to rent there.” 
Nicole laughed. “True.” 
“What’re you going to do while I’m gone?” he asked. 
“I think Danielle’s going to come by for a few hours.” 
“With her new husband?” 
“God no. Luckily she didn’t ask to bring him. I’m not sure what I would have said.” 
“You’d have told her Kane Wright can set foot on our property when hell freezes over.” 
“Not so sure that would go down too well.” 
Red grabbed his briefcase and straightened his tie. He was dressed up in a black Armani suit, purple tie, his hair styled, clean-shaven. “I’m off to work.” 
She admired him. “You look like how I remember you from the first day we met.” 
“In other words—I look totally hot.” 
Nicole rolled her eyes. “Ego much?” 
“Just a little.” He leaned in for a kiss. “Tell Danielle I said hi.” 
“I will.” 
He kept walking. “Remind her she can still get an annulment if she wants one.” 
“Red!” 
“I’m just saying…” his voice faded and then the door opened and shut as he left the house. 
Nicole cleaned up the kitchen a little for Danielle’s arrival. It felt good to do some dishes, normal things that regular people did who owned a home together. 
She’d already showered, but now Nicole also put on a pair of comfortable pants, sandals and a loose fitting long-sleeve shirt. She did her hair and applied a bit of makeup. 
For the first time since the miscarriage she felt almost human. 
Still, there was the pit in her stomach, the deep sense of loss. Nicole didn’t think that would go away anytime soon. 
Danielle arrived at the house in a limousine. 
She got out of the car, smiling, wearing a sundress and one of those sunhats that old, rich women wear while walking around resort towns. “Hi girl!” she shrieked, as Nicole came out of the house to meet her. 
Instantly, Nicole felt annoyed at how unabashedly happy Danielle was. Then Nicole reminded herself that Danielle didn’t know about the miscarriage. 
“Hey, Danielle.” Nicole hugged her friend, feeling like she hadn’t seen her in years, even though it had only been days. 
Danielle looked at her. “You look thin and pale. Are you doing low carb again or something?” 
Nicole shook her head, looking away. “Nope. Just a little tired, I guess.” 
“So this is the place!” Danielle said, putting her hands on her hips and taking in the outside of the house and the grounds. 
“Yup, this is it.” Nicole already felt tired again. Drained. She’d actually been looking forward to spending time with a friend who didn’t know that she’d gone through hell in back these last few days. 
But now that Danielle was actually here, it was different. Nicole was still too raw, too wounded to just have normal girl talk and flit about like some queen bee the way Danielle was doing. 
“God, Nicole, this place is amazing.” Danielle pulled off her enormous sunhat and started into the house without asking. “I can’t wait to see the rest of it. It’s almost as big as my house.” 
“You mean Kane’s house?” Nicole said. 
Danielle turned and gave her a strange look. “No. We’re married now. It’s my house as much as it is his.” 
“Oh, yeah. Of course.” Nicole followed her inside. 
“The foyer is lovely,” Danielle said. Nicole noticed how tan she still was. Her skin looked glistening and fresh and youthful. Compared to her, Nicole felt like an old hag. 
Pale, dry skinned, with dark circles under her eyes and an aching wound in her heart. 
“Let me give you the tour,” Nicole said with fake cheer. 
As they walked, Danielle gave running commentary on the things she liked and the things she didn’t like—there were plenty of both. She liked the floors but not the curtains in the living room. She liked the table in the dining room but she thought there should be a different color used on the walls. Danielle thought the media room was a bit small—the one in the mansion she shared with Kane was probably twice the size. 
But she absolutely loved the kitchen. 
“I’m going to take a picture of this and tell Kane we need ours to look exactly the same,” she said, pulling out her phone to take a picture. 
“Ummmm….I don’t think you should,” Nicole said. “I don’t think Red would like it if you were taking pictures of our home to show Kane.” 
Danielle looked at her. “Are you serious?” 
“Come on, let me show you the verandah,” Nicole said, trying to change the subject. 
When they stepped out to the verandah, Danielle nodded but didn’t seem overly impressed. “I’d want a better view of the pond, personally.” 
“Oh.” 
“I’d take down that whole line of trees that’s blocking it.” 
“You’d just kill all those trees?” 
“They’re killing your view. Either way, something’s getting killed.” 
Danielle’s harsh words made Nicole think of her loss. Something had been killed all right. Her baby was dead. Her dreams had been crushed—and that poor little soul was never going to have a chance to live and grow and be loved by her parents. 
“Those trees have every right to exist there, and I think they’re beautiful,” Nicole said, with sudden fierce emotion in her voice. 
“All right, all right. Chill, Nic. I was just saying—personally, I prefer the view to the trees.” 
“I get it.” Nicole sat down and crossed her arms and looked out at the rolling hills. 
She thought the view was just fine. 
Danielle stood and looked at her. “Okay, something’s up.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“You know exactly what I mean,” Danielle said. “What the heck is wrong with you?” 
“I don’t know,” Nicole lied. “Maybe you’re the one who’s acting weird.” 
“Me? How so?” 
“You can’t be serious,” Nicole told her, smirking. “Just look at how you’re dressed, for starters. And coming here in a limo?” 
“Kane wanted me to use it. His driver knew how to get here. What was I supposed to do, take a gypsy cab to satisfy you?” 
Nicole shrugged. “You’re the one who’s changed. You’re like suddenly all high society.” 
“It’s called being happy. You should try it sometime.” 
Nicole didn’t have much to say to that. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.” 
Danielle sat down next to her. “I think I know what this is all about.” 
“Okay, tell me what you think.” 
“I think this is about Kane beating Red in some silly business deal and now you’re feeling protective.” 
Nicole couldn’t help but laugh at that. The last thing she’d been thinking about recently was Kane taking Red’s business from him. After all, they still had plenty of money and Red was rejuvenated with his new company. But she didn’t say any of that. 
She just cocked her head. “Is that what Kane told you? That he beat Red?” 
Danielle held her hands out. “I don’t want to get in the middle of it. I mean, I love Kane regardless of all that cutthroat stuff he does. And honestly—he wants to be a better man, Nicole. You should have heard some of the things he told me when we were together in The Caymans.” 
“I’m sure it was lovely. He’s a charming guy.” 
“Don’t give me that. You think he’s the scum of the earth, and so did I. But then he showed me who he really is. And underneath all that suave masculinity, he’s just a regular chap with the same hopes and fears as anybody else.” 
Suave masculinity? Nicole thought, stifling a giggle. Kane Wright was about as suavely masculine as a hammerhead shark. And at least the shark would have the decency to show you its teeth before it bit you in half. 
“Danielle, I swear to you—I’m not upset that you and Kane Wright are together and that you’re happy. Red and Kane might not be the best of friends, and maybe Red is stinging from what happened with Jameson International. But I personally haven’t given it a thought in the last few days.” 
Danielle listened to her and nodded. “Well good. I just…I really care about you, Nic. You’re one of my best friends and you’re the only one who knows what it’s like to be in this kind of situation.” 
“What kind of situation?” Nicole asked. A flock of birds suddenly burst from a nearby grouping of trees. Watching them soar into the sky and take off into the distance, she thought of her never-to-be-born child and her heart twisted in her chest. Maybe her child’s spirit was soaring off with them, completely free and unbound. 
Danielle followed Nicole’s gaze. “You know the situation we’re in. Getting married to an extremely wealthy man. All of the shenanigans, the drama, dealing with business associates and friends and ex-lovers and family members. Everyone feeling threatened by your new place in his life.” 
Nicole nodded, thinking of Red’s vindictive mother. “I do know about that stuff. 
It’s not easy to deal with those people.” 
“And everyone thinks you’re after his money,” Danielle complained. She gripped her hat so tightly in her hands that Nicole thought she might tear it to pieces. “Even he suspects that you might be in it for a quick payday. And then you have the whole awkwardness of negotiating the prenuptial agreement.” 
Nicole didn’t respond to that. She just licked her lips and looked away. 
“I mean, hasn’t Red talked to you about a prenup yet?” Danielle said, when Nicole didn’t say anything. 
“No, not really.” 
“What do you mean? Aren’t you getting married soon? Haven’t you two even discussed the financial part of the whole thing?” 
Nicole shrugged. “I mean, sort of.” 
“Well you need to sort that out. He’s going to want a prenup, Nic. They all do. So don’t get all pissy with him when he brings it up.” 
“Danielle, he doesn’t want one.” 
Danielle stared at her for a long time. “You’re sure about that? He said that?” 
“He said we share everything fifty-fifty.” 
She snorted. “Well, there’s a lot less to share now, isn’t there?” 
Nicole’s eyes narrowed. “That’s a shitty thing to say.” 
“I’m sorry, you’re right. That was really a mean thing to say.” Danielle stood up, still gripping her hat for dear life. “The thing is, it really bothered me when Kane brought up the contract. The prenuptial agreement. It hurt my feelings.” 
“I understand it did. Of course.” Nicole tried to hide the tiny feeling of triumph she felt that Danielle and Kane didn’t have the same kind of trust that she and Red shared. The way Danielle was prancing around, flaunting her new social status, it was hard to sympathize with her plight. But Nicole didn’t want to gloat over something so trite. “Did you tell Kane how it made you feel?” 
“Of course,” Danielle said, pacing across the verandah. “And he explained to me that the contract was merely precautionary and meant to protect both of us. Also, it’s not as if I get nothing if we have a divorce.” She stopped and looked at Nicole. “I must sound so shallow right now.” 
“Not at all.” 
Danielle flushed. “I just hate to feel like I’m one of those stupid celebrity wives that gets dumped after two or three years and then sits around getting Botox injections and tennis lessons for the rest of her life.” 
“You’d never be that kind of woman.” 
“But the prenup made me feel like that kind of woman. I kept reading it and thinking how there should have been more for me in there. I hated how greedy it made me feel to think about our relationship that way.” Her expression was genuinely pained now. 
“And here I was, assuming that you and Red had the same arrangement as us and now I feel like a complete fool.” 
“Danielle, don’t be silly. Nothing you’re saying is foolish.” 
“Well Red must really love you if he’s not protecting himself at all.” 
“It’s got nothing to do with love.” 
“Then he must trust you.” 
Nicole thought about it. “He does trust me. But just because Kane had you sign a prenup doesn’t mean he trusts you any less.” 
“Doesn’t it, though?” 
Nicole didn’t know what to say. Danielle turned and stared out at the property. 
“You know what? Those trees are really beautiful just the way they are. I wouldn’t change a thing if I were you.” 


*** 
Nicole and Danielle decided to have a picnic for lunch. They gathered cheese and crackers, fruit, and a bottle of wine and put everything in a cooler. They took a blanket and walked out to the grounds and just started to stroll, in order to find whatever place might feel right to sit down and have their picnic. 
The sky was clear and blue, with only a few passing clouds, but there was still a nice breeze that would cool you off if the sun ever started to feel too warm. 
Finally, they settled for a spot on a hilly section of land that gave them a three hundred and sixty degree view of the property. Danielle spread that blanket out and kicked off her shoes, while Nicole opened the cooler and took out the cheese and crackers and poured wine into two plastic cups. 
She handed a cup to Danielle and then sat down next to her on the blanket and sipped her drink for a moment. They both popped a few grapes in their mouths and grinned at one another. 
“How crazy is this?” Danielle laughed, after a moment. “The two of us married or engaged to billionaires, drinking wine and relaxing on the acres of land surrounding your mansion. Just a couple of months ago we were struggling to find jobs to make rent on our crappy Brooklyn apartment. How lucky are we?” 
Nicole tried to smile. She didn’t feel lucky right now. At the same time, she was appreciative of Danielle’s friendship and the fact that her friend was going through a similar process of fitting into a powerful man’s life and all the complications that entailed. 
“What do you love most about Kane?” Nicole asked, out of the blue. 
Danielle cocked her head. “I guess, I love the way he looks at the world. He’s not afraid of anything.” 
Nicole smiled and took a long sip of wine. 
Danielle tilted her cup back toward Nicole. “And you?” 
“Me what?” 
“What do you love most about your man?” she asked, laying back and staring at the sky. 
“I love the way he looks at me,” Nicole said. She felt her face flush with embarrassment at such an honest assessment. 
Danielle turned to her. “That’s awesome. Now I want to change my answer.” 
“Your answer was beautiful.” 
“No. I said I love that Kane’s not afraid of anything. But I didn’t say anything about us, you know?” She shook her head. “Maybe we’re missing something.” 
“Danielle, no. You guys are awesome and you’re so happy. You shouldn’t compare yourself to anyone. Red and I are just two people and we’ve had plenty of ups and downs as you well know.” 
Danielle assented to that fact. “But,” she said, picking another grape and popping it in her mouth, “you seem to have gotten past all the drama. You guys seem like you really found your stride.” 
“I guess we have. That doesn’t mean we don’t have our problems.” 
Danielle nodded as if she completely understood. “What about the wedding?” she said eventually. “Sometimes I wish Kane and I had done a big production instead of marrying just the two of us on the island. Are you super excited?” 
“I don’t know. I’ve started to question whether I want much of a production. 
Maybe something really, really small. I’ve even thought of eloping. Just me and Red together, nobody else around to worry about.” 
“I hope you don’t do that,” Danielle told her. “I really want to be there for your ceremony. It would mean a lot to me.” 
“Yeah.” Nicole sighed. “I just don’t know if I have the energy to plan something like that and deal with all the stress involved.” 
“What you need is a wedding planner.” 
What I need is to have my child with me, growing inside of me still. 
“Yeah, maybe a wedding planner,” Nicole replied listlessly. 
Danielle started to smile. “Hey—you guys would still invite me and Kane to the wedding and everything, right—Red wouldn’t keep Kane from attending?” 
“Of course we’d invite both of you.” 
“I wish we could get Red and Kane to hang out under different circumstances,” she said. “I just know the two of them could be friends. I mean, Kane really likes Red.” 
Nicole didn’t know what to say to that. She thought it highly unlikely that Red would ever seriously consider trusting Kane Wright enough to be friends with him. In fact, they hadn’t yet discussed Kane’s attendance at the wedding, so she was already going out on a limb by telling Danielle that her husband could even come. 
“Let’s just see how it goes. We can’t force them to have play dates like they’re a couple of kindergarteners.” 
“Speaking of kindergarteners,” Danielle said, getting a big grin on her face. “I was talking to Kane about kids, and he told me he might want them someday.” 
Nicole got a strange feeling in her stomach, like she’d just been kicked. For a brief second she’d forgotten about her loss. And now, with this one comment from her friend, it all came flooding back like some horrible nightmare. 
She forced a smile to her face somehow. “How do you feel about it?” she asked. 
“Of course I want to have kids. I mean, I’m not sure when.” Danielle twisted one of her braids around a finger, still smiling and red faced. “I just picture us together—a little happy family. And then I picture all of the things I didn’t have, and giving them to our little boy—or girl,” she added hastily. 
Nicole nodded with a dry mouth and eyes that were ready to fill with tears. She looked away and had a big gulp or two of her wine. She refilled the cup. “Sounds great, Danielle. Seriously.” 
“I didn’t think Kane would want children. Something about him screams bachelor lifestyle, doesn’t it?” 
“I don’t know him that well.” 
There was a somewhat awkward silence. And then, Danielle asked the one question Nicole couldn’t take right then. “What about you and Red? Have you talked about kids yet?” 
Nicole burst into tears. Again. 
“Hey! Did I say something wrong, Nic?” she cried, moving closer and putting a hand on Nicole’s shoulder. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
Nicole’s whole body shook, she was wracked with sobs. And then it was as if a part of her was standing to one side and watching the fiasco and seeing how ridiculous this whole scene was. So she began to laugh. And that made her seem even crazier. 
Danielle was mystified. “I’m so sorry, whatever it was I did. Nicole, tell me what’s going on. I’m…you’re freaking me out!” 
Nicole tried to talk between laughing and crying. “It’s not your fault,” she finally was able to say. 
“It sure seems like it’s my fault. Are you all right? Do you want to go back to the house?” 
Nicole shook her head. “No.” She was catching her breath now. The storm of crying had started to pass. 
“No, you’re not all right, or no, you don’t want to go back to the house?” 
“Both.” 
“What’s wrong? Is it something to do with Red? Is it about Kane coming to the wedding? I can tell him not to, Nicole. If it really freaks you out that much…” 
Nicole began laughing again, wiping the tears from her eyes. “It’s not about Kane at all.” She sniffled. “I wish that were all it was. Something as silly as a wedding invitation.” 
Danielle’s expression became grave. “You’re not…sick or something, are you?” 
“No. It’s not like that.” 
“Come on. I told you about my prenup drama, the least you can do is tell me what’s going on that’s got you so upset.” 
Nicole swallowed. “I—I was pregnant and I had a miscarriage.” 
Danielle just stared at her. “Oh, Nicole. I had no idea.” 
“I wanted to keep it quiet for a little while, obviously. It was early in the pregnancy.” 
“And Red knew?” 
Nicole nodded. Felt her eyes fill up for the millionth time. She wiped the tears away with her sleeve. “He knew and he wanted the baby. We were so excited.” 
Danielle sat up. “Nicole, I’m so sorry for your loss. Can I give you a hug?” 
“Sure.” 
The two friends hugged, and Nicole realized that it actually helped a little bit. She still felt the emptiness and the sadness and all of it—but having someone genuinely empathize with her, someone besides Red—made a difference. 
They sat in silence for a long time and ate and drank wine. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence though. 
“I’m really glad you told me,” Danielle said. “You know, I’m so proud to call you my friend and I want to be here for you if you need me.” 
“Thanks,” Nicole said. “You’re an awesome friend to me. And I want to be a better friend to you too. I know I always say that…” 
Danielle laughed. “You do! It’s true. But I don’t need you to anything different, Nic. You’re too hard on yourself.” 
“I want the four of us to get together,” Nicole told her. “You’re right that it’s ridiculous for Red and Kane to be at one another’s throats because of business. It’s not like Kane tried to have Red assassinated or something. They’re both rich guys who had competing businesses and so it got a little bit rough.” 
“Exactly,” Danielle said, excited now. “It reminds me of two star baseball players on different teams. They have a rivalry but they can still be friends off season, right?” 
“Right,” Nicole said. “I’m not sure that Red sees it that way, but I’ll work on him.” 
“Speaking of Red,” Danielle said, “I think he’s home.” She pointed to the private road, which was visible in the near distance. 
Nicole looked and saw that he was indeed driving back to the house. “I guess that’s my cue,” she sighed. 
“You’re really brave,” Danielle told her. 
“No, I’m not,” Nicole replied. “That’s the problem.” 
They gathered their things and set off for home. It was only a few minutes walk and neither of them said much. It was enough to just be together and for Nicole to know that Danielle understood what she was going through and hadn’t tried to talk her out of being sad about it. 
When they arrived home, Red was already inside. They found him in the foyer, standing and looking at his phone. When he saw Nicole, his face lit up with a huge smile. 
“Come here,” he said, and scooped her into his arms, hugging her tightly and kissing her on the head. “How are you doing?” he said softly. 
“Good,” she said, giving him a smile to let him know she meant it. 
“Hey Danielle,” he said, nodding to Danielle, who stood awkwardly in the entrance to the foyer. 
“Hey,” she said, giving a small wave. 
Red looked at the blanket and cooler. “What’s with the stuff? You two go camping?” 
“Picnic,” Nicole said. “We had some much needed wine and discussed the fact that it’s silly for you and Kane to hate each other so much.” 
Red gave her a look. “You had too much wine, maybe.” 
“We should all get together. I promised Danielle we would.” 
Red’s jaw tightened. “You’re kind of putting me on the spot here.” 
“Actually, it’s really not a big deal,” Danielle said. “So don’t feel put on the spot. 
Nicole and I were just having some girl talk, you know how it is.” 
“Not really,” Red replied. 
“Well, sometimes girls can get chatty and silly, especially when wine is involved.” 
Red nodded. “So, I actually wanted to show Nicole the new office space I found in Hartford. You’re welcome to come with us, Danielle.” 
Nicole looked at him. “You found something?” 
He grinned. “And it’s perfect. I really want to sign a contract ASAP but I need to show my partner first.” 
“Wait, you guys are business partners now?” Danielle said. 
“I didn’t talk to her about the new company,” Nicole replied quietly. She was surprised that Red would openly discuss it in front of her, knowing she might tell Kane. 
But he seemed totally unconcerned about that. “We’re going to start a business,” he said, “and I need Nicole’s approval for every step we take.” He grabbed Nicole’s hand and squeezed it. “Which is why I really want to drag her to this building. I know she’s going to love it.” 
“I don’t know if I’m up to it right now,” Nicole said. She was already feeling a slight comedown from her wine buzz. 
“I should go, anyway,” Danielle told them. “My driver’s been waiting and I told Kane I’d be back for dinner.” 
“You sure?” Red asked her. “You’re welcome to hang with us.” 
“I’m sure.” Danielle came and gave Nicole another tight squeeze. “It was great seeing you and catching up,” she said softly. “Call me anytime.” 
“Of course,” Nicole told her. “And thanks for always being there.” 
Danielle nodded and waved goodbye to Red, and then she left. They stood at the front door and watched her get in her limousine and ride off. 
“Did you have a nice time?” Red asked, putting a hand on Nicole’s back and gently rubbing. 
“Yes, actually. I was pretty emotional though.” 
He turned and looked at her. “You have every right to be emotional.” 
She nodded, wanting to cry yet again. But this time she was able to not cry for once. Maybe that was progress. “You really want to show me the new space?” 
“I really do,” he said. 
“Okay then. I’m game.” 
They left the house immediately and got in Red’s car, setting off down the private way as the sun started to dip in the sky. 
Red asked her about Danielle, and Nicole told him about the prenuptial agreement and how Danielle felt weird about it. 
“Most very wealthy people should have an agreement like that when they marry,” 
he said. 
“She got really sad when I told her that you’ve never asked me to sign anything.” 
Red just shrugged. “Maybe I’m a hopeless romantic, but I don’t have any urge to protect myself financially when it comes to you. I never want to lose you, but if somehow I was dumb enough to screw this up—then I want you to get whatever you need and then some.” 
Nicole looked at him. “Well of course you’re saying that now. Most people don’t feel so charitable by the time they’re getting divorced.” 
“Anyway, it’s a silly topic because you and I are never going down that road, Nicole. You’re stuck with me now.” 
“I love that I’m stuck with you,” she said, and then glanced at a passing sign. 
“What I’m not sure about, is being stuck in this car right now. I don’t see any signs for Hartford.” 
“It’s not exactly in Hartford,” Red replied. 
“I thought that’s where you went to look.” 
“Yeah, it was. But I kind of stumbled across an even more perfect place. You’ll see.” He gave her an enigmatic smile. 
They kept driving and the sun continued its descent in the sky. Soon, the horizon was turning a marvelous shade of pink and the view was beautiful. 
Nicole couldn’t help but think how much more she’d have appreciated this moment if she could touch her belly and know that her child was there, growing inside of her, experiencing this right along her. 
And then they were getting off the highway and Red was perking up—Nicole could tell they were very close to wherever he planned to take her. 
As they went down a narrow street, she noticed that they were heading towards the ocean. She could see the water briefly as they crested a hill, and then it disappeared again behind the houses as they drove down the hill again. 
“Red, where the heck are you taking me?” she asked. “Is there actually an office building here?” 
“Just be patient,” he told her. 
Not much longer after that, they parked across from the beach in a nearly empty lot. 
The entire street beside the beachfront was quiet, although cars passed by on occasion. 
Red started to get out of the car. 
“This is it?” she asked, incredulous. 
“Come on, don’t ask so many questions,” he laughed. 
They both got out and Red came around her side, throwing his arm over her shoulders and squeezing her close to his warm body. 
“It’s beautiful here,” she marveled. The breeze from the water was exquisite, and the sunset was lighting up the sky with brilliant shades of purple and pink. Nicole felt tears come to her eyes for no particular reason. 
“I want you to walk across the street, take off your sandals, and go wait for me by the water,” he said. “Okay?” 
She turned and looked him in the eye. “Red Jameson. Tell me what the heck is going on immediately.” 
He just smiled again. “All will be revealed.” 
“Fine.” She pretended to be annoyed but inside she was actually enjoying this. It was a nice diversion and she wanted to see what he’d come up with. Maybe he wanted to have dinner on the beach or something fun. 
So Nicole took off her sandals and walked across the street to the beach, down the small path that bridged the street and the beach itself. Once she felt the sand between her toes, she knew that Red had somehow picked the right place to bring her this afternoon. 
She took a deep breath, looking out at the ocean as the waves rolled into the shore. 
The water was fairly calm, and Nicole stood at the edge and let the waves come in and bring the water up over her feet. It was chilly and sent shivers up her spine. She hugged herself, smiling and thinking about just how right this all was—the ocean, the sky—the expansiveness of this place. 
Somehow, out here, she knew they weren’t alone in this. She knew that something here was taking care of them. 
Nicole wasn’t religious—her parents had been casual churchgoers at best, and none of her spotty religious upbringing had quite stuck. But in this moment, she could feel some kind of presence out here, on this beach, with her. 
“Hey,” Red spoke from behind her. 
Nicole turned and saw that he was holding two large paper lanterns in each hand. 
They were both bright orange in color, and fairly large. 
“What are those for?” she asked, but already a huge sensation was blooming in her chest. She felt afraid but excited all at once. 
Red’s eyes were suddenly wet. He swallowed and she saw that he was having a little trouble getting the words out. Nicole had never seen him like this before. 
“I didn’t go to look at offices today. Well, I did, but I couldn’t be bothered to stick around. I felt like I had to do something—I was practically jumping out of my skin.” His voice was husky and rough with emotion. 
Nicole nodded and wiped at her eyes. “You found this place instead?” 
“I thought we could have a ceremony for our baby,” he whispered. “I need something and I thought maybe you do too.” 
“Yeah. I do.” She smiled. She thought that looking at him now, she’d never love him more than she did right this very moment. He was so vulnerable, but also perhaps the strongest he’d ever been. His dark eyes were filled with sadness and caring and she felt completely connected to him. 
“Here,” he said, putting the lanterns down on the sandy beach and kneeling. “I got some candles. When we light them, the candle heats the air inside the lantern and makes it lift—“ 
“Like a hot air balloon,” Nicole said. 
“Exactly.” He smiled up at her. 
She walked over to where he was kneeling and Nicole knelt down beside him. 
“They’re beautiful,” she told him. 
“Just like our baby’s spirit,” he managed to choke out. 
Red handed her a lighter and a small candle, which she lit. He then did the same, and then helped her affix her candle within her lamp. He placed his candle in his own lamp and then they each stood and held the glowing yellow lanterns, waiting. 
“You want to say something, Nicole?” he asked. “Before we send them off?” 
She sighed. “I don’t want to cry again.” 
“It’s okay to cry. It’s just me and you here.” 
“I just want to thank you for being the most amazing man I’ve ever known, and for doing this for us. And I want to say that we’re never going to forget our little one who never got a chance. But I wanted to say…” she couldn’t finish. 
“You’ll always be in our hearts,” Red finished for her. 
And then they released their lanterns into the air. Watching them float up into the sky, Nicole suddenly felt the burden lifting from her. Maybe it was just a silly ceremony, and a made up one at that, but somehow it eased her mind. 
She knew that although they would move on from this, they wouldn’t ever forget that there had once been a child—a child that had been conceived by the two of them—
who would never get the chance to experience the life it deserved. No matter that the unborn child had been so tiny and new that it had barely registered on a sonogram—to Nicole, every moment that she’d known her baby existed had been a miracle and she never wanted to pretend it hadn’t happened. 
So the two of them stood hand in hand and watched their lanterns rising and rising and rising, until they were swallowed up by the deep blue sky. 
And then Nicole and Red stayed and watched the sun set, and the sky was on fire with color. 


*** 
The next day, Nicole informed Red that she did, in fact, want to have a “traditional” 
wedding. 
“That’s what I figured,” he said, as they walked through the empty floor of an office building in downtown Hartford. 
The realtor had let them in and told them to just have a look while he waited by the door. Red disliked pushy realtors and had made it clear he didn’t want to be followed around and blabbered to while he assessed the space. 
“Are you okay with that?” Nicole asked him. “With having a normal wedding?” 
“What do you define as normal?” he said, turning toward the window that looked out over the afternoon traffic. “How many people do you want to invite?” 
“I don’t know. Maybe fifty people?” 
Red laughed. “I hate to break it to you, but that’s not a normal wedding. That’s tiny.” 
“Well excuse me,” she said. Nicole turned and looked at the ceiling. “Are those water stains up there?” 
Red glanced upwards. “Yep.” 
“This place isn’t very slick—it’s kind of dumpy.” 
“We’re not going for slick anymore. I want an office environment that says grit, determination and hard work. Did you ever see Rocky III?” 
“No. I hate violent movies.” 
“Too bad. I could have used that movie to illustrate more clearly how Rocky became world champion and got soft, so he had to go back to his gritty roots to regain his eye of the tiger.” 
“Sounds really neat,” she said drily. 
“My point is, I think what happened to Jameson International is that I got complacent with all of my success—I got soft. So I don’t want to start another slick company with a soft underbelly. I want to be the little guy that punches the big guy in the nose.” 
Nicole shook her head. “Back to the wedding. Are you okay with what I said?” 
He took her hand and looked her in the eye. “Fifty people sounds like a perfect amount.” 
“And I’ll probably want to have the reception at a nice place, so it might get expensive.” 
“I don’t think you could plan a wedding for fifty people that would be considered expensive.” 
“So I’m not on a budget?” 
He shrugged slightly. “I really don’t see the point. Just do what you think is right, I trust you completely.” 
“Okay, then,” she said, laughing a little at how easy it was. 
They continued walking through the office and when they circled back around to the realtor, Red said, “It’s perfect.” 


*** 
The next week flew by in a flurry of activity. Red was starting to hire employees for the new operation. Not very many—just a skeleton crew of people to form a strong team. 
Nicole was required to be there every step of the way, mainly because Red liked to discuss every minor detail with her. She still wasn’t sure exactly what her role was, so one morning she pressed him on it in the car ride over to the office. 
“So what exactly do I do at this new company?” 
“I was thinking of calling it The Red Agency.” 
“I like it. But what do I do at The Red Agency?” 
“I’m not sure if the name sounds too feminine, though. Like we’re in the business of manufacturing lipstick or something.” 
“Will you please answer me?” 
He glanced at her. “Why is it so important to give you a title? We’re partners. 
Isn’t that enough?” 
“Of course it is. But I don’t have equal say in the day-to-day operations of the business. You have way more experience than me, and I don’t want that type of responsibility. Besides, you don’t really listen to me all that much.” 
“That’s so not true.” 
“I told you I thought the office was a dump and you just went and rented it anyway—like two seconds after I gave you my opinion.” 
He made a face. “You’re exaggerating.” 
“No I’m not.” 
“Well what do you want your title to be?” 
Nicole thought about it. “I don’t know. It seems like I’m your executive assistant.” 
“Fine then.” 
“Is that what you want me to be?” 
“Nicole, I don’t care what your title is. I just want you by my side.” 
She leaned over and kissed his rough cheek, smelling his cologne. “I love you when you’re being stubborn.” 
“I’m not being stubborn,” he muttered, with a grin. 


*** 
That night, she called her mother to tell her about the wedding. 
Her mother was ecstatic. “Finally,” she crowed, “we can get down to brass tacks.” 
“I think we’ve settled on a date. It’s just over two months from today,” Nicole said. 
“We want to do it sooner than later, but I also need to give people time to plan.” 
“That’s reasonable,” her mother replied, “especially since most people typically send out a save the date note six months in advance.” 
“Obviously we can’t do that.” 
“Obviously. So you’re doing it the best way you know how.” 
Nicole rolled her eyes, switched the phone to her other ear. Red was in the media room watching Rocky III. He’d even made her watch part of it yesterday—the scene where Sylvester Stallone goes back to his old, stinky gym and everyone stares at him with these mean looks in their eyes—they call it “they eye of the tiger.” Red had pointed at the screen and asked her if everything made more sense now, and she’d nodded her head, pretending that she understood. 
“I just thought I’d let you know what we were planning,” Nicole said, wanting to get off the phone without allowing her mother to drag her into some needless debate over what was an appropriate amount of time to give advance notice of her wedding date. 
“Speaking of planning,” her mother said slowly. “Do you remember Marcie Tilly?” 
Nicole wracked her brain. “Hmmmm….” 
“She throws those parties that your father and I go to on New Year’s Eve. I’m sure I mentioned her to you before.” 
“I think I remember you talking about her,” Nicole said, having only the vaguest recollection of her mom saying something last year about New Year’s Eve plans—and Nicole could have sworn she’d been complaining that she didn’t want to go because it would be such a production. 
“Well anyway,” her mother said, clearly not satisfied with Nicole’s lackluster response, “Marcie Tilly does wedding planning now.” 
Nicole’s mouth went dry. Oh no. This was not a conversation she wanted to have today. “That’s nice,” she said, already thinking of a way to get off the phone. 
“And when we were talking the other day,” she continued, “Marcie mentioned that she’d love to help you plan your wedding.” 
“Oh, that’s really sweet of her.” 
“So what should I tell her?” 
Nicole bit her nail. “I don’t know, Mom.” 
“What’s to know? She’s a great resource, Nicole.” 
“Let me think about it. I’m not sure I even need someone like that. This is going to be a really small affair.” 
“Well it can’t be that small. Your father has six siblings and you have many cousins. And what about Red’s family?” 
Nicole’s stomach suddenly felt as though a lead ball had been dropped into it. “We haven’t gotten into those kinds of details yet. We’re just in the preliminary stages.” 
“That’s exactly why Marcie could help,” she said. “It can’t hurt to have a consultation with her, at least.” 
Nicole sighed. “Can I get back to you on that after I talk to Red?” 
“You need to talk to him about having a consultation with someone?” 
“Yes, Mom. We discuss everything, we’re partners now.” 
“Partners, not Siamese twins.” 
“This is what works for us.” 
“Nicole…” 
“I’ll get back to you tomorrow, okay?” 
Her mother sighed heavily. “Everything’s such a big deal with you lately. Okay, okay. Get back to me when you can. I’d love to tell Marcie that she can at least chat with you, she’s such a great person.” 
“I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
Nicole got off the phone and wondered how things with her mother always managed to turn so messy. She felt aggravated and edgy. 
Probably not the best time to go into the media room and bother Red, but she couldn’t seem to stop her feet from carrying her there. 
He was sitting on one of the large movie theatre style seats, with his feet up, eating popcorn like some teenager. On screen, two bare chested men were pummeling each other and blood and sweat was flying off their faces. Nicole could barely stand to look at the movie, so she just averted her gaze and went to where Red was sitting. 
“Can we talk for a second?” 
He looked at her. “Can it wait until the movie’s over?” 
“You’ve been watching it again and again,” she said. “It’s not like you don’t know what happens next.” 
“But I’m enjoying myself—it gets me pumped up.” 
“I think we should discuss the wedding,” she said. 
On screen, loud horns were blaring from the soundtrack, a recognizable theme that was incredibly annoying just the same. 
“Rocky! Rocky!” Chanted the crowd. 
“There’s nothing we need to discuss,” Red told her. “I said you have carte blanche when it comes to our wedding.” 
“Still, we should probably talk about a few things just in case.” 
He turned to her, his expression one of impatience. “Okay, fine.” 
“Could you at least pause the movie for two seconds?” 
He held up his remote and paused the film. It was stopped on an extreme close-up of the man that Red had told her was “Mr. T.” She hadn’t known anything about him, which seemed to surprise Red to no end. 
“Okay. Movie paused. But I don’t want to sit here and pick over every nuance of this wedding stuff, Nicole. That’s your job.” 
“Relax, I never said you had to do that.” 
“I’ve got a new company to build and run.” 
“Clearly,” she said, gesturing to the screen, “you’re hard at work rebuilding.” 
His eyes narrowed. “I have my own process.” 
“Listen, I don’t want to argue. I’m just trying to figure out what we want in terms of our guest list.” 
“Like you said, fifty people sounds good.” 
“But I was just on the phone with my mother—“ 
Red waved his hands. “Oh, God. Oh, no. No. No.” 
“What?” 
“I’m not going to get into a back and forth with your mother over who we should invite to our wedding. She’s not coming in here and running the show, Nicole. You need to stand up to her.” 
Nicole felt attacked. She recoiled. “Who said she’s running the show? You haven’t even given me a chance to explain.” 
He looked at her but she could see he wasn’t in the mood to listen. 
“Fine, Red,” Nicole said. “You want me to handle this? I can make every decision on my own without checking with you first?” 
He locked eyes with her. “I’ve already told you that I trust you one hundred percent.” 
“Except when it comes to standing up to my mother, apparently.” 
He didn’t smile. “Pretty much.” 
“I resent that you’re being so detached about our wedding. Don’t you even care about any of it?” 
“I care about making you happy, and I care about being officially married to you. I don’t particularly care who gets invited and how much money we spend—and I trust that you won’t be turning this into another royal wedding. You don’t seem like you’re the type of woman who tries to emulate Kate Middleton.” 
“No, but there’s a lot involved.” 
“Just try and keep your mother out of it.” 
“She’s my mother, Red. And she’s finally being supportive of us.” 
He shrugged. “See? What do I know?” 
“Don’t be sarcastic.” 
“Listen, if you want some help, I know a fantastic wedding planner that’s worked with all of the A-list Hollywood celebrities. She comes highly recommended. We used to do a lot of advertising for her at Jameson International.” 
“That’s exactly why you and I need to talk. Do you think I need a wedding planner?” 
He shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m just saying that you could use her if you want. She’s very pricey but she’s incredibly dependable and she can be trusted.” 
Nicole put her head in her hands. “I wish you’d just sit down with me and go over some of the details of what you want for this, too. I don’t even know how many people from your family should be invited.” 
“I’ll give you my contacts and you can make a list.” 
“You just want as little to do with this as humanly possible,” she said. 
“Exactly. I’ve got a company to run, I need to have the eye of the tiger.” 
Red hit the remote control and the movie started up again. Meeting adjourned, Nicole thought, leaving the room and pulling out her cell in a fit of pique. 
A moment later, her mother answered. “Hi, again.” 
“Tell Marcie I’ll meet with her for a consultation.” 
“Oh, that’s wonderful to hear,” her mother said, and Nicole had to smile. It was so hard to please her, after all. 
“Give her my number and tell her to call me to set something up.” 
“You won’t regret it.” 
Nicole laughed, but inside she wondered if that was true. 


*** 
The next day, Red invited seven of their new employees to the house for an informal brainstorming session. It was basically an all-day meeting, but Red liked to pretend they were just a bunch of cool people hanging out and shooting the breeze, having fun. 
Nicole didn’t think it was all that fun. He’d asked her to take notes and she hadn’t particularly wanted to do so, even though it was probably the one thing she was most qualified for at this point. 
After all, she’d taken so many notes for Edward when she worked for Jameson International—she’d finally gotten good at it. 
But she found that she couldn’t keep her mind on the meeting. Red was talking about branding, positioning themselves in the marketplace, and everyone was shooting out so many ideas that Nicole kept having to ask them to repeat themselves so she could take her notes. 
She felt like the lame chick at the keg party trying to collect everyone’s keys to keep them from driving drunk. 
The other employees were a lot like the people she’d worked with at Jameson International—hip, attractive, some had tattoos, cool haircuts and weird clothing choices. 
All of them were confident and funny and she should have enjoyed being around their energy, but all Nicole could think about was her wedding. 
What she wanted to be doing right now was planning her wedding, she realized. 
Unfortunately, Red needed her help with this new venture and she’d committed to it already. 
When they went on break to relax for a few minutes before dinner (which would be followed by a “night session” of even more work discussion), Red pulled Nicole aside. 
The seven employees drifted out of the large conference room and toward the kitchen/verandah area, where everyone tended to congregate on breaks. 
“Nicole, what’s up with you today?” Red asked her. He was fully in work mode now, she thought. Dressed in his best Armani, his hair perfectly styled, his presence magnetic and commanding—like a different person than the man she’d come to feel so close to after the miscarriage. 
“What’s up with me?” she asked, feeling offended even though she knew she wasn’t at her best. “I’m just taking notes like you asked me to.” 
Red put his hands on his hips and kept his voice low, but firm. “You look bored.” 
She bit her bottom lip. “Is it bad if I’m actually kind of bored today?” 
“Yeah. It’s really bad. Your attitude is blatantly obvious and I don’t want the staff to pick up on that. You’re supposed to be my partner in this thing, and I kind of get the feeling lately that you couldn’t possibly care less about it.” 
She shook her head. “Of course I care.” 
“But?” 
“But I’m a little distracted with the wedding stuff. I really want to get to planning but I have no time with these day and night meetings.” 
Red sighed, exasperated. “The wedding stuff shouldn’t be that complicated. It’s going to be small, right?” 
Nicole looked around as if there were someone behind her who might be able to better answer the question. “I can’t tell you what it’s going to be until I take some time to actually figure out who we should invite and where I want to have the ceremony and reception.” 
“Listen, I need you to be present with me,” he said. “If you can’t do that, then maybe we need to find someone who can.” 
She stared at him and he stared back at her. It felt as though they had come to an impasse. “Can I just take some time off here and there so I can start planning our wedding? 
It’s only two months away and I haven’t done a thing.” 
He crossed his arms. “How much time do you need?” 
“I don’t know exactly.” 
“Well, we need to figure this out, Nicole.” 
“I feel like you really don’t give a shit about our wedding,” she said. 
“Of course I care. But I told you that I’m entrusting that process to you, so I can concentrate on getting my business on track. That’s the thing that pays for the wedding, you know.” 
“I know. Of course I know.” 
He sighed. “I’m not sure why you’re upset with me. I told you we can do it how you want, spare no expense. You said you wanted traditional, but small—about fifty people. Great. And now it’s like you need more, more, more from me.” 
“I need some time to actually start getting it all arranged.” 
“Fine. Let’s find you a replacement so you can focus on the wedding planning.” 
She thought about it. “So I’m fired?” 
“No,” he laughed. “I’m not firing my partner and my wife.” 
“Then what?” 
“You’re taking a temporary leave, a sabbatical. Once the wedding and honeymoon are over, you come back into whatever role you want to come back to.” 
She looked at the floor. “Why do I feel as though I let you down?” 
“Come here,” he said, bringing her close and hugging her. “You’re not letting me down. I love you more than life itself and you could never disappoint me. I’m sorry if I’ve been distant about the wedding. I’ll do better.” 
She laughed as he smooched her cheek. “I’m being wedding obsessed, which I know is annoying. I’ll tone it down. And now that I’m going to have plenty of time to get ready for it, I already feel calmer.” 
“Good,” he smiled. “So it’s settled then.” 
“Yes.” 
They walked out of the conference room together and Nicole wondered if things could ever really be settled in this fast-paced world they lived in. But she knew they were both trying, which was all she could ask. 


*** 
Marcie Tilly was a firecracker of a woman, and Nicole had to admit that she liked her right away. She was a big, blustery woman with a booming laugh that could shake the room when she unleashed it, which was often. 
“Oh my goodness, I just love this house,” she shrieked as she came inside with her huge purse and her binders and bags and assorted wedding planner gear. It even seemed like she had one of those Paula Dean Southern twangs to her accent—except Nicole was fairly certain that Marcie had grown up in Syracuse. 
“Thanks, Marcie,” she said, laughing. 
“So where’s the man?” Marcie replied, looking around. “He is one hot tamale, honey. I am so proud of you for snagging a prime piece of meat like that.” 
Nicole laughed into her hand, feeling both embarrassed and also relieved that it wasn’t going to be some stuffy, boring consultation. Knowing her mother, she would have expected Marcie to be uptight and rule conscious to the extreme. In fact, Marcie seemed not to care much what Nicole thought of her. 
She seemed to be interested in having a laugh and planning a kick ass wedding, which was what Nicole truly wanted. 
They went to the living room and sat down together, and Marcie proceeded to ask Nicole a series of sharp, intelligent questions about what kind of wedding she wanted. It was a relief, Nicole thought, to not have to come up with the questions and the answers all on her own. 
When she got tense, Marcie sensed it and lightened the mood with a silly joke. 
And Nicole got tense when they started discussing the guest list. 
“So,” Marcie said, chuckling. “How many people do we want at this fiesta?” 
“I was thinking fifty.” 
The wedding planner’s eyes widened. “Fifty.” 
“Is that bad?” 
Marcie shrieked laughter. “Bad? Honey, nothing’s bad or wrong when it comes to weddings. I’ve seen people go to the alter dressed as cartoon characters. These days, it definitely isn’t one size fits all.” 
“Oh,” Nicole said, relieved. “It’s just—you looked surprised.” 
“The thing is this,” Marcie said. “I know from talking to your mom that you have a big family. And lots of family friends.” 
Nicole took a deep breath. “Mom talked to you about my guest list?” 
Marcie laughed. “Honey, does your mother ever not talk when she has an opinion?” 
“She always has an opinion, but I’m not comfortable with you being swayed by it.” 
“Enough said. I will make sure to put her on ignore when she starts going on a big wedding tangent.” Marcie smiled. “At the same time, I’m just going to tell you that you’re in a unique position.” 
“Okay…” 
Marcie clapped her hands together. “You said that you’re not on any particular budget, and that your husband trusts you to put this wedding together and just not bother him about it so he can work. Am I right so far?” 
“Yes. I mean, I’m not comfortable spending ridiculous amounts of money just to spend it, just to show off.” 
“And I’m not saying you should, sweetheart. Not at all. What I will tell you is that you can afford to invite your family, your extended family, and friends. Most of the time when people do a small affair, its at least in part due to the prohibitive cost of feeding folks and serving alcohol and having seats and room for so many people.” 
Nicole licked her lips, suddenly uncertain. “I guess.” 
“The other reason to have a really small wedding is if that’s just what makes you comfortable, and you want an intimate affair without all of the bells and whistles. People often choose this when they do a destination wedding or if they elope.” 
“I suppose I’m sort of in the middle.” 
Marcie’s expression grew serious. “Oh, honey. When it comes to weddings, you better not be in the middle, you better know what you want. Being undecided when it comes to your guest list is like standing in the center of a bull ring and swinging a big red cape around and hoping the bull don’t come stampeding right over you.” 
Nicole laughed at the image. “I don’t see how.” 
“Because,” Marcie said, her voice falling to a whisper. “People want to be offended and they want to find things to complain about and blame you for.” She pointed at Nicole. 
“When you’re weak and indecisive, the vultures sense it and they come circling. You need to be strong and you need to know what you want and why you want it. If you want a small, fifty person wedding, you should already know who you’re inviting and why. But it seems to me that you just basically picked that number out of a hat.” 
Nicole sat back, surprised. Marcie might have been large and brash and loud, but she was more perceptive than she’d led Nicole to believe at first glance. “I suppose I did just pick it at random. It sounded small and intimate and understated.” 
“Nothing wrong with any of that. But why are you going to exclude so many people? Do you not want to declare your intentions before friends and family and community?” 
“Of course I do.” 
“Then why so small?” 
Nicole sat there. “I—I really have no idea.” 
Marcie smiled brightly at her and patted her purse. “Listen, I don’t want to take up any more of your time. I’ve had an absolute blast coming here and talking with you. Of course this is a free consultation.” 
“I appreciate that, Marcie, and I so appreciate you coming all the way out here just to chat with me.” 
“It’s my business,” Marcie replied, standing up with some trouble. “Why don’t you think over what we talked about today, and then you can let me know what you’ve decided? I’d love to work with you and help make your wedding exactly the kind of day that you dream it will be. And if you decide to go in a different direction, I will sincerely wish the best for you.” She started for the exit. “Of course, I’ll be sad that I never got to lay eyes on that big hunk of man meat you call a fiancé.” She roared with laughter again as they left. 
They hugged outside the house and Nicole watched the large woman hoisting herself into her station wagon. “You call me anytime, day or night, honey!” she yelled out, before starting the car and driving down the private way and out of sight. 
Nicole stared after her, smiling but also puzzled. Half of her positively loved Marcie’s energy, but there was something about the woman that made her distinctly uncomfortable as well. She couldn’t really put her finger on it. 
Maybe I just need to talk to Red, she thought. 
But when Red came out of his meeting, he was with two of his new employees. 
Talking, laughing. He saw Nicole and waved her over. “Hey,” he said, obviously in full-on business mode, as usual these days. “Are you finished with the wedding planner?” 
“Yeah,” she said. “She was really surprisingly cool!” 
“Oh, good. You have time to run with me to the office and conduct a few interviews for your replacement?” 
The two employees looked uncomfortable, as if he was telling her she was being let go right in front of them. 
“You mean my temporary replacement.” 
He nodded. “Yeah. Yeah. Do you have time to come with me right now?” 
“Sure. Can we have a talk on the way about wedding stuff?” 
He glanced at his co-workers. “I was hoping me and the guys could keep riffing on the way to Hartford. We’re on a roll.” 
“Come on, Red. I just want a little time.” 
He sighed. “Sure. Of course.” 
So the two employees got in their own car and Red and Nicole took Red’s car into the city. 
Red was staring straight ahead at the road. Nicole felt completely distant from him, and frustrated that he’d pulled away from her once again. “I really like Marcie,” she said, as they approached Route 84. 
“The wedding planner from Syracuse,” he said, doubtfully. 
“Yes, she’s from Syracuse. That doesn’t mean she’s a total rube. I think you’d like her. She’s hysterically funny.” 
“What about the planner I told you about? The one who does all the celebrity weddings?” 
Nicole tried to find room in her mind for that possibility. “I could talk to her, I guess.” 
“Don’t do me any favors. I was just thinking it might be best to go with a known quantity. I mean, other than your mom recommending her—what do you really know about her ability to do the job?” 
“I’m just going off my gut instinct.” 
He glanced sideways at her. “She’s going to be dealing with one of the most important days of our lives, so I hope your instincts are on target.” 
“You keep saying you trust me, but sometimes it doesn’t feel like you do.” 
“I do, I’m just giving my input. Like you keep asking me to.” 
“So,” Nicole asked, “does that mean you want me to use this celebrity wedding planner?” 
“I didn’t say that.” 
“I like Marcie.” 
“Then we’ll use Marcie. Absolutely.” 
She sighed. “I feel like we’re not on the same page lately.” 
Red glanced at her again. “Well, I’m super busy and now you’re getting busy with wedding stuff. Things are going to probably feel a little weird for awhile.” 
“And we haven’t been close lately.” 
“Every relationship has its ups and downs.” 
“I don’t want to become one of those couples.” 
He smiled a little. “One of what couples?” 
“One of those couples that says every relationship has its ups and downs, and you know it means they’re sick of one another. And they’re probably always in a down cycle but they pretend that its just the natural way of things.” 
Red didn’t say anything for a long time. When he did, his voice was low and somber. “I don’t want to be one of those couples either. I love you. What can I do?” 
She sighed with relief. “You can support me about our wedding.” 
He put his hand on her leg and rubbed it. She felt a thrill as she always felt when he touched her, and Nicole realized all it took was a simple look or touch for her to know that he still cared and that they were fine. “I support you one hundred thousand percent and I always will,” he said. “I’m sorry if I’ve made you feel anything different.” 
They arrived at the office and went inside. Nicole hadn’t seen the place in a few days and was surprised at all of the changes. There was office furniture, for one thing. 
Nice office furniture. There were some paintings on the walls and photographs. 
“It feels like a real office now,” she said. 
“Let’s go in the conference room,” Red replied, waving at one of his employees. 
“When do we bring in the cubicles?” she asked. 
He shook his head. “No. I don’t want cubicles anymore. I don’t care if they’re efficient. People hate them and I won’t use them.” 
“But what if you need the space for more workers?” 
“Shit, I’ll let the employees vote on it. If they want to keep their offices and do a little more work, or if they want to start having cubicles and more coworkers to lighten the load. My bet is they choose to keep their own offices and do more work.” 
They walked into the conference room and sat down together on one side of the table. “I just realized,” she said. “I’ve never been on the other side of an interview before. 
I’ve only been the interviewee.” 
Red laughed and leaned in for a quick kiss. “First time for everything, huh?” 
“I’m nervous now. My palms are sweating.” 
“Relax and watch. You can focus on getting an impression of the person while I ask the questions.” 
He passed her the resumes of the people coming in for interviews that afternoon. 
There were five people, all with great qualifications (way better than hers), and Nicole thought she’d have hired any one of them in a pinch. At least, based on their resumes. 
When they actually came in to interview, it was a bit of a different story. 
Nicole was surprised to find that she could tell almost instantly that someone wouldn’t be a good fit working for Red. One guy was twitchy and nervous, and his lips were white and pasty like he’d just eaten a box of chalk. 
Then there was a woman who had an impressive resume, but when Red quizzed her on what she’d done previously, she seemed bizarrely clueless—as if she’d made up her entire work history. 
But then there were a couple of good candidates, too. 
One was a very attractive young woman, probably only two or three years older than Nicole, with a killer resume and a confident demeanor. She sat across from them with a friendly smile and talked about her college soccer playing and how playing in a competitive team environment had made her unafraid to take risks. 
“Tell me what it means to take risks professionally,” Red said to her. 
The woman, whose name was Gia, sat up straight in her chair and met his gaze levelly. “It means that I take bold risks when they’re warranted. For instance, when I came out of high school, I was heavily recruited by some of the lesser-known division one colleges. I knew I’d get a scholarship and a spot on the starting team if I wanted it.” 
“But you didn’t go with any of those smaller programs?” 
She shook her head no. “I tried out as a walk-on at Duke and made the team. I started all four years, and I qualified for scholarships three of those years.” 
“Very nice,” Red replied, exchanging a glance with Nicole. 
Nicole merely nodded noncommittally. 
After Gia, the other possible candidate was a man named Rick. Rick was older, probably in his late twenties, and a bit effeminate. He wore glasses and clothes that made him resemble Alton Brown from The Food Network Channel. Red didn’t seem quite as taken with Rick, but Nicole got along quite well with him. 
Her favorite moment of the interview was when Red had asked Rick what he did for fun, outside of work. 
“I’m kind of into playing poker,” Rick said. 
Red sat up in his seat, his eyes bright with interest. “I love poker. What do you play? What’s your game?” 
Rick smiled. “I play some Texas Hold ‘Em.” 
“Me too,” Red had replied. “Maybe we’ll play some time.” 
“Oh, and I like Omaha.” 
“Really?” 
“Hi Lo, Stud, PLO.” 
“So you’re basically a card shark.” 
“I did win a satellite to the Main Event three years ago, and I cashed for fifty thousand dollars.” 
When Rick left, Red turned to Nicole. “Was that guy for real?” 
“I think you’re just intimidated because you realized he’s better at poker than you.” 
Later on, Red and Nicole were walking down the street to grab some dinner, and Nicole was confused about who they should hire. 
Red pressed her for a decision. “Tell me who you liked best,” he said. 
“I liked Rick and Gia the best, by far,” she told him. 
“Yeah,” he agreed. “Either one of them could do the job.” 
She looked at him as they walked arm in arm. “You liked Gia a lot,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “That was clear as day.” 
Red shook his head at her. “Don’t make it about that,” he said. 
“She’s incredibly attractive.” 
“She’s okay, but not my type.” 
“Are you sure about that?” Nicole asked him. 
He smiled at her. “I’m very sure. Gia’s young and overconfident and she’s got a lot to learn.” 
“I seem to remember you enjoy teaching.” 
“Not anymore. My teaching career is over, I’m happily retired.” 
Nicole laughed, but her stomach was churning. She didn’t like that this was making her feel so strange. “What about Rick?” she asked him. 
“He’s very attractive too,” Red deadpanned. 
“I’m serious.” 
“He’s fine. I don’t think he’s a great fit, but he’ll do.” 
Nicole wasn’t sure what to think. “I liked Rick a lot. To be honest, I got a really nice, sweet vibe from him. I think he’d make the office a fun place to work.” 
“He’d probably have everyone playing poker after hours.” 
“You don’t like him?” 
Red smiled. “I like whoever you like, honey. You decide.” 
“So I can totally make this call,” she said. 
“Yup.” He kept walking without breaking stride. 
When she brought it up again later, Red still didn’t want to discuss the two choices. 
He told her to simply inform him who she wanted to hire, or if she wanted to keep looking instead. 
At home, Nicole stewed over the issue. Finally, she called Danielle and explained her dilemma. 
“So who would you choose if they were both guys?” Danielle asked her. 
Nicole considered this. “I can’t even imagine Gia as a man. She’s so feminine and cute and sexy.” 
“Do you dislike her because you’re threatened by her?” 
“I just can’t tell,” Nicole said. “I don’t want to hire someone who’s not right for the position just because I’m insecure.” 
“You have no reason to be insecure,” Danielle told her. “Red loves you.” 
“Thanks,” Nicole said. “I just wish I could figure out what I’m feeling. Do I not like her because she’s competition, or because I just have a bad feeling about her?” 
“I say, go with your gut and hire Rick.” 
Nicole groaned in frustration. “The thing is, I don’t really believe he’s as good a fit for Red’s style of work. Red likes people who enjoy confrontation and competition.” 
“So the girl, then. You said she played Division 1 soccer. That’s, like, the ultimate competition.” 
“But she might be a total bitch.” 
“Nicole, you’re overthinking this thing. The truth is, it doesn’t really matter that much who you hire. Red’s going to be fine either way.” 
Nicole agreed with her, but inside she was still fighting to understand her issue with making this decision. Rather than belabor the point, however, she asked Danielle how things were going between her and Kane Wright. 
Danielle got quiet for a little while. “Things are getting a little strange,” she admitted. 
“How so?” 
“Kane has a temper. Sometimes he just yells at me for the stupidest things.” 
“Like what?” 
“For instance, last night I spilled wine on the rug in the great room. And he just went ballistic, screaming and yelling about how inconsiderate I was. I mean, it was an accident.” 
“He shouldn’t treat you like that, Danielle.” 
“I think he’s just stressed because of work. Now that he’s taken over Jameson International, things have gotten a little more difficult for him. That company’s not all it’s cracked up to be.” 
“Really? How so?” 
Danielle was quiet. “I don’t know. But maybe Red was the lucky one in that whole situation.” 
A few minutes later, Nicole got off the phone and went up to the study, where Red was reading and drinking a glass of scotch to unwind from the day. Nicole still hated the study—it reminded her of one of the worst nights in their entire relationship. 
But Red smiled when he saw her. Even though he was clearly tired, she could tell he was happy. 
“Hey, what’s up?” he asked, giving a little stretch. 
“I was just on the phone with Danielle.” 
He swished his scotch around in the glass. “Oh? How is she?” 
“Not so good.” 
He waited for her to tell him why. 
Nicole felt like such a gossip, but she wanted to share with him. Partly because she knew he’d want to know about Kane struggling a little, but also because she’d suddenly realized how lucky she was to be with Red. Red, who never yelled at her for something as stupid as spilling wine on the rug in the great room—even though they didn’t even have a great room. “Danielle says that Kane yells at her,” Nicole told him, finally. 
Red’s eyebrows rose a little. “Yells at her? For what?” 
“Stupid things. Spilling a drink. Stuff like that.” 
He shook his head. “Poor girl, getting stuck with that maniac. Of course, they probably say the same things about us.” 
Nicole came closer. “And she also said that he’s struggling with Jameson International.” 
Now Red truly perked up. He sat forward in his chair and his face got intense. 
“Struggling? In what way?” 
“She wasn’t specific. She just said that maybe you were the lucky one in that deal.” 
He swished his scotch around his glass again. “Wow, that’s surprising.” 
“I feel badly that I even told you this stuff. She’s my friend and I’m running up here and telling you all of her secrets like I work for The Rag or something.” 
Red laughed. “Relax. I’m not going to tell anyone.” 
“I feel badly.” Nicole shook her head. “Anyway, she helped me make a decision about who to hire to replace me. That’s why I really wanted to come talk to you.” 
“Oh?” He seemed less interested now. 
“I think we should hire Rick. That’s what my gut tells me.” 
He smiled enigmatically. “That’s what I figured.” 
“What does that mean?” 
He cocked his head at her. “What does what mean?” 
“You say that like I’m being a predictable silly girl or something.” 
“Not at all,” Red laughed. “But you do seem really tense right now.” 
“I am. I’ve been stressing over this hiring stuff.” 
“Relax. It’s not a big deal.” 
“That’s what Danielle told me, too.” 
“Maybe you should listen to her,” Red said. He was looking at Nicole carefully, studying her. “I think I know what your problem is. Why you’re really so tense.” 
“What’s that?” 
His eyes suddenly changed, flashing with that familiar hungry look as he watched her. “I think you need more direction. I think you need to get out of those constricting clothes you’re wearing.” 
Suddenly, her nipples had stiffened under her shirt. The truth was, she did feel rather constricted in these clothes. She was wearing tight jeans and a black sweater and it was all too clingy—the fabric chafed. “I think maybe you have a point about my clothes,” 
she admitted, her voice husky with desire for more talk. 
He looked her up and down from where he sat. Red sipped his scotch and then tilted the mostly empty glass in her direction. “Take your shoes off,” he said. 
Nicole reached down and removed her black boots. Now she was standing in the study in her bare feet. The cool hardwood floor of the study felt nice against the soles of her feet. She was sweating a little, suddenly hotter than she’d been a moment ago. 
“Now I want you to remove your sweater,” he told her. 
Nicole gratefully pulled her sweater over her head and then let it drop to the floor. 
She was wearing only her black bra, panties and jeans now. The air in the room felt nice against her bare skin. And she liked very much the way Red was staring at her body. 
She could feel her hardened nipples poking through the sheer fabric of her lacy black bra. Thinking about that made her juices begin to flow, and suddenly she was hit with a wave of heat in her lower parts. 
Red licked his lips. “Take your breasts out and play with your nipples. And I want you to look at me while you do it, Nicole.” 
Her heart was beating faster and faster as she stood in front of her man and looked at him as he watched her. Nicole felt very vulnerable, but at the same time she loved how intimate this was. She loved seeing how much he wanted her, how turned on he got by her naked body. She undid her bra and let it fall to the floor at her feet. 
She wasn’t really an exhibitionist at heart, so touching her breasts in front of Red was slightly embarrassing—and yet she couldn’t help but be turned on by it too. The discomfort was part of the excitement, knowing that he was pushing her out of her comfort zone, but also knowing she could trust him completely at the same time. 
“Play with your nipples,” he instructed. His voice was low and seductive as he spoke. 
Nicole began touching her own nipples, which were stiff and excited. She moaned a little as she got them even harder. Now her legs were starting to quiver and shake with need. 
Red took another drink from his glass and then it was empty. He wiped his hand against his full lips. 
Nicole thought how much she wanted those lips on her breasts right now, sucking and licking. Thinking about that made her moan again as she continued to toy with her sensitive nipples. 
Red’s dark eyes were steady on her, never wavering. “Take your pants off.” 
Nicole took a deep breath. This was what she wanted. She wanted to be totally bare and completely vulnerable and open before him—hiding nothing. This was what she’d been missing lately, since both of them had gotten so busy with their separate tasks and responsibilities. 
She pulled her pants down and then stepped out of them. They lay in a crumpled heap on the floor beside her shoes and bra, like a skin she’d shed. 
Nicole was completely nude, in his study, but for her little black thong panties. 
And she was so wet for him that the front of the panties were clinging to her pussy. 
Red was staring directly at her panties, too. His nostrils flared. “Play with your pussy,” he said. “I want you to rub your clit.” 
Nicole bit her lower lip as she slid her hand slowly down, past her belly, down further to her panties, which she slid aside easily to touch her bare entrance. There was stubble from her last shave, and the skin was cool and dry until she reached the heat from her need. Then it became hot like a furnace, only it was also wet, dripping wet, and as she moved her fingertips slowly over her mound, she thought she’d never been this moist for him. 
“Rub that clit,” he said again. “Rub it fast but do not come.” 
Nicole started to rub her clit in front of him, closing her eyes briefly from the intensity of it. 
“Open your eyes, Nicole. Look at me.” His voice boomed out at her. 
She opened her eyes immediately and stared at him, her chin quivering, her legs shaking as she rubbed herself furiously. “Oh, God. Oh, God,” she whispered. 
She was picturing his face between her legs, his lips on her as she rubbed, and it was making her need to come. The force of it was building with uncontrollable fury. 
“You’re not going to come until I tell you to,” he reminded her. “Understood?” 
She nodded, having trouble focusing on his eyes with the amount of energy thrumming through her naked body. Her feet clenched to the floor as she encountered a wave of ecstasy rolling through her. 
Red stood up slowly, walked the few steps towards her. As he came closer she could smell his cologne and feel his heat. He was another raging fire meeting up with her own. 
His dark hair was falling across his forehead in that way that she found irresistible, and his strong, fit body was like a magnet to hers. 
But it was his eyes more than anything—those eyes, like two deep, dark pools that beckoned her to fall in and drown in their sweet depths. She’d already fallen in some time ago, and now she wanted to do it again and again. 
When he reached her, Red was still holding his empty glass. He touched it to her breasts, caressing her nipples with the edge of the glass, pressing it against her flesh. The sensation caused her to shiver and laugh. He slid the glass all the way down her belly and then he leaned down and placed it next to her clothes, on the floor. 
Now his head was down where she was hoping it would be. How did he always seem to know what she secretly wanted? It was as if he truly could read her mind and know her deepest desires, she thought. 
Red pulled her panties down, her last defense against his touch, and they fell to her ankles. Now she was truly naked before him. 
He spread her apart and his tongue flicked her clitoris, and then he was sucking on her, kissing her deeply. She put her hands in his thick, curly hair and pulled him into her as he continued to ravage her, his lips and tongue knowing exactly where to go and doing it with expertise and finesse. 
“Red, I’m going to come,” she cried. 
He pulled away. “Don’t you dare,” he said. He grabbed her buttocks in his hands and pulled her into him again, and his tongue went so deep she couldn’t believe it, and he was fucking her with his mouth now. 
She was grinding her lips, her head thrown back in ecstatic bliss as Red was going to make her come and there was nothing she could do to stop it. A deep, unbearable groan escaped her lips. “Fuck,” she said. Her body shuddered from repressing her climax. It was a deep, internal moan of pleasure and pain and submission to his will. 
Time seemed to slow down. 
She’d never, ever, ever, felt this sensation—like being on a different planet. A dark, forbidden planet where the stars were black and the air was warm and her body was filled with space and heat and flames. 
Nicole opened her eyes, shaking her head to get rid of the mild hallucination she’d just experienced. 
“Lay down on your back,” he commanded. 
Slowly, because she could barely keep her balance at this point, Nicole lowered herself to the floor. 
“Keep those fucking legs spread,” he told her. His voice was shaking with desire and she knew that this was harder on him than it was on her. 
She lay back and kept her legs open. Red was on his knees, and he was dipping his head down once more, his mouth on her again. 
She was so wet that Nicole was surprised she had any saliva left in her mouth. She thought her pussy must have used all the available water in her entire body. Her head rolled back and forth in total denial of the climax that wouldn’t be denied. “I can’t take it,” 
she cried out. “Red, please. Please let me come. Oh. Oh, please.” 
She’d never begged like this. 
It spurred him on to lick her faster, to thrust his tongue deeper, to use his lips even more expertly on every fold of skin, every part of her he could suck and kiss and touch. 
His mouth worked on her, daring her to come and daring her not to come. 
She grabbed his head and helped him to fuck her with his mouth, her hips pumping up to his face. 
And then she pounded the floor with her fist because she needed to come and he had denied her continuously. 
Finally, she was starting to gasp and pant. Red pulled up and looked at her with a devilish grin. “Now you can come, Nicole.” And he dove back to her wetness and forced himself into her with relish and abandon. 
Nicole came rapidly, screaming with delight as his hands rubbed up and down on her hips, rocking her into him, knowing how to make her climax even more intensely with his hands and his lips and his tongue. 
Her back arched like she was in yoga class, Nicole’s eyes rolled back in her head. 
Jolts of heat and pleasure shot through her whole body. 
She yelled and cried out like a crazy woman. Orgasm after orgasm. She must have had four or five, all coming one after the other, blending together until she lost count. 
And then she was done, and she was emotionally and physically spent. 
But she knew it wasn’t completely over and she didn’t want it to be. She still wanted to pleasure him. Nicole knew he’d been holding out for her, and she wanted nothing more than to please him now. 
Red stood up and told Nicole to unzip him. Slowly, lovingly, she did so. 
“Take me out and put me in your mouth,” he commanded. She could hear the deep need in his voice. As badly as she wanted him, Nicole knew he wanted her just as much. 
Red was controlled and reserved, but his desires ran very, very deep. His whole body was like a hot, coiled wire. 
Every muscle in his body was rigid and she knew that he was exerting tremendous control over his sexual impulses, and that he’d been just as turned on by her during this entire encounter. 
She took out his erect penis and slid her hand along the head and shaft, exploring it as he moaned at her touch. He was already slick with pre-cum, which told her that he’d been holding back already. But Nicole knew that without being told. 
She slid her warm, wet mouth onto his cock and took him into her, sucking gleefully at his manhood, sucking with force and pleasure and insistence. 
This was a feeling that was totally different from what she’d experienced a moment ago. This was her chance to give, to take him into her mouth but to give him all of her desire through touch and through her willingness to fully pull him into her. 
Nicole wanted to finish him off this way, something they rarely did. Normally this was the precursor to sexual intercourse, but she wanted all of him in her mouth. 
Red sensed this, and as his hips began to move in time with her mouth, she went faster. Sucking, slurping, totally unselfconscious now, she was doing all she could to give him the climax he needed and deserved. 
Red uttered a cry—something she almost never heard him do, such was his control. 
But that told her that he was done controlling himself and holding out. 
“Nicole—baby—I’m coming,” he gasped. 
And then he shuddered, his entire body shuddered and her mouth was filling up with his semen. It poured into her, more than she expected, but she loved it just the same. 
It was sweet and hot and she swallowed it down with utter joy. 
As he was pumping his seed into her mouth she touched her privates and quickly had yet another orgasm while sucking his cock. 
When it was over, Red just laughed. “My God, that was fucking intense. What the hell was that?” 
He walked back the chair and sat down, zipping his pants. 
Nicole shook her head. “I don’t know what it was. I just know that I loved it.” 
“Me too,” he said. 
“I think I need to go to bed,” she replied. 
“Let’s grab a shower first,” he told her. 
They walked to the master bath together and got in the hot, steamy shower. 
Giggling and laughing, they washed one another’s bodies. Red took great pleasure in washing her hair, so she let him do it even though she wouldn’t have normally wanted to wash her hair at night. 
But feeling Red’s hands caress her hair and scratch her scalp and lovingly squeeze the soap out of her hair when he was done shampooing her—it was beautiful, it was magical and innocent and sweet. 
Everything was wet and soapy and they stopped for long, deep kisses. Through the steam and water and touching of skin on skin, Nicole felt that there was truly nothing to worry about. She would never let herself get caught up in petty, silly jealousy. 
This man was giving her everything, he would do anything for her, and he’d proven it again and again. 
So as she rinsed the soap from her body, Nicole had a sudden urge to come clean in another way. “I want to change my decision on who we should hire,” she said. 
“What?” He looked at her like she was nuts. His dark hair slicked back, Nicole thought he could have been a movie star from a different era. 
“I think Gia is a better fit for the team,” she admitted. “I just felt a little confused about the whole thing—you know, having a young, attractive woman working so closely with you.” 
“Then I’ll hire Rick,” he said, shrugging it off. “No big deal.” 
“I don’t want you to hire Rick. I don’t want my little insecurities to affect how you do your business. Hire Gia.” 
He looked at her. “Are you sure, Nicole? Because I don’t want to do something that makes you even a little uncomfortable.” 
“I’m fine now,” she smiled. “Better than fine.” 
Red leaned in for a kiss. “You’re sure?” he asked again. 
“More than sure.” 
And she was—for the time being. 


*** 
“We’ve had our first leak,” Red told her over breakfast a couple of days later. 
“What kind of leak?” 
Red sipped his coffee as he stared at his phone. “A leak about our wedding to the tabloids. The Rag, specifically.” 
“Shit.” Nicole pursed her lips. “I’m so sorry.” 
“Why are you apologizing?” 
“I don’t know. It feels like somehow it must be my fault.” 
Red laughed. “You didn’t phone it in, did you?” 
“Obviously not.” 
“But we should probably think about who might have,” Red replied. He looked at her now. “That wedding planner, maybe.” 
Nicole shook her head. “I really don’t think so. I haven’t even spoken to her since that consultation.” 
“Are you going to use her then?” 
“I’d like to. I just wanted to take some time to mull it over first.” 
Red sighed. “I’ve gone on record as saying it’s a mistake to use someone who’s not used to high-profile weddings. She’s going to be totally unprepared for dealing with the kinds of issues we face, Nicole.” 
“I like her. And besides, it makes my mother happy, which is so rare. Can’t I make my mom happy just one time?” 
Red shrugged. “If that’s what you want. I always thought our wedding was about our happiness. This is our day—your day especially.” 
“I know, but part of what makes me happy is making the people around me happy—including Mom.” 
Red smiled, but she could tell it was forced. She knew his expressions as intimately as her own. “Sounds good to me,” he said. 
“We need to discuss the guest list,” Nicole told him. She’d told him this numerous times over the last week, but he always had a reason not to. 
“Just plan for fifty,” he said. “You put down who you want and whatever’s left over, I’ll fill.” 
“So if I take forty spots, you’ll just invite ten people?” 
“Yes.” He chewed a piece of bacon and then started texting or emailing on his phone. 
“Red, don’t be silly. We can’t keep avoiding this stuff. We need to talk about your family. Are you going to invite your brother, your mom and dad?” 
He shook his head. “I’m sorry but we’re going to have to do this another time. I need to put out some fires at the office. We’ve got a huge pitch coming up and we’re nowhere close to being ready.” 
Nicole groaned with frustration and sat back in her chair. 
Red was already getting out of his seat and heading for the door. “I’ll call you later,” he said. 
“How about a kiss, at least?” she called back. 
“Yeah, of course.” He ran over and kissed the top of her head. “Love you, babe.” 
“Love you, too,” she sighed. 
And then he was gone. 
After Red left, Nicole got on her laptop and found The Rag, where of course the leak had originated. 
On The Rag’s homepage, there was an old picture of Red looking surprised and confused all at once. Beneath the picture was the story: 
It’s On! Red Jameson Vows to Keep Wedding Date! 


Media Mogul Red Jameson and his intern (aka concubine) Nicole Masters have
been on again off again so much that we’ve started to wonder if they’re trying to beat out
Kristin Stewart and Robert Pattinson for most annoying couple that won’t leave each other
alone. 


Recently, The Rag has learned that the sexy ad exec and his vanilla vixen have
officially begun to make wedding plans again, so we can only hope that perhaps they’ll
stop breaking up every other day, if and when they finally seal the deal. 


Then again, maybe they’ll be one of those annoying celebrity couples that divorces
and remarries multiple times as well. 


Either way, The Rag will always keep you up to date on the spicy but confused love
life of our favorite billionaire businessman, the Maddest Mad Man we know, Red Jameson. 
Stay tuned for more details! 
Nicole bit her lip and tried to think where the story might have originated. After all, very few people knew about their wedding plans. So the list of suspects was relatively small; her mother, Marcie Tilly, Danielle, and possibly one of the new employees that Red had hired at his company. 
But the most suspicious part was that these new stories had really started up again at The Rag since Kane Wright took over. And now that Kane was involved with Danielle, she was probably telling him things about Red and Nicole, and he could easily pass that information off to his people at tabloids. It was good for his tabloid business and also he seemed to enjoy finding ways to needle Red whenever possible. 
Nicole knew she was going to have to either broach the subject with Danielle, or she’d have to simply stop telling her best friend anything about her relationship with Red Jameson. And Nicole didn’t want to stop talking to Danielle about Red and their life together—after all, friends told each other things. Without that, their friendship would surely just decay and blow away in the breeze. 
She wasn’t sure what to do, so for now, Nicole decided to put it off and focus on continuing the wedding preparations. 
Nicole decided that it was time to call Marcie Tilly and let her know she had the job. 


*** 
Marcie was thrilled to be hired as Nicole’s wedding planner, that much was clear. 
Nicole had had to hold the phone away from her ear when the large woman bellowed her excited thanks and appreciation into the phone. 
And now, just a day later, Marcie was over the house, helping Nicole pick out invitations. Unfortunately, Nicole had made the mistake of talking to her mother in advance of the meeting, and her mother had somehow weaseled her way into coming over along with Marcie. 
So now the three of them were in the living room, drinking tea and having biscotti, while Marcie expounded on wedding do’s and don’ts and Nicole’s mother adding her own two cents. 
Nicole could barely get a word in edgewise. 
“I love the color scheme on this one,” Marcie practically shouted, holding up her sample book and pointing to a pink nightmare of an invitation design. 
“Oh,” Nicole’s mother gasped, putting a hand over her heart. “That’s like a pink dahlia motif, yes?” 
Marcie nodded. “Yes, and it’s so elegant, yet also contemporary.” 
Nicole half-nodded. “It’s pretty, but I think maybe something a little more understated…” 
The two older women exchanged looks. 
Her mother took a sip of tea and Marcie resettled her body on the couch, turning her wide smile to Nicole. “Now, honey, picking out invitations is so much fun and we are having a blast. But we’re starting to run into a major roadblock here with this guest list.” 
Nicole bit her lower lip. She felt like a chastised fifth grader. “I know. I’ve been trying to get Red to sit down with me to figure out who he wants to invite.” 
“Don’t try, honey. Do.” 
Nicole nodded. “I will.” 
“As it is, we’re already way behind—we can’t even send out a save the date at this point,” her mother whispered. Nicole couldn’t help but notice how her mother had started using the “we” pronoun an awful lot during wedding conversation, as if she were now just as involved as Nicole and Marcie. 
“I know, Mom. Believe me, I’m well aware just how far behind the eight ball I am.” 
“We’re going to help you get through this,” Marcie said, “so don’t you fret. I’m very good at pulling husbands aside and giving them a good old-fashioned knock upside the head.” 
Nicole’s mother giggled and snorted. “That’s because she has so much practice doing it to her own husband.” 
Marcie gave a bawdy guffaw. “I swear, my Harold must have a permanent dent in his head the size of The Grand Canyon.” 
Nicole gave a weak smile. 
Just then, Red and his new assistant, Gia, came out of the conference room and walked by the living room. Red still brought company employees by the house, especially when they were newly hired. He said he liked to make them feel welcome and at ease, as if they were more friends then employees. He usually spent most of the time at the house in the conference room, putting them through their paces. 
Red gave a smile and a wave. “Hello, ladies. How’s the wedding planning going?” 
Nicole watched her mother’s eyes narrow as she honed in on Gia, who was admittedly dressed like the office slut. She was wearing a black, clingy skirt (that was far too short in Nicole’s biased opinion), a white blouse showing plenty of cleavage, and a little pendant that hung perfectly between her young, full breasts. Her dark hair was pinned back and her lipstick was red and glossy. Even her high heels were what Nicole typically thought of as “stripper shoes.” 
“The wedding planning’s going super, Red,” Marcie said. “However, we do have a teensy weensy problem with the guest list—“ 
Red put up a finger. “Sorry, I’ve got to take this call,” he said, and then the cell phone was up to his ear and he was walking away from them. 
Marcie and Nicole’s mother exchanged glances once again, and Nicole felt a rising sense of frustration with the two of them. She didn’t intend on being ganged up on for the duration of this. 
Gia approached the table where the book of samples was laid out. Her legs were tan and smooth and—inviting—that was the word that came to Nicole’s mind. Gia’s skin looked soft and freshly moisturized. Her breasts were full and young and perky. She had a tight, athletic body. 
Next to her, Nicole was feeling positively frumpy. 
“It’s so exciting,” Gia said, her perfectly plucked eyebrows arching. 
“Yeah, a lot of stress too, when you’re doing it all last minute,” Nicole laughed. 
Gia crossed her arms and nodded as if she knew all about it. “Yeah, well it’s hard when you’ve had a nontraditional courtship.” 
“Nontraditional?” Nicole asked, her throat tightening. She kept the smile frozen on her face. 
“My sister hooked up with this guy over the Internet and they did it the same way.” 
Nicole couldn’t tell if Gia was just young or if she was truly intending to insult Nicole to her face. 
“Well, this ain’t no Internet wedding, I can tell you that,” Marcie laughed, breaking the tension. “We’re spending way too much money on it for there to be any confusion. 
This is going to be one beautiful, stunning affair.” 
“Oh, totally—I’m sure it’ll be amazing,” Gia said. 
I don’t need your reassurance, Nicole wanted to tell her—so save the phony sympathy. She decided there and then that she’d been right about Gia, and that she shouldn’t have doubted her first instincts, which had been to hire Rick instead. 
Red came back into the room. “Sorry everyone, but that was work. We’re having a call with one of our big potential clients and I need to get back to the office pronto. Gia?” 
he said, beckoning her to follow him. 
Nicole got up and ran over to him, hating that it felt like she was chasing after him. 
Gia was practically in-step with her and she had an urge to throw an elbow. 
“Red,” Nicole said, “we need to talk about the guest list. We should have had those invites in the mail like yesterday.” 
Red sighed and checked his phone. “Listen, I don’t have any time today. But let’s do it first thing tomorrow morning.” 
“I really need to do it sooner.” 
“Tomorrow morning isn’t soon enough? Have them do a rush order, spare no expense.” 
“Promise you’ll do it tomorrow morning, no excuses?” she pleaded. 
He took her by the shoulders. “I swear to God. Now, I have to go. Love you.” He gave her a quick kiss and then he and Gia were off. Nicole watched them go, and Gia’s round, firm ass swayed back and forth as she hurried after him like a pet terrier. 
When Nicole returned to the living room, the mood was somber. 
Her mother said nothing, just raised her eyebrows elaborately. 
“What?” Nicole said, annoyed. 
“I didn’t say anything.” 
“Well she seems like a nice girl,” Marcie cooed. 
“That’s one way of putting it,” her mother muttered. 
Nicole couldn’t even focus. She hated that her jealousy had reared its ugly head again so quickly. She’d told herself that she wasn’t going to let things like this bother her. 
After all, Red had shown no interest in hiring Gia—he’d made it perfectly clear that he was fine with hiring Rick, and Nicole had been the one to push the girl back into the mix. 
And now she was resenting Red for it, which made no sense. 
“I hired her,” Nicole said. “She’s a nice young girl with an impeccable resume.” 
“That’s not the only thing that’s impeccable about her,” Nicole’s mother quipped. 
Marcie stifled a laugh. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t help it. The girl has some serious assets. I’ll give her that.” 
And now the two older women were cracking up, laughing so hard they were practically in tears. 
Nicole sat on her couch in a state of shock at what her life had become. 
*** 
The rest of the day, Nicole’s tension only grew. 
Her mother and Marcie were long gone, and she was glad of that. Truth be told, they’d accomplished a lot in their time together. She’d picked a venue for both the ceremony and the reception (The Branford Mansion near the University of Connecticut), chosen what kind of flowers and tablecloths she wanted, and finally decided on a design for the invitations. 
But by the time the wedding planner had left, Nicole was starting to second-guess her decision to hire Marcie. The woman was obnoxious, boisterous and overbearing. And she seemed to be a package deal with Nicole’s mother, which was perhaps the worst part of it all. 
Nicole went and took a very long, hot bath and tried to soak away her tension. 
She kept her cellphone on the edge of the bathtub and watched it with an eagle eye, hoping that Red might find just a moment or two of free time to call or text her and tell her he loved and missed her. 
Nicole had begun thinking wistfully back to their time together in the cabin, when none of their worldly problems had interfered with their love. Now it seemed like the whole world was conspiring against them, keeping them further and further apart as their respective responsibilities increased. 
Red was so busy with this new company and it was almost all he thought about or did, day and night. Of course she knew that was what it took to start a new business, but she at least hoped that he could spare a brief second to say he loved her. 
And now this wedding was growing into something bigger than she’d really intended, but Nicole didn’t know how to stop it. She needed Red to really help her understand what people he truly wanted to have attend the wedding, and who he didn’t want or care either way about. 
Stay calm, Nicole reminded herself, as she sat in the tub soaking until the skin on her hands and feet began to resemble prunes. 
Stay calm. Tomorrow morning it will all get better. We’ll settle this ridiculous
guest list once and for all and I can start to relax. 
That night, Red came home so late from work that Nicole was already sleeping in the master bedroom. She’d fallen asleep with the TV on, watching bad reality shows about bitchy rich housewives. It had been the wrong choice of viewing material for the kind of mood she was in. 
Red woke her up as he was settling into bed for the night. 
“Hey,” she said, groggy from sleep. “What time is it?” 
“Late,” he replied. “Go back to sleep, babe.” He slid under the covers and rubbed her back. 
“I miss you. What were you doing so late?” 
“Working on this pitch for Erikson Bikes. They could be a huge first client if we get it right.” 
“Was Gia there?” 
“She works at the company, honey. You’re not thinking straight—you’re half asleep.” 
Nicole lifted her head and gave him an angry look. “I’m not half asleep. I know Gia works with you. But was she there until you left tonight?” 
He sighed. “Yes.” 
“Who else stayed?” 
“I don’t know. Pretty much everyone.” 
For some reason, Nicole was becoming convinced that it wasn’t just everyone staying late and working together, sharing little jokes and fleeting, flirtatious touches. It was just Red and Gia, and now he was lying because he knew she’d be angry with him if she knew. 
“You could have at least called me, Red.” 
“I’m sorry. I just got so caught up at work, babe.” He moved close to her and kissed her neck. 
The warmth of his body and his affection soothed her a little bit. “You can still call me and just say you love me,” she whispered. 
“I will, from now on. You know how much I need you and love you, though. 
Right?” 
She nodded, snuggling close to him. 
And then she was asleep before she even realized it. 
When Nicole awoke again, Red was already out of bed and in the shower. She was feeling tense, but not as upset as she’d been yesterday. Instead, she was looking forward to finally nailing down this guest list so that she could email it to Marcie, who would in turn forward it along to the vendor. From there, it would be printed and mailed out. 
Nicole got up and threw on some sweats, went downstairs and started breakfast. 
Chef Roland was on vacation and she was kind of glad. She enjoyed cooking for Red, and he really enjoyed eating what she prepared. This morning she made his favorite—
chocolate chip pancakes and sausage links. It was a thank you to him for finally making time to work on this list for the invitations, which Nicole knew he hated. He didn’t want to think about the stuff with his mother and brother and God only knew what else. She understood that. 
By the time he came downstairs in his blue suit and red tie, she had his plate ready for him. 
“Nicole, you didn’t have to do that,” he said, but she could tell he was very pleased just the same. 
“Come on, sit down and eat up,” she said. “I’m going to grab my laptop.” 
“You don’t need your laptop,” he said, cutting up his pancake and starting to eat. 
“Why?” 
“Because, I already—“ he looked down at his pants and patted his pocket. 
Nicole heard the familiar buzzing sound of his cell phone and then he was answering. “Yeah?” 
She clenched her fists involuntarily as she listened to his side of the conversation. 
“I kind of have something I need to do right now,” he said. “Can’t they handle it without me?” 
She heard the far away mumblings of a female voice. Red shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Right. But we could just re-shoot…yeah. Yeah. Fine. Tell them I’ll be there but I’m not happy about it.” 
He got off the phone and looked at her. 
“Don’t say it,” she warned him. “You promised me we’d do this.” 
“That was Gia. There’s been an issue with the video shoot they’re doing this morning. They had to fire the director and they need me there to figure out what’s next.” 
Nicole put a hand to her forehead. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about. 
What video shoot?” 
He stood up. “We’re shooting a video for the Erikson Bikes pitch. I’m losing money every second that goes by. I need to get down there and try and salvage this thing.” 
“Not before we talk about the guest list.” 
He stopped and put his hands on his hips and his expression was strained. “Come on, Nicole. Give me a break, here.” 
“You said you’d do it. You’ve been putting it off every time I ask and now you’re putting it off again. We need to get these invitations out.” 
“Listen, I printed out all of my contacts and addresses yesterday and brought it home with me. It’s got everyone in there. When I get home tonight, you and I can go through every single one of them…” 
“You didn’t print anything out.” 
“I did. I brought it with me last night and it’s right upstairs. But now something unexpected came up and I just don’t have time to go through it all. I’m sorry.” 
Nicole’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m getting so sick of being put third behind your work and…everyone else.” 
“Everyone else? Who else do I put ahead of you?” 
“Gia,” she said, hating herself for sounding like a fifteen-year-old spoiled brat. 
“Gia?” he said, stunned. “You hired her, Nicole!” 
“Because I got confused. I didn’t realize she was going to become your new wife. 
She sees you more than I do!” She slapped the table in frustration. 
“I don’t have time for this,” he said. “I love you—“ 
“Just go, don’t lie to me again about how we’ll do it later.” 
He looked at her, his face flushed, his eyes dark with barely repressed anger. “I love you, Nicole. And we’ll deal with this tonight when I get home.” 
She just shook her head and didn’t even look at him. She wanted to scream. In all honesty, she wanted to pummel his chest and have a fit like a little kid. Only it wasn’t cute or funny or silly. She was truly enraged. 
Red left and the door slammed shut. When she heard his car engine start, she yelled. “Go fuck your little whore!” as loud as she could, knowing there was no way he could hear her. 
It felt both good and awful at the same time to say those words. Not that she honestly believed he was having sex with Gia. It was just the feeling it gave her when he left home because Gia was calling him, the knowledge that they were spending days together while Nicole was left home. 
She felt powerless. Every decision she made, although intended to make things better, only seemed to make the situation worse. 
Nicole went upstairs to the master bedroom and surveyed the room. On the desk she saw a thick stack of paper and walked over to look at it more closely. It was the contact list Red had mentioned, along with phone numbers and addresses. 
It was simply enormous. It would surely take them hours and hours to go through all of these people and decide who could come and who could not. 
She flipped through and felt a simple, pure rage at his refusal to make even the slightest attempt to assist her with the guest list. 
“Fifty people?” she muttered. “Fifty people?” 
There was simply no way they could cull this list down to fit a wedding size of fifty people. Not unless Red’s intention was to insult almost every friend, contact, and family member in existence, by only inviting a handful of the hundreds of people he knew. 
Nicole’s blood was boiling. She called his cell phone and it went directly to voicemail. Rather than leave a message, she hung up. 
What to do with this list? She asked herself. 
No answer was forthcoming. She supposed she would just have to wait for his return late that night and hope he would deign to give her a paltry few minutes of his precious time for her silly wedding planning. 
Nicole slammed the thick book of contacts back on the desk and started to leave the room. Just then, she heard the loud ring from the downstairs phone, the one that was connected to the security gate. 
She ran downstairs and answered, breathless. 
“Ma’am, this is Derek, out front with security.” He explained that Danielle was at the front gate and requesting to be let in. 
Surprised that Danielle hadn’t bothered to call her in advance, Nicole told him to of course let her through. 
Then she went out front to wait for her friend. 
A couple of minutes later, a yellow cab pulled up out front and Danielle got out, sobbing—her face a mask of tears. Nicole instantly had the horrible sensation that Kane Wright was dead. 
“Oh my God, Danielle, what happened?” 
Danielle could barely speak through her sobs. Nicole literally couldn’t understand her. “Come and sit down,” Nicole said, trying to calm her. “Tell me what happened.” 
The cabbie got out. “Hey, she said you’d pay me?” 
Nicole looked up. “Oh. Yes, sure. How much?” 
“Eighty-seven fifty,” he told her. Nicole quickly went and got her credit card and paid the driver, who promptly left. 
Danielle was still sobbing on the front steps 
Nicole was growing concerned and frustrated with her friend’s inability to speak a coherent sentence. “Danielle, you need to tell me what’s going on.” She sat down and took her by the shoulders. “Can you do that?” 
Danielle nodded, still wailing. She started to speak but it was gibberish mostly, garbled by her wracking sobs. 
Nicole went and got her a glass of water and then came back. “Here, drink this,” 
she said, rubbing the girl’s back. Danielle was without shoes, wearing only a light summer dress. Her hair was disheveled. She had no purse, nothing with her, no phone. 
Maybe she’s been assaulted or raped. If it was Kane, Nicole thought, then he was going to pay big time for this. 
Finally, Danielle’s tears began dissipating enough for her to speak and be understood. “I had to get away from him,” she cried. 
“Of course you did, sweetie. Did he hurt you?” 
Danielle began to shake. “I decided to make him an omelet this morning. Broccoli and cheese,” Danielle said. “I got up early and got everything ready so that when he came to the kitchen he’d have fresh orange juice, coffee, and eggs just the way he likes it.” 
Nicole listened attentively, waiting for when the first punch would be thrown. She looked at Danielle’s face, searching for bruises, but she didn’t see any. “And then what happened?” 
“He took one…b…b….bite,” Danielle said, turning to Nicole and bursting into a fresh round of tears. “And then…” 
Oh, no, here comes the punch, Nicole thought, bracing herself for it. 
“And then he said he needed to show me a thing or two about making an omelet.” 
Danielle started to cry. Snot bubbled from her nose. 
Nicole just stared at her. There has to be more, she told herself. Be patient because there has to be more than this. “It’s okay,” she soothed, rubbing Danielle’s shaking back again. 
“Kane got up and started making a brand new omelet,” she said. “He told me to come over and watch so I could learn the proper way to do it. And he was talking about this famous French chef who’d taught him and it was so rude and insulting.” Danielle was crying again now, not as out of control as before, but the tears were streaming down her cheeks. “He was so…so…condescending…and mean. He’s a big bully. I told him so. 
And he told me that I’m just naïve and ignorant of the wider world or something. And then I yelled at him and he yelled back at me and…and…I left. I had to get out of there.” 
She fell into Nicole’s arms and sobbed for a while longer. 
Nicole found herself feeling angry with Danielle for how immature and silly and overdramatic she was being. Then Nicole reminded herself how many times Danielle had been there for her during moments like these. So Nicole tried to be patient, even though she was annoyed and her fuse was decidedly short from everything that had gone on in the last twenty-four hours. 
Finally, Danielle wiped her eyes and tried to laugh. “I needed that,” she said, laughing. 
“I know how it is,” Nicole told her. “Being married to a very powerful, confident man can be incredibly difficult.” 
“Tell me about it.” 
“I’ve been there,” Nicole said. “It will get better, I promise.” 
“Really? You think so?” 
“Yeah, I do.” She forced a smile. Sure, things got better. Then they seemed to get worse again—best not to mention that part. 
“Enough about me,” Danielle said. “I need to focus on something else, something fun. Tell me about your wedding. What’s going on with it?” 
Nicole felt her stomach clench like a fist. “Nothing much is happening.” 
“What? But you told me how busy you were going to be planning everything. If I were you and I had a chance to have a big, fancy wedding with all of those famous people, I’d take it. But Kane would never show me off to the world the way Red does you, because Kane is ashamed of me.” Danielle’s expression was positively bitter. “You got the good one, it turns out.” 
“Don’t say that,” Nicole said. “I’m sure Kane loves you more than anything.” 
Danielle shrugged and screwed up her face. “Tell me something about the wedding. I need to live vicariously through you.” 
“There’s nothing to tell.” 
“Oh, come on, Nic. Did you at least decide on a date?” 
“Seriously, Danielle. I don’t really want to get into it right now.” Her tone was harsher than she intended. 
Danielle turned away from her. “Okay. Jeez. Sorry I asked.” 
Nicole got up and folded her arms. “Are you feeling better?” 
Danielle looked up at her. “I don’t understand why you’re being like this, Nicole. 
Suddenly I’m not good enough to discuss your wedding with? Why, because I’m not some hoity toity wedding planner?” 
“That’s got nothing to do with it, Danielle. Why can’t you just let it go?” 
“Because, I don’t get it. What did I do wrong?” 
Nicole looked at her. “Well, for starters, you’re way too interested in the finer details of my wedding.” 
Danielle’s face registered shock—as if Nicole had actually slapped her. “What?” 
“You know what I’m talking about, don’t act like you have no idea. The tabloid that your husband owns and runs just did a nasty story about Red and I getting married. 
Almost nobody knew about it but you and a very few other people.” 
Danielle stared at her in awe. “You think I gave them a story about your wedding?” 
“No, I think you probably blabbed about it during pillow talk with Kane, but there’s no difference as far as I’m concerned, because anything I tell you ends up in his ear and then he’s probably on the phone with Anderson from The Rag about five minutes later.” 
“That’s ridiculous. I don’t tell Kane about your wedding and he doesn’t have the least bit of interest in it.” She got up. “I can’t believe that’s what you think of our friendship, Nicole.” 
“I don’t know what else to think.” 
“Maybe it was your mom,” Danielle replied. “You know she’s just as likely to do that as I am.” 
“Don’t try and tell me about my mom.” 
“Well don’t blame me for your problems, Nic. Jesus, who even cares if someone knows when your stupid little wedding is?” 
“And who really cares if Kane tried to teach you how to make an omelet? Maybe he’s better at it than you are,” Nicole sniped. 
“I’m so out of here,” Danielle replied, starting to walk down the private road in her bare feet. 
“Tell the guys at The Rag that I say hello,” Nicole yelled after her. Danielle just kept walking. 
Nicole considered going after her, especially knowing that Danielle didn’t have a cell phone or money or anything. Instead, she called down to the front gate and alerted them that Danielle was walking on the private road and asked that they arrange for a cab to bring her back to her home. 
A few minutes later, they called back and said it had been taken care of and she was on her way home. 
Nicole was so upset that she didn’t even know what to do. Why couldn’t she have taken the high road with Danielle instead of sinking to her level? 
She needed to talk to Red right away. Nicole needed a calming voice, she needed her husband. She picked up her cell phone and called him, her heart racing. 
“Come on, please just pick up,” she prayed. “Please.” 
Finally, mercifully, the line was answered. But it wasn’t Red. 
“Hello?” The perky, female voice said into Nicole’s ear. 
For a split second, she thought she must have dialed the wrong number. But then she looked and realized it wasn’t the wrong number at all. “Hello, who is this?” Nicole asked. 
“My name is Gia. And who might I ask is calling?” 
Nicole felt a surge of new, fresh hatred coursing through her veins. “Gia, this is Nicole Masters, Red’s fiancé and I’d appreciate it if you’d put him on the phone immediately.” 
Gia’s voice became positively chipper. “Oh, Nicole. Yeah, he’s in a meeting right now so I’m taking messages for him.” 
“I understand he’s busy, but I need to talk to him.” 
“He gave me strict instructions. Sorry.” She drew out the last syllable of the word sorry so that it sounded gleeful rather than apologetic. 
Nicole could feel her blood pressure rising. “That’s good that you follow instructions,” she said in a measured tone. “Thanks so much for your help, Gia.” 
“Your wel—“ 
Nicole hung up the phone. Her jaw was so tight that she thought she might grind her teeth to dust if she wasn’t careful. She couldn’t believe the nerve of that girl, nor could she fathom that Red was allowing her to handle his cell phone—something Nicole never even did! 
This was too much. And now she was supposed to sit and wait like a good little girl for her man to come home and give her his excuses again, and again, and again. 
No. She was really and truly sick of being kicked around today. Nicole walked upstairs with a purpose and grabbed the stack of papers that Red had printed out and left on the desk. 
Next, she went to the office and began faxing them over, en mass, to Marcie. 
Nicole called Marcie a few minutes later and left her a voicemail. “Hey Marcie, it’s Nicole. Looks like the wedding is going to be quite a bit bigger than originally anticipated. I’m faxing you Red’s guest list now and it’s quite extensive. I’ll be sending you a follow up email with my list attached.” 
She got on her laptop and spent the rest of the afternoon adding every single friend and family member to her list. 
Pointedly and with great self-righteousness and indignation, Nicole left Danielle off her guest list. Danielle would not be receiving a wedding invite. Nicole knew it was a loud an irrevocable message on the state of their friendship, but at that moment she didn’t particularly care. 
Marcie called back soon after and said that she was sending it all over to the vendor who was handling the printing and mailing. It looked like there would be just over four hundred people invited to their wedding now. Of course, many of them wouldn’t be able to attend on such short notice. Marcie said that they should plan for something on along the lines of three hundred guests. 


*** 
Red texted her once, around six o’clock and said that he loved her and that he’d be home in the next two hours. 
She didn’t respond. It was too little too late, as far as she was concerned. 
Instead, Nicole made herself dinner (steak and corn and potatoes), drank a glass of wine, and settled down on the couch with a book. 
At just past eight thirty, Red came home. “Nicole?” he called, wandering through the house until he found her in the living room. He smiled warily. “Hey, didn’t you hear me calling you?” 
She looked up from her book briefly. “I heard you.” She went back to reading. 
“So, I brought home food from a great burger joint and I figured we could make it a working dinner. I’m ready to hammer out this guest list thing.” 
“It’s already done,” she said, still not taking her eyes from her book. 
“What do you mean, it’s already done?” 
“I sent out the list to Marcie hours ago.” 
“But how?” 
“I just sent it.” 
“Nicole.” His voice grew firm, insistent. “Nicole, look at me.” 
She looked up at him, defiant. “Yes?” 
“I want you to tell me just what’s going on right now. I see that you’re angry with me, and I understand why. But you need to communicate to me what’s going on.” 
She put the book aside and sat up. “It’s really simple, Red. You kept pushing me aside over and over again, and you refused to help me. So I just did what I needed to do to get these invitations out. I used the list you’d printed and we went from there.” 
He shook his head in disbelief. “How could you possibly do that? There were hundreds of names and addresses in that list and we’re only having fifty people in our wedding.” 
“Not anymore. I decided to change that.” 
Red’s expression changed, darkened. “You just made a unilateral decision?” 
“Just like you do all the time. Leaving the house when something’s more important, even though you promised to be here for me and discuss our wedding. Putting your assistant on your cell phone so I can’t reach you. There’s lots of things you do that I don’t understand or like very much.” 
“Gia was answering my phone today for about half an hour when I couldn’t, and she never told me you called.” 
Nicole shrugged. “That’s some assistant you’ve got there.” 
“You hired her. Or did you forget that part?” 
“I don’t want to argue, Red. I made a judgment call. I just went with your whole list and I invited everyone on my side. So now we’re having a very large wedding.” 
He stared at her, incredulous. “Nicole, that’s not going to happen. We cannot send out all of those invitations. There are people on that raw list that would be totally inappropriate to send an invite to. Clients, friends I haven’t seen in a dozen years, vendors that work with Jameson International, you name it. That’s why I wanted to sit down tonight and go through it with you.” 
“You want me to cancel the damn invites?” she said, her voice rising. 
“Yes.” 
“Fine.” She grabbed her phone and called Marcie. Of course, it went to voicemail. 
“Hi Marcie, it’s me—Nicole. I really need to make a change on those invites, so could you call me back as soon as you get this, please?” 
When she hung up, Red began pacing. “This is totally ridiculous. I wish you would have told me you were so upset, Nicole.” 
“I did tell you. I tried over and over again to tell you and you kept ignoring me. 
It’s not fair.” The tears stung her eyes and she was angry with herself for being a crybaby yet again. 
Red shook his head. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t available, that I dropped the ball on this. But that doesn’t mean you go out and try and take revenge on me by sabotaging our wedding.” 
“Me, sabotaging our wedding? You left me hanging in the breeze,” she said, getting off the couch, taking her phone, and walking out of the room. 
“Nicole!” he called after her. 
“Just, please leave me alone!” she called back, and went to walk the property. 
During her walk she called Marcie over and over again, to no avail—and she even sent an email just in case Marcie couldn’t get to her phone for some reason. Then Nicole tried her mother. Her mother said she was in bed and didn’t have time for hysterics (even though Nicole was mostly calm by that time). She assured Nicole that Marcie would call her back soon and not to worry. 
When Nicole got home from her walk, she was a bit more in control of her emotions. Red was having a beer on the verandah. 
“Hey,” she said. 
He stared outside and nodded. “Hey.” 
“Isn’t it funny how we have this huge mansion but we only use a few of the rooms?” she said. 
“That’s hilarious,” he said, without smiling. 
“Red, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I freaked out.” 
Red turned to her. “I just wish you’d held off on doing what you did. I mean, I trusted you.” 
“I know. I’m sorry. I’ll fix it.” 
“How?” 
“I’m going to get in touch with Marcie and have the order stopped and changed.” 
“But she hasn’t called you back yet?” 
Nicole shook her head. “Maybe she fell asleep early. As long as I get her by the morning we should be fine.” 
Red took a long pull from his beer. “Man, what a day.” 
“Can I sit with you?” 
He nodded, and she came and sat beside him. Soon they were holding hands and even though she knew everything wasn’t back to being okay—at least it was a start. 
*** 
That night they went to bed together and Nicole slept curled in Red’s arms. There seemed to be an unspoken agreement not to discuss any of the wedding stuff and just be good to one another. 
The next morning, Red was off to work before six a.m. The only thing he said before leaving was that she should call him with any “important updates.” And then he hugged and kissed her and told her he loved her. 
Nicole was anxious enough after he left to put in an early morning call to her wedding planner and send another email marked urgent. 
Two hours later, she still hadn’t heard back. 
Now she called her mother again, this time at work, and asked if she could swing by Marcie’s house on her lunch break. Her mother said that she would, but called back later to report that Marcie wasn’t home and hadn’t called her back either. 
Nicole was partly worried that something had happened to Marcie, partly worried that the woman was just a total fruitcake, and also annoyed that nothing could seem to go right in regards to this wedding. 
She also knew that if Marcie had actually put in the rush order yesterday, then in all likelihood the place would be printing and possibly sending them out by now. A few more hours and it would be too late to take it back. 
Marcie called her at just after five p.m. “Oh, honey, I can’t tell you how absolutely terrible the last fifteen hours of my life has been,” she said, to start the conversation off. 
“Are you okay—is everyone all right at your house?” Nicole said. 
“Well, they are now. But it was touch and go for a while there. First off, I lost my phone—or it was stolen. I’m not sure which. My husband and I went out to eat last night and I realized I’d left my phone in his car in the parking lot. So I went out, assuming it would be on the seat or whatever—and nothing. At first I thought it must be somewhere else, but then we started looking and looking and it just never did turn up.” 
“Wow,” Nicole said, swallowing her annoyance. She wasn’t even sure she believed what this woman was telling her. 
“And you know I would have checked my voicemail from my hubby’s phone, or checked email from my computer, but then Harold started having chest pains on top of everything else. And he’s got a heart condition, mind you.” 
“Is he okay?” 
“We had to go to the emergency room and then they ran him through so many tests…at one point it seemed certain he’d had a heart attack. But by early this afternoon they seemed pretty sure that he was okay and I could take him home. But I had to stop off and fill some prescriptions for this new medication they put him on and then I went out and immediately bought a new phone.” 
“Did you get my messages?” 
“I did, honey and I put in a call to the vendor.” 
“They’ve already sent them out, haven’t they?” Nicole said, already knowing the answer. 
“I’m so, so sorry, sweetie. I wish I could take it back. I really do. But it was just a run of bad, awful luck.” 
Nicole sighed, her brow furrowed, thinking. She didn’t honestly know what to do now but just accept that it had happened and it was a disaster. Mostly, it was her own fault. 
Had she not been angry and impulsive, they wouldn’t be in this situation. “Well, I’m just glad your husband is okay,” she said, finally. “Health is the most important thing.” 
“So true, dear. So true. And I know, having a sick husband, just how true those words really are.” 
*** 
When Red came home that night, Nicole told him about her call with the wedding planner and he listened with a skeptical expression. After she was done explaining, he said, “Do you believe her?” 
Nicole shrugged. “I honestly don’t know what to believe right now. Do you?” 
He smiled slightly. “It’s kind of a stretch, but anything’s possible.” 
“What reason could she have for not cancelling the order?” 
He laughed. “Plenty of reasons. Maybe she gets a kickback from the vendor on big orders. Maybe because she knows that the more people there are at this wedding and the bigger it is, the more her stock goes up when she says she planned it on her resume and website.” 
“Or maybe she lost her phone and her husband got sick.” 
Red smiled. “Wedding pictures on her site will look a heck of a lot more impressive when there’s a huge crowd in attendance.” 
“I blew it and it’s all my fault. Let’s just call a spade a spade,” Nicole said. 
Red didn’t reply. He just gave her a meaningful look. 
“Oh, so you do think it’s all my fault,” she said, suddenly angry and guilty all at once. 
“I didn’t say anything. I think I’m being pretty nice about the whole thing, considering we just went from a little intimate wedding with our closest friends and family to becoming Tom Cruise and Katie Holmes. Maybe we should just invite the paparazzi in while we’re at it.” 
“Fine with me,” Nicole said. “I’m not ashamed to be marrying you.” 
He made a disgusted face. “Don’t pull that crap with me, Nicole.” 
“What crap?” 
“Ashamed to be marrying you? Seriously? Is that the best you’ve got?” 
“I’m not trying to prove I can keep up with you in the witty banter department, Red. 
That’s not one of my life goals.” 
He shook his head and walked away from her. 
She wanted to yell and scream and get his attention, but it was a lost cause. 
This stupid wedding had nearly ruined everything. 


*** 
A couple of days had gone by and things hadn’t gotten any better between them. 
Red was immersing himself in work and Nicole was still planning their wedding, which had now become so elaborate and expensive that it was defying explanation and reason. 
Simply having the deposit in for the venue, the booze, the catering, the tables and chairs and custom decorations—all of it had become an issue because everyone needed the money yesterday. 
She’d lost track of how many times she’d been told that large weddings like this were usually planned further in advance. 
It became embarrassing to keep going to Red for a new series of checks to be written for the gigantic wedding that he didn’t approve of and she didn’t truly want. 
Finally, he’d just handed her his checkbook and told her to “have a party.” 
But she wasn’t having a party—quite the opposite, in fact. She felt sick and depressed and out of control, both of her wedding and her relationship. 
Nicole thought that at least the worst of it was hopefully over, but she was wrong. 
The morning of her cake tasting at Lady Cakes Bakery with her mother and Marcie—
things actually, somehow, got worse. 
Red came into the bathroom while she was putting on makeup and handed her his phone. “Well we just got the biggest leak of them all,” he said, almost sounding proud of it, as Nicole looked at the screen. 
There was yet another article in The Rag that revealed not just the date and time of their wedding, but the location as well. It went into detail about the kind of huge event the wedding would probably be, and of course made plenty of fun of Red and Nicole and the notion that the wedding would probably last longer than the marriage itself. 
“I’m even impressed at just how badly our privacy has been compromised,” Red laughed. “I mean, this is a whole new level.” 
Nicole bit her lip and tried to steady her nerves. “I don’t understand how this happened. I thought Danielle was the leak!” 
“You didn’t send her an invitation? Are you sure?” 
“Yes, I’m positive,” Nicole said. 
“Well, we only sent out four hundred invites—who’d have thought one of those random idiots we invited might leak the story?” he said, laughing again—but not really. 
“Please don’t make this worse by poking fun at me,” she told him. 
“Nicole, if I can’t even make a joke about how badly this whole thing has gone, then what can I do at this point?” 
She didn’t have an answer. 
Nicole wasn’t in the mood for cake tasting after that, but she had no choice. Her mother and Marcie drove all the way down from Syracuse for the appointment, and so she put on her best fake smile and tried to pretend everything was hunky dory. 
The bakery was a cute, small place that Nicole had found online because of its astounding reviews. Marcie and her mother loved it from the moment they set foot inside. 
The baker was a short, lithe blond woman with a pastry chef hat and tiny hands. 
She gestured constantly as she spoke and gave tons of information about what services she provided. 
During a break, the baker went in back and Nicole took the chance to tell Marcie and her mother about the leaking of all the important wedding information. 
“Honey, in a year and a half, no one will remember anything except that you had one of the classiest, coolest, and funnest weddings in recent memory. Nobody cares about those stupid stories on the Internet. And besides, a little publicity can be fun for a happy occasion,” Marcie told her. 
Nicole reminded herself that it would be inappropriate to slap her wedding planner at the bakery during a cake tasting, so she refrained from responding to Marcie’s inane dispensing of folk wisdom. 
The baker at Lady Cakes came to the front again and started taking all of them through the cake choices and flavor combinations, setting one of her cakes down in front of them to taste and discuss. 
That’s when Nicole got a phone call from Danielle. 
While Marcie and her mother tried the white cake with vanilla buttercream icing, Nicole stepped away from the table. 
She almost didn’t answer, but something in her gut told her she should take the call. 
“Hello,” she said, uncertainty in her voice. 
“Nicole, it’s me. Danielle.” 
“How are you?” she asked, her voice carefully neutral. 
“I’m fine. Listen, I know you don’t like me very much right now, but I still care about you and I’m sorry about what happened between us the last time I saw you.” 
“Me too,” she said softly into the phone. 
Suddenly, from behind Nicole, came the sound of roaring laughter. “Nicole, honey, you just have to try this cake! The frosting is to die for! No, I take it back—it’s to kill for!” More unruly laughter. Nicole put a finger in one ear and walked further away from them. 
“But that’s not even why I’m calling you right now,” Danielle continued. “I can tell you’re busy so I won’t take up much more of your time.” 
“It’s okay, I don’t mind. I’m glad you called.” She realized it was very true—she missed the sound of Danielle’s voice. 
“Kane mentioned that The Rag ran another article about you today. It really pissed me off that they did that to you.” 
“It’s okay, I know you’re not the leak, Danielle,” Nicole said. “I’m so, so sorry I accused you of that.” 
Behind her, there was more laughter—cackling, ridiculous braying that caused Nicole to move to the door of the bakery and then finally outside to escape. It shouldn’t have been Marcie and her mother at the cake tasting with her, she realized. It should have been Danielle, and Red if he’d wanted to come. They could have had a nice time together. 
“Anyway, I told Kane I wanted to know who was giving The Rag all of this information about your private life. I told him I’d make living with me hell on earth if he didn’t find out right away. It took him all of five minutes to make a phone call and get the answer for me.” 
Nicole wanted to cry. “You did that for me, after the way I treated you?” 
“We’re always going to be friends, Nic. You can’t change that by being bratty one time. Besides, I can understand exactly why you felt the way you did about me. I’m living with the man who owns the tabloid that’s making your life miserable!” 
Nicole laughed. “That definitely didn’t help matters.” 
“I’m happy to help you to plug the leak, Nicole. I think that will be mine and Kane’s wedding present for you.” 
“That’s a generous offer.” 
“Kane told me that the name The Rag gave him for the informant was Marcie Tilly.” 
“Are you absolutely sure, Danielle?” 
“Yes, one hundred percent. Do you know her?” 
“Apparently not as well as I thought I did.” 
Nicole turned and looked through the window of the bakery, as Marcie sat shoveling cake into her mouth, guffawing and laughing along with Nicole’s mother. 
“Well, I’ll let you go,” Danielle said. “Hope you’re doing well.” 
“I’m sorry about everything I said before,” Nicole told her. “Really sorry. If you were her right now I’d get down and kiss your feet.” 
Danielle laughed sadly. “Don’t worry about it. Maybe we’ll talk again, sooner rather than later?” 
“Absolutely,” she said, and then Danielle was gone. 
She closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths, and then Nicole went back inside the bakery. 
The baker was in back getting the next cake for them to try. 
“Nicole, are you going to even have some?” her mother asked. “We can’t pick a cake of the bride doesn’t taste any of them.” 
“Yes,” she said, picking up a fork and digging into the white cake. It was good—
amazing, even. She licked her fork clean. 
“Are you all right, darling?” Marcie asked. “You look pale.” 
Nicole glanced at her. She noticed—for the first time—that Marcie didn’t particularly like making direct eye contact. The large woman laughed and chattered a lot but rarely looked Nicole in the eye. 
Nicole sighed. “I just got a pretty strange phone call.” 
“Is everything okay?” her mom asked. 
“Yes and no.” Nicole took another bite of cake, turning her attention to the wedding planner. “Marcie, has anyone from the tabloids ever called you for any reason?” 
Marcie looked up with a startled expression. “Me? Why would anybody call me?” 
“That’s an odd question to ask, Nicole,” her mother said. 
Before Nicole could explain herself, the baker came back with the next cake, a chocolate devil’s food cake with vanilla icing. The baker talked about the properties of the cake, its flavors, and what wedding it might be best suited for. 
Nicole could tell that Marcie was distracted and not her jovial self during the discussion. 
“I’ll let you guys taste it and I’ll be just around the corner if you have any questions,” the blond baker said, smiling and walking off. 
Marcie’s hands were twitchy and busy tugging at her large shirt. She smiled at Nicole. “You know, come to think of it—I do believe someone might have called me once.” She looked up at the ceiling and blinked furiously. “I’m trying to remember what they said. It was a reporter…I really didn’t tell him much.” 
“Was it someone from The Rag?” 
“I—I can’t even say.” She looked at Nicole and looked away again. “The whole thing is just so crazy. I’m a small town gal and we don’t really deal with tabloids and that sort of thing. I’m a trusting person, you know?” 
“I do know. I wouldn’t blame you if you’d spoken to someone without realizing it could be a problem.” 
Nicole’s mother was watching Nicole with a confused expression on her face. 
“What’s going on? Is someone going to clue me in?” 
Marcie laughed. “You know, this is silly. I’ve done nothing wrong, but somehow I feel accused.” 
“Well, someone’s been talking to The Rag about my wedding, and it’s allowing a hateful online gossip site to write horrible stories about us, revealing our private information to the world.” 
“And you think it was me?” Marcie cried. “Why would I do such a thing?” 
“You wouldn’t,” Nicole’s mother said. “Nicole, stop insinuating these things about Marcie. She’s a good friend and a very ethical person, which I happen to know. So unless you have evidence that she did something wrong—“ 
“Actually, I do have evidence.” 
Marcie’s eyes practically bugged out of her head. “I swear—Nicole, I swear—if I did speak to someone in the beginning—“ 
“So you didn’t tell someone at The Rag about the date and time and location of our wedding?” Nicole said. She was calm, about as calm as she’d ever felt in her life. 
“Nicole,” her mother practically shouted. “How dare you accuse her of that?” 
“Did you, Marcie?” Nicole asked again. 
Marcie laughed nervously. “Now look. Let me just get something clear, Nicole. 
I’ve been in this wedding and party planning game for a long time, and I might be privy to a few details that you’re not. There are marketing and publicity efforts that go on behind the scenes, and everyone does it. It’s good to have a high profile, fun wedding. Heck, sometimes the couple sells their own wedding pictures to People Magazine for millions of dollars! Did you ever think of that?” 
Her mother was nodding at Marcie’s comment. “She’s got a point, Nicole. I remember when Tom and Katie did that. Everyone knows that goes on.” 
“Well, you could have checked with us to see if that’s what we wanted to do,” 
Nicole said. 
“I assumed you did, and I guess I assumed wrong. But I never—never—meant any harm, Nicole. I swear to you, as God is my witness.” 
Nicole had a hunch, and she decided to play one last card. Toying with her fork, she finally took a scoop of the devil’s food cake, which no one had even touched yet. “I do understand, Marcie, more than you even know.” She took a bite of the cake and chewed for a while. “It’s good,” she said. “I might like it better than the first one.” 
Marcie nodded with frightened eyes. “Oh, good.” 
“So, I also had someone from my security firm do a quick investigation and they said your husband never went to the hospital for heart issues, Marcie.” 
“What? You think I lied about my husband’s heart condition now?” 
Nicole looked Marcie squarely in the eye. She channeled Red from memory, the way he dealt with people who were weak, people he didn’t respect. She stood a little taller, set her jaw a certain way, and spoke with more force. “Don’t lie to me again, Marcie, or I swear I’ll make sure you never plan another wedding, a party—I don’t care if it’s just a five person Super Bowl party in Antarctica. I will make it my business to ruin you if you lie to me one more time. And if you know anything about my husband, you know he’ll help me make that threat a reality.” 
Marcie gave an audible gulp. “Please don’t do anything rash.” 
“It’s your choice. Just tell me the truth. Did you really have to take your husband to the emergency room, or did you purposely ignore my calls that day because you didn’t want to cancel all of those invitations?” 
Marcie hung her head. “Nicole, I apologize for my actions. I just got overexcited and I did some things—I made some mistakes, obviously—“ 
“Just answer me.” 
Marcie licked her lips. “No, my husband did not go to the emergency room.” 
“Thank you for being honest. I do appreciate it. And now, I’m afraid I really should get going.” 
“Nicole,” her mother called. “Wait a second. Marcie apologized and I think you can give her a second chance. It’s all out in the open now.” 
“You can’t be serious.” 
“She’s my friend. And she’s good at what she does.” 
“Mom, I hate to say this in a public place, but for once in your life—just mind your own damn business.” 
And then Nicole turned on her heel and left the bakery. 


*** 
On her way back from the bakery, Nicole tried to call Red. She really wanted to tell him everything that had happened, she wanted to hear his voice. Nicole knew that more than anything she needed things to be right between them again. 
The first time she tried his phone, it went straight to voice mail. So she tried again. 
This time, Gia picked up. “Hello?” 
Nicole grimaced, but tried to play nice. “Hi, Gia, it’s Nicole. Is Red around?” 
Gia’s voice became even more sing songy in return. “I’m so sorry. He’s tied up in a meeting. Should I give him a message?” 
“Actually, I think you should go tell him I’m on the phone and that it’s important.” 
Gia sighed. “I wish I could, but he gave me pretty firm instructions not to disturb him while he’s in this pitch meeting. It’s a big, big client.” 
“Okay, then. Just give him the message.” 
“Okay, byeeee!” 
Nicole hung up and decided it was time to pay Red a visit at work. 
About twenty minutes later, she arrived at the building and made her way up to The Red Agency. 
There was no receptionist at the front desk, so Nicole just walked past it. But she bumped into Gia in the hallway. Gia looked surprised and a little outraged. “You really shouldn’t just come into the office unannounced.” 
“I work here, too,” Nicole told her. “I’m on temporary leave but I’m a partner in this company and I can absolutely come into the office, Gia.” 
Gia sighed and made a face of distaste. “I’m really sorry, but Red’s been so specific. He’s busy and he’s not to be disturbed by anyone—and I mean, anyone.” 
Nicole saw movement behind Gia and with a leaping heart, realized that Red was coming out of the conference room and was within earshot. 
“Red told you to answer his cell phone and to prevent me from talking to him, no matter how urgent the call?” Nicole asked pointedly. 
Gia nodded. “He was very specific that nobody get through—and I assume that includes you. Now I really think you should leave, because he’s in an extremely important pitch meeting.” 
Red shook his head and walked past Gia and gave Nicole a big hug. 
She’d never felt so warm and loved in all her life as she did right then. 
Gia became suddenly awkward, standing there, making confused faces as Red kissed Nicole and whispered an apology. 
“Sorry, Mr. Jameson,” Gia said. “I think there was some confusion about schedules and I was trying to explain to your wife—“ 
Red spun and looked at the younger woman, and she shut up as if he’d stolen the vocal chords right out of her neck. “I heard what you said to my wife, Gia. That was blatantly untrue. I told you specifically that you should come and get me if my wife was on the line, no matter what. And the idea that you would try and convince her to leave the very office that she co-owns? Did I really give you that impression?” 
Gia shook her head. “No. No, sir. I just thought that you were so busy—“ 
“You’re fired, Gia. I want you to grab your things and go. Immediately.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
Several of the other employees were coming out of their offices to see what the ruckus was about. 
“I’m so sorry I stirred up problems for you,” Nicole whispered. 
Red laughed. “Are you kidding me? I love you. I don’t give a shit about any of this stuff, I care about you.” 
They hugged again, and a moment later, Gia rushed past them and down the stairs, her tight little butt wiggling one last time as she scurried out of sight. 
“I love you, Nicole. I don’t want anything to ever get in the way of us. And if anyone or anything does, I’ll make it go away.” 
“I know,” she said, smiling and burying her face in his chest as they hugged. 
“Red?” someone called from behind him. 
Nicole broke away as one of his employees came out of the conference room. “We were wondering if we should take ten or if you’re coming back in now?” the younger man with his hipster glasses asked. 
Nicole started to walk away. “I’ll go now. Call me when you get out of your meeting.” 
But Red grabbed her hand and wouldn’t let her leave. “Jonathan, take over the lead on the pitch for me. Tell everyone I’m sorry but I have something really important to attend to. My wife.” And then laughing, Red kissed her hand and pulled her toward the exit with him. 
“You can’t just leave your pitch meeting,” she cried as they ran down the stairs, giggling like two kids cutting class. 
“Fuck the pitch meeting,” he said. 
“You’re crazy!” she laughed. “What’s gotten into you?” 
When they got outside the building, he pressed her up against the wall and kissed her deeply and passionately. For a moment, neither of them said anything. Then, Red looked into Nicole’s eyes, as he caressed her hair. “I’ll tell you what got into me. You did. 
Your heart, your laugh, your smile, your caring soul. That’s what got into me. I don’t want to give you up for anything.” 
“You don’t have to give me up,” she said. “I want you to have both. I want you to do your business—“ 
“Our business,” he corrected her. 
“Don’t give anything up for me.” 
“I’m not giving it up. I’m just making my priorities crystal clear, Nicole.” 
She laughed and kissed him again and he kissed her back. When they’d broken off, she told him about the call from Danielle and firing Marcie. 
“You took a stand,” Red said, shaking his head with admiration. “That’s my girl.” 
“The wedding got blown so out of proportion,” Nicole said. “I don’t even know how it happened. I just let my head get filled with so many ideas and I stopped even making choices. This whole thing was supposed to be about us—you and me. I don’t care who else is there or what kind of cake we have.” 
“What do you say we just skip town?” Red asked her, his eyes lighting up with familiar devilish mischief. 
“Skip town? I don’t think I’ve ever heard that phrase used before, except maybe in an old black and white movie.” 
“Yeah, let’s get out of here. Tonight. Right now, actually.” He grabbed her hand again and started to pull her as he picked up his pace. 
“Where? Where will we go?” 
“Anywhere!” he yelled. 


*** 
As it turned out, “anywhere” meant Belize, a Caribbean island only a few hours away from New York by plane. It was one of the few places in Central America where English was spoken as the official language. Red told Nicole that he’d been there once before on business and had wished to go back someday with a special person. 
Red handled everything. 
He had flights arranged and resort accommodations booked by the time they’d packed their bags. Nicole hadn’t even realized how much she’d missed being taken care of by him, until she felt his warm, protective energy surrounding her once more. 
After so many days of stress and tension, she was finally able to relax on the flight and went instantly to sleep with Red’s arm around her. 
And then they were landing in Belize and being whisked away to Almond Beach Resort, a quaint, scenic beachfront lodge situated right near a small town. The town of Hopkins was full of little shops and cute, colorful houses and buildings. 
When they arrived at their own bungalow at Almond Beach, Nicole could tell she was going to love it there. 
She took a deep breath as Red dropped his bags and smiled at her. “Welcome to the first day of the rest of your life, Mrs. Jameson.” 
“Are we going to really do it—elope here?” 
“Do you want to?” 
She nodded. “Yes.” Just saying it made her nervous, because that meant the ceremony was suddenly much closer than it had been just a day ago. Now instead of being two months away, it might be just a couple of days away. 
“I need to apply for the wedding license,” he said, “and it will be a few days before we can get approved. But that’s good because I want to make sure everything’s just right for our day.” 
“What does that mean?” she laughed. “Make sure what’s just right?” 
“You’ll see,” he told her. 


*** 
The next few days were gorgeous in every way. They would wake up late and lie in bed, laughing and talking and holding each other. They would literally run out the front door of their island bungalow and jump straight into the Caribbean, where Nicole would swim for a few minutes, and then come out and relax on the beach, slowly warming as the sun came up. 
Red loved the water, and he would sometimes swim for an hour or more, going so far from shore that it made Nicole a little nervous—except that she knew he was an excellent swimmer. 
Next, they would eat a light breakfast of fruit and coffee, after which it might be time to walk into town and browse the shops and eventually get a bite to eat. 
The one rule both of them followed was to keep their cell phones off. They’d set their outgoing messages to explain to people that they were on their honeymoon and would only rarely check messages or email. 
At night they would have a nice dinner and there was often music and dancing on the beach. The last two evenings Red and Nicole got slightly drunk, and after dancing and drinking like teenagers, went back to their bungalow and stripped naked, jumping into bed together and making slow, intense love. 
Finally, on the fourth day in Belize, Red was up earlier than usual, and he woke her to tell her he was leaving for a few hours. 
“I’ve got to go check on the license,” he told her, kissing her forehead as she blearily opened her eyes and looked up at him. 
“Let me come with you,” she whispered. 
He stroked her hair. “No, no. It’s going to be interminable, sitting in some stuffy office and waiting to fill out forms. I’ll be back in a few hours and I’ll call you if I get held up.” 
Nicole sighed. “I love you so much. I can’t wait to be Misses Jameson.” 
“I love you too.” 
And then he left. 
Nicole sat up in bed and yawned, wondering what she would do for the next few hours while Red was off trying to get the wedding license. 
She went to the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. Nicole was surprised to see just how tan she’d gotten over the last couple of days. Her skin was brown and she was never brown. She was used to being pale. 
But Nicole found that she liked how her skin looked right now, even though she knew that it wasn’t the healthiest long-term option. 
She jumped in the shower and just did a quick wash and rinse, didn’t linger too long. And then she came out and changed into a pink two-piece bathing suit that she’d bought while walking through town with Red the day before yesterday. 
A few minutes later, she went swimming, and then flopped onto the beach and lay down, dozing a little as the surf roared in her ears. 
“Hello?” an accented voice called out from nearby. 
Nicole started, opening her eyes. Had she been sleeping? She didn’t even know. 
She looked up to see a small man dressed in the resort uniform, along with a tall woman standing at the door to the bungalow, knocking and calling out. 
Nicole got up, brushing sand from her arms and legs. “Hi, can I help you with something?” she asked, jogging over to them. 
The man, who must have been a porter, was holding a bunch of dark, long bags that were taller than he was. His arm strained to keep them from dragging on the ground. 
Beside him, a tall, extremely thin woman had another large bag over her shoulder. 
“Miss Masters?” the woman asked in a smooth, cultured voice. 
“Yes?” 
“I’ve been instructed to help you prepare for your wedding today.” 
“You have?” 
The little man was straining to keep the bags from dragging. “I would like to put these down somewhere safe.” 
“Of course, come in.” Nicole opened the door and let them into the room. “Sorry for the mess,” she said. 
The porter put the bags down on the bed and the woman tipped him something that must have been fairly generous, because he got a huge, white toothed smile on his face. 
“Congratulations, Miss,” he said to Nicole. “Good luck today!” 
He hurried out the door. 
“I’m really confused,” Nicole said. “Red didn’t tell me that anyone would be coming by to help me get ready. In fact, he’s out trying to see if we even can get a license to marry.” 
The woman smiled patiently. “My name is Liz Eastman.” She held out her hand for Nicole to shake. 
“Your name sounds vaguely familiar.” 
“Those are my dresses,” she said, nodding to the bags on the bed. 
Nicole gasped. “You’re the Liz Eastman?” 
She’d heard of Liz’s clothing line, of course, but her brain had been too surprised to put two and two together. Liz Eastman was the designer of East End Fashion, and her dresses had been worn by the likes of Katy Perry and Rachel McAdams. 
Liz Eastman was a huge name in the fashion world, and Nicole couldn’t believe that she’d come all the way out to Belize to personally help style Nicole for her wedding. 
“So, we don’t have time for much talking,” Liz said, getting down to business. “We need to look at these dresses and see if we can get you fitted properly.” 
Liz walked to the bed and began unzipping the bags, taking the dresses out and hanging them in a nearby closet. Once they were all hanging, Liz and Nicole discussed which ones she should try on. 
All of the gowns were exquisite. 
Nicole had never even tried on something as expensive or beautiful as one of these gowns—which surely must have cost thousands and thousands of dollars. 
She couldn’t believe Red had thought of this for their wedding. It made her so happy that he’d gone the extra mile—more than that, he’d brought someone halfway across the world for her. 
Nicole first tried on a strapless, lace wedding dress. When she had it on, Liz made her turn around a few times and then began muttering and pulling it in different places. 
“This is quite beautiful on you,” Liz said. “But we can do better, I think.” 
Next, she had Nicole try on an ivory tiered, silk gown that was like putting on a cloud. Everything was soft and flowing and Nicole actually said, “I feel like a princess in this,” which was the cheesiest thing she’d ever uttered aloud. Not to mention, she’d said it in the presence of one of the most amazing designers on the planet. 
That was one of the more embarrassing moments of her life to date. 
But the third time was truly a charm; a simple column wedding dress made from chiffon, with floral silver and glass beading. It hugged Nicole’s body as she walked, and was incredibly comfortable and form fitting, yet still romantic and elegant. 
“It looks as if we’d spent years making alterations,” Liz said, clapping her hands. 
“You just have the perfect body to carry off this dress. I’m simply amazed.” 
Nicole was honored that Liz Eastman seemed so happy with how it looked on her. 
“Now I must find hair and makeup,” Liz said. “Give me one moment.” 
“Excuse me, did you just say hair and makeup?” Nicole called out, as Liz hurried from the bungalow. 
Nicole was sitting in an incredibly expensive wedding gown and starting to sweat. 
She wondered where Red was and what he had in store for her next. It was all too much. 
And yet she had an enormous smile on her face because it was actually perfect, and she couldn’t have asked for more. 
About ten minutes later, Liz Eastman returned to the room with another woman. 
Apparently she was a very successful and sought after stylist who had a chic salon in Belize that catered to the very wealthy tourists. 
Her name was Angela, and together, she and Liz went to work making Nicole into the very definition of a perfect bride—styling her hair, applying makeup, tweaking her dress and her appearance from moment to moment. 
She felt like a living doll. 
By the time they were done with her, nearly two hours had elapsed and they both seemed conscious that they needed to get her out the door. 
“Where am I going?” she asked. 
“Everything is taken care of. But we need to go,” Liz explained. 
They walked her out the door of her bungalow and that’s when Nicole’s breath was taken away. A long, beautiful white carpet had been laid out from the door of the bungalow, all the way to the beach and almost to the ocean edge itself. There were rose petals strewn along the white runner. Standing at the end of it, right by the water, was a small group of people. 
Nicole was laughing and crying. 
“Here, take these and walk to your husband,” Liz whispered, handing Nicole a bouquet of flowers. 
Music had begun softly playing. There were two violinists, a cellist, and a guitarist nearby, playing Pachelbel’s Canon as she walked down the isle. 
Nicole was shaking her head in sheer awe of the situation. Red was standing in his black tuxedo, waiting for her at the end of the isle. Standing next to him was a tall, older gentleman in a gray suit. He had a small book in his hands and Nicole knew he must be the minister. 
But standing just to the side of them were the only other two witnesses to the ceremony. 
Danielle and Kane were there, as if they’d stepped into her dream. Danielle was wearing a gorgeous, violet gown, and Kane was wearing one of his dapper blue suits. 
Somehow Red had gotten this all together for her—she didn’t know how he’d managed it. And she couldn’t believe he’d been so gracious as to allow Kane Wright to be there for something so intimate. 
But then again, Red loved her, and maybe that was all there really was to it. 
Nicole smiled at Danielle and Danielle smiled back at her with tears in her eyes. 
Even Kane Wright, normally as cold as steel, was emotional. He grinned and blinked and she knew he was holding back the water works himself. 
Finally, she reached Red and the two of them held hands, staring into one another’s eyes. 
The minister took a breath and stood before them, opening his book. “We’re here on the beautiful day, in this tropical paradise, to witness something special between two people. I know that it’s special, because when I spoke with Red a few days ago, he explained what this ceremony meant to him. We had a long, surprisingly candid conversation about his life and the woman who came into his world and exacted a profound and moving change upon him.” The minister paused and looked at his tiny audience. 
Red squeezed Nicole’s hands and she squeezed back, a recognition that they were in this together. His eyes were as kind and loving as ever, and Nicole knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that he would love her forever and she would love him back. 
“Now we are here to help Red and Nicole enter into a sacred commitment, a lifetime commitment to honor and cherish one another through their spiritual growth as human beings. From Red’s poignant description to me, I know that their journey has already been undertaken, and that both of them are looking forward to taking the next steps as man and wife. So let us begin.” 
The minister looked at Red now. “Do you, Red Jameson, take Nicole Masters to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do you part?” 
“I do.” Red said it with conviction, looking into Nicole’s eyes without wavering in the slightest. 
The minister turned to Nicole and repeated the vow for her. “I do,” she replied. 
“Please bring forward the rings,” the minister stated. 
Danielle walked over and presented the rings. 
The minister smiled. “Now place this ring on her finger, and say, “With this ring, I thee wed.”” 
Red placed the ring on Nicole’s finger and said the words. The band was a platinum band inlaid with diamonds, and it glittered on her finger. She nearly lost her breath when she saw it. 
“And now your turn, Miss Masters,” the minister told her. 
Danielle passed a simple gold band to Nicole, and then she slipped it on Red’s ring finger, saying, “with this ring, I thee wed.” 
“I now pronounce you husband and wife. Please kiss the bride.” 
And then Red did kiss her, and although they’d kissed so many times before, this time truly was different. Nicole hadn’t realized that it would actually feel this way, but she was now being kissed by her husband. Red Jameson was truly and actually her husband. 
It was official. 


*** 
Later that night, in a state of utter post-wedding bliss, Nicole could only seem to recall flashes of the previous hours spent celebrating with Red and Danielle and Kane. 
Red kissing her on the beach as Danielle and Kane hooted and clapped. 
The four of them on a coastal boat ride as the sun dipped in the sky, drinking champagne and toasting to love and life and friendship. 
Danielle and Nicole laughing with each other as they watched their husbands try and go shot for shot with each other at the bar on the beach. 
Dancing with the tourists and locals as the sun set and the music played and Nicole and Red held each other close, sometimes swaying to their very own rhythm. 
Finally, bidding goodnight to the two people who’d shared this special day with them, Nicole and Red came back to their little island hideaway, craving one another’s bodies, craving each other’s touch. 
Nicole was hot and sweaty from a day of celebration, and she’d changed from her beautiful wedding dress into tiny shorts and a bikini top. Red was also in shorts, and a black t-shirt that hugged his muscular frame. 
The little bungalow was dark and muggy, and Nicole was certain that their skin would be sticky and hot and slippery when they finally lay close together in bed. 
“You made this day perfect for me,” she whispered, lying across the satin sheets as he took off his sandals and came towards her, climbing onto the bed and pulling her to him, greedy for her as always. 
“I had to wait all day and night to get you back here,” he growled. His hands slid up her bare legs and she shrieked with delight and anticipation. 
Red began to kiss her feet, slowly, gently, savoring her skin against his lips. “You taste amazing and I want to learn every bit of you with my mouth. I want to feel every curve, every pore of you. I’m going to study you the way Da Vinci studied the Mona Lisa before he painted her.” 
His lips singed her bare skin and she moaned as he touched her again and again and again. 
She was so wet. She was so loved. Her body was open to him to do with as he pleased. She trusted him completely and utterly, and she was totally unselfconscious in his presence. 
Red took his time with her. He’d always taken his time in bed, but now more than ever he seemed to be taking pleasure in the waiting, the savoring. 
It made Nicole so hot for him. She wanted him now, and she wanted to feel him inside of her, filling her completely, pressing down on her and letting her know that he was never going to leave her. 
But she knew that this exquisite torture of waiting was part of Red’s love for her. 
He touched and kissed her instep, her ankles, her shins and thighs. He spent a great deal of time licking and tasting her thighs, and sometimes it tickled and she squealed. 
Yes, it tickled, but also it got her that much more wet because now he was so close to opening her fully and completely. 
Finally, after what felt like an eternity of wanting, Red slowly took down her shorts, beneath which Nicole was completely bare and slick. Her mound was swollen with desire. 
“God, you’re sexy,” he whispered, as if in disbelief. 
A man who’d been with some of the most beautiful women on the planet was looking at her body and counting himself lucky. Nicole didn’t quite know how that was possible, but she knew it was real. 
She wanted him to kiss her down there, but first he kissed everywhere else. His lips touched her hips, and her belly and then her breasts. He sucked each nipple, insistently, as they stiffened and she cried out, her hips arching against him. 
Finally, he kissed up her neck and then his mouth was on hers, tasting her tongue, his lips brushing hers as he found her again and again. 
Red looked into her eyes as their tongues and lips connected with passion. She loved the way he tasted—minty, but also salty from kissing her skin. 
His body was on hers now and she loved how his weight pressed against her, the way his muscular arms encircled her, a circle of protection from the rest of the world. 
Nicole reached up and ran her fingers through his curly dark hair and smiled. 
Red gazed lovingly into her eyes and she into his. 
“Do you know that I’m the luckiest man alive? I’m even the luckiest man who ever lived. Even if I die tomorrow, I’ll have lived a full life because I met you—the woman of my dreams, my soul mate.” 
“I feel the same way,” Nicole said. Her heart was pounding. 
“I want to be inside of you all night,” he said, his eyes searching hers, as if he wanted to possess her, to get even closer than humanly possible. 
“That would be amazing. I’m so ready for you, Red.” 
“I want to feel how ready you are,” he rasped. And then his hand was working her entrance, opening her, his fingers sliding in. 
“Oh, God,” she whispered, because she was already about to come. 
“Nicole, I want you to be mine and now you are mine. We said our vows and now we’re going to be together always.” 
“Always, you promise?” she said. 
“Yes.” He slid himself into her, the hardness and fullness of him surprising her all over again—as if for the first time. 
“Yes,” she said to him. 
His breathing came in short gasps as he found the rhythm of her body, the movement her hips wanted to make against him. They began working against each other’s bodies in the darkness of the bungalow, in the heat of that tropical night. 
Their bodies wrapped around one another, so close that nothing could come between them, their skin sticky and tacky with sweat and lust and their mouths joined by kisses. 
That night, Red went deeper than she ever imagined possible. 
And he went for a long time inside her, seeming to bask in the glory of possessing her body and her openness to him. 
She came again and again, and eventually she lost track of how many climaxes, how many minutes they spent together. 
Eventually she couldn’t tell where she ended and he began, but she could feel him giving her endless bursts of pleasure as he slid in and out, in and out, always finding a way to take her higher than the moment before. 
And when he finally finished, she felt it go deep inside and she wrapped her legs tightly around him, locking her ankles and squeezing him deeper still. 
“Oh, Nicole,” he whispered. “Nicole, my love, my love. I finally found you.” 


*** 
Had it all been just a dream? 
Nicole couldn’t believe how the time had flown since coming back from Belize. It turned out that there was a price to pay for turning off cell phones for days and days on end. 
And both of them were paying a high price indeed. 
As soon as they got home, Red was back at the agency, working fifteen and even some eighteen-hour days. 
As it turned out, Erikson Bikes had loved the pitch and given Red’s company a huge amount of work. They wanted him to help them roll out an entire new line of bikes and it meant print ads and TV ads and web advertising. 
After a week of barely seeing her new husband, Nicole had come back to work as his executive assistant, and she’d been right by his side for many of those eighteen-hour days. It wasn’t easy, but it was exciting. They were, after all, building something together. 
The days blended together and then became weeks. She hardly had time to return Danielle’s calls, let alone see her for lunch. Nicole didn’t see anyone, except for her coworkers and Red. 
Eventually, she knew, things would slow down. Something would have to give. 
And finally it did. 
On a day like any other, everything changed yet again. 
It was perhaps six or seven weeks after their wedding that Nicole got a very strange email. 
It came in at just after seven in the morning, when she’d barely even managed to open her eyes. She was in the office, of course, because Red was coming in so early and he demanded it of everyone else. Besides, she was his assistant and his wife. 
Still, at the moment in question, she was cursing the day he’d started this company. 
Sipping her coffee and wishing the caffeine would hurry up and kick in, Nicole saw an email appear in her inbox with a familiar name attached. 
Opening the email, Nicole found that her heart was now racing and she had an uneasy feeling in her stomach. 
Dear Nicole, 


I know you are probably surprised (and likely not in a pleasant way) to hear from
me in this fashion. Not a day has gone by since my visit that I haven’t thought about my
poor treatment of you. 


And of course, I’m not proud of the way I treated my son, either. 


The truth is that I was scared. I was scared because for the first time in Red’s life,
he’d found a woman that he cared about more than me. I know that sounds silly and
perhaps even sick. 


But it’s the God’s honest truth and I feel I owe it to you to be honest. 


I miss having my son in my life, Nicole. And I miss getting to know the daughter
that I could have had, if I’d only been able to see past my own selfishness and insecurity. 


I hope that you can find it in your heart to forgive me and perhaps allow for the
possibility of me returning, in some small way, to play a part in your new family. 


Hopefully this email finds you well. I am so happy to know that the two of you are
married and starting your lives together. 


I will wait to hear from you. 


Love, 
Erica 
Nicole closed the email and turned away from the computer, suddenly aware that her stomach was churning and bubbling in a most unpleasant way. 
“Oh, God,” she muttered, before leaning over and throwing up into her wastebasket beside her desk. 
She quickly grabbed a tissue and wiped her mouth, crumpled it, and threw it in the basket. 
Was it possible that reading that email from Red’s mother could have so upset her? 
Nicole didn’t think so. In fact, as she considered it further, she realized that it had been too long since her last period. And this upset stomach was incredibly similar to what she’d experienced the last time… 
She shook her head. No, she couldn’t allow herself to get her hopes up again. 
But what if? 
Nicole thought back to the wedding. It had been just about seven weeks now, and so it made sense from that perspective as well. 
Heart pounding again—but this time for a different reason—she got up and ran from the office. 
She went down the stairs two at a time, jogged about a block and a half to the nearest CVS, and bought a pregnancy test. 
Even doing it, Nicole thought it was impossible. It was a coincidence, it had to be. 
A few minutes later, she was in a stall in the office ladies room, peeing onto a stick and then sitting there, watching to see what came up. 
Her forehead and armpits were sweaty from running down the street and back, and she was basically a mess at this point. But Nicole didn’t care about any of that—all she wanted to know was the answer to this one question. 
Minutes later still, she was walking into Red’s office and closing the door behind her. 
Red looked up from his computer, distracted. “Hey, what’s going on?” 
Nicole was holding the pregnancy test in her hand, and she was shaking. “I threw up this morning,” she said. 
“You—what?” His eyes suddenly took in what she was holding. Red stood up and pointed at the test. “Is that what I think it is?” 
Nicole nodded slowly. “Red, I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe this happened.” 
“Are you sure?” he asked. 
“Look for yourself.” 
He came around the desk and took the pregnancy test out of her hand, and looked at it, his mouth forming a smile, his eyes lighting up. “Oh my God. Nicole!” 
“We’re pregnant,” she cried. 
And then Red hugged her so tightly, and both of them were holding each other so tight, and laughing. There were some tears too, but they were tears of joy and relief. 
“We’re going to have a baby,” she said, unable to believe the words were coming from her own mouth. “It’s happening.” 
And Red squeezed her even tighter, and she knew that this was how it was supposed to be. But still, a tiny part of her wondered if she would be hurt again—if somehow, something would steal this happiness from her… 
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The wave crashed onto the shore. 
The sound of the ocean brought Nicole back to reality, and she realized that she’d been daydreaming. 
She’d been thinking about the water in Belize, and swimming with Red—those mornings and afternoons of sun and surf and the nights dancing and drinking. It seemed like it had all happened just a moment ago, or maybe it was years ago and Nicole had dreamt everything. 
Now she was sitting under a large umbrella with her skin smelling of sunscreen, a one-piece red bathing suit covering as much of her as humanly possible, and large round sunglasses that allowed her to watch the other beach goers as they frolicked and played in the water and laid on their blankets. 
Red was in the water, so far out she could hardly even see him from where she sat. But then again, Nicole was used to Red swimming for long stretches of time. 
She put a hand on her belly and rubbed the smooth roundness of it, something she did often—it comforted her. Sometimes she felt the baby kick, and that was even more reassuring still. 
Seven months gone by. 
Nicole still couldn’t believe that those warm, sunny days in Belize were seven months in the past. 
In that time, she’d lived dozens of lifetimes, it seemed. She’d experienced the fear of waiting for things to go wrong, waiting to tell family and friends of the pregnancy until Dr. Rosen had conducted the sonogram, this time finding the fetus and the heart beat. 
And then there had been tears of joy and hugs and phone calls had been made, celebration dinners had been planned. 
But life had still gone on. The business was growing faster than even Red had ever imagined it would—he’d found the eye of the tiger and he was winning again. He was renewed, it seemed, wanting to prove himself to the world and his new family. 
Nicole continued working by his side, faithfully, even as her stomach slowly grew and sleeping became more difficult, and her hormones raged. 
When they’d eventually found out the sex of the baby—and that it was a girl no less—they both agreed that fate had intended it just so. 
She no longer felt so sprightly and beautiful as she had in the first months of pregnancy. Now she felt like a balloon about to pop, and in this red bathing suit, she wondered if some kid might mistake her for one and try to poke her with a thumbtack. 
Red finally swam his back to shore and made his way to the umbrella, still dripping wet. He sat down next to her, sighing contentedly. “We needed this, Nicole.” 
“I think we earned some time off after pulling seventy and eighty hour work weeks the last six months,” she agreed, picking up a bottle of water that had been sweating in the shade and taking a long drink. 
“How are you feeling?” Red asked. He kept his voice light, but Nicole knew how much weight that question still carried. 
Even though every test had come back fine and Dr. Rosen told them the pregnancy was progressing smoothly, neither of them could truly shake the feeling that something was bound to go wrong. 
“I’m feeling huge,” she said with a grin. 
“You look amazing,” he replied, and grabbed her hand, squeezing. She knew he wasn’t just saying it. The way Red looked at her, she saw the love and softness in his eyes. 
“Thanks, babe.” 
Suddenly, Nicole’s phone was ringing. She picked it out of her beach bag and looked closely. “I think it’s your mother.” 
“Great,” Red replied, without enthusiasm. 
“I should answer it,” she said, even though she didn’t want to. Since the first email Erica had sent Nicole seven months ago, the two had begun tentatively communicating. Red hadn’t been in favor of it, but neither had he expressly forbid her to speak to his estranged mother. 
Nicole was conflicted about Erica Jameson, but she thought that ultimately Red would want to have his mother in his life in some fashion—not to mention the life of his baby girl. And so Nicole had continued corresponding intermittently, usually just talking about silly things like the weather, and Nicole asked about Erica questions about work and her other son, Jeb. 
Things changed when Nicole wrote Erica of her pregnancy. The older woman asked for her cell number and then immediately called her, seeming to be overjoyed by the news. Since that time, Erica called once every few weeks, usually just asking how Nicole was feeling and being nice and supportive. 
So why did Nicole still get that strange knot in her stomach when Red’s mother’s number showed up on her called ID? She wasn’t completely sure—maybe it was just that little nagging sensation that Erica had an agenda and she hadn’t revealed it yet. 
“Hello?” Nicole answered, as Red muttered something under his breath and got up from his chair. 
“I’m going to grab an ice cream,” he said. “You want?” 
Nicole shook her head no. 
“Nicole, it’s Erica!” the older woman squealed. “How are you? How is your vacation going?” 
“It’s going great,” she said. 
“Well, I have a bit of a surprise. And I really hope you don’t mind.” 
“I’m listening,” Nicole said, feeling even more uncertain now. 
“Yesterday I came to a work conference in Manhattan with Jeb. As it turns out, Jeb is so busy hobnobbing with the other doctors, that I’ve got time on my hands. So I thought, why not come up to The Hamptons to see you tomorrow?” 
Nicole didn’t know what to say. The smile was frozen on her face. “Tomorrow?” 
“I’ll take you shopping and to lunch,” Erica said. “It will be lovely to catch up and see how you’re coming along.” 
Nicole looked out at the beach, were Red was standing in line at the little restaurant that served everything from fried clams to ice cream. There was a very long line of people and Red was at the back of it. He was waiting there, arms crossed, looking annoyed. 
“That sounds like a plan,” Nicole said, wishing she had more time to consider the offer. 
Erica was overjoyed, and said she’d call her first thing in the morning to nail things down. 
After hanging up, Nicole was deeply uneasy. 
Everything had been going so well up until now, she thought. Was it possible that this was the sign of their luck turning bad? 
“Kallie, could you bring the children back here please?” Nicole was once again shaken from her thoughts by the sound of a woman’s voice, loud and demanding. 
“Kallie?” More insistent this time. 
“Coming Mrs. Danvers!” the young woman—who Nicole could only assume was the aforementioned Kallie—called out from the shallow water, where she was holding a toddler in one arm, as another child splashed in the water beside her. Kallie started back toward the beach blanket with the one child in her arm and the other holding her hand. 
On the blanket, the owner of the demanding voice—a middle-aged woman with leathery skin and fake boobs—sat spraying herself with tanning lotion. 
Kallie came back and put the toddler down next to the woman, where he started to instantly try and get up and walk away. 
“Ben, come back here!” the woman yelled, not moving a muscle to stop him. 
Kallie laughed and knelt down, scooping him up. The girl giggled and jumped into the sand, kicking it so that it sprayed up. Some of it peppered the older woman, who scowled. 
“Kallie, is it too much to ask you to keep them from making a mess every single place they go? For God’s sake…” 
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Danvers,” the younger woman said. 
“They need to have sunscreen reapplied every two hours.” She lay back on her beach towel and adjusted her designer sunglasses. Mrs. Danvers had a manner and tone of voice that Nicole recognized as coming from someone who’d grown up wealthy, used to ordering people around her whole life. 
Nicole couldn’t even imagine treating people that way, but she was used to seeing a lot of this sort of behavior since marrying Red and moving in social circles that included the very richest of rich people. 
And now, vacationing with Red in The Hamptons, she seemed to have found a class of people that took the word entitled to a whole new level. 
Kallie went about putting on the sunscreen, diligently applying it to the two children who seemed intent on keeping her from doing the job at hand. 
Nicole had to give it to her—the young woman had a good attitude and kept a smile on her face better than Nicole would have done in that situation. 
Mrs. Danvers lay on her blanket like a log, occasionally opening her eyes to make a comment or to critique something about what Kallie was doing with the children— 
meanwhile never offering to help even once. 
Nicole was getting angrier and angrier as she watched the scene unfold. It was typical in its own way, especially in these parts. 
Still, Nicole kept her sunglasses on and tried to appear as though she were resting in the shade, rather than watching every moment of every interaction. 
Mrs. Danvers’s phone rang and she answered it as Kallie played and laughed with her children nearby. 
“Hello, Brad? Are you here?” Mrs. Danvers asked, sitting up on her elbow. Her fake breasts swayed as she moved. “I’ll bring the children to the car. Kallie can’t do it by herself, she’s been having a great deal of trouble all day.” 
Nicole watched Kallie’s expression, which didn’t change, even as the woman continued to belittle her. She was a beautiful girl, with sky blue eyes, honey blond hair, and the body of a dancer. 
No wonder Mrs. Danvers seemed so annoyed with her, Nicole thought. She was probably sick of looking at this natural, gorgeous girl and wondering why she couldn’t buy breasts and a face to equal hers. 
Nicole felt a little guilty for judging the older woman so harshly, but than again, she’d behaved terribly every single moment that Nicole had been watching so far. 
The older woman suddenly noticed Nicole looking in their direction. She stared directly back at Nicole without moving a muscle. “This is what you have to look forward to,” she said, in a hostile tone that was couched in humor. “Enjoy the piece and quiet while you still can.” 
Nicole didn’t respond, she just nodded slightly and turned away from the scene. 
“Kallie, it’s time to go,” the woman commanded loudly. “Could you help me get the children’s shoes on? Please remember to wipe their feet off beforehand, because otherwise there will be sand all over the Range Rover.” 
“Yes, Mrs. Danvers,” Kallie said. 
“And could you pack up everything and bring it up to the car, please?” 
Soon after, Mrs. Danvers collected the children and took them up the stairs to the lot and the waiting Range Rover, while Kallie was stuck trying to move all of the family’s beach paraphernalia by her lonesome. 
Nicole decided she couldn’t just sit there and not say something. So she slowly got up from her beach chair and walked to where the young woman was gathering the family’s things together. 
“I couldn’t help but notice that you needed some help.” 
Kallie looked up at her. “Oh, no! Please, I’m fine.” 
“Can I say something?” Nicole asked her. 
“Sure.” 
“And I hope this isn’t overstepping, since I don’t know you at all. But I was watching how you handled those children and I think you’re doing a great job.” 
Kallie brightened visibly. “I appreciate that,” she said, laughing. “Sometimes it feels like I’m just the worst nanny ever. And I wonder if the Danvers’s are going to send me on the first flight back to Ohio.” 
“Is that we’re you’re from?” 
“Born and raised,” Kallie said. 
“My name’s Nicole,” Nicole said, reaching out her hand. Kallie shook it with a grin. 
“Kallie Young.” 
“How long have you been working as a nanny?” 
The girl began folding the yellow beach blanket and Nicole bent down (with some effort) and grabbed two corners and helped her. 
“About six months. I always wanted to move to New York, and this opportunity came up and I couldn’t resist.” 
“I know how that goes,” Nicole laughed. “Believe me.” 
They folded the blanket and then Nicole helped her put away the rest of the materials and throw away the garbage. 
“I better get going,” Kallie said. “It was really nice meeting you, though. I swear--it’s like I’m invisible out here. You’re the first person I’ve met who’s really tried to have a conversation with me.” 
“Tell you the truth, I haven’t made many friends here myself,” Nicole said. 
“Maybe we can meet up for coffee or something. And then at least we’ll have one person to talk to.” 
“That would be really great,” Kallie said. “You can 
take my number if you want.” “Definitely.” Kallie 
smiled. “That would be great.” “We can exchange 
numbers, actually.” 
Nicole ran—well it was more of a quick shuffle—back to her chair and grabbed her cell phone. They input each other’s contact info into their phones, talking about how they should definitely try to meet up for coffee and bales. 
Then Kallie got the family’s things together all at once, and hauling it all like a Sherpa, went up the stairs and disappeared from sight. 
Red came back with two ice cream cones. “I thought you might want one, even though you said you didn’t.” 
She laughed. “You know me too well.” 
He handed the cone off to her. “I saw you talking with some girl. What was that all about?” 
Nicole licked her ice cream. It was delicious. As usual, Red knew exactly what she needed, sometimes before she even knew it herself. “She was this really nice nanny who was being given a hard time by the woman she worked for. I went over and chatted with her for a minute.” 
“So you made a friend?” he asked. 
“Actually, I think I did.” 


*** 
Kallie Young was sitting in the back of the Range Rover with the two children as Brad and Trina Danvers sat in the front seat, quietly stewing as they often seemed to do. 
It was odd how they would talk to one another in public and even pretend to be cuddly and affectionate, only to suddenly become quiet and distant in private. 
Was it all an act to impress others with how great their marriage was? Kallie wondered. 
And then she wondered, not for the first time, if she hadn’t made a huge mistake in coming to New York City to work for this couple. 
Back in Ohio she could have worked as a waitress, or continued going to school—she only had a semester and a half left—and then she would have completed her nursing degree at Ohio State. But Kallie wasn’t certain she wanted to be a nurse anymore, and she’d been feeling like she needed a change. 
When one of her brother’s friends offered to refer her to this nanny placement agency in New York City, it seemed like an opportunity that she couldn’t pass up. She was young, didn’t have any children or any major responsibilities yet. 
Being a New York nanny sounded romantic to her. Spending time with wealthy people, traveling, eating good food, getting culture, and taking care of children—all of which she enjoyed. 
So Kallie had taken the plunge and come to New York for the interview, and somehow, despite her lack of experience, she’d gotten the gig. 
And then she’d been placed with the Danvers family. 
It was like a movie—only rather than some charming, funny film starring Kate Hudson and Owen Wilson, it was a horror movie and Kallie was the last one to realize it. 
She was working for the meanest couple on earth, and they treated her like she was only a step above a convicted felon. 
Finally, mercifully, the car ride home from the beach ended, and they arrived back at the Hamptons house, which looked an awful lot like the beach house featured in the movie Something’s Gotta Give with Jack Nicholson and Diane Keaton. Outside it was large and weathered and rustic, inside it was completely modern, with every convenience. 
Unfortunately for Kallie, the similarities to the film ended there, because Brad and Trina Danvers were most certainly not Jack Nicholson and Diane Keaton. They were not witty, brimming with good humor and witty reposts. 



They were nasty, uptight, and the house felt gloomy to Kallie, despite its amazing décor and beautiful setting. 
“Kallie, please bring Ben and Melanie in and give them a bath,” Trina said. 
Brad got out of the car without a word to anyone and headed inside. 
So Kallie did as told. She brought the children inside and gave them a bath, and she tried her best to make it fun for them even if she was miserable inside. The truth was, Ben and Melanie were lovely children, if a little bratty and spoiled at times. Kallie had a feeling that as the years passed, the loveliness would recede and the ugliness of their privilege would come to the forefront. 
But for now, she enjoyed Ben and Melanie and did her best to connect with them and make them feel loved and cared for, even if Kallie herself felt like running away from the Danvers home and never coming back. 
After bath time was over, she got them dressed again and played with them for a couple of hours until dinner. 
Kallie hadn’t realized it, but she was not just a nanny, but a personal chef as well. 
Trina told her every day what meal to make, and then provided recipes which Kallie was to follow to the letter. If the ingredients weren’t all in the house, Kallie would go to the market and get them. 
Luckily, she was a decent enough cook. Coming from a very large, traditional family and having five brothers, she and her mother had made most of the meals. Now Kallie had to do it all on her own for the first time, but at least there were less mouths to feed. 
Tonight’s dinner was chicken breast, seasoned with only the particular ingredients that Trina had allowed Kallie to use—and any deviations would be noticed and commented upon. 
“We have the charity ball on the eighteenth,” Trina told Brad as Kallie brought food to the table for everyone. 
“What’s a charity?” Melanie asked. She was only four years old, but very bright for her age. 
Trina and Brad ignored her question. 
“I thought we were cancelling,” Brad replied, staring at the food in front of him with more interest than he’d shown in anything all day. 
“Why would we cancel?” Trina replied, her voice betraying her annoyance. 
“What’s a charity?” 
“Quiet, Melanie—mommy and daddy are talking,” Trina said. 
“This looks good,” Brad said. He speared a chicken breast and moved it to his own plate. 
“Is it a bit dry, though?” Trina wondered. “Did you use the chicken stock the way I told you to?” 
“I did,” Kallie said. “Maybe I needed more.” 
“Probably. It’s looking rather dry.” 
Brad was already digging in as Kallie served the rest of the family. The sides were roasted potatoes, green beans. 
Discussion moved on from the charity ball to gossip about some of the friends in their Hamptons clique. Brad and Trina discussed who was rumored to be having an affair or what couple was said to be ready to divorce—who was broke and who was richer than all the rest. 
Somehow, the conversation always came down to money. 
Kallie tuned them out, instead choosing to make little jokes and wink at the children, keeping their attention on the meal and also keeping them relatively quiet. If they got bored and started to act out, she would likely take the blame. 
After dinner, the parents retreated to their separate spaces in the house. Brad would go have an imported beer and watch sports in the den, while Trina would get on the phone with one of her friends and have a glass of red wine. 
Meanwhile, Kallie played for another couple of hours with Melanie and Ben. At bedtime, she made sure they washed their faces and brushed their teeth, went to the bathroom. And then she put them both to bed. 
In the beginning, she’d assumed that Trina and Brad would want to say goodnight and tuck their children in, but Trina had made it sparkling clear that she had no interest in doing so. 
Tonight was no different. 
“Good night, sweet boy,” Kallie said softly to Ben as he cuddled in his bed with the moonlight streaming in and shining on his smooth, round face. 
“Night Kallieeeee,” he cooed back. He could be so sweet, she thought, especially when he was tired out from a long day. 
Then she went to Melanie’s bed. “Good night, sweet girl.” 
“I had fun,” Melanie rasped in her little girl voice. 
“Me too,” Kallie said. “You’re so much fun to play with!” 
“Will you always play with me?” 
“Of course.” 
The little girl smiled from ear to ear. “And you’ll never leave.” 
Kallie winced a little. “You go to sleep now, little one.” She gave her a peck on the forehead and then left the room, breathing a deep sigh of relief to finally have a little time to herself. 
The end of the day was the one time where she could truly relax, although she was usually too exhausted from her grueling schedule and the anxiety of working for Trina and Ben to ever really enjoy it. 
But tonight was different. Kallie went to her bedroom and closed the door, changed into her nightgown, and climbed into bed with the book she’d begun reading a few days ago. 
The novel was Blue Horizon, by Hunter Reardon. There was a picture of him on the back flap and every time she opened the book she stared at him. 
He was too good looking to be true, she thought. Probably they’d photo-shopped it to death, or maybe even hired a model to stand in for the writer. He was dark haired, and although his hair was shaggy, it suited him. He had a lean, angular face and piercing eyes. Hunter (or the model pretending to play him) wasn’t exactly smiling in the photograph. Instead he seemed to be brooding, as if the photographer had snapped the picture when he’d least expected it. 
Enough of that, Kallie thought, curling up under the covers and turning to the most recent page, about midway through the book. Blue Horizon was a thriller, and she remembered that the film had come out a couple of years ago and been insanely popular—it had starred Channing Tatum and Amanda Seyfried. 
Kallie had never seen the film, though, and she’d only picked up the book because it had been in one of those bargain bins at the bookstore, and she’d liked the title and thought she needed something to do to relax at the end of the day. 
Only now she was completely and totally hooked. It was as if she knew these characters in real life and her heart was pounding every time she read a new scene and wondered how things would turn out for the hero and heroine. One of the cool things about Blue Horizon was that it had two strong lead characters—and an awesome romance on top of a pulse pounding thriller storyline. 
Smiling as she read, Kallie lost herself in the book totally, forgetting where she was or how homesick she’d been lately—forgetting everything but the story. 
Suddenly she was startled by a sharp knock on her bedroom door. Kallie sat up guiltily, as if she’d been doing something wrong. “Yes?” 
“Hey, it’s Brad. Can I come in?” 
“Oh—uh…sure.” She put the book to the side and sat with the covers over her waist, feeling oddly exposed. 
Brad entered with a sheepish grin. He was holding his imported beer and she could tell from his eyes that he was “buzzing.” When she’d first met him, Kallie had thought he was handsome in a sort of California surfer dude way, but then she’d gotten to know him and now she found him distinctly unattractive and didn’t particularly like to be around him. 
“Hey, Kallie.” He glanced around the room. “Is this comfortable enough for you? Probably a lot different than the college dorms.” 
“I was living off campus,” she said, trying to pull the covers further up, angry with herself for putting on this little nightgown instead of something less revealing. 
His eyes landed on her and lingered for a moment, but then he broke off and looked elsewhere. “Yeah, so, I just wanted to swing by and tell you how great a job you’ve been doing lately.” 
This was unexpected. A compliment? Kallie tried to think of the last time either of the parents had said so much as a thank you, and came up blank. “I really appreciate that,” she said, and she honestly did. 
“I know it can be tough sometimes.” His gaze focused on her again. “We’re so busy and Trina expects so much of everyone. I feel the pressure too, believe me.” He grinned and Kallie couldn’t help but smile in return. 
“It must be tough when you work long hours and have little kids,” she said. 
He nodded. “It is tough, but I do feel badly that I haven’t been more welcoming toward you and made you feel appreciated. We do appreciate your work and your effort—it’s been super helpful.” 
“Thanks. That means a lot.” 
“Well,” he said, sipping from his beer and seeming to want to come in or say something else—“I guess I’ll let you catch up on some much needed sleep. Good night, Kallie.” 
“Good night, Brad,” she said. 
And then he stepped out of the room and closed the door, and she heard his footsteps receding down the hall. 


*** 
For the first time, Nicole felt like something was off between her and Red during sex. 
Maybe it was too early in the morning and that had something to do with it. But somehow Red had gone to the bathroom and she’d woken up, and then when he’d come to bed, they’d started kissing and touching—and one thing had led to another. 
All of which sounded amazing in theory…Except that something wasn’t quite right. 
She couldn’t put her finger on exactly why she felt this way, because he had been completely loving and generous and sensitive, as always. She’d climaxed multiple times, and Red had also finished. 
But there had been that moment, in the beginning. Red had been treating her so gently, caressing her softly, and she’d tilted her butt up and actually taken his hand and tried to make him spank her ass. 
Red had laughed, rubbing her behind softly instead, and basically blowing off her request for some slightly rougher play. 
At the time it had hardly registered, but suddenly Nicole saw it as emblematic of what was missing. 
Red was holding her from behind now, spooning her the way she liked, as Nicole tried to relax and tell herself it was just crazy hormones (a convenient excuse used to blame just about everything she felt these days). 
“You okay?” he whispered, nuzzling her neck. As always, Red knew things without Nicole even needing to tell him what was happening. 
She sighed. “I want to ask you the same question.” 
“I’m great,” he rasped. “Well, I’m kind of tired, since it’s not even six in the morning, but other than that…” 
“I feel like you’re being different with me,” she said. 
“Different how?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“Well how can I answer this accusation if you can’t even explain it?” 
“It’s not an accusation,” she said, pulling away from him slightly. 
“Hey, where are you going?” 
She sat up and grabbed a large t-shirt and pulled it on over her bare torso. “I don’t want to lie in bed naked looking like a beached whale.” 
“Nicole, don’t say that,” he warned her. 
She knew he hated when she commented negatively on her body since she’d really begun putting on the baby weight. 
“It’s just how I feel.” She turned toward him. He, as always, looked to be in spectacular shape, which didn’t help matters. “Couldn’t you at least have gained some sympathy weight? You look trimmer than ever!” 
Red’s expression was momentarily stunned. “What? You’re mad at me now for not gaining weight? Nicole…seriously…” 
“I am being serious.” She looked at him. “You’re not the same. Something’s changed with you and I know it’s not just my imagination.” 
Now he sat up, still unabashedly naked. He didn’t need or want to cover up anything, Nicole thought. No wonder he couldn’t possibly relate to how she was feeling right now. “Nothing’s changed with me, Nicole.” His eyes burned into hers. “Nothing. 
I love you more than anything in the world.” 
She thought about what she was sensing from him, and she closed her eyes and tried to articulate it. “I know you love me, but I can’t help but wonder why you don’t spank me anymore.” 
She heard him laugh. “Is that what this is about?” 
Nicole opened her eyes. “It’s not funny. And it’s not just about spanking. You don’t want to do any of it anymore. We have sex, but you don’t treat me the way you used to treat me.” 
Red seemed flabbergasted by her revelation. His mouth hung open and he just shook his head. “I don’t know. I never even thought about that part of things. I guess over time I’ve outgrown it?” 
“I don’t believe that.” 
“But I’m telling you, it’s not a problem for me. I enjoy making love to you.” He slid closer to her and grabbed her hand. “You can tell how much I enjoy having sex. We do it just as often, if not more, than we ever did.” 
Nicole looked him in the eye. “You stopped spanking me. Why did you stop? 
Tell me the truth.” 
He blew air out of his nostrils in frustration. “Well I’m certainly not going to spank my pregnant wife. What if I hurt the baby somehow?” 
“Hurt the baby? Are you kidding me, Red?” 
Now he was angry. His cheeks flushed. “No, I’m not kidding. I’m not going to slap and tie up my seven months pregnant wife. I think that would be bizarre.” 
Nicole’s eyes were wet. “I want you to want me just the way you always have.” 
“And I do.” He squeezed her hand and she pulled away. 
“I don’t think so.” 
“Give me a chance to show you,” he said. “Let me love you, let me hold you.” 
And he pulled her in close and kissed her lips and cheek. His hand cupped her breast over her t-shirt. 
“I know you love me, I’m just being crazy.” 
“You’re fine. You’re perfect.” 
“I don’t want things to change between us, Red. Promise me they won’t change.” 
He looked into her eyes. “I promise they won’t change.” 
“Ever?” 
“Ever,” he said. 
*** 
Kallie’s alarm woke her at a just before six a.m. and it was painful to open her eyes. She turned off the alarm and moaned, looking at the novel sitting next to her in bed as if it was her sworn enemy. It lay there—inert, dog-eared, with maybe only seventy or a hundred pages left to read. She’d ended up staying up far later than she should have, completely engrossed in the story. 
Even now, as exhausted as she was, Kallie had the thought of trying to squeeze in another fifteen minutes of reading time before she got up for the day. 
But no, that would never do. 
As it was, Kallie had just enough time to grab a quick shower, shave her legs and get dressed. 
And then it was time to go in and wake Ben and Melanie, get them dressed and down for breakfast. Cereal was rarely good enough for the Danvers kids. Kallie was expected to make them eggs or pancakes or French toast, and oftentimes Trina left Kallie 
“healthy” recipes to follow that used turkey bacon or “whole” ingredients so that the kids weren’t eating anything too sugary or fattening. 
The one bright spot for Kallie was that this was the day where Trina would actually take Ben and Melanie to the country club and leave Kallie at home alone. It seemed as though Trina occasionally liked to take the kids to the club and show them off, so she could pretend that she was actually parenting them (which was why Kallie was conspicuously never invited to join them on these forays). 
In any case, it was just fine with her. She would have time to catch up on the laundry, do a bit of light cleaning, and maybe even finish reading Blue Horizon before Trina and the kids returned early that afternoon. 
Normally, Brad would have already left for work, since he tended to work long days as it was. Apparently the compromise was that he left around five in the morning and came back around five or six at night. He was still working twelve-hour days, but made it home early enough to keep up appearances. 
Kallie had Ben and Melanie ready and eating breakfast, and then Trina came down before long to collect them for their weekly trek to the country club. Trina was very put together in her blouse, skirt heels, with glittering diamond earrings and a diamond bracelet to match. 
“Help me get Melanie and Ben out the door, please, Kallie,” she said, without looking at her. 
“Absolutely, Mrs. Danvers. You look lovely, by the way.” 
Trina nodded but didn’t really respond to her compliment. Instead, she grabbed her purse and grabbed her phone, texting in the kitchen as Kallie washed the children’s sticky hands and hurried them to the front door. 
At the last moment, Trina took them by the hand and turned to Kallie. Kallie thought for a split second that the woman was going to thank her for getting everyone up and ready. Instead, she merely said, “We really need a few loads of laundry done this morning. It’s getting messy in the laundry room and we’re running low on towels.” 
“Absolutely, I’ll get to it right away.” 
“I’ve heard that before,” she drawled in her rich Hampton’s accent, which made her sound simultaneously bored and frustrated with Kallie’s stupidity and incompetence. 
And then Trina Danvers was gone and Kallie was closing the front door, thankful that she finally had a moment of peace and some time to herself. 
Smiling as she thought about Blue Horizon and reading it out on the back deck with a cup of coffee, Kallie ran up to her room and grabbed the book. Then she went downstairs to the kitchen and made herself coffee and toast. 
She figured to have anywhere from two to three hours before Trina arrived home, after which the older woman would certainly disappear and make sure that Kallie didn’t have another free minute until late that night, when the kids went to bed again. 
Kallie walked outside, bringing a plate with the toast on it, and her coffee, and set everything on the glass patio table. She sat down and opened Blue Horizon, first glancing at Hunter Reardon’s picture and then going to the first page, which was just a one-line dedication. 
I wrote this book because you said that it was the one thing you looked forward
to, and that was enough for me. 

Kallie wondered whom it was meant for. Most inscriptions were written to someone in particular. Usually it was, “For my wife,” or “To Mom, because you always believed in me.” But this dedication was to someone secret, a person unnamed. Was it a woman, an ex-lover—a sibling, perhaps? 
She didn’t know why she cared. Maybe it was because she was so gripped by the characters and the story, and it made her curious about the author. Well, that and his picture. 
Eating her toast and sipping her coffee, Kallie finally picked up the book where she’d left off late last night. She was so entranced that she didn’t even notice the shadow falling across the patio table. 
“What’cha reading?” 
Kallie jumped, knocking her coffee over. She looked up and saw Brad Danvers standing in front of her wearing his bathrobe, his hair mussed as if he’d only just woken up. 
“Oh my god, you totally scared me,” she breathed, putting a hand to her chest. 
“Sorry about that,” he laughed. “I guess I move around too quietly sometimes.” 
Flustered, Kallie grabbed her napkin and dabbed at the spill. “I didn’t realize anyone else was still here.” 
“So you decided to goof off instead of working?” 
Kallie glanced up at him, fearing he was angry with her. But Brad was just grinning good-naturedly at her. 
“I was going to eat and then get right to the laundry,” she explained, still dabbing at the spill and wishing he’d just go away. 
“Relax, I’m messing with you, Kallie,” Brad said, walking closer and putting a hand on her shoulder. 
Her instinct was to flinch and move away from his touch, but she didn’t want to insult him. After all, Brad was just trying to be nice, even if his being nice was making her feel awkward and a little skeeved out. 
“I should get to that laundry though,” she said, rising and grabbing her dishes as she went. 
Brad picked up the book and glanced at it. “Shit, I remember this. I only saw the movie though. It was pretty awesome. When’s the sequel coming out?” 
Kallie glanced back at him. A part of her actually felt violated—she loved that book so much, it was like her private escape away from this existence that she was stuck in with the Danvers family. And now Brad was intruding on her safe haven, touching and fondling her book and asking all kinds of questions she didn’t want to answer. 
“I don’t know. I never saw the movie.” She forced a smile and walked into the kitchen, praying he would take the hint and leave her alone. 
Instead he followed her into the kitchen, still holding her  book. He was riffling through the pages as he stood just inside the doorway, leaning casually against the wall. 
“I really need to read more. I used to love reading when I was in college.” 
Kallie placed her dishes in the sink and threw her napkin into the trash. She turned and Brad was staring at her. 
“Hey,” he said. “Maybe I could read this when you’re finished?” 
She shrugged, inwardly recoiling at the thought. “Sure.” 
“And then we could maybe discuss it after. Kind of like our own little private book club.” He flashed another grin. 
Kallie sighed. “Anyway, I should probably get to that laundry now…” 
“Yeah, of course, of course. Totally.” He nodded repetitively and put the book down on the kitchen table. 
Kallie wanted to scream at him. Leave me and my book alone, asshole. But she knew that wouldn’t go over too well, so she kept her lips sealed, tried to smile enough that he wouldn’t sense her anger. 
Kallie walked past him and down the hallway to the laundry room. The laundry room wasn’t very big, given how large most of the other rooms were in this house. It smelled of detergent and damp clothes. 
Kallie entered the room, breathing a sigh of relief that she finally was able to get away from Brad. Up until recently, he’d been mostly removed from her day-to-day existence here, and she liked it that way. The times where he was around, he hadn’t been particularly friendly, and she found she liked him even less now that he was trying to be nicer. Brad’s version of nice was kind of creeping her out. 
She’d already brought down a basket of dirty clothes and then there were clothes in the dryer that she needed to take out and fold. 
As Kallie began filling the washing machine with the dirty stuff, she heard footsteps approaching just outside. Her stomach rolled and twisted. 
Please just be passing by on your way to one of the other rooms. Please don’t
come in here. 

And then, out of the corner of her eye, Kallie saw Brad’s shadow in the hall and then he came into full view. “I haven’t been in this room in a long time—I think since we bought the place!” he chuckled, making his way into the tiny room. 
Kallie glanced up at him and smiled. “Yeah.” Then she went back to her work, trying to look even busier than she needed to, bending down to pull the clothes from the basket and tossing them inside the washer. 
“I feel bad, you always having to do everything,” he said. “I know you’re well compensated, but still.” He stood there for a moment. “Let me help you with that.” 
“I can do it,” she said. “It’s my job.” 
“I know, I know. Just take a little help, will you?” Another chuckle as he came closer and stood over her. 
She didn’t like this at all. She could feel his eyes on her and now she was aware of her clothing choice, and how when she bent over, there was a large gap of skin between her halter-top and her shorts. He was probably staring at her lower back right now—she didn’t want to look up and catch him doing it. 
He seemed to notice the empty basket in front of the dryer. Suddenly, he reached and opened the dryer door. “Are these clean?” he asked. 
“Yes.” She offered no further information. 
“Cool. I’ll put this stuff in the basket, then.” He began pulling the clothes out. 
Kallie and Brad started to work beside one another. Brad’s body was positioned closer to hers than it needed to be, and she noticed that he would sometimes twist in such a way that his elbow or arm would make slight contact with hers. 
She moved a slight step to her left in order to gain space. 
“Huh. Look at this.” Brad straightened. 
Kallie looked and saw that he was holding a pair of her panties. They were black and a little sexier than she would have liked, given the circumstance. 
She felt her face flush, but said nothing. 
Brad was staring at her panties, holding them up to the light. “Victoria Secret?” 
“I don’t know,” she said, her voice barely getting above a whisper. She was mortified and getting more and more uncomfortable by the second. 
This was like a bad dream and she just wanted to wake up already. 
Brad tossed the panties into the laundry basket. “Let me tell you, Kallie. Most women would kill to have a body like yours. Trina’s been trying to get in that kind of shape, but since she had children…” he shook his head sadly. “She tries though, you know?” 
“I think she’s beautiful,” Kallie replied. 
Brad nodded. “Oh, yeah. She tries and she’s pretty hot for her age and considering she’s pumped out a couple of tots recently.” 
Pumped out a couple of tots? 

What was wrong with him? She wondered. And then she happened to catch a whiff of his breath and she thought she smelled the distinct scent of alcohol. 
He reached into the dryer and pulled out the rest of the clothes. He found yet another item that interested him—one of Kallie’s bathing suit bottoms. It was a yellow bikini bottom, and he held it up for inspection. “Man oh man, but I bet you get plenty of looks when you wear this to the beach. Am I right?” 
“I don’t know.” She almost told him to stop, that he was making her uncomfortable—but she couldn’t bring herself to say that. Maybe he was just trying to be nice and complimentary and didn’t know how badly it was coming off. 
“Kallie, you must have had tons of boyfriends in college. A girl like you, with a rocking body and beautiful face—tell me, did you date some football stud?” 
She shook her head. “No, I didn’t. I didn’t date much at all, actually.” She tried to smile—because she’d been trained to smile no matter what—and then started to move past him. “I should go upstairs and do a little more clean up.” 
“What about the wet stuff? Aren’t you going to put it in the dryer? And those clothes need folding, too,” he said, pointing at the things he’d placed in the basket. Her yellow bikini bottom was lying at the top of the heap, accusingly, as if she’d done something wrong in including it with the rest of the family’s clothes. As if she’d invited his looks and remarks with her choice of outfits. 
“I just remembered, there’s some stuff upstairs I should get to first.” 
“Kallie, why are you being like that?” he said, hurt. He was now officially blocking the doorway, and it was just the two of them in this small room. 
Suddenly, the metallic taste of fear was in her mouth and her whole body was tingling. “I’m not being anything, Brad. I just need to—“ 
“I like when you say my name,” he smiled. His eyes bored into her insistently. 
“Please, I really should go.” 
“Hey,” he said, reaching out and touching her upper arm. “Relax, Kallie. Jeez, you’re being so weird and uptight right now.” 
“Can I just go?” 
His eyes hardened. “No, you can’t just go. I’m your boss, remember?” 
She swallowed, averting his gaze and backing up. “I’m sorry. I know you’re my boss, but I’m getting behind schedule.” 
“Come on, Kallie. What do you expect from me?” 
“I don’t understand. I feel uncomfortable.” 
“Uncomfortable with what? We’re just talking.” 
“I know. But can I please go?” 
“I already told you, no. Stop asking.” He folded his arms. “Man, I don’t get what your problem is. Did I do something to offend you?” 
She shook her head, desperately thinking how she could get away from him without things escalating. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I just—I feel kind of sick.” 
“Well, sure. You’re freaking out because we’ve pushed you too hard. Let me help you, Kallie. Come over here for a sec.” 
She didn’t move, but he did. He walked over to her and placed his hands on her shoulders and began rubbing them, massaging her aggressively. 
“Can you please not do that?” she whimpered. She could smell the alcohol on him even more clearly now, and it definitely wasn’t her imagination. 
“Do what? I’m just trying to help you chill out. Release your shoulders a little bit. Breathe. Come on, Kallie.” 
She was at a crossroads now. If she really screamed or tried to run away, he might stop her and then she’d truly be in trouble. Kallie didn’t want to believe something like that was really happening to her. “Okay, I’m better now,” she said. 
“Better?” He kept his hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. And then he leaned in and tried to kiss her. 
Kallie pulled away from him. Her back was against the large storage cabinet now. “Don’t do that,” she said. 
“What the heck is your problem?” 
“I don’t want to kiss you. You’re married and you’re my boss.” 
And then he laughed. He laughed like she’d just said the funniest thing he’d ever heard in his life. “Kallie, you really are naïve. It’s The Hamptons. This is the way it is around here—ask anyone. And I mean anyone. We hire cute nanny’s to take care of our kids, and then we get a little something extra on the side. It’s no big deal, even though you might think it is, coming from Ohio.” 
“I just want to go right now. Please.” 
“No.” 
She was feeling like she might cry. “Why can’t I go?” 
“Because.” He smirked. “Because I said so. I’m your boss. You really don’t get how this works, do you? Ask anyone, Kallie, and they’ll tell you. Part of your job is to do what I say, when I say it—including this little bonus thing I’m explaining to you.” 
“And does Trina know about it?” Kallie said, meeting his gaze. “Would she tell me how silly I’m being?” 
Brad’s jaw set. “Part of the deal is that the nanny keeps her mouth shut. Of course, the wives understand that this goes on. Why on earth would my wife be dumb enough to hire a hot little piece of tail like you if she didn’t know, on some level, that I would be staring and salivating all day long? If she didn’t know, on some level, that you and I might be attracted to one another?” 
“I’m not attracted to you.” 
He grinned. “Your nipples beg to differ, Kallie. They’re hard and I can see them through that itty bitty shirt you’ve got on.” 
“Do not talk to me like this. I don’t want to stand in this room with you anymore. 
Just let me go, okay?” 
Brad sighed. “Look, obviously we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. I’m sorry if I hadn’t made things clear between us. I’m sorry if I upset you. Forgive me?” 
Kallie barely nodded but didn’t answer him. “Can I please go now?” 
“Just tell me you forgive me.” 
“I forgive you.” 
“Now give me a hug.” He walked to her again, hugging her without her reciprocating, and then his lips were on her neck and his hands were groping her ass, squeezing, pulling her hips into his hard erection. 
“No!” She screamed. “Leave me alone!” She pushed against his chest with all her might—fear and adrenaline seemed to give her a burst of strength that surprised both of them. 
Brad stumbled back and fell over the laundry basket, his face a mask of surprise. 
“Fuck!” he shouted, as he landed on his butt, elbows hitting the floor, the basket spilling clothes everywhere. 
Kallie ran out of the laundry room and sprinted down the hallway, then out the front door. Her breath was already coming in gasps and she was crying in fear and anger and confusion. 
The whole thing was a blur. She kept running, remembering her days in track and field in high school, starting to find a rhythm now, pacing herself as she made her way down the driveway and onto the narrow forest road. 
She didn’t even know where she was going. She just knew that she was going to get far, far away from the Danvers’s home. 


*** 
Sometimes life was just plain weird, and you got dragged into situations you’d never imagined yourself being in. 
So it was that Nicole found herself at Bottle and Cradle, a boutique baby store, ready to go shopping for baby clothes with Erica Jameson—the same woman who’d viciously insulted her not so long ago. 
She didn’t quite know how Erica was so adept at worming her way into spending more time together than originally planned, but suddenly lunch had become brunch and then that had turned into Erica and Nicole meeting at eight-thirty in the morning at Bottle and Cradle. 
Erica was standing beside the entrance to the store with a big, sunny smile on her face when Nicole arrived. 
Nicole got slowly out of the car, and then walked to greet her mother-in-law with a hug. Erica squeezed her warmly and pecked her on the cheek. 
“You are positively glowing, Nicole.” 
“Did you say glowing or growing?” Nicole joked. 
Erica laughed. “I know how it feels when you get to this point and you just want to get the darn thing out of you already. But believe me, it will be here before you know it.” 
“I’m sure you’re right.” 
“Shall we?” Erica asked, and then opened the door without waiting for a response. 
The two of them walked into the store, and the little chime announced their entrance. A perky salesgirl approached and asked if they needed help finding anything in particular. 
“I think we’ll just browse for now, darling,” Erica told her, looking around and making a beeline towards the clothing racks and shelves of baby accessories. “It’s so fun to shop for a newborn or even a baby that’s not yet arrived. I swear, nothing gives me more pleasure than to buy an outfit and imagine it on your tiny little baby girl.” 
Nicole smiled tightly. She and Red had agreed that they wouldn’t be purchasing baby items (not clothes or diapers or any of it) until much closer to the birth of the child. 
The truth was, they were being nervous and somewhat superstitious. It felt like they’d be tempting fate if they started counting their chickens before they hatched, so to speak. 
Red hadn’t even wanted to set up a nursery or paint a room in their house to prepare for the little girl’s arrival. He was at least as jumpy as Nicole was about the pregnancy, and the idea of going through another miscarriage was so horrifying to him that he wouldn’t even utter the word. 
Nonetheless, Nicole and he both knew the specter of another miscarriage hung over this pregnancy like a pall, and they avoided it like the proverbial elephant in the room. 
Still, even with her fears and doubts, she hadn’t been able to say no to Erica’s kind offer to buy the unborn baby a few outfits. It was such a sweet gesture, and she seemed to be trying hard to rebuild the trust that had been destroyed on her fateful visit those months back. 
“Oh, look at these little socks. Adorable!” Erica squealed, holding up the tiniest pair of pink socks that Nicole had ever seen. 
“Those are some cute ones,” Nicole agreed. 
“We should get them. Don’t you think?” Erica waved at the salesgirl. “Excuse me, but could you bring me over a cart please?” 
Nicole felt bad for the salesgirl. They could easily have walked the twenty feet and gotten their own cart. But the girl dutifully brought one to Erica, smiling and commenting on how lovely her outfit choices were. 
Already, Erica had grabbed a little red dress, light blue pants, and a tiny pair of booties. 
She tossed all of them into the cart, which she then took from the salesgirl without a word. 
Nicole thanked the salesgirl as she passed, and then went back to following Erica around the store as the older woman picked items up, seemingly at random, and tossed them into her cart. 
While they walked, Erica talked almost nonstop, while Nicole listened to her various opinions, non-sequiturs and random observations. 
“You know, I’m so impressed with how you and Red are managing this pregnancy,” Erica said, as the cart continued to fill with tiny items of clothing. She flung another dress into the mounting pile of clothes. 
“I’m just trying to survive,” Nicole said. 
“Of course it seems that way, but you’ve actually done something I never would have thought possible.” 
“What’s that?” 
Erica stopped and pawed through a rack of miniature pajamas. “Red has always dated the most beautiful women in the world,” she said. “I’m not revealing any secrets by saying that, am I?” 
“No, of course not,” Nicole said, but she was getting warning pangs of tension in her stomach suddenly. 
“Because this is really a compliment to you, Nicole.” She looked at Nicole with a little smile. “I’m truly shocked that you finally got that boy to settle down.” 
“I didn’t force it on him.” 
Erica selected one of the pajama outfits and tossed it into the cart. “Obviously he loves you. Obviously. What I mean to say is, I always thought he’d be very uncomfortable with a normal woman. I never thought Red could be with a woman who would age and get pregnant and have perhaps a case of varicose veins, or maybe even some cellulite on her thighs.” 
Nicole suddenly felt more unattractive than she’d felt in quite some time. “I don’t think I have varicose veins,” she said sharply. “Maybe you can point them out for me.” 
“Not you, darling. I was speaking in general terms. The notion of Red being with any woman who might start to be less than perfect with age, or because of life circumstance—I just couldn’t picture him doing it. Until you came along.” 
“Thanks, I guess.” 
“It’s a big compliment. He must really love you, Nicole, because I would have sworn that man would end up like Hugh Hefner—in a series of vapid relationships with empty headed beauty queens who wanted nothing but fame and money and their face on the cover of some ridiculous magazine.” 
“I didn’t realize you thought so little of Red. He’s not like that at all.” 
Erica smiled and gave her a narrow-eyed sidelong glance. “Are you sure about that?” 
“Yes.” 
“Good, then. I like to be proven wrong, as much as it may seem otherwise.” She threw another pink shirt into the cart. “And look at how happy you are. The best revenge, as they say, is living well.” 
Nicole nodded brusquely and then they continued up to the register to check out. 
When they arrived, Erica yawned and shook her head. “Excuse me, but is there a restroom I can use?” 
The salesgirl was unsure. “We have one, but it’s usually reserved for employees.” 
“Oh, I’ll just be a minute. If you could ring her up and I’ll just run and powder my nose.” 
“Sure. Just go back through the door behind me and it’s on your right.” 
Nicole watched as Erica basically left her holding the bag at the register, prancing off to the back of the store so she could use the restroom while Nicole paid for everything. 
The salesgirl started ringing up the nearly two-dozen items that Erica had so generously picked out for Nicole’s baby. 
Nicole was boiling inside, furious at herself for being duped so easily by Red’s manipulative mother. How could she have let herself believe that this nasty old crone had suddenly become the world’s sweetest pussycat? 
She knew that she should have refused to pay for the things that Erica had so brazenly handed to her at the last second. But then again, Nicole thought that it was easier to just get through the next little bit of time she had to spend with the woman and then make sure to never fall for her crap again. 
Erica was probably hoping that Nicole would be angry or give her a piece of her mind for being so thoughtless and presumptive. But Nicole wouldn’t make the same mistake she’d made the last time they’d had words, when she’d let her temper flare. 
Erica had used that moment to capitalize and create more drama. 
When the items were all nicely folded and put away in bags, the salesgirl gave her a big smile. “Your total comes to six hundred and seventy-nine dollars.” 
Nicole sighed and handed over her credit card. 
Erica was still nowhere in sight as Nicole brought her bags to the car and loaded them in the trunk. 
Finally, just as she was slamming the trunk closed with an angry ka-thunk, Red’s mother came waltzing out of the store. “So, are you ready for lunch?” 
Nicole was about to reply, but Erica answered her own question. “Of course you’re ready for lunch—look at you.” 
Nicole almost—almost—told her what she could do with her baby clothes and her opinions. But just when she was almost ready to blow her stack entirely, she heard the distinctive sound of her cell phone ringing. 
The nasty comeback died on her lips and she gratefully reached into her purse and retrieved her phone. 
The Caller ID read: Kallie. 
Normally, she’d never take a non-emergency call when she was spending time with someone else, but Erica didn’t deserve Nicole’s courtesy. “I just need to take this call,” Nicole said. 
Erica’s lips pursed, but she kept quiet. 
“Hello?” Nicole answered. There was no reply. Maybe it had been an accident— 
maybe Kallie hadn’t meant to call her at all. 
“Hello?” she asked one more time. 
And then she heard crying. Faintly, someone tried to speak. 
“I can’t hear you,” Nicole said, putting a hand over her ear and turning away from Erica, as if trying to block out the woman’s presence entirely. 
“Ni…Nicole?” the girl stuttered on the other end. 
“Kallie, is that you?” 
“Ye—yes.” 
“What’s wrong?” she asked. Suddenly her heart was pounding. She could tell something awful had happened, but couldn’t even begin to imagine what it was. 
“I…I didn’t know who else to call.” 
“It’s okay. Tell me what happened.” 
“I had to leave the house. I ran…I’m…I’m on the corner of Burk and Hawthorne.” 
Nicole wasn’t sure where that was, but she could use the GPS to find her. “Are you safe right now?” 
“I…I don’t know. I think so.” 
“Do you want me to call the police?” 
“No.” The girl’s voice grew louder, more insistent. “Please, please don’t call the police.” 
“Are you hurt in any way?” 
There was a long pause. “I’m not hurt.” 
“Listen, I’m coming right now—I’m on my way, Kallie. Tell me the address again? Give me a house number.” 
Kallie told her an address and then Nicole got off the phone and looked over to Erica, who was watching her with an anxious and somewhat mistrustful expression. “Is something wrong, Nicole?” 
“I’m so sorry, Erica, but something’s come up. An emergency situation.” 
“Tell me what’s happened.” 
“I’m not even sure, but I have to go. I’m sorry.” 
Erica came towards her. “Well, let me come help with whatever’s going on. 
You’re in no position to deal with any intense stress right now—“ 
Nicole shook her head. “I need to go by myself, Erica. I’ll call you and…” she started for her car. “We’ll talk, okay? Thank you so much for the baby clothes!” she yelled, getting in the front seat. 
Red’s mother stared after her, and Nicole couldn’t help but be grimly satisfied that their little date had been unceremoniously been cut short. She didn’t want to spend another millisecond with that woman, and now she didn’t have to. And she wasn’t feeling guilty about it, either. 
She drove out of the lot and watched her rearview mirror as Erica Jameson grew smaller and smaller and then faded entirely from view. 


*** 
The sky had darkened soon after Kallie had hung up after speaking to Nicole, and the clouds had rolled in. Then it had begun to spit and drizzle and now it was a drenching downpour. 
Kallie stood by the side of the road and shivered in her shorts and thin halter top, water dripping into her eyes. She felt like a wet poodle. 
When Nicole finally drove up alongside her and stopped, Kallie burst into fresh tears, she was so relieved. 
She opened the passenger side door and got inside, ashamed to even look at the kind woman who’d known her for all of five minutes, and yet she’d driven out here to pick her up upon request. “I’m really sorry about this,” she said through chattering teeth. 
The pregnant woman (who didn’t even look a day over twenty-one) just gazed at her with concern. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?” 
Kallie nodded. “I’m fine. I’m just kind of shaken up from everything.” 
“Where do you want to go?” 
Kallie sat there. “I guess I don’t have anywhere to go. And I don’t know anyone around here. That’s why I called you.” 
“Well do you want to come home with me for now? We can figure it out from there. But either way, it’s up to you.” 
“I don’t want to put you out.” 
“It’s no trouble,” Nicole said. “Come on, we’ll get you warm and dry and give you a meal and then you can decide what’s next.” 
Kallie nodded with relief and gratitude. “Thank you, Nicole.” 
“No problem.” Nicole started to drive. 
Kallie couldn’t help but watch the woman from the corner of her eye. Something about Nicole was so unique, so different from anyone else Kallie had met around here. 
She was clearly young, but at the same time, possessed a self-assuredness that was very rare. Kallie could tell that Nicole wasn’t afraid to stand up and do the right thing, to take chances. This woman wouldn’t have let Brad and Trina treat her so poorly. 
And the other thing that was totally different about her: most people would have been peppering Kallie with all sorts of questions right now, but Nicole was just driving and staying quiet. It was obvious that she’d be open to talking if Kallie felt up to it, but she wasn’t forcing the conversation. 
After a few minutes, Kallie was relaxing and her shaking had subsided a little. 
“This must seem kind of strange to you. I mean, getting a frantic call like that out of nowhere, from a girl you just met.” 
Nicole smiled. “Actually, given where I was when you called—it couldn’t have come at a better time.” 
“Where were you?” 
“I was in the clutches of an evil witch. Literally.” 
Kallie grinned. “There are a lot of those around The Hamptons.” 
Nicole laughed. “Us human girls have to stick together.” 
Kallie found that she liked Nicole more and more with each passing second. It felt like she could have been her sister, which was nice, since Kallie’s siblings were all brothers. She’d missed having a sister her age to talk to about life and school and boys. 
“There aren’t just witches here. There are nasty rabid dogs, too,” Kallie said, thinking back to the laundry room—the smell of detergent and Brad’s alcohol-laced breath as he pushed his erection against her, his hands squeezing her buttocks. 
Nicole glanced worriedly over. “You can tell me what happened if you want. Or not. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.” 
“No, it’s okay. I can talk about it.” Kallie laughed and wiped tears from her eyes. 
“I’m just being stupid. I mean, he didn’t even really do  anything to me.” 
“Who didn’t?” 
“Brad Danvers. I nanny for him and Trina.” 
Nicole nodded as if this all made sense. “Did he try and make you do something you didn’t want to do?” 
Kallie nodded. “It started out mostly normal, although I guess there was a little part of me that sensed something was off from the beginning.” 
And then Kallie proceeded to tell Nicole everything, even more than she’d intended. How she’d started working for Danvers family and wanted nothing more than to make a good impression. That she’d assumed all of these rich, educated, powerful people would also be fair and decent and trustworthy. How quickly her perceptions had changed when they’d begun treating her rudely, insulting her, berating her, telling her that she was no good at the job. 
Finally she made her way to telling Nicole about that very morning, when Brad had started to insinuate that he was attracted to her, refusing to listen to her polite rebuffs, following her into the laundry room, and finally forcing himself on her at the end. 
“I ran out of the house and just kept running,” Kallie said, catching her up to the most recent moments. “After awhile, I realized that I didn’t know where I was and I had no money and nowhere to go. All I had was my phone, and somehow when I saw your number—I thought I should call you. I don’t even know why, really.” 
Nicole didn’t say anything for a while. And then she said, “I’m glad you called me, Kallie.” 
“Thanks for saying that.” 
They arrived at what Kallie assumed was Nicole’s house, and she was frankly stunned at what she was seeing. However nice the Danvers’s home was, this place must have been twenty times bigger and nicer and more expensive. If the Danvers family was rich, than this woman was practically royalty. 
“You live here?” she squeaked. 
Nicole chuckled. “We’re just renting.” 
“It’s amazing.” 
“Thanks. I’m still getting used to it myself.” 
Kallie didn’t know what she meant, but decided to keep her questions to herself for now. The last thing she wanted was to get on this kind woman’s nerves and make her regret helping out a virtual stranger. 
Before they went inside, Nicole turned to her. “My husband’s home, and although I told him I was picking you up—and likely bringing you back here—he doesn’t really have a clue what’s going on. So, I just wanted you to be aware that he’s probably curious and maybe a little confused.” 
“I understand totally,” Kallie said. She looked down at her soaked shirt and tiny shorts and felt more vulnerable than ever. 
Nicole saw her expression. “We’ll get you right upstairs and I’ll find something for you to change into, okay?” 
“Thank you.” 
When they walked inside, Nicole announced they were home. From somewhere in the enormous house, Kallie heard a man call back. “I’ll be right there!” 
And then he was coming into the foyer with a big smile on his face and Kallie was instantly at ease. Even though he was gorgeous—dark hair, dark eyes, a strong jaw and muscular frame—she instantly saw how connected he was to his wife. 
“Everything okay?” he said, more concerned for his wife than anything else. 
“Yeah, we’re all fine. I’m just going to bring Kallie up and give her some clothes and stuff.” 
He nodded. “Of course, of course.” Then he turned to Kallie and smiled reassuringly. “I’m Red Jameson, by the way.” 
“I’m Kallie. Nice to meet you.” 
“Please feel free to just relax and let us know if there’s anything at all that you need.” 
“I appreciate that.” 
“And, let me ask something. Do you like steak?” 
“I do.” She laughed. 
“Good, because I was planning on cooking up a few steaks—“ 
“I thought you only knew how to do spaghetti and meatballs,” Nicole said. 
“I still have a few tricks up my sleeve that you haven’t seen yet. Don’t you worry.” 
“Come on, Kallie, he’s just showing off now.” Nicole led her up a long staircase to the second floor, and then to an enormous guest room with a beautiful skylight and a gorgeous balcony that looked out onto the ocean. 
“What a view!” Kallie cried out. 
“You can hang here tonight, if you like,” Nicole said softly. “And then tomorrow we can discuss next steps, okay?” 
Kallie wanted to cry but kept her tears in, nodding and pressing her lips together. 
Nicole walked to the door. “Give me a quick sec while I try and wrangle up a change of clothes for you.” 
And then she left the room and Kallie sat down on the king sized bed, heaving a sigh of relief. 


*** 
Nicole left the guest room and made her way back to the master bedroom, where she rummaged through her clothes. So many of them were just gigantic articles of clothing tailored for seven-month pregnant women, and not at all suitable for a small girl with tiny hips and normal boobs. 
Eventually she came across a slightly smaller t-shirt and sweatpants. They would likely still be too large, but would do the trick for now. She carried the clothes back to the guest room and knocked before going inside. 
Kallie was staring out the sliding door that led to the balcony. She turned and smiled guiltily. “Sorry, I couldn’t help it. This view is just breathtaking.” 
“You don’t need to apologize for looking out a window,” Nicole said softly. She put the clothes on the bed. As she straightened, she was hit by a surprising wave of dizziness, a sensation of vertigo. 
“Are you all right?” Kallie said nervously. 
“What?” Nicole replied, sweating suddenly. 
“You just got a weird look on your face. I didn’t know…” 
The sensation passed and Nicole waved it off. Just a little spell—they happened from time to time. “Anyway, here’s something to change into. You won’t win any fashion awards, but at least the clothes are dry.” 
“Oh, I’m so thankful. Really.” 
“You have a shower and bath adjoining the room,” Nicole said, pointing to the bathroom door. “Feel free to use the shower for as long as you like. There are towels and soap and shampoo in there, too.” 
Kallie nodded. “Okay.” 
“When you’re ready, come downstairs and we can talk a little more about things.” 
The girl nodded and Nicole smiled once more, and then walked out of the bedroom, closing the door behind her. 
Slowly, Nicole made her way downstairs. She could feel that she was a little out of breath, probably from the stress of everything. Yet she put her hand on her stomach and felt a reassuring kick through her belly. 
She’s still in there, happy and healthy. Stay positive. Remember, everything is
fine. The doctor’s done all the tests, and the baby is perfectly normal. 

Smiling to prove to herself just how fine it all was, Nicole finished going downstairs and saw Red was waiting for her in the great room. 
“So, what’s going on?” he asked, and she could see the signs of tension in his face now. 
Nicole did her best to give him the quick but accurate version of events as Kallie had told them to her. 
By the end, Red was almost furious. “These goddamn people think that because they have a couple of extra bucks that other people don’t have, it make them impervious to rules. They think they can treat people with less money like garbage. As if a nanny is equivalent to a prostitute!” 
Nicole nodded. She was feeling really tired suddenly, and decided to sit down. 
So she did sit down, and Red was immediately by her side. “You look a little pale. 
Everything okay, babe?” 
“Yeah.” She nodded, trying to catch her breath. “I’m just thirsty.” 
“Let me get you some water.” He leapt off the couch and went into the kitchen, where she heard him clanking and clinking around in the cabinet. Next, the sound of the faucet running, ice cubes plopping, and then he was on his way back to give her a cold glass of water. 
Nicole drank deeply, sighing. “That hit the spot. Thanks.” 
He kissed her cheek and then sat down by her feet, picking one foot up and slowly massaging it. 
“Oh god, that’s amazing.” She leaned back on the couch and closed her eyes. 
Red grabbed her other foot and began massaging that one as well. “So what do we do with her now?” he asked. “Does she have any family in the area?” 
“I don’t think so.” Nicole opened her eyes and looked at him. “I’m pretty sure she said she’s from Ohio.” 
Red shook his head. “I guess we’ll have to help her get a flight back tomorrow.” 
Nicole sat up straighter. She put the glass of cold water to her cheek. “Let’s just wait and see.” 
“Wait and see what?” 
“I don’t know. I don’t want to just kick her out, toss her on a plane and make her go home to Ohio. What if she doesn’t want to leave New York?” 
“New York doesn’t seem like it’s been a very fun experience for her,” he said. 
“She ran into a couple of jerks. But that doesn’t mean she should just run away from being a nanny and experiencing New York City.” 
Red nodded, allowing that she had a point. “Still,” he said, his fingers expertly rubbing the sole of her foot. “It’s not our job to help this girl get back on her feet. You picked her up, we can let her stay the night—but then she needs to figure out a plan for herself.” 
“We can help her figure out a plan.” 
“As long as it involves going somewhere else. She can’t stay in our house, Nicole.” 
For some reason Nicole didn’t like what he was telling her, even though she knew it made perfect sense. The truth was, she didn’t know Kallie at all. Kallie might not even be her real name—she might be a liar and a thief—or worse. 
“I’m just saying, let’s take it one step at a time,” Nicole replied. 
“She’s not a stray puppy.” 
“Never said she was.” 
He gazed intently at her. “You’re acting like she is.” 
“No, I’m not. I’m simply being human and empathetic to her situation. You’re a man, you can’t understand what she’s been through.” 
His eyes narrowed. “You’re pregnant and that’s the most important thing in my mind. I’m not putting you or the baby at risk by having some strange person in our house indefinitely.” 
“Nobody’s at risk. She’s a perfectly sweet girl.” 
He shook his head. “You’re being naïve.” 
“Well I like her. And that’s enough for me, for now. We’ll discuss it again tomorrow, Red.” 
He raised his eyebrows. “Whatever you say, Nicole.” And then he picked up her feet and began rubbing them again. 
She laid her head back and smiled. “Your hands are magic, I swear,” she said. 


*** 
Kallie luxuriated in the thirty-minute hot shower she took after Nicole left the room. By the end, the chill that had gotten deep into her bones from standing out in that cold rainstorm was long gone, and replaced by a feeling of loose muscles and warm, glowing skin. 
She dried off and changed into the large, but very comfortable clothing she’d been provided by her thoughtful host. 
Afterwards, Kallie walked out onto the balcony and took a deep breath of the salty air. The waves in the nearby ocean were large and crashing from the storm earlier. 
Although the downpour had stopped, the sky was still cloudy and the air smelled of rain. 
She went back inside, shut the sliding door and exhaled. At least for now, she felt safe and warm and sure of what the night would bring. Tomorrow she could deal with the uncertainty of what to do next. 
Kallie went downstairs and found Nicole and Red making an early dinner together. Nicole was prepping the salad at the enormous granite counter, and he had a fancy grill up and was heating it, tongs at the ready. 
They both looked up when Kallie entered the kitchen. Nicole got a big smile on her face, but Red wasn’t nearly as pleased to see her, and for a moment she felt a thrill of anxiety shoot through her. 
After what had happened with Brad, the last thing Kallie wanted was another man having some kind of issue with her. 
“Hi,” Kallie waved nervously. 
“You look like a new person,” Nicole said. “Feel better?” 
“I do.” 
Red threw three cuts of meat on the grill where they sizzled and popped. “How do you like your steak?” he said. 
“Medium, I guess?” 
He nodded. “You got it.” 
Red and Nicole were so right together—Kallie was instantly inspired and in awe, but also jealous. They had what everyone wanted, didn’t they? A person who would love you no matter what—someone who would stand by your side to the bitter end. 
Kallie didn’t even know how or why she could tell this about them, but she just could. They must have been the polar opposite of Brad and Trina Danvers, and after breathing in the toxic air of the Danvers’s lives for the last six-months, this was a refreshing change of pace. 
She relaxed and watched Red and Nicole talk and joke and play with one another as they made the meal. Everything Red did was so caring, so protective. She saw the way he watched Nicole, the kindness in his eyes. Had any man ever looked at Kallie that way? 
Not even remotely, she realized, with a surge of melancholy. 
Soon the food was ready, and Nicole and Red served her like she was an old friend of the family. 
As they ate, the three of them stayed away from serious topics and discussed things like movies and music, and Red and Nicole asked her about her family and college in Ohio. 
Red was surprised and intrigued when she told him she came from a family that had five boys and just one girl. 
“What was that like—being the only girl?” he said. 
“Interesting. Dating wasn’t easy,” she laughed. 
“I bet.” 
Nicole smiled as she cut a piece of steak. “Were they protective of you?” 
“You could say that. The first boy who asked me on a date ended up backing out at the last minute because he heard my oldest brother was going to follow behind us the whole time.” 
“Was your brother really going to do that?” Nicole said. 
Kallie chuckled. “No, but I’m sure someone would have put a scare into him before he got me out of the house that night.” 
“What does your family think of you coming to New York City all by yourself?” 
Red asked. 
She paused and took a bite of salad. The food was delicious and she savored the tangy vinaigrette for a few seconds before answering. “They don’t exactly approve. My parents like having all of the kids around. My brothers all live within an hour of where we grew up. I’m the only one who’s gone far away.” 
Nicole nodded understandingly. “That must be hard sometimes.” 
“Yeah. And I think maybe I made a mistake. I think they were right,” Kallie said, choking back some emotion. 
Nicole exchanged a glance with her husband. 
They changed topics and finished the meal with laughter and easy silences, while everyone enjoyed their food. 
When it was done, Kallie tried to help clean up, but Nicole wouldn’t hear of it. 
“You go relax. Watch some TV or something.” 
Kallie thought of the book she’d left at the Danvers’s house—actually, she’d left everything she owned at the house—and felt a pang of loss. 
“Please, let me help clean up, Nicole. I feel like I’m being a sponge.” 
“You’ve had a rough day. Red and I can take care of this.” 
Red nodded. “Go hang out. You can take a walk outside or you can turn on the TV. There’s a whole library of books in the TV room, too.” 
“Thanks. I know I keep saying that word, but I really, really mean it.” 
“We know you do,” Nicole told her. She was carrying dishes and silverware to the sink and Red was starting to run the water. 
Kallie felt guilty and yet taken care of in a way that hadn’t happened since she was back home at her parents’ house. She went to the TV room, which was the size of a football field, and surrounded on all sides by bookshelves filled with books. 
With so many books, she held out hope that maybe—just maybe—they’d have a copy of Blue Horizon on the shelves. But after twenty minutes of scouring every title, she came up empty. 


*** 
Nicole was shocked when she woke up the next morning to the smell of bacon frying. At first she thought it was Red’s doing, but he was nowhere to be found. It was just Kallie in the kitchen, humming and smiling as she finished plating some of the strips. 
“Hey!” Nicole laughed, holding her stomach. She was hungry. The baby kicked a few times, as if to tell her that she was also quite hungry. “You didn’t have to make a whole production for us.” 
“I wanted to thank you guys for letting me stay last night,” Kallie said, as Red came up behind Nicole and kissed her neck, putting his arms around her middle. 
“Where did you get off to this morning?” Nicole asked him. 
“Me? I had some trouble sleeping—woke up early so I went to the office and answered some emails.” He kissed her again and then straightened up. “Wow, that smells amazing.” 
“How do you two like your eggs?” she asked them, holding up a spatula. 
They told her and she went to work like a short order cook, making their food fast and efficiently and it tasted amazing. 
She was still wearing the clothes Nicole had given her last night, and Nicole knew they’d have to do something about that soon. “How’d you sleep, Kallie?” 
Kallie finally sat down with her own plate—a small portion of scrambled eggs and a couple strips of bacon. “I slept amazing. I feel completely refreshed and yesterday seems like a bad dream.” 
“Good,” Red told her. “Have you thought at all about where you want to go next?” 
Nicole gave him a little jab under the table. She didn’t want to make Kallie feel unwanted, but he just ignored her. 
Kallie broke a piece of bacon in half and wiped a strand of honey blond hair from her face. “I guess maybe I should go back to Ohio.” 
“Are you sure that’s what you want?” Nicole said. 
Kallie sighed. “I’m not sure. But I can’t really see any other option. I have some money, but not enough to last more than a month or two. And I’m pretty certain I won’t be able to work for my agency anymore. I still need to call them and let them know what happened yesterday.” She shook her head. “What a disaster.” 
Nicole put a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Don’t think about that just yet. I’m going to talk to Red about a few things and then we’ll all put our heads together and figure this out, okay?” 
Kallie smiled. “You don’t have to do anything more than you’ve already done. I mean, you don’t really know me and I’ve been a huge imposition on your family.” 
“It’s no big deal. And besides, you evened the score with this breakfast. I think you might have been a chef in your past life.” 
They finished eating and Kallie insisted on cleaning up this time—a role reversal of the previous evening’s activities. Nicole took an opportunity to pull Red upstairs to the master bedroom so they could talk in private. 
She closed the door and lowered her voice so Kallie definitely wouldn’t be able to hear their conversation. “I think we should invite her to stay for a few days or a week,” 
Nicole told him. 
Red sat down on the edge of the bed and sighed deeply. “What’s that going to accomplish?” 
Nicole stood in the center of the bedroom with her hand on her stomach. “Right now she sees no options. But I think if she’s able to get her bearings, talk to her agency and maybe make a few calls to friends in New York, she might be able to figure out a way to stay.” 
“Are you sure you’re not projecting your own stuff onto this girl?” 
Nicole shook her head. “In what way?” 
Red smiled at her and held out his hand. Nicole took it and he pulled her closer. 
“You’re identifying with her so much. A young girl, naïve, comes to the big city and feels confused and taken advantage of by a rich, older man.” 
“The difference is, in Kallie’s case she really was taken advantage of. You seduced me fair and square.” 
“But you think she’s like you and she’s not. Kallie is a totally different person and she said she wanted to go back to Ohio.” 
Nicole held up a finger. “No. What she said was that she didn’t think she’d have the money to stay in New York anymore. I know what that feels like. I want to help her.” 
“Where does it end?” 
“Let’s give her a few days to get back on her feet and figure things out. I can tell she’s a good kid, Red. You’re not going to convince me that she’s actually a serial killer.” 
Red nodded. “I know. I had my guys do a thorough background check on her this morning.” 
“You what?” 
“I couldn’t let some potential psycho stay at our house without having her vetted. 
Everything came back cleaner than clean. She’s a girl scout.” 
Nicole smiled and rolled her eyes. “You really are nuts, Red Jameson.” 
“Crazy in love.” He pulled her even closer. “Come here.” His voice lowered and he got a look in his eyes that instantly made her warm all over. 
And then the damn cell phone was ringing, at the worst possible time. 
It was Danielle. “Shit. I’ll call her back,” Nicole said. 
“It’s fine, take it,” Red laughed, moving away from her. “I need to jump in the shower anyhow.” 
Nicole shook her head, sad for the missed opportunity. Once again, she had that fleeting sensation that things had changed between them—but maybe she really was just overreacting. 
She answered the phone, trying to sound as chipper as an expecting mother should sound. “Hey there, stranger.” 
“Okay, so we’ve decided to have a party and we want you guys to come!” 
Danielle said, obviously excited beyond reason. 
“A party, when?” 
“Tonight. I know it’s super short notice but Kane is so impulsive sometimes…” 
Nicole sighed. She wasn’t really feeling like getting dolled up (almost an impossibility in her current state), but she hadn’t seen Danielle nearly as much as she’d expected to lately. After all, Danielle and Kane also had gotten a place in the Hamptons (Red claimed that Kane was copying him as usual), but the two couples couldn’t ever seem to manage to make their schedules jive. 
“I’m not sure about tonight,” Nicole told her, as Danielle groaned dramatically into the phone. “I’ll run it by Red.” 
“Kane’s texting him right now, so he knows. Please, please, please. It’s going to be super casual and the weather’s improving.” 
Then Nicole considered their impromptu houseguest, and suddenly the prospect of going wasn’t so unreasonable. After all, Kallie deserved to get out and have some fun after what she’d been through. Why not bring the girl along? 
“Okay, I’ll see if I can talk Red into it. And is it okay if I bring along a friend?” 
“Sure. Anyone I know?” 
“I don’t think so. Just this nice girl I met at the beach the other day.” 
“Bring her along! Just promise me you won’t back out.” 
So she tried to promise, not sure if Red would be into it, and then she went downstairs and found him texting with Kane. 
He glanced up at her. “This guy is such a dick.” 
“You’re practically BFF now, who are you kidding?” 
Red laughed. The truth was, after Red extended the olive branch and invited Danielle and Kane to their wedding ceremony, Kane seemed to have been truly moved by the gesture and completely changed his attitude. As part of his “wedding gift” to the two of them, Kane had forbidden The Rag to report on Red and Nicole’s relationship. Later, he’d even invited Red out with some high-powered celebrity friends for a night on the town. 
Since then, they seemed to have forged a grudging respect for one another. 
Stranger things had happened, Nicole supposed, but she couldn’t think of many things that were more surreal than watching Red make plans with Kane Wright via text. 
“You up for a party tonight?” Red asked her. 
“I think it would be fun for Kallie.” 
“Kallie? You want to bring her?” he asked, doubtful. 
“And I’m going to tell her she’s invited to stay for a few more days if she likes.” 
Red sighed. “I don’t see this ending well.” 
“Why not?” 
“Just a feeling.” 
Nicole laughed him off, going upstairs to the guest room to see if Kallie wanted to come to the party with them. 
As she was going upstairs, she felt a little surge of lightheadedness again and then when she reached the second floor, a rapid heartbeat and shortness of breath. She stopped before the closed door to Kallie’s room and tried to regain her equilibrium. 
The moment passed and she was sweating but feeling normal again—probably just a surge of hormones (this was her standard excuse for any strange feelings or symptoms experienced while pregnant). 
Nicole knocked and Kallie invited her in. “Hey,” Nicole said, coming inside. 
Kallie was lying on her bed, reading a magazine. 
“How’s it going?” 
“Good.” Kallie sat up. “I guess I should call my folks and ask them to book me a flight home, but I’ve been delaying the inevitable. Sorry. It’s just so nice and cozy here.” 
“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that,” Nicole said. “I’d like to offer you this room to stay in for a bit, while you figure things out.” 
Kallie’s eyes widened. “Really? Stay here?” 
“Red and I talked and we thought that it would be unfair for you to have to give up your dreams and plans just because you got unlucky with one job. So I’d like to help you get back on your feet again, by providing you with a place to stay and some time to make your calls and figure out if you can keep living in New York.” 
“Wow, I don’t know what to say.” Kallie shook her head. “That’s, like, one of the nicest things anyone’s ever done for me.” 
Nicole smiled. “I know what it’s like to feel as if your back’s against the wall in New York City. It happened to me once, not long ago.” 
“All of my stuff is still at the Danvers’s house,” Kallie said, “and I’ve been too afraid to call my agency to tell them what happened. I know that Trina and Brad will be busy smearing my name to anyone who’ll listen, and nobody’s going to believe me over them.” 
“Red and I can help with that,” Nicole said. “On another note, a good friend of mine is having a casual party tonight at her home. We’d like you to come with us—it could be fun to meet some people and forget your troubles for a night.” 
Kallie grinned. “Why not?” Then she looked down at her clothes. “Only thing is, I don’t have anything to wear.” 
“We can remedy that,” Nicole told her. “So it’s settled then?” 
Kallie nodded. “It’s settled.” 
“Good.” Nicole turned and started leave the room. Just as she was exiting the bedroom, she was hit by a pounding headache that came out of nowhere. It actually stopped her, once again, in her tracks. 
“Nicole?” Kallie called out. 
Nicole stood and gathered herself. The pounding grew to the point where she thought she might cry out from the pain. And then it slowly receded to a dull throbbing in her temples and she took a shaky inhalation. “I just had a moment,” she said. “It happens sometimes.” 
“You sure you’re okay?” Kallie got off the bed. 
“I’m sure.” Nicole turned and smiled. 
“You look pale.” 
“Thanks.” She grinned wanly. 
“Sorry, it’s just—you don’t look well.” 
“Sometimes I get a little dizzy or achy but it always passes,” Nicole told her. The other woman nodded uncertainly, and then Nicole continued on her path. “I’ll swing by your room with a change of clothes later on!” she called back. 
And then she went to her own bedroom and lay down on the bed, her chest rising and falling rapidly. She was, in truth, a little bit scared by how she was feeling. But Nicole told herself it wasn’t anything—just a spell. The doctor had even said that strange sensations might come and go, and as someone who’d experienced a miscarriage, she would likely overreact to these minor incidents. 
Just a minor incident, she told herself, hand sliding to her belly and waiting to feel the baby stir inside her stomach. She didn’t feel any kicks, but she did feel a low ache that made her simultaneously nauseous and frightened. After a few minutes, the ache faded. 
When Red came up to the room a few minutes later, she was still lying there. 
“Why are you laying down?” he said. 
“I just got really tired all of a sudden.” She decided that was a good encapsulation of what had happened, if not entirely accurate. 
“You okay?” He came and sat down next to her and stroked her hair. 
She smiled at him. She was feeling better now that he was with her. “Yeah,” she nodded. “I think I’m just kind of worn out from everything. Meeting with your mother—“ 
“Oh, god,” he said, shaking his head. 
“Did I tell you that she figured out a way to go shopping for baby clothes and then made me pay for them at the end?” 
“No, you didn’t.” 
With the dark look in his eyes, Nicole decided she wouldn’t say anything else about the odd meeting—especially not the comments his mother had made about Red’s proclivities for young, beautiful women. 
“It’s been a hectic day.” 
Red looked down at her, concern written all over his face. “I think we should cancel this party,” he said. 
“No,” she shook her head. “I mean, I think I should stay home and rest, but I want you to go with Kallie.” 
“What? That’s so not happening.” 
“Please, Red. Danielle and Kane will be so disappointed if you don’t show up at all, and Kallie needs some fun in her life right now.” 
He looked exasperated. “Why are you so caught up in what Kallie needs? She’s an adult, Nicole.” 
“I’m aware of that.” 
“She’s not your little sister—in fact, she’s almost the same age as you.” 
“I know, Red.” 
“Then what’s going on? Why do you care so much?” 
Nicole just shook her head. “I don’t know—maybe it’s my maternal instinct kicking in. Please, just bring her to the party. For me.” 
“Sounds like a blast,” he muttered. Then he sighed, as if accepting her request and allowing for the possibility that it might not be so bad. But when he looked at her again, the worry came back to his eyes. “I don’t think I should leave you here alone if you’re feeling badly.” 
“I’m not feeling badly,” she laughed, telling herself that it was true—she’d had a moment, but overall she felt just fine. 
“You’re sure.” 
“I’m one hundred percent sure.” 


*** 
The drive over to the party was a little bit awkward for Kallie. 
She was in a car alone with Nicole’s husband, and Kallie felt like he hated her. 
“Thanks for giving me these clothes to wear,” she said. 
He glanced at her, and she saw a flash of annoyance in his expression, as if he’d thought his wife had been sitting beside him and then someone had switched in an imposter. “It’s no problem. Nicole’s very generous.” 
Nicole’s generous. That little statement seemed to imply a lot about how Red felt, having a strange girl in his home. 
Kallie had been given a beautiful black cocktail dress that fit her almost perfectly, and it turned out that she and Nicole wore the exact same shoe size. So Nicole offered her an array of shoe choices, and Kallie had picked a pair of black pumps that probably were worth more than everything she owned put together. 
“We’ll probably only stay for an hour or two,” Red told her now. 
“Sure. I’m fine if we leave after five minutes—whatever you want.” 
He nodded. Then he seemed to relax a little, his shoulders came down about an inch. “I apologize if I’m being rude, but I’m a little worried about Nicole at the moment.” 
“Oh, I understand.” 
He glanced at her. “Do you?” 
The way he said it made Kallie think that she didn’t understand anything. “I just figured, you know—first time parents and all. It can be nerve wracking.” 
“Yeah.” He nodded again. “Yeah, it can be.” 
They were silent again and he elected to put on some music, rather than talk to her, which Kallie thought was just fine. She was starting to think that she liked Red Jameson about as much as he liked her. Which apparently, wasn’t very much. 
A few minutes later, they arrived at their destination, and Nicole actually let out a gasp. 
Red chuckled. “Nice, isn’t it?” 
First there was a huge expanse of lawn, and then rising up at them as if they were approaching one of the Seven Wonders of the World, was the biggest house she’d ever seen. 
“It feels like we’re going to the White House for a party.” She clutched the little purse that Nicole had lent her. Inside, she had nothing but her cell phone and some cash Nicole had given her, for emergencies. She’d tried to say no but Nicole had insisted, and truth be told, it did ease her mind a little to know she had some money if she needed it. 
They were stopped at a large wrought iron gate by a big, black man in a suit. 
“Name, please?” he demanded. 
“Red Jameson and…guest.” 
The large man peered inside the car at her and then checked his clipboard. 
“Welcome to Kane and Danielle Wright’s house, Mister Jameson. Feel free to park out front and go right inside.” The large man hauled himself over and opened the gate, slowly swinging it open. 
“Huh,” Red smiled. “Kane can’t even afford an electric gate.” 
Kallie glanced at him to see if he was joking, and Red laughed. Still, she had to admit, he was a bit of a snob. 
They continued on and parked near about two-dozen other vehicles in the enormous lot to the side of the mansion. Other people were also entering the house at the same time, and Red seemed to know a few of them. 
He made small talk, introducing Kallie to one or two people whose names she promptly forgot, as they seemed totally disinterested in her. Mostly, they asked him about Nicole and her pregnancy. 
Once they entered the mansion, Kallie almost had the breath knocked out of her by the sheer size and beauty of the place. It was like a palace or something, opening up onto an expansive hall with a double staircase leading up to the second floor, and a domed ceiling covered by stained glass at the top. An enormous chandelier hung down from the center of the dome. 
Kallie gawked up at it like a child at an amusement park. 
“You get used to it,” Red quipped, and she promptly closed her mouth and tried to look more composed. 
They followed the throng down the hall and past room after opulent room, which she only glimpsed as she passed by. 
Finally, they reached a door that took them out to a huge back deck with pillars that felt like something out of Roman times. Just off the deck was an enormous pool lit by dozens of floodlights, and plenty of people were in it, swimming. 
There were trays of hot food and salad and veggies along the outside edge of the deck, and servers carrying around smaller trays of hors d'oeuvres to the guests. 
There was a full bar on the left, staffed by two bartenders—and Kallie noticed that all the booze appeared to be free. 
The party was buzzing, and the partygoers were all well-dressed, attractive people. She felt very much out of place and was starting to regret coming with Red Jameson, who clearly didn’t even want to bring her in the first place. 
Trying to be inconspicuous, she went and grabbed a plate and got some food. 
There were stuffed mushrooms, pigs in blankets and delicious tiny lamb chops. She stood off to the side and ate while Red talked to various people he knew. When he looked over at Kallie, she just waved and smiled, letting him know he didn’t have to babysit her. 
This mingling (or lack thereof, on her part) went on for some time. 
Finally, Red circled back around to where Kallie was standing. “You having any fun?” 
“Yeah, this is great,” she lied. 
He smiled, seeming to know she wasn’t having a good time. “We can leave pretty soon,” he said. 
A woman came suddenly bounding up to Red, shrieking with happiness. “You’re here!” She threw her arms around him, and Red, looking uncomfortable, hugged her back. 
“Where’s Nicole?” she asked, seeing Kallie standing nearby, and becoming confused. 
“Nicole was feeling tired and she decided to stay home,” Red told her. 
“Oh, I really wanted to see her.” 
He turned and gestured to Kallie, who smiled uncomfortably. “This is a friend of Nicole’s. Her name is Kallie,” he said. 
“Hi, I’m Danielle,” the woman said, and offered her hand. Kallie shook her hand and smiled again, wider. 
Just then, a tall, well-built older man in a dashing suit came up and slapped Red on the back. “You made it, eh?” 
“And this, is Danielle’s even lovelier husband, Kane Wright,” Red explained. He turned to Kane. “You really need to get that gate fixed, buddy. The guy swings it open and closed, open and closed all night. You never heard of electricity?” 
Kane smiled at him. “If it was up to you, the Sistine Chapel would be glow in the dark.” 
“Now that would be fun.” 
“When you have as much money as I have, you start to appreciate the simple things more.” 
“Like giant backyard Olympic sized swimming pools?” Red asked. 
“Exactly. Come, I want to have a drink and chat with you about some business matters.” 
Red rolled his eyes, but acquiesced. He looked back at Kallie. “You all right on your own for a while?” 
She nodded and kept the fake smile going. “Yes, I’m fine. It’s lovely here.” 
“I’ll take care of her,” Danielle said. She came closer to Kallie. “So you’re friends with Nicole?” 
Kallie shrugged. “I suppose you could say that. We only just met the other day, but she’s been really sweet and generous to me.” 
Danielle nodded. “Of course. That’s my Nicole.” She walked towards the pool. 
“You like to swim?” 
“Yeah, but not usually in a cocktail dress.” 
“I’ve got bathing suits in my room that will fit you. Let me grab you one.” 
“No, I’m fine. Thanks.” 
“Come on, you’ll have so much more fun if you get in the pool! I’ll go with you, Kallie. Please?” 
Kallie didn’t want to be rude, but she wasn’t really feeling in the mood for swimming. As they approached the pool, though, something changed. 
There was a group of about eight or ten people swimming and splashing. A large plastic ball was being batted around, from one person to the next, accompanied by shouting and laughing. 
It did look kind of fun. And there was a man in the pool that looked familiar somehow, but Kallie couldn’t quite place him. The one thing she did know was he was gorgeous. In the blue light coming from the nearby floodlights, he looked almost radiant and other worldly. He had dark hair, and his body was like something out of an action movie—he might have been CGI if she didn’t know better. His biceps bulged, his shoulders were muscular and his chest rippling. He had a flatter stomach than anyone should have in real life. 
Needless to say, the women swimming near him were giving him plenty of attention, giggling and laughing. When he picked one of the women up and tossed her a few feet, Kallie got a thrill at the thought of him doing that to her. 
Suddenly, she very much wanted to get in that pool. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll go swimming with you.” 
“Yes!” Danielle said, grabbing her hand and dragging her back toward the house. 


*** 
When they re-emerged about fifteen or twenty minutes later, Danielle and Kallie were both clad in bikinis. Kallie wished for a t-shirt or something to cover herself with, at least temporarily, but all she had was a towel that Danielle had provided for her. She slung it over her shoulder and tried to use it like a shield as she walked past the other guests, most of who were fully clothed. 
They walked to the pool and Kane and Red came over, both drinking bottles of beer. Red saw Kallie’s outfit and his eyebrows raised but he didn’t comment. 
“Hot mama,” Kane said. 
Danielle did a twirl. “Watch me dive in,” she said, and then promptly did an expert dive and knifed through the water like a fish. 
“You getting in, too?” Kane asked Kallie. 
“I can’t compete with that,” she said. “Wish me luck!” And then she jumped in, doing the trusty old pencil dive, her feet penetrating the cool water first and then she was fully submerged. 
It was like going into a different world, a cool and dark world where the sounds were all muted and she was in slow motion—then she was popping out of the water and bobbing on the surface. 
Red and Kane were talking and sipping their drinks, and a moment later they faded into the rest of the crowd together. 
Danielle kicked over to where Kallie was treading water. “It’s perfect, isn’t it?” 
Danielle asked her. 
“Yeah, the temperature is just right.” 
“So, how exactly did you and Nicole meet again?” she asked, blinking and wiping excess water from her nose and mouth. 
Kallie stuttered. Five minutes of chatting at the beach didn’t really explain why she was now staying at Nicole’s house and accompanying her husband to a party. But then again, this woman didn’t know she was staying with them. Kallie started to give the short version of how they’d met, when there was some commotion from nearby. 
In the shallow end of the pool, two girls were sitting astride their boyfriends’ 
shoulders and wrestling—chicken fighting, Kallie thought it was called—until one of the girls was able to topple the other into the pool. 
The victors began celebrating as if they’d just won an Olympic gold medal. 
“Nobody can take us down,” the guy said, as the girl atop his shoulders flexed her biceps and yelled something unintelligible. 
For some reason, Kallie felt really annoyed by their childish display. 
Another couple decided to take them on and promptly lost as well. Now the celebration was really over the top. 
Danielle hauled herself out of the water. “Too much yelling and splashing for my tastes. Want to grab a drink or something?” 
Kallie was going to say yes, but then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw the hot guy from earlier was looking at her. At least, she thought he was. 
Kallie looked back at Danielle, her heart beating fast. “I don’t know,” she said. 
“I might just hang in the pool for a few more minutes. It’s so refreshing.” 
Danielle shrugged. “I’ll swing back in a few minutes.” 
Kallie smiled and nodded, thankful that someone was at least trying to be friendly to her. Danielle seemed like a nice person and fairly unassuming—even though she happened to be richer than Lady Gaga. 
“Come on, who wants some of this?” the obnoxious girl shouted, as her even more obnoxious boyfriend bounced her on his shoulders and demanded more competition. 
“Come on—is everyone that scared of us?” 
As she looked away from their shenanigans (which were drawing the attention of most bystanders by this time), she happened to once again make eye contact with the dark haired guy with the familiar face. 
He smiled and swam over to her in a few quick strokes of his strong arms, and she felt a flutter in her stomach and goose bumps rising across every inch of her skin as he came towards her. “So what do you say?” he asked her, once he’d arrived a couple of feet away. “Want to knock those two fools off their pedestal or what?” 
“I don’t know,” she said, suddenly nervous. 
“Come on,” he said. “It’ll be fun.” And then he was grabbing her hand and pulling her with him. 
He raised his other hand out of the water. “Okay, we’ll have a go!” he shouted. 
The obnoxious couple started smack talking immediately, while a small crowd gathered to watch the new round of competition. 
Kallie’s new partner turned to her, still holding her hand under water. His touch was exciting and his confidence was overwhelming. 
“Ready to hop on board?” he asked, smiling, his dark eyes steady on her. 
She wondered if he knew how that question sounded and decided that he probably did, which made her quiver even more. Kallie tried to think of the last time she’d had this kind of reaction to a man, and decided she couldn’t remember one. Something about him was just pushing her buttons in ways that both thrilled and frightened her. 
Knowing they’d soon be touching skin to bare skin was almost too much to bear. 
But she thought that since they had a chicken fight to win, she should put her game face on and forget about how hot he was. 
He ducked down low enough in the water that she was able to thread her legs over his muscular shoulders. 
His skin was smooth and slick and he immediately wrapped his strong hands around her shins in a way that she could only describe as “firm and resolute.” She knew that he wasn’t going to let her go—no matter what. Her pelvis was pressed against the back of his neck, and as he rose up out of the water, she felt sturdy, completely confident in her partner. 
The two obnoxious jerks were waiting for them, poised for battle. Up close she liked them even less. The girl was short and stubby with dark hair and an upturned nose that matched her attitude perfectly. “Easy pickings,” the stubby girl crowed. 
Her boyfriend was tall and lanky, but clearly strong and in good shape. He had a series of tattoos across his chest and both ears and his lip were pierced. “Sorry, but we got to take you out, honey,” he said to Nicole. “No hard feelings.” He waded towards them, slowly, his stubby partner grinning as she sat on his shoulders. 
“Let them tire themselves out,” the stranger called up to Kallie. “And then we go for the kill.” 
“Got it,” she replied. 
And then the other couple was upon them, and the stubby girl was grabbing Kallie’s arms and pushing her, pulling her. Kallie felt like she might be thrown off at any moment, and she was honestly surprised by the other girl’s strength. No wonder they’d beaten the other teams so easily—this girl was like a linebacker! 
But Kallie’s partner adjusted his hands up above her knees, helping her to stay astride his shoulders and not be yanked off by the more aggressive girl’s frantic pushing and pulling. 
Soon people from around the pool were cheering them on, as the match continued. Kallie yanked her arms free of the other girl’s grasp. Now they were circling one another like it was some Roman coliseum fight to the death. “Taryn, this chick is nothing,” the tattooed guy said. “She’s weak sauce, honey. Take her down.” 
“Okay!” Taryn yelled back, seemingly annoyed. They rushed in for another attempt. Taryn grabbed Kallie’s arms yet again, pulling and pushing to no avail. Kallie saw that the girl was starting to breathe a little heavier now, too. 
They broke apart and Taryn’s boyfriend rolled his eyes up at her. “What’s the problem? That chick weighs about two pounds and looks like a stiff wind would knock her off. Come on!” 
Taryn shook her head angrily at him. “You’re unsteady. You keep going off balance.” 
Kallie’s stranger looked up at her now. “Ready?” 
“Ready,” she said, and gave him a thumb’s up. Suddenly he was charging full speed, and it was shocking how fast he could move in the pool, with water up to his chest. The other couple wasn’t expecting it, and when they got close enough, Kallie grabbed the girl by one arm and yanked her once, plenty hard enough to completely topple her face first into the water. 
The crowd poolside let out a cheer. 
Kallie threw her arms up in the air and did a quick fist pump. The stranger put up one hand and grabbed hers, squeezing. “That was pretty cool,” he told her. 
She started to swing her leg off of him, but tattoo guy wasn’t done just yet. “Hey, best out of three,” he said. “We’re the champs. You can’t beat us unless it’s best of three.” 
“I’m done,” Kallie said. 
“Figures,” the guy replied. “She knows that win was total bullshit.” 
Taryn nodded at him. But Kallie could see the other girl didn’t want any part of another round. 
Something about that guy reminded her of all the jerky, snobby people she’d run into in The Hamptons, and Kallie figured maybe it was time to take a stand. “Okay, let’s go then. Best of three,” she said. 
The stranger laughed beneath her. “You keep surprising me.” 
“Looks can be deceiving.” 
“Apparently.” 
Taryn sullenly clambered up on her boyfriend’s shoulders. This time they were more cautious as the two teams slowly approached one another in the pool. They circled one another, and then Taryn went to grab Kallie’s arm and instead grabbed her hair, yanking anyway. Kallie gave a small, strangled yelp—it hurt. A lot. But then she got a rush of anger, because this was cheating, plain and simple. 
Kallie had always hated cheating, and growing up in a house with five boys, she’d dealt with her fair share of rough housing and cheating. The rough housing was nothing, but cheating enraged her. 
Despite the fact that Taryn had a huge fistful of her hair and was yanking it, Kallie managed to get her arm hooked under Taryn’s arm, and swung her around so that she nearly spilled forward. Then, as both she and her tattooed boyfriend tried to pull their weight back to counterbalance the forward motion—Kallie pushed the girl in the chest, knocking both her and her boyfriend straight backwards into the water. 
They sank like stones and the entire watching audience cheered like it was a great tackle in a football game. 
Kallie swung down off the man’s shoulders and he suddenly hugged her. The feel of his chest against hers, his skin, his body—was like nothing she’d ever felt before. His heat was amazing, his touch was absolutely magnetic. He was a total turn-on in every way. 
The losing team slunk away and the stranger just chuckled. “Some times good guys really do finish first,” he said. 
“I don’t know. Are you sure we’re the good guys?” 
His dark eyes smoldered and his smile momentarily faded. “Well, I’m pretty sure you are. Maybe I’m just lucky I found you.” 
Kallie tried not to show how much she liked that he’d said that. “Are you here with friends or something?” 
“Nope,” he said. “I know Kane Wright because he did some advertising for one of the films that I produced.” 
“Oh,” she said, not knowing how to respond. He was some kind of big shot film producer, and she was a disgraced East Hampton nanny. 
“Want to get out of this pool now?” he said, looking around. “Everyone else left and my hands have turned to prunes.” 
“Definitely time to get out,” she agreed, conscious of his eyes on her body as she got out of the water. She found that she rather hoped he liked what he was seeing. 
Shivering, she hugged herself as she stood dripping at the edge of the pool. He climbed out and saw her standing there, obviously cold and wet, and gave her his towel. “Here,” 
he said, “wrap this around you. I’ll be back in a second, I just need to grab a towel for myself.” 
And then he disappeared through the throng of people and Kallie was left standing there—hoping he would come back. She waited, wondering who he was and if she was right to feel that there was a connection between them. 
Maybe he was just a cute guy who also happened to be nice and somewhat chivalrous. But somehow Kallie thought there was a lot more to him than that. She found herself desperately wanting to find out more about him, but told herself not to be silly. He was a rich movie guy here on vacation and probably lived in LA. There was nothing to be excited about. 
Just be flattered he’s paying you any attention, she thought, and leave it at that. 
Someone finally broke her out of her thoughts. 
“Wait a minute,” the familiar male voice said. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
She turned around, somehow knowing it was bad before her brain even put together whom the voice belonged to. 
Standing there in his pleated pants and fancy blue sweater, his hair perfectly coiffed, mouth sneering—was Brad Danvers. 
Kallie couldn’t believe her eyes, nor her bad luck. What on earth was he doing here? She thought. 
“I should go,” she muttered. 
“Wait just a goddamn minute,” he said, his voice low enough not to draw unwanted attention. “You better not walk away from me.” 
“I don’t have anything to say to you.” 
“You don’t?” 
“No.” 
“How about an apology for quitting in the middle of a job, leaving our two children completely without care, and never bothering to even get your stuff or call to explain yourself?” he said. 
Kallie was shocked that he had the nerve to pretend that he didn’t know why she’d left. But she didn’t really care if that’s the story he’d decided to tell about her. She just wanted to get away from him as far and as fast as possible. “I’m not explaining anything. Now, please leave me alone. Don’t follow me.” 
She turned around and walked in the opposite direction, but she knew without even turning around that Brad was still behind her. “You better understand what you’ve done,” he said. “I am going to make sure your name is mud, okay?” 
“Whatever,” she said, walking faster. 
“You might be able to get in your little slutty bikini and shake your tits and ass around town for a little while, but it won’t get you far, honey.” 
Kallie felt the tears sting her eyes and she started to break into a run. He grabbed at her and she felt his nails actually scratch her wrist and hand, but she kept going, wanting nothing more than to get away from Brad’s voice and the memory of what he’d done to her in the laundry room. 
And then she ran straight into the arms of her stranger. “Hey, what’s going on?” 
he said, grasping her shoulders and looking at her. He was wearing a white t-shirt now, but still wore his swim trunks. 
Kallie couldn’t speak. She was shaking and crying and didn’t want to make an even bigger scene. The stranger looked up and saw Brad, who was standing there, trying to explain to someone nearby what Kallie had done. 
“This girl totally left me and my wife in the lurch. Fucking pathetic, you know?” 
Brad said to whoever would listen. 
Kallie’s stranger left her side and started walking toward Brad. “The girl is crying, so just chill out and go back to the party.” 
Kallie turned and watched, both terrified and also elated that someone was actually defending her. 
“Whatever,” Brad said, turning away from the stranger with a shake of his head. 
“These fucking nanny’s they bring in—I bet they never even did a background check or anything. Totally sick.” 
“Seriously,” the stranger told him. “Knock it off, I’m warning you.” 
Brad just rolled his eyes. “She might be cute and all, but I’m pretty sure she’s got more STDs than a Thai hooker.” 
Suddenly, Kallie’s stranger grabbed Brad by the shirt and spun him around. And then he hauled off and punched Brad in the face. Punched him so hard that Brad fell into about five other people. The place erupted into pandemonium. 
The stranger ran back to Kallie. “Are you okay?” he said. 
People everywhere were talking and pointing at them. 
He looked down and saw that her wrist and hand were bleeding from where Brad had scratched her. “Come one,” the stranger said, “let’s get that cut taken care of.” And then he quickly pulled her into the darkness of the grounds beside the pool, where they couldn’t be seen. 
Once in the darkness, he held her hand and slowed to a quick walk. “I just wanted to get away from that scene,” he told her. “But I’m taking you back inside the house and getting something for that cut.” 
“It’s no big deal, just a scratch,” she told him. 
“That asshole actually laid his hands on you,” he said, still clearly infuriated. 
They doubled back and managed to blend in with a group of partiers heading back inside, with nobody seeming to know that Kallie had been involved in any fracas. 
Once into the house, it was easy to depart from the crowd and make their way to the stairway. 
The stranger appeared familiar with the house. “There’s a bathroom upstairs where we shouldn’t be bothered and I can take care of your wound,” he said. 
Kallie had to smile a little at his characterization of her scratch as a “wound,” 
although it was stinging pretty badly now. 
They climbed the stairs and then he led her down a huge, long hall that could have been endless for all she knew. “Okay, here it is.” He opened the door to an ornate bathroom with a large soaking tub raised above the rest of the room, on marble steps. 
Everything in the room was white or gold. 
“I could live in this bathroom,” Kallie said. “I’m pretty sure it’s bigger than my parents’ house in Ohio.” 
“You’re from Ohio?” the stranger asked. 
She nodded, suddenly aware of the fact that the two of them were now alone. 
Really alone. 
He made sure to close the door to the bathroom, all business. Moving next to the sink, he ran the water and checked the temperature. “Let’s get some soap and water on that cut,” he told her. 
Kallie smiled. “I’m okay, I swear.” 
The stranger just looked at her. “That douchebag’s nails were probably riddled with dirt and grime. I’m not chancing you getting an infection.” Although serious, she got the feeling he was definitely milking her “wound” for effect. 
Well, she wasn’t going to complain about being pampered and taken care of. She thought back to yesterday when she’d watched the way Red took care of Nicole. Didn’t she deserve a little of that too? 
The stranger gently took her by the wrist and put her hand under the water, scrubbing her scratch with soap. “Now dry it on that towel,” he said. 
She patted her hand down with the towel. “All set,” she told him. 
“No,” he said, crossing his arms and shaking his head. Up close like this, his eyes were even darker and more intense than she’d first thought. His lips were full and soft. 
She could smell him—he smelled clean, like the pool water. But underneath that was another scent—manly and strong and somehow comforting. 
“No?” she said, softly. 
He shook his head again. “I don’t think we’re done here just yet.” 
“Why not?” 
Something about his demeanor had changed. His voice was lower now, deep and husky and smooth. “Let me look at your cut again.” He reached slowly to her hand with both of his hands, and his touch was firm but gentle. He leaned in and examined her skin, seeming to take in every pore. 
“Look at that,” he whispered. “I think it needs a kiss.” 
“What?” she asked, her breath practically caught in her chest. 
“I need to kiss your hand for good luck,” he smiled seductively. “You never heard of that before?” 
“No.” 
She did want his lips on her skin. She didn’t care if it was weird and she didn’t know him well enough. 
He brought her hand up to his lips and kissed it softly. His lips were like silk, but hot, searing her flesh with desire. “Can you feel me bringing you luck?” he said. 
“I don’t know,” she replied. 
“Okay, then. Maybe another will do it.” He leaned down and kissed a little further up her wrist. And then again. He was moving up her arm and her whole body shuddered. 
Kallie was aware now of just how close their bodies were, as his legs touched hers and his chest moved closer to her own. She was in nothing but a skimpy wet bikini and her nipples had hardened. She could feel them poking rather insistently through her top. 
Beneath her bikini bottom, the situation was even more dire, if less obvious perhaps. She was absolutely dripping with desire. 
His hands suddenly grabbed her hips and pulled her into him. “Maybe you need another kiss,” he said, “to show you exactly what I mean.” 
She didn’t want to admit just how badly she needed another one, but he must have known anyway. 
Suddenly, his lips were on hers, teasing at first, lightly brushing her lips as she leaned forward. Her hands were on his muscular chest, feeling the hardness of his torso. 
He was so strong, his body firm and tight and beyond sexy. His every movement, gesture, the tone of his voice—she wanted him. She almost felt as though she needed him. 
The way he’d protected her from Brad at the pool—however violent his means--he’d done something that no one else had done. He’d stopped that person from hurting her, from violating her further. And she was grateful for that, but she was also completely turned on by how easily this man had taken charge of the situation. 
And now he was taking charge again, as he kissed her more deeply. His tongue slowly entered her mouth. His breath tasted minty—not a hint of alcohol could she detect. 
His hands moved down from her hips and then slid up her bare back, holding her closely so that her breasts pushed into his chest. Now their pelvises came together as their kiss went even further. She could feel, quite obviously through the thin layers of clothing between them, that he was excited. He was hard, and he was very big. Big enough to even be a little scary, she thought—if it ever came to that. 
But for now she just enjoyed his hardness pressing against her wetness through her tiny bikini, and thought about how it might feel if there was nothing at all between them. 
Their kissing became more passionate, and then he pulled back, looking into her eyes. His hand caressed her cheek softly. “I feel like I’ve known you my entire life,” he said. “Which is totally crazy, I know.” 
“I feel like I know you, too,” she admitted. And it was true—there was something shockingly familiar about him. Still, even now she couldn’t place it. “Have we met before?” she said. 
He laughed. “Isn’t that supposed to be my line?” 
“I just—I thought I recognized you.” 
His laughter faded a little and his dark eyes searched hers again. “Don’t tell me you’re putting me on.” 
Now it was her turn to be perplexed. “Putting you on?” 
“Do you know who I am?” 
“I don’t know. I mean, you’re familiar, but…should I know you?” 
He sighed and stepped back. “Maybe.” 
Just then, there was a loud, staccato knock on the door that made Kallie jump. 
“Is somebody in there?” 
Kallie recognized that voice. It was Nicole’s husband. She put her finger over the stranger’s lips and then answered. “Yes, I’m in here!” 
“Look, we should probably get going. It’s way late, I lost track of time.” 
“Okay, coming right out!” she called, and then went and flushed the toilet. The stranger turned the faucet on and pulled her close so he could whisper in her ear. 
“I want to see you again,” he said. 
She nodded. Then she turned and whispered in his ear. “I don’t even know your name.” 
“My name is Hunter.” 
And then it hit her. It hit her like a ton of bricks and a bolt of lightning all at once and she nearly keeled over from the shock. Of course, she must have been a complete fool not to have put it together. He was Hunter Reardon, the writer of the book she’d been reading the last few days. He wrote Blue Horizon. 
He’d looked just different enough from the picture in the book jacket—his hair was longer, a little more stubble on his face perhaps, a bit older—and she hadn’t conceived of the idea that such a person would ever be in the same place that she was hanging out. 
Hunter Reardon had kissed her—wanted to see her again. 
Was it really him, though? She looked at him furtively again, and yes. Now it was obvious, like one of those jumbled up pictures where you stare long enough and suddenly the image pops out at you and you can’t believe you didn’t see it all along. 
“What’s your name?” he whispered. 
She leaned in. “Kallie.” 
“Tell me your number,” he said. 
The knock came again, louder this time. “What’s going on? Are you coming out or what?” Red said, clearly not happy. Maybe he’d heard about the fight. 
“I need to go,” she said, still whispering. And then she leaned in and told him her number, not knowing if he’d even remember it, or call her if he did. 
Hunter nodded and seemed as though he was trying to commit it to memory for a moment. And then he kissed her again. 
When the kiss broke off, she opened the door just wide enough to scoot out into the hallway. “Sorry,” she said. “I just need to get my things from Danielle. 
Red’s expression was dismayed to say the least. “Let’s do it fast. Hopefully she’s not going to hold it against you that you started a bar room brawl at her pool party.” 
Kallie’s lips tightened as she heard what he said, and registered that he wasn’t exactly happy with her behavior at this little gathering. 
But despite Nicole’s husband’s disapproval, she couldn’t help but feel a soaring happiness in her chest. She’d met someone special. She’d met a man who seemed different from anyone she’d ever met—someone that had stood up for her. 
It was something her brothers would have done, had they been here. It was protective, like family. 
And on top of that, he’d written maybe her favorite book she’d ever read—well, almost finished reading. 
So Kallie and Red found Danielle, and Danielle went and got her things. 
And soon after that, they were driving home in silence. 
“Can I ask you a favor?” she said, after a time. 
“What?” he replied, not sounding particularly interested in granting favors. 
“Could you not tell Nicole about the fight? I don’t want her to feel bad for sending me to her friend’s party.” 
Red glanced at her, and for a brief moment, his eyes softened. He nodded slowly. 
“Fine. But next time maybe you should just tell your buddy not to go around punching people, and then we won’t have this problem.” 


*** 
Nicole was upset and she wasn’t sure she had a right to be. 
Red hadn’t called her or texted her for hours, and then when he finally did, it was just a quick apology for losing track of time. 
It shouldn’t have bothered her so much, especially not when she’d been the one who pushed him to go to that party with Kallie. 
But it wasn’t until the two of them came home together that alarm bells sounded. 
First of all, they weren’t speaking or even looking at one another. She noticed it right away when she asked them how the party had gone. 
Red just shrugged. “It was a party. Kane wrangled me into a corner most of the night.” He gave her a quick and impersonal peck on the cheek as he walked by, and she smelled beer on his breath. 
“Were you drinking?” 
“Just two,” he said, making his way to the kitchen. “You seem like you’re feeling better.” 
“A little.” 
Kallie was standing in the hallway, near the stairs. Her hair was a mess and her dress looked wet and disheveled. “I’m going to head upstairs, Nicole. I’m really, really tired.” 
“Everything okay?” 
Kallie’s eyes cut to Red—nervously—and then back to Nicole. “Yes.” 
“Okay.” Nicole turned to glance at Red, who was standing with his back to them, looking in the refrigerator. 
“So, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Kallie said, trying to smile. And then she went quickly upstairs. Nicole couldn’t get over the feeling that something had gone on between the two of them, as crazy as it was. 
Or was it? Kallie was objectively gorgeous and young, and Nicole knew very little else about the girl. Kallie had already gotten into some kind of sexual scrape with a married man, and here Nicole had gone off and practically given her husband permission to get to know her in a party setting, with alcohol and nobody to hold them accountable. 
Red took a plate of leftovers out of the fridge. “I don’t know about her,” he muttered, placing the leftovers on the counter and taking off the foil. 
Nicole walked closer, trying to gauge his mood. He wasn’t happy, that was for sure. “Did she do something, say something?” 
He shrugged. “She’s just weird.” 
“Weird how?” 
“I don’t know. I’m just saying. I told you from the beginning that it wasn’t such a great idea to have her stay here.” 
Nicole felt her stomach somersault. “What did you do?” 
“What did I do?” He looked at her like she was crazy. “You know what, it’s late and I’m pretty tired. Just forget the whole conversation.” 
She tapped her fingers on the counter. “You brought it up. I’m just trying to understand why the two of you came home acting so strangely.” 
Red just shook his head. “I’m not acting strangely, Nicole. I think you’re jumping on me for no reason.” 
“It’s not no reason.” 
“What, because I drank a beer with Kane? It was a party. And I didn’t even want to go to it in the first place.” 
She wanted to accuse him. She wanted to tell him that it was bizarre how they came in not even speaking to one another, acting so guilty, as if something had happened. 
Something they probably both regretted immediately afterward. 
But Nicole didn’t say any of those things. The headache had returned and her stomach was upset now. She decided to just go back to bed and try to do what Red advised, and forget the whole conversation—no, forget the whole night—had even happened. 


*** 
 When Nicole woke up the next morning, she felt like a new person. She wondered if it was possible that she’d actually been temporarily insane or something, because the things she’d been thinking were just crazy. 
She ran her fingers through Red’s curly dark hair and he stirred, finally waking up. “Hey,” he said, smiling at her, and rolling onto his back. 
“I’m sorry about last night,” she purred, burying her head in his chest. “I was being hormonal again.” 
He laughed. His hand stroked her hair and rubbed her back. “I’m sorry I was being testy. I just got annoyed because Kallie ended up meeting some guy at the party and then apparently he punched somebody.” 
“What?” Nicole sat up. “Who punched somebody?” 
Red laughed. “Please, don’t bring any of this up to Kallie. She asked me not to tell you because she was embarrassed. I just heard that there was an altercation and it had something to do with Kallie and this guy she was hanging out with last night.” 
“That’s really strange.” 
“She’s young and probably she’s been sheltered her whole life. Suddenly, she’s living in New York and meeting all these new, exciting people. Of course she’s going to do some stupid stuff.” 
“True. But I honestly didn’t see her as that wild child type.” 
Red shrugged. “She certainly got wild last night.” 
Nicole sighed. “I really like her. I hope I’m not wrong about her, too.” 
“What do you mean, her too? Who else have you been wrong about?” 
“Let’s not go there. Too many people to count.” 
Red chuckled again. “I think you’re a great judge of character. I mean, look who you chose for a husband. That’s some good judging right there.” 
Nicole smiled at him, then, because she realized that last night’s fears really had been nothing more than paranoia and insecurity on her part. Red loved her, she could tell by the way he was looking at her right now—she knew it with every fiber of her being. 
He slid out of bed and padded to the bathroom, yawning, and she watched him scratching his shoulder, as he shuffled and closed the door behind him. She could almost imagine him as the old man he’d one day become, and she loved him even more somehow for that—for his humanness. 
When she’d first met him, Red had been completely foreign, out of reach, strange and unattainable. Now she reflected on the fact that she knew him better than anybody in the world, and he’d opened himself completely to her. 
Nicole sat up in bed and slowly swung her legs over the edge. Her feet struck the floor. She looked down at them and noticed they seemed unusually swollen. She knew that it was normal for feet to swell during pregnancy, and certainly hers already had, but this was different. 
She told herself she was just being paranoid again. 
Nicole gathered herself and then stood, a task that was becoming more and more of an effort lately. When she stood up, something strange happened. 
She started seeing spots in her vision. “Shit,” she said, to nobody in particular. 
There was a sensation of vertigo again, and then her head started to pound instantly, as if someone had taken a mallet and smashed her in the face with it. 
She stood there, swaying for a time, and closed her eyes. 
“Hey, Nic! Nicole, what’s wrong?” Red cried, coming out of the bathroom and seeing her frozen in place, head bowed. 
“I don’t feel so good,” she moaned. 
“Tell me what’s going on.” He was instantly beside her, holding her, lowering Nicole back to the bed where she sat with him as he rubbed her back. 
“Something’s wrong,” she cried. 
“What is it?” 
Nicole could hear the anxiety in his voice, even though he was trying to be calm for them both. 
“I’ve been getting headaches and dizzy spells. My stomach’s been hurting.” 
“Why didn’t you tell me? How long has this been going on?” 
“I didn’t want to think anything bad was happening.” 
“Okay. Come on, we’re going to see Dr. Rosen right away.” 
Nicole nodded miserably. She put her hand on her stomach and tried not to sob as the fear and desperation overcame her. 


*** 
The drive to the doctor’s office had been tense and quiet, with Red making lame attempts to keep things light and calm, but failing to do so. They were both petrified of losing the baby, and neither of them could pretend otherwise. 
At the hospital, they were immediately seen by Dr. Rosen, who did her best to reassure them. But when Nicole described her symptoms, the doctor grew concerned. 
“There’s swelling in the extremities, what we call edema,” the doctor said, examining Nicole’s hands. “It’s basically an excess of fluid in any body part.” 
“What does it mean?” Nicole asked, her heart racing. 
“It can mean different things—I don’t want to speak to soon.” The doctor began touching Nicole’s cheeks and sliding her fingers above and beneath Nicole’s eyes. “I think I’m detecting some swelling around your eyes as well.” 
Nicole glanced at Red who tried to smile at her and let her know it was okay. His arms were folded and his jaw was tight, though—she could read him like a book and he was extremely worried. 
Dr. Rosen took Nicole’s vitals—she took her blood pressure twice without saying a word, then listened to her breathing, moving the stethoscope around her chest and back for alarming lengths of time. 
“Hear anything funny?” Nicole joked in a high-pitched voice. 
Dr. Rosen didn’t even answer. She then listened to Nicole’s stomach, moving the stethoscope from place to place, and looking particularly attentive. 
Finally, the doctor sat up straight and looked at them both. “We need to test Nicole’s urine for protein, but right now I suspect her symptoms are due to preeclampsia—which is a condition that is fairly common, but needs to be monitored.” 
“Is the baby okay?” Nicole asked, her hands tightening into fists. 
Dr. Rosen nodded. “I detected a heartbeat, everything seems normal on that front. 
Your blood pressure is elevated, although not alarmingly so, but due to the symptoms you described and the edema, I’m concerned enough that I’m recommending a combination of bed rest and minimal activity. You can spend a little time each day up and about, very light walking, but absolutely nothing even remotely strenuous or stressful.” 
Nicole licked her lips. “So the baby is fine, though.” 
“Yes. And we aim to keep it that way.” 
“So what’s next?” Red asked. 
“We’re going to get that urine test and have a look at the protein levels to make sure, but I suspect we’ll find that there’s significant protein in your urine.” Dr. Rosen looked at them both and smiled, her face relaxing. “Now, I’m not trying to alarm you. 
This is a fairly common condition. However, it does need to be monitored carefully and if there’s any progression in symptoms, we may have to deliver early.” 
“Really?” Red asked, startled. 
“Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it,” Dr. Rosen said. “Right now, I don’t see that as a very likely possibility. What I want you to do is pick up a blood pressure monitor at the pharmacy—you can get them for fifty bucks. Take Nicole’s blood pressure a few times a day, once in the morning, once at night, and another time in between. I’d like you to email me the results at the end of the week so I can see how she’s doing, and tell me any other notable symptoms or concerns.” 
“We really appreciate you taking that extra step,” Red told her. 
“That’s my job,” Dr. Rosen said. “We’ll set up another appointment for the next couple of weeks to get you back in here and check on your progress.” 
Nicole nodded and felt her eyes fill with tears. Dr. Rosen put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ve got a good handle on this, Nicole. Just try and relax, rest, let Red do the heavy lifting. Okay?” 
“Okay,” she whispered, trying to smile. 
The doctor had Nicole go to the nearby bathroom and give a urine sample. When she came back, Dr. Rosen once again went over the plan and told them not to worry too much, how typical this was, yada yada. 
Finally, Nicole and Red left the office together, holding hands. They walked very slowly together, heading to the elevators to go home. 


*** 
When they got home, Red immediately set about making Nicole as comfortable as possible. When Kallie came downstairs, they explained to her what had occurred and she immediately offered to help with everything and anything they needed. 
Red told her that wasn’t necessary, but Nicole was heartened to see that Kallie was already making it her personal mission to pick up the slack around the house. 
Nicole retired to her room and slept for a while. When she woke, Kallie came in and asked if she was hungry, which she was. Nicole told her that a grilled cheese sounded good, and a few minutes later, Kallie came back with a perfectly toasted sandwich. The cheese was gooey and the bread was buttery and Nicole remarked that it was probably the best one she’d ever had. 
Not long after that, Red came and took her blood pressure. “One forty over ninety-five,” he said. 
“That’s high,” Nicole responded. “Don’t let me see the numbers anymore. The more nervous I get, the higher it’s probably going to go.” 
He nodded. “What else do you need right now?” 
“Nothing. Just you. You’re helping a lot by taking care of me.” 
He stroked her hair. “I know everything’s going to be fine,” he said. 
She nodded but couldn’t meet his eyes. For some reason, Nicole didn’t share his convictions. 
For the rest of the day, she stayed in bed and watched a series of awful reality TV 
shows, talk shows like Jerry Springer and Doctor Oz, and then a terrible movie that was so bad she didn’t even bother to find out what it was called. Nicole drifted in and out of sleep, having restless semi-nightmares where she was being poked and prodded by the doctor and one where she delivered the baby under water and couldn’t fight her way to the surface. 
She woke up gasping for breath, and Kallie was standing next to the bed. “Hey, are you okay?” she asked Nicole, alarmed. 
“Yes. Just had a nightmare.” Nicole slid up in bed to a sitting position. 
“I came in to see if you wanted another glass of water.” 
“Yes, please.” 
Kallie grabbed the empty glass from the bedside table. She returned a few minutes later. “Red’s downstairs in his office doing some work. He told me to let you know that he was around if you need him.” 
“I’m sorry you ended up having to babysit me today,” Nicole said, taking the fresh glass of water and drinking gratefully from it. “This wasn’t planned, just so you know.” 
Kallie laughed. “I’m happy to help out. After all, if you hadn’t come and picked me up the other day, I’d probably still be wandering the mean streets of East Hampton right now.” 
“You’ve more than made up for it, Kallie. I really appreciate your kindness.” 
Kallie looked down at her. “Same here. You’ve been kind of like a sister to me.” 
The admission seemed to embarrass her. “Sorry, I get super cheesy and emotional sometimes. I didn’t mean to go all dramatic on you.” 
Nicole laughed. “I never had a sister either, so…maybe it’s good fortune we met when we did.” 
Shortly after Kallie left the room, Red came in carrying his laptop and some files. 
“Hey there, beautiful,” he said, grinning. 
“This looks official,” Nicole said, as he put the stuff down on the bed and leaned in to kiss her. 
“It is. Very official business. I realized that I actually do need to get some work done while we’re here, but I also want to be with my wife. This is what’s called a good old-fashioned compromise.” He pulled himself up to the headboard and sat with his back against it, the computer propped up on his lap. 
“That looks like fun.” 
He glanced at her. “Do you need anything?” He peered over and saw that she had a full glass of water. “Hungry?” 
“I think Kallie’s going to fix dinner soon.” 
He whistled through his teeth. “She’s really running a tight ship around here. I have to say, I’m kind of impressed.” 
Nicole nodded. “It’s like she anticipates my every need. She’s so helpful and sweet and—“ 
“And maybe she should stay on for awhile,” Red finished. 
Nicole looked over at him. “I thought you said having her around was a bad idea.” 
“I’ve been wrong before,” he replied, pecking away at his laptop. 
It was funny how slow he typed for a man of his abilities and achievements. 
Nicole found it rather adorable. 
“You’ve been wrong before? You don’t say.” 
“I do. I do say, actually.” He smiled at her. “What do you think about it?” 
“About Kallie staying on to be my nurse maid?” 
Red laughed. “About her staying on to help out around here while you recover. 
She’s doing a good job so far and, frankly, we could use the assistance. Work’s picking up and I don’t like the idea of not being able to give you the care you need.” 
Nicole sighed. “I’m fine, Red.” 
He just looked at her. They both knew she wasn’t fine. 
“Well, what do you think?” 
“It’s a good idea. We can pay her and give her a place to live and maybe it will allow her to continue on in New York, instead of being forced to go back home.” 
“Then it’s settled,” he said. 
“First, we check and see if she even wants to stay on.” 
“Oh, right. I forgot.” He began pecking away at his keyboard. 
*** 
Kallie hadn’t been able to get Hunter Reardon out of her mind. Even now, as she started prepping for the Chicken Piccata she was making for dinner, she kept thinking back to last night. 
The way he’d looked at her, the way he’d touched her. It was real, wasn’t it? It wasn’t just her imagination. 
She seasoned the chicken breasts liberally with salt and pepper and dredged them in flour. Then she paused to return to her memory of the pool, the feeling of his hands on her thighs, the sounds of the water splashing her skin. The feel of Hunter’s body heat mingling with her own heat—and hadn’t she hoped that it could burn even hotter? 
She’d kept her phone on her and checked it almost incessantly, in between helping to care for Nicole. Silently, she berated herself for being more concerned with Hunter’s call than she had been for Nicole’s health. 
Shaking her head, Kallie washed her hands and started the burner under the large skillet. Added some butter and olive oil, watched it begin to heat. 
Once it was sizzling, she took a fork and stabbed the chicken breast and tossed it into the pan, where it began to cook. She repeated this process for a second breast. The smell was already making her mouth water. 
She took out her cell and checked it again. Nothing. 
Did he forget her number? She should have written it down or had him plug it into his phone. Was it really so hard for a brilliant author to remember a few silly digits? 
Unless…unless maybe he wasn’t going to call. 
Kallie refused to think about that possibility. She turned the chicken breasts over, noting their nicely browned outer layers. Perfect. If only everything could be that perfect, that easy. 
“Hey, Kallie.” 
She looked up, startled, to see Nicole’s husband in the entrance to the kitchen, watching her cook. 
“Oh. Hi.” She smiled, wondering what he wanted. Red didn’t tend to speak to her very much, so she knew it was probably something important. Probably he was coming to tell her that with Nicole feeling unwell, she’d have to leave. 
“I thought maybe we could chat for a second. Will it put a crimp in the meal if we chat while you make the food?” 
“Not at all,” she said, bracing herself for the news. It would almost be like getting fired a second time. Granted, she ran away from her other job, but somehow it felt as though she’d been fired anyway. 
“So, obviously things have been kind of hectic and all over the place for everyone lately,” Red told her. “You’ve been dealing with changes, Nicole and I have been dealing with changes.” 
“Of course,” Kallie said. “But what’s most important is Nicole’s health.” Part of her just wanted him to get it over with already. Now she’d definitely have to leave and go back to Ohio, and there would be no hope for anything between her and Hunter Reardon. 
As silly as it was, her heart sank mostly because of that. 
“Well, Nicole and I talked it over, and we’d like to offer you a more formal position here at the house.” 
She just stood there for a long while, shocked. And then she smelled the chicken and realized it was about to burn. So she took the breasts out of the pan and laid them on a plate, where they continued to sizzle and crackle. 
“What kind of formal position?” she asked, as the shock wore off. 
“We’d like you to stay on and just help out like you’ve been doing. You’ll be paid by the week and you’ll get two days off per week as well.” 
“Wow,” she said, completely stunned by the offer. “That’s so kind of you. I mean, it would be great to be able to stay. What would I be paid?” 
“Does fifteen hundred a week sound about right?” 
“Absolutely.” She couldn’t contain the surprise and happiness in her voice. After all, she’d made only a thousand a week working for the Danvers family, and she’d been taking care of two children and doing all of the cooking, cleaning, laundry—plus the parents had been assholes. 
Red smiled. “Great. So, welcome aboard, Kallie.” He turned to leave and then stopped, turning back to her. “You understand that this position is only going to last until Nicole has the baby. Is that okay with you?” 
Kallie nodded. “Absolutely!” That seemed to be the only word that could come out of her mouth right now. 
Red smiled perfunctorily and then turned on his heel and left the kitchen. 
Okay, so Nicole’s husband still wasn’t exactly warm and fuzzy, but he liked her enough to offer her the job—and she knew Nicole was happy with her being around. 
Kallie did a little fist pump and then a dance move or two, before starting the next couple of pieces of chicken on the skillet. 
In her head, she calculated what she’d clear in two months of work—just about twelve thousand dollars. And her room and board would be taken care of too, so that would be twelve thousand bucks free and clear. 
She took her cell out and checked it for the millionth time. Nothing. 
Despite the good fortune of getting an awesome job offer when she most needed it, a little of the wind was taken out of her sails. 
She knew Hunter would contact her at some point, she knew it. She just hoped it would be soon. 


*** 
Kallie couldn’t believe it had been a week. 
A week that had been, by turns amazing and horrible. Working for Nicole was great. First of all, she really did feel like a sister, and a friend. They talked and laughed all the time, except when Nicole wasn’t feeling well—which hadn’t been as much lately. 
She seemed to be improving with time and her blood pressure was slowly getting better. 
The awful parts came unexpectedly, like when Red went to Brad and Trina’s house to pick up the rest of Kallie’s stuff, and he came home having had strong words with both of the parents. He refused to even tell Kallie what they’d accused her of, but the look on Red’s face told her that he was less than happy about having to deal with them. 
Another great moment came earlier that day when Nicole had cut Kallie’s first check, and given her a bonus out of nowhere. “You earned this,” she’d said. 
The check amount was two thousand dollars. Two thousand dollars for basically hanging around an amazing house, cooking great food, and spending time with someone she’d have spent time with for free. Not too shabby. 
But then there was another bad thing—A call from her nanny agency stating that they would no longer be attempting to place her with new families. Clearly, that had been a result of Brad or Trina making an irate phone call. But Kallie hadn’t helped matters, since she’d never alerted her company to the situation. She’d been too scared to deal with the recriminations and possible accusations that would likely have flown her way. 
And now, as she drove to the little ice cream parlor, Scoop du Jour, Kallie couldn’t help but think about that other bad thing—the one that had been occupying far too much space in her mind of late. 
Hunter Reardon. 
He hadn’t called her, and by this point it had been too long for her to continue fooling herself. He hadn’t called and he wouldn’t call, and the summer fantasy was officially over and done with. She had grieved the loss of a man she’d never really gotten to know, and the fantasy that she wasn’t able to actualize. 
She’d spent a couple of sleepless nights wondering why he’d acted as if he’d liked her that night, only to disappear without a trace afterward. No, it wasn’t anything so inexplicable, when she really considered it. Hunter Reardon was probably just a jerk. 
Main Street was crowded this time of day, and so Kallie was forced to park quite a few blocks away from the ice cream parlor. She didn’t mind. It was gorgeous and the street was so cute, everyone was out in their shorts and sunglasses, parents pushing strollers, people walking dogs, biking, and everyone seemed to be smiling. 
Kallie wondered if Hunter Reardon would be smiling if he were with her right now. And then she told herself (not for the first time either) to knock it off. He didn’t really like her. What did she know about him? 
Well, she knew he was quick to throw a punch. At the time, it had seemed like a good thing, chivalrous even. Now, looking back, she figured he was probably just a violent hothead who needed little excuse to punch someone’s lights out. 
Kallie smiled at a passing couple with a tiny baby in a stroller. They smiled back at her. They looked happy, complete. A piece of her heart cried out, why can’t I have what they have? The same thing she thought endlessly while watching Nicole and Red stare lovingly into each other’s eyes day after day. 
If there was a downside to working for such an awesome couple, it might be the fact that it highlighted just how lacking she was in that department. 
Hunter Reardon wasn’t going to fill that void, she realized. He was a pipe dream, smoke and mirrors. When he’d seemed so caring in the bathroom, touching her so gently, staring into her eyes—it was just him playing her. He was some sort of Hollywood mover and shaker on top of being a successful writer, and it was likely that he’d learned how to tell women exactly what they wanted to hear. 
Exactly what he needed them to believe if he was going to find a way into their pants on a first date. 
I feel like I’ve known you my entire life. 

Kallie had replayed the moment he’d said that over and over again in her head— 
until the memory had worn so thin as to be completely robbed of any emotional charge. 
Now, when she thought back on it, she realized that this had been just another lame line he’d likely used on dozens of unassuming women. 
And to think, if Red hadn’t intruded on the moment, that there was no telling how far she’d have gone with Hunter. She’d wanted him that  badly. 
There were a few people sitting and standing just outside the entrance of Scoop Du Jour, eating waffle cones and sundaes and looking generally happy to be alive. 
Kallie was figuring to be one of the happy eaters momentarily. She walked inside and looked up at the menu board, trying to figure out whether she wanted a waffle cone or a sundae. The line was long enough, but moving quickly. 
As she considered her order, Kallie was suddenly struck by an intense feeling of being watched. And out of the corner of her eye, she saw him. Everything happened so quickly that she didn’t even realize that she’d already recognized him before he’d even spoken. 
“Kallie?” he said, walking toward her, waffle cone in hand. 
Her legs were rooted to the floor and her heart was pounding. Hunter Reardon was there—in the ice cream parlor, talking to her. 
She was mortified. It was like her dream—her nightmare—everything had come together like magic and manifested this demon in the flesh. “Hi Hunter,” she said softly, barely turning to look at him. 
She could sense him though. His presence was so strong, so intoxicating, that she could barely keep from staring at him. He was wearing white shorts and a gray t-shirt, very casual. Everything seemed to fit him in a way that it looked thrown on, yet planned—as if a stylist might have worked hours and hours to create the perfect “thrown together” look for a photo shoot. 
“What are you doing here?” 
She pointed to the board. “Pretty self explanatory, I think.” 
He laughed. “Yeah, dumb question.” 
The line moved forward and he moved with her. She sighed and looked away, hoping he’d just go. It was too painful seeing him here, knowing that for him this was just another chance encounter, another opportunity to use his magnetism to make her want him, while he stayed pleasantly aloof. 
“The waffle cones here are amazing,” he told her. 
“So I’ve heard.” Now she definitely wasn’t getting one, even though it looked and even smelled awesome. 
After his suggestion, Kallie was determined to order a sundae. 
The line move again and someone took her order. She got a sundae with nuts and whipped cream, and Hunter was standing nearby, clearly waiting for her. 
She hated him for being here and acting like they were old college friends running into one another. 
She hated herself for hoping against hope that maybe he had a good reason for not calling her—maybe he really had forgotten her number. 
A moment later, she’d gotten her sundae and paid, and then she was scurrying out the door and Hunter was following after. “Wait up,” he said. “You in a hurry or something?” 
Kallie kept walking. She was suddenly aware of her own outfit—tight jean shorts and a striped summer top that showed off a good deal of skin—and Hunter’s eyes on her. 
“I’m not in a hurry,” she told him. “But I don’t feel like wasting my time, either.” 
“Wasting your time on what?” 
“Anything.” 
“Is this because I didn’t call you?” he asked. 
She slowed down a little, thinking of his word choice. Something about the way he’d phrased the question told her that he hadn’t simply forgotten her number. She knew that his not calling her was intentional. 
“Look, I really don’t care, Hunter.” 
“Kallie, hold on a second. Will you just slow down a minute? My ice cream’s melting all down my hand.” 
She stopped and watched as he began using one tiny napkin to wipe the ice cream that had run down his hand from the waffle cone. 
Then she noticed her own sundae was melting. So now he’d even managed to ruin her sundae. “I don’t have anything to say to you,” she told him. “I’m not interested in playing this game—it’s boring. You’re boring.” 
Hunter looked up at her, and she could see genuine hurt in his eyes. “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t call you. Things got kind of complicated for me, and—“ 
“Hunter, I know this might surprise you, but I’m really not that interested in having this conversation.” She felt a deep pang inside her chest. What a bitch I’m being right now, she thought. She was never like that to people. Never. 
That was followed by a reminder of how he’d behaved, how sleazy he’d been that night, given his subsequent lack of follow through. 
“Okay. I got it,” he said. “Well, it really was great seeing—“ 
She literally started walking away from him in the middle of his sentence, and he watched her go with his mouth open. 
Kallie went the last block back to her car feeling stunned by her own actions. Her ice cream was pretty much melted, and her appetite gone. She tossed it into the garbage can nearby and then got in her car. 
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so defeated. Maybe right after Brad had assaulted her in the laundry room—but this was almost worse. Brad was just an idiot, so running away from him had sort of been a relief. 
Running away from Hunter hurt. Saying those things to him hurt. 
Why couldn’t she admit that she’d wanted him to follow her, to tell her sorry again, to say something that would allow her to forgive him? 
Kallie didn’t know why she’d been so nasty, but she did know that she needed to get the heck out of there. She wanted to get away from this street and never look back. 
But when she tried to put her car into gear, the shifter wouldn’t budge. She turned the car off and then restarted it. 
The shifter still wouldn’t move into drive. 
“Shit.” She was getting more and more upset now. Was she going to be stuck on top of everything else? Had she broken the Jameson’s car, too? 
Kallie turned the car off and waited a couple of minutes, then started it and tried yet again. Nothing. The damn thing was stuck fast. 
“Is something wrong?” 
She looked up to see Hunter peering in the passenger window from the curb. 
Kallie’s heart leapt and she nearly smiled. Do not smile, she told herself. 
Remember, you’re not relieved at all. You’re not jumping for joy that he came back for you, even though you were a Class A bitch to him. 
“My car’s broken,” she said. 
He grinned. “Broken? It sounds like the engine’s running fine.” 
“I can’t get it into drive.” She tried and he watched her, a little smile playing on his lips. 
“It sure would be funny if the guy you just insulted could fix your car and save you lots of time and money.” 
Kallie pursed her lips. “That would be funny. But I don’t think it could ever happen.” 
“No?” He raised his eyebrows at her. 
God, he was so sexy and he knew it. He totally must have practiced that look in the mirror. 
“No.” She shook her head. How could he be so charming when she was totally onto him? How was a thing like that even possible? 
“Let me give it a try,” he said. 
She looked at him uncertainly. “Please don’t mess with me. This isn’t even my car.” 
He chuckled. “I’m not going to mess with you, Kallie. You’re so suspicious.” 
I wonder why, she thought, but kept quiet. She got out of the car and he walked around and passed by her, his arm briefly brushing against hers, giving her an electric jolt at the minor contact. 
Hunter got inside and turned the car off. He looked around and ran his hands along the steering column—seemed to find something he was looking for—and then gently turned the key, but not all the way on. Next, she saw him push down on the break, his leg flexing with the pressure. 
Kallie realized that a guy who knew his way around a car was even sexier than a guy who knew how to give a smoldering look. Unfortunately for her, Hunter was both. 
Finally, he turned the ignition all the way and the engine roared to life. He grabbed hold of the gearshift and tried to put it in drive. 
It didn’t work for him, either. 
“It’s okay, you tried,” she told him. 
He looked up at her with an appreciative grin. “So, I think I can fix this in under two minutes.” 
“Doesn’t look like it.” 
“Want to bet?” 
She thought about it. “What kind of bet?” 
“If I win, you come with me and hang out for the rest of the day. And you have to be nice to me for fixing your car for free.” 
She rolled her eyes. “That’s just ridiculous.” 
“So, you think you’ll lose then.” 
“Okay. What do I get if you can’t do it?” 
Hunter smiled. “If I can’t do it in under two minutes, I’ll pay to have a real mechanic do the job.” He held out his hand. “Do we have a deal?” 
Kallie shook his hand, and if they both held on longer than necessary—well, she wouldn’t tell if he didn’t. A moment later, she’d pulled out her cell phone and gotten her timer ready. “Okay, on three.” 
“Yup.” He looked focused and confident, his hands on the wheel, relaxing. 
“One, two, three,” she said, and pressed the start button on her cell phone’s digital timer. 
Hunter quickly went into his pocket and grabbed his own car keys. She couldn’t imagine what he was going to do with those. Start her car with his keys? 
Seconds later, he’d taken a key and jammed it into a tiny little slot near the bottom of the shifter. Then he waited a brief moment, put his hand back on the shifter and pulled it into drive. “And we’re done, in record time,” he said. 
“So, I guess I just have to drive with your keys stuck in that little slot?” she asked, trying to cover up just how impressed she was with his performance. 
“There are other things you can stick in it,” he said. “I don’t think you need me to come up with a list, but I can if you want. Besides, we can take my car from here. You owe me a date.” 


*** 
Nicole wasn’t sure just when she’d gotten suspicious of Red again. 
She was used to being physically close to him, to having him inside of her, and to knowing how much he loved her by way of that kind of intimacy. And she knew how important it was to Red as well—he was a man who thrived on sexual conquest--they’d built a significant part of their relationship on it. 
Her insecurity had begun when he’d become slowly less and less interested in the things that had been staples of their sexual diet—spanking, tying her up, pulling her hair, blindfolding her. Slowly, over the months of her pregnancy, the sex had become more and more predictable, with less and less of that spicy variety that she’d grown accustomed to from her husband. 
And although she’d accepted his claim that he’d simply grown less needy for that sort of activity, Nicole was uneasy with the change. She didn’t trust it. 
She thought of his mother’s subtle digs about Red not being able to handle a real relationship with a woman who got pregnant and showed her age. Maybe there was more truth to it than she liked to think. 
Now that she could no longer have any sex due to her health condition, Nicole was growing more and more concerned by Red’s lack of interest in her. 
And she couldn’t help but feel that maybe having a nubile young blond girl living in their house wasn’t exactly a recipe for a successful marriage. 
Nicole had been frankly relieved that it was Kallie’s day off. Although Kallie did great work, was diligent about cooking and cleaning and pleasant to be around, she made Nicole uneasy. She was so gorgeous, her body was so ridiculously toned and tight, sexuality just about oozed from her pores. 
How could Red not notice and be tempted by it? 
Nicole had also seen that Kallie was frequently checking her phone. She seemed sometimes distracted, especially when Red was around. 
Was it too much to assume that perhaps the girl was crushing on her handsome, celebrity boss and that Red might even feel some urge to respond to that crush? 
Nicole hadn’t really thought so, beyond a few fleeting glimmers of jealousy. Not until today. She’d been able to quell her own fears, most of which she honestly believed were a product of too much time on her hands. 
But only an hour or so after Kallie had left the house, Red told Nicole that he needed to take a meeting in the city. “It’s kind of an emergency,” he’d said. 
“But that’s like two hours each way—at least,” she’d complained. 
Red had explained that he’d be using a helicopter service that transported executives back and forth from Manhattan to The Hamptons, like a bus, day and night. 
“Will you be okay if you’re alone for a few hours?” he asked. 
She’d said she would. 
In truth, she felt pretty much fine, physically. Her blood pressure had gone back to normal, and the edema was almost gone, too. Dr. Rosen had been happy with all the reports they’d given her, and even suggested that Nicole could cut her bed rest in half, as long as they kept an eye on everything. 
It wasn’t being left alone that concerned her so much. It was how vague both Red and Kallie had been about where they were going and for how long. It simply was too much of a coincidence, Nicole decided. 
Kallie leaves the house on some unnamed trip doing god knows what, and
suddenly Red gets a phone call and mysteriously has to go away at the exact same time
as her. 

It had the strange ring of something that had been planned in advance, she thought. 
She had a feeling that something was very, very wrong. It was a feeling that she couldn’t explain to anyone, but she knew it just the same. Something bad was on its way. 


*** 
“You’ve never been in a helicopter?” Hunter asked her. 
Kallie shook her head nervously, as they buckled into their seats on the tiny aircraft, and the pilot welcomed them aboard. 
They each had headsets to wear, since apparently the helicopter would be very noisy. “Good afternoon and welcome,” the pilot said. He had that confident authority that surgeons, pilots and police officers all seemed to have in common. His hair was silver, and he wore a white collared t-shirt with logo of the company embossed on it. 
“We will be flying about twenty minutes all-told, and I’ll be pointing out some of the sights along the way,” the pilot continued, in almost a sing-song patter, his voice tinny in Kallie’s headset. “Please let me know if you’re experiencing any discomfort or have any questions. We can land the helicopter in short order if you’re having any concerns.” 
“Sounds great,” Hunter responded. 
“Also, please do keep an eye out as we fly these friendly skies, and if you notice any unforeseen air traffic, I’d appreciate you pointing it out to me.” 
Unforeseen air traffic? Kallie thought, her throat constricting with sudden fear. 
She wasn’t used to the idea that she needed to help a pilot do his job. 
Hunter seemed to sense her nervousness, and his hand gripped her hand as the helicopter blades began to spin quicker and quicker and suddenly they’d lifted off the ground and were hovering in the air, just a few dozen feet above the pad. 
Soon the trees were receding further and further below them, and Kallie was marveling at the view of the sky and the clouds—the sun partially hidden from view as they shot towards their destination and the ground moved beneath them. 
In the end, she was in awe of this machine taking them wherever they needed to go, and she didn’t feel nervous—just excited. She was in this little flying contraption with Hunter Reardon. Hunter Reardon! It didn’t seem possible. 
It hardly seemed real, even now, as he sat right next to her, his leg touching hers, his hand holding her hand, smiling at her as she looked with a wide open mouth at the passing scenery and tried to remember this moment. 
She wanted to remember it for the rest of her life, if possible. 
The ride was over seemingly almost as soon as it began, and she was surprisingly reluctant to disembark from the craft. 
The pilot thanked them for coming along, and he had a few words with Hunter, who apparently used their service all the time. 
“To show our appreciation for a valued customer,” the pilot said, “we’d like to present the two of you with a little gift.” He handed Kallie and Hunter two small champagne bottles, each held in a fancy white bag with a blue bow and the logo of the helicopter service on the side of it. 
“Oh, that’s so cute,” Kallie said. “I love it.” 
“We’ll drink these straight away,” Hunter told him. 
Nicole put her baggie in her purse. 
They had been deposited at a small airfield, and Hunter had told Kallie that he had a car waiting for them. 
It wasn’t just any car. It was a brand new, black Mercedes. It even smelled new, and she could tell it hadn’t been driven more than a handful of times. 
Hunter had told Kallie that he wanted to bring her someplace special today, but she still wasn’t sure exactly where he was taking her. She both liked and feared the unknown quality of their time together. 
He wasn’t forthcoming with many details about his own life or even about his opinions. Instead, he tended to ask her a lot of questions about herself. 
“Five brothers?” he said, for like the twentieth time since she’d told him that about herself earlier. 
“Yes, five brothers. All of them very protective—so watch your step.” 
“I feel protective of you, too,” Hunter replied, as the car hugged a turn on a back road that cut through a dense forest. 
Kallie laughed and shook her head. Yes, her heart thrilled when he said these things, but she reminded herself that he’d said nice things that first night and then nothing. He’d disappeared. Only luck had brought them together again. 
She debated asking him about his writing and telling him that she’d just coincidentally been reading his book, Blue Horizon. But something told her that it could spoil the moment. 
He hadn’t even mentioned his writing or left any opening to discuss that sort of thing, so despite her desire to talk about it, Kallie didn’t say a word. 
“What’s your family like?” he asked. “Do you miss them?” 
Kallie thought about it. “Yeah, I miss them a lot. But then again, after awhile, living so close to them was becoming stifling. Everyone in my family is in each other’s business. I wanted to get away from that and find out who I am when I’m not with them. 
Does that make sense?” 
Hunter nodded, glancing at her. “It does, Kallie. A lot of sense.” 
He turned onto a wider road and then pointed up to a large hilltop. There was a really strange castle-like structure sitting a top the hill, as if surveying everything below. 
“Wow, that is one of the coolest buildings I’ve ever seen,” she said. “Is that where we’re going? Like a tour or something?” 
Hunter laughed. “Something like that.” 
They began driving up the road, which winded its way slowly along the hillside, climbing higher and higher. The castle was directly above them now, and below them was an incredible view of the entire region. 
They arrived at the top of the hill, and now it was clear that this was a modern version of a castle. It wasn’t something that had been built in the eighteenth century or anything. There were huge glass windows that looked out but also allowed her to look in and see bedrooms, a living room, and a modern kitchen. 
“Holy crap, this is where you live,” Kallie muttered. 
“Yeah, one of the places. I also have a place in L.A. and apartments in New York and Tokyo.” 
“Must be nice.” 
“It is,” he said, “but not as nice as making that drive just now with you in the car.” 
“Sure, sure.” She shook her head and rolled her eyes. 
“I’m serious, Kallie. You think I’m trying to impress you with all of this?” 
“Yes.” 
“Okay, well—is it working?” 
She didn’t answer him and just got out of the car instead. She turned three hundred and sixty degrees and looked at the view from the hilltop. “You must love waking up in the morning when this is what you see each day.” 
Hunter nodded. “That’s pretty much why I bought the place. I thought, this is a place where I can really appreciate this life I’ve been given. And you know, feeling closer to the sky—it kind of reminds me…” he trailed off. 
“Reminds you of what?” she said. 
His eyes grew far away. “It just helps to remind me that I need to appreciate each and every moment.” He shrugged as if to dismiss it, but Kallie felt as though he hadn’t told her the real story behind what the house meant to him. 
They walked to the front door and he took out his key ring and put a key in the lock, opening the door to his “castle” like they were going in some ranch house in the suburbs. 
“You don’t have any crazy security system or something?” she asked. 
He laughed. “This whole place is wired for closed circuit TV, pretty much.” 
She looked at him to see if he was joking. He didn’t laugh. 
As they entered the very open, very modern home, she wondered again just what Hunter’s deal was. Nothing about him was obvious, she couldn’t tell what was real and what was fiction. 
It actually reminded her a lot of the novel he’d written—especially some of the qualities of the main character. Maybe there was more truth in his book than she’d thought when she’d been reading it. Assuming it was pure fiction, she was starting to wonder if maybe he’d put more of himself in those pages than he did anywhere else in life. 
Hunter walked her through various rooms, all of which had a different feel and color scheme—but the one underlying theme was modern. Minimalist, with just enough furniture and creature comforts to make the space livable and even attractive, however Kallie thought it was missing a soul. 
It felt cold, she thought, as if Hunter had decorated it solely with his intellect and completely left his heart out of the matter entirely. 
“Want to have a drink on the terrace?” he asked. 
“You mean, the castle tower? We won’t be attacked by elves out there, will we?” 
Hunter laughed. “God, that would be so cool if we were, wouldn’t it?” 
The sun was starting its slow descent in the sky as they went out on the terrace with a couple of beers gotten from Hunter’s minimalist fridge downstairs. 
There was an iron railing surrounding the entire platform, and a small white table in the middle, with two chairs. Nothing else. 
Hunter went to the railing and leaned over it, looking out at the landscape below. 
“Every time I come out here I just feel like—this is it. This is why I’m here.” 
She wasn’t quite sure what he meant, but it seemed like he enjoyed speaking in riddles, so she didn’t bother to ask him to elaborate. 
Kallie joined him at the railing, liking the feel of his arm next to hers as they looked over the edge. “Do you ever get scared being up so high?” she asked, as her stomach did a little uneasy roll at the feeling of being on the edge of a huge precipice. 
“Nope. I don’t get scared of anything anymore.” 
“Why not?” 
He looked at her, grinning. “Are you trying to get in my head, figure me out?” 
“I’m just trying to get to know you.” 
He sipped his beer. “Well let me ask you something. What’s the worst thing that’s ever happened to you?” 
Kallie looked at him. “That’s a depressing question.” 
“But that’s what you just asked me.” 
“I did?” 
“Yeah, you just didn’t know it.” He smiled, and it was as if the sun was shining on her. His smile was so infectious, his humor so endearing, that she was unable to think of why he sometimes made her uneasy. 
“I feel like every question I ask you is a potential landmine.” 
He shook his head. “Not at all. But sometimes talking is overrated, don’t you think?” 
“I don’t know. Maybe.” She felt as though his gaze had suddenly grown more intense. She could feel the air change between them. And what did he mean by talking being overrated? Was he somehow insinuating that he only wanted sex, or was she the one with the dirty mind here? 
“Sometimes, when I’m working with a screen writer,” he said, “I try to explain to them that every word a character utters, needs to serve the story. If the characters are just talking for talking’s sake, it’s not worth keeping. It’s just a waste, and most of the time it’s better to tell the movie with action, rather than dialog. That’s true not just in movies, but in life.” 
“But you just used a lot of words to explain that theory.” Now it was her turn to take a sip of beer. 
“Damn, I like a girl that can keep up with me,” he said, admiringly. He moved a step closer. His eyes were intent on hers. 
“Are you testing me with all of this, Hunter?” 
“Say my name again.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Just, use my name in a sentence again.” 
“Okay.” She giggled and took another big sip of beer. “You’re making me kind of nervous, Hunter.” 
“Am I really?” he asked. 
She shrugged. “You’re just unpredictable. Like how you said you’d call and never did.” 
He slid another step closer. “I already apologized for that.” 
“If you’d really been interested in me, you would have called.” 
“How sure are you about that theory?” 
“Pretty certain. That’s like, relationships 101.” 
“Oh, thanks professor. Sorry I came late to class.” 
“No problem. You’ll just lose attendance points.” 
He smiled, moving closer still. “You really can keep up, it’s not just a fluke.” 
“And you really are testing me.” 
“I don’t see how a student can give the teacher a test,” he said, leaning towards her now. His lips were practically touching hers. 
“I think you’re being disruptive,” she said. “You might need to be suspended from this class.” 
“Let me make it up to you.” And then he was kissing her, which was what she’d been wanting all along. It was practically all she’d thought about since that first night they’d met, and now it was happening again. And it was better than she’d imagined. 
His tongue danced along her lips, playfully, but then he would drive his mouth so passionately against hers—she could feel the intensity of his desire. It was like a tiny candle flame suddenly blossoming into a conflagration, all-consuming, before dying back down again. 
She wanted to match him but was frightened of where this could lead. Her body was betraying her mind at this point. 
The fact was, Kallie didn’t really believe that Hunter was interested in anything more than a hookup. He wanted her sexually, but everything about him told her that he was a player. 
She didn’t want to just be another notch on his belt, and yet she couldn’t seem to help the way his touch made her feel. She wanted him to touch her more than she wanted to be treated well. 
And that, she knew, was a problem. 
Soon the kissing had progressed. His hands were holding her hips, pulling her body into his, and when their bodies connected, it felt like a puzzle piece clicking in. 
Kallie gasped at her own fierce arousal. She was wet. Not just regular wet, but drenched down there. Astonished and a little worried by her own sensations of excitement, she tried to slow down, pulling back from him. 
He responded with renewed intensity. He reached up and grabbed a fistful of her hair and held it, his other hand on her face, bringing her towards him again. He kissed down her neck. 
The top she’d worn today was very thin, and she’d also chosen to wear a bra that was so lacy it was practically non-existent. The end result was that her nipples were showing in stark definition through her shirt, and she was very conscious of it, as he kissed down her neck. 
Part of her wanted to pull away and tell him to slow down, but a much bigger part of her wanted to tell him to go further—wanted to beg him, actually. 
The hand that was holding her hair let go, and now both hands slid down to her waist as he kissed her neck and the top of her cleavage. 
Hunter picked her up off the ground as if she was light as a feather, carried her to the table, and then he sat down on one of the chairs with her on top of him. She moved so that she was straddling him, and her crotch was pressed against his. 
He moved beneath her, his hips swiveling in a way that gave her just an inkling of what things might feel like if they progressed a few steps further. 
She liked what he was showing her, liked it too much. 
Hunter took her by the hair again, this time with both hands, and pulled her in to kiss him. 
Kallie was losing herself now, losing those thoughts of what might constitute a mistake, what might be considered going too quickly. 
Coming from a large, conservative Catholic household—this was beyond fast. 
She’d already gone ten steps beyond what she was supposed to do for the first six months, in only the first six minutes. 
But she found that the more Hunter kissed her and touched her, the less she really cared. She was just in too deep with him, and at some level, she accepted that fact. 
They kissed for a long time, as the sun continued to set, and the sky around them turned shades of purple. She felt as though she’d stepped into some futuristic science fiction dream, where girls kissed boys on spaceships that landed on mountaintops, and as the sky grew darker, she was emboldened. 
It felt so private, so isolated, and nobody would have to know what she did with Hunter this night—not her family back in Ohio, not Nicole or Red, nobody would have a clue except her and the man she was with right now. 
Their kissing grew even more passionate, and their lips explored each other as if they could learn everything about each other just by doing that alone. 
But soon, Hunter was also growing emboldened. He began fondling her breasts through her top, and although he was rough with her, Kallie found that she got off on it. 
She liked when he pulled her hair or grabbed her breasts firmly. It wasn’t angry, the way that asshole Brad had grabbed her—it was just—firm. Controlling. He liked to be in control in a way that pleased and sort of comforted her in some strange way. 
And Kallie found that she almost wanted him to go further still, to take away any control she had left and remove all doubt from her mind. She knew how badly she wanted him tonight, but she didn’t know if she had the power to let herself truly go just yet. 
“Come,” he said, suddenly breaking off from one of their long, extended kisses. 
He looked in her eyes. “Come to bed with me.” 
She swallowed. “I’m scared.” 
“Don’t be scared. I’d never do anything to hurt you, Kallie. Never. Do you trust me when I tell you that?” 
She nodded, although she had no real reason to trust him, and at least one or two solid reasons not to trust him. But somehow, and maybe it was just pure need, pure lust—she did trust him. 
She let Hunter lead her back into the house and then into the master bedroom, which, like every other room, was spare and economical. The bed was wide and low to the ground, like something from Japan. There were a few large abstract paintings on the walls, and one large, dark dresser. 
The picture window on the far wall was enormous and the view magnificent, but the light outside was quickly fading and soon it would be just darkness. 
“Get on the bed,” he told her. 
“Why?” 
“You know why. Don’t ask silly questions, Kallie.” 
She went and sat on the bed. Her heart was beating fast. Hunter walked to her and stood over her. 
“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” she said. 
“What isn’t such a good idea?” 
“This.” She looked up at him. She wanted to be convinced—she wanted him to make her forget that it was a bad idea. 
“I’m going to kiss you again,” he said, “because I think you and I do better when we’re kissing and you’re not overthinking everything.” 
He leaned over and pinned her to the bed, holding himself over her with his arms extended so that he didn’t put all his bodyweight on her. His biceps were flexed and she placed her hands on his arms so that she could feel their power while he kissed her and sucked her into him. 
Kallie’s body arched up toward him, feeling the magnetic pull of his heat once again. And her heat was building—the heat between her legs was gathering along with the wetness. She was opening for him, literally and figuratively, her legs opening as he pressed his pelvis against her. He was so hard, and so big, and she wanted to feel him fully inside of her—no matter how wrong it would be. 
But wait, she thought. Wait. This was happening too fast. Too. Damn. Fast. 
Where were her morals, where was her common sense? 
“Hold on a second,” she said, breaking off the kiss. “This is too fast.” 
“Do you really think that, or are you just regurgitating something your strict upbringing taught you?” he said, his dark eyes penetrating. 
She didn’t answer. 
“That’s what I thought.” His hands grabbed her wrists and pinned them above her head. 
Yes, she thought. Please, hold me down. Hold me down and make me come. 
His mouth was on hers again, his tongue thrusting into her open, receptive mouth. 
She opened wider, trying to imagine that he’d do to her with his cock what his tongue was doing inside her mouth right now. 
Her hips bucked against his. 
“Your little fucking jeans are driving me insane,” he said. “And they’re coming off, Kallie. They’re coming off and I’m going to see it all.” 
She sucked in her breath at the thought of it—the brazenness of him telling her what he was going to do next—assuming that she wouldn’t object. 
And she wouldn’t, because this was exactly what she wanted right now. 
He adjusted his grip so that his one hand could hold both her wrists at the same time, directly over her head. She wasn’t fighting him at all, but she liked knowing that he was controlling her movements just the same. 
Next, Hunter reached down with his free hand and began unbuckling her shorts, while his dark eyes stared down at her, unflinching and unyielding from what he wanted. 
“They’re open now, Kallie,” he whispered, his voice controlled, yet the excitement was obvious just the same. 
She looked down and saw that indeed her shorts were completely undone and now her pink panties were visible, and he could clearly see how wet she was for him. 
There was no hiding it. Her pussy ached for his touch now. She was dripping and Hunter knew it and there was nothing left to do, but be taken by him. 
He pulled her shorts down her bare legs and past her ankles, letting them drop to the floor below. “How does it feel to have me seeing your little panties, and knowing that I can see everything? Knowing I can smell your sex, and soon I’m going to have those panties off too?” 
She was breathing heavily now, almost out of control. “I…I don’t know,” she lied. 
“Yes you do.” His hand went down again and caressed her panties, and she could feel his fingertips brushing the outside of her mound, which quivered in response. If he put one tip of one finger inside her now, she might go off like a rocket—that’s how on the edge she truly was. 
“Do you want to taste my cock?” 
Her tongue came out of her mouth almost involuntarily at his suggestion, and she licked her lips. 
He smiled. “Is that a yes?” 
She licked her lips again, unable to muster a verbal response. She did want to have his cock in her mouth. At this point, she wanted everything. She was way beyond struggling with right and wrong. 
“I think I might just fuck you all night and see how many orgasms I can give you. 
That would be fun.” His hand trailed up her belly, beneath her top, touching her breasts over her bra. His hands roughly grabbed her breasts and squeezed, just hard enough to make her pussy clench, as another heat wave soaked through her panties. 
“Oh, god,” she moaned, unable to contain it anymore. 
“Say it again.” 
“Oh, fuck.” 
His hand moved to her panties now, rubbing her clit through the drenched material. “Tell me again, Kallie. Say how you want it.” 
“Oh…oh…oh….” The moans came out of her mouth unbidden, guttural, one after the other, in time with the circles his hand made on her clit. 
He rubbed faster. She was going to come now and there was no two ways about it. 
“I want you to tell me,” he commanded. 
She told him—she said yes. She said yes again, whispering, even though she wanted to yell. 
“Tell me how badly you want me.” 
And then she was coming, as his hand slid the fabric over and two fingers penetrated her slick mound of quivering flesh and went inside. She clung to him, coming so intensely that her legs involuntarily wrapped around him. 
He fucked her with his fingers, slowing as her climax completed itself. 
She was drenched with sweat now. 
“That was just the beginning,” he told her. 
Her mouth was thick with desire and her eyes were heavy-lidded with sexual bliss. “What comes next?” 
“I think you know then answer—a smart girl like you. College educated.” 
“I don’t know.” 
“I’ll have to give you a long, hard lesson, then. You need a refresher course.” He began kissing her again, and this time when their bodies came together, she had just her skimpy wet panties between them. 
He grinded into her and he was so hard—she couldn’t imagine how he was able to control himself. Not that Kallie was the most experienced girl, but the few boys she’d been with in high school and college had always come so quickly, even just when there had been dry humping involved. 
They had truly been boys, though. Never had Kallie realized that fact more clearly than at this precise moment. 
Hunter was a man, and he knew how to use his body like a man, and he also knew how to manipulate her body like no other boy she’d ever been with. 
His hands were caressing up and down her torso, her legs, rough and gentle all at once. 
Kallie’s hand strayed to the bulge in his shorts. 
“Be careful what you wish for,” he smiled. 
As an answer, she stroked the hard bulge one more time. 
“Take it out, then,” he told her. “But if you take it out, it’s not going back in until I’m satisfied with the result.” 
Kallie liked that threat even more than the others. Fumblingly, she went to his shorts and unzipped, freeing him substantially. His shorts fell to his feet and now he was in his white and green striped boxers. The head of his erection peeked out through the hole in his underwear. 
It was, as she’d suspected, simply enormous—frighteningly so. 
“You let it out, Kallie. What now?” 
She didn’t answer, except to slide her hand onto his shaft and work it further out of the hole in his boxers. It emerged, thicker as it got closer to his body. She was intimidated, to be sure, but also intrigued. 
Her hand slid up and down his magnificent manhood. 
Hunter leaned in and kissed her deeply, while she continued to stroke his member. 
He used his hips to move even faster against her hand, seeming to enjoy her efforts. 
She was wet and open for him. Seeming to sense that the time was right, Hunter suddenly and swiftly removed her panties, sliding them down in one quick motion. Next, he’d taken his own boxers off. 
He wasn’t wasting any more time, and she was glad for it. Her body was primed and ready now. 
He lifted her skimpy top and removed it, and unsnapped her bra quicker than she could even have done it. 
Finally, he took off his own t-shirt. 
They were both completely nude, and his muscular, strong body was hovering over her. His cock was hard and straight, and she opened her legs even wider for him. 
He came down upon her, his lips on hers and then he was sucking at her nipples, and although her breasts weren’t huge, they were certainly tight and perky. Her nipples were as erect and sensitive as they’d ever been. He sucked them until she could barely take it anymore, her buddy shuddering and shivering. 
His hardness was against her slick mound, resting, waiting to strike. He reached over to his nightstand and pulled out a condom. 
She wondered what condom could even fit him, but apparently there was a type that did. He rolled it on expertly, and then he was sliding into her. 
He was big. Maybe even too big, she thought at first. 
However, he knew just when to slow down and let her accommodate him, to allow her time to open and relax as he went in. 
Soon Hunter was mostly inside her, although she knew he was holding back some of himself so as not to hurt her. 
He stroked her rhythmically, and she held onto him tightly, closing her eyes and enjoying the feeling of being taken. Truly taken. 
As he got more excited, he grew rougher. His hands grabbed her legs and pulled her towards him, and he went further inside of her. It was a little painful, but Kallie liked it. She got off on his excitement for her body. 
He was moving faster and faster and she sensed he was close. He grabbed her wrists and pinned them hard over her head. His mouth sucked on her mouth, and he was grunting and panting into her as his hips moved higher and slammed into her over and over again. 
Finally, Hunter was coming and as he came, Hunter grabbed Kallie’s hair and pulled hard enough to send a shot of pain into her scalp. His other hand pinned her hand, then picked it up and pinned it again, and he suddenly was furiously fucking her, pumping his cock into her harder and harder, deeper and deeper. 
He was completely wild and almost totally out of control. 
She was coming with him because she wanted it, wanted him to take her like this, and it was incredible and a little terrifying all at once. 
He was like a force of nature at the end, and he blew through her, and then he was done. 
They lay next to one another for a long while. Both of them were breathing heavily, as if they’d just finished a tough sprint. 
Kallie’s whole body was covered with sweat. She felt glorious and loose and fulfilled. She looked over at Hunter in the darkness. 
He was in his own world, she saw. 
“I liked that,” she said, finally. 
He turned to her. “Me too.” 
“You know what? It kind of reminded me of the sex scene from Blue Horizon, the one at the Holiday Inn.” She realized as soon as the words left her lips, that it had been the wrong thing to say. 
She sensed his body stiffening next to hers. “Did it?” he said, without emotion. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to dump that on you.” She reached out to touch his shoulder and he flinched a little bit. 
“You didn’t mean to? Could have fooled me.” 
“It just never seemed like the right time to mention that I’d read your book.” 
“It’s fine,” he said eventually, in a voice that told her it was anything but fine. 
“Lots of people read that book.” 
That book. As if he didn’t have anything to do with its creation. 
“I didn’t even know who you were until you told me your name in the bathroom at the end of the night. I mean, you looked kind of familiar, but I had no idea.” 
“It’s okay if you knew the entire time.” 
“But I didn’t. I have no reason to lie.” Suddenly, it felt very important to make this clear to him. 
She was sitting up in bed now, but he was still lying on his back, staring at the ceiling. It was getting too dark to read his expression, but she could imagine it. 
“That’s very convincing, Kallie,” he told her, sounding bored. 
“Do you really think you’re that impressive? So you wrote a book, Hunter. Big deal.” 
He chuckled without humor. “Exactly. See? You know everything now.” 
“Why are you being like this?” 
“I’m just being myself. No hidden agendas.” 
His statement hung in the air and she knew what it meant. “I can’t believe you really think this was some big plan on my part—to nab the famous author. I couldn’t care less about that. I like you because…” 
“You don’t even know me. I hate to break it to you, but swapping spit—and other bodily fluids—doesn’t mean we know each other.” 
“Stop treating me like I’m some stalker. I haven’t done anything to deserve that.” 
He sighed. “You’re right. I know you’re right. It’s just—I’ve had a lot of issues with people who are fans of that particular book. They tend to have certain expectations of me.” 
“I didn’t know that. And I can’t help that I happened to read some of it.” 
“Some of it?” 
“I didn’t finish it. It’s a long story, but…I still need to read the last hundred pages or so.” 
Now it was Hunter’s turn to sit up. He propped himself up on his elbow and turned to face her. She could barely see his expression, but his voice was excited. 
“That’s good. That’s very good,” he said. “I want to ask you to do me a favor.” 
“Okay…” 
“Don’t finish it.” 
“What?” 
“Promise me you won’t finish it.” 
“Hunter, come on—“ 
“I’m serious, Kallie. I don’t want you to read the end of that book.” 
“Fine,” she said, only now she was annoyed with him. She felt bullied. It was one thing for him to be aggressive in bed, which she totally loved. But he was being just as bad post-sex, and she really hated that. She was starting to regret this tryst, which hurt her deeply. 
“I’ll explain it some day, Kallie. There’s just things about that book…” 
“I guess I should have known something was up with you and that book,” she said. “I mean, I saw that weird, cryptic dedication at the beginning.” She was pushing him, she realized—but hadn’t he pushed her enough to warrant it? 
“Don’t you fucking talk about that,” he said. His voice was dead serious. 
“Excuse me?” 
“You’re so far out of line,” he started. 
“I’m out of line? Me? That’s funny.” She got out of bed and started putting on her clothes as fast as she could. “I can’t believe I was dumb enough to sleep with you. 
Holy crap. I really am an idiot.” She found her shorts and her bra. Now where was her top? 
“Kallie,” he said, his tone suddenly conciliatory. “Hold on a second.” 
“Don’t talk to me.” She wasn’t even remotely conflicted and he knew it. “Just take me home,” she said. “Right now.” 
Neither of them spoke as she finished getting dressed and went downstairs and then outside to wait for him. She hated that she was now stuck with him for a ride. Not just a short car ride. They’d taken a damn helicopter to get here. 
Finally, he came outside and got in the car. They drove to the private airfield, and on the way, Hunter made the appointment for her flight. 
“Would you like me to come with you on the helicopter ride back?” he asked softly. 
She shook her head no, although a tiny, tiny part of her cried out for him to come. 
It hurt that things had gone so wrong after such a promising start. But here they were— 
he’d been an asshole and that wasn’t her fault. 
“No thanks. I’m good.” And then he’d parked the car, and she’d gotten out without so much as a glance backward. 
Soon, she was in the air, and against her better judgment, Kallie looked down and happened to notice that his car sat where it was until she was out of sight. 


*** 
Nicole wasn’t supposed to let herself get stressed, but she was stressed. She was beyond stressed. 
Kallie had been gone all day and into the night. Red also had been gone for hours and hours. 
He’d called her once to tell her that the work meeting was running very long, that they had so much to cover. He’d been very vague about what was so problematic, and Kallie thought she could hear the guilt in the timbre of his voice. 
And now Nicole was pacing. She was pacing the verandah, and then sometimes she’d pace her way into the kitchen, one hand on her belly, as if asking the baby to forgive her for being this upset. 
She was picturing Kallie and Red in some penthouse suite, or maybe even his little apartment in the city that he’d first taken Nicole to back in their heyday. 
Nicole imagined Red tying Kallie’s hands behind her back, forcing her to kneel, as he cupped her perky breasts in his hands and kissed her neck. She would be blindfolded, of course. 
How can he do this to us? Isn’t our love enough for him? Isn’t the baby enough
for him? 

Calm down, she told herself. You might be wrong. It really might just be a coincidence. And if they were having an affair, they’d have to be idiots to make it so obvious. 
Except that Nicole knew people really could be that dumb and that obvious— 
sexual attraction made people do stupid things. She’d done enough stupid things herself to understand how it could happen. 
Suddenly, she heard the front door opening, interrupting her pacing and frantic worrying. 
Please let it be Red, and please let him tell me something that can make these fears go away, she thought. 
But it wasn’t Red. It was Kallie, trying to sneak upstairs. 
“Kallie, you’re home,” Nicole said, walking into the foyer as the younger girl stopped in mid-climb, looking guilty as sin. 
“Oh, hi Nicole. I figured you might be sleeping.” 
Nicole shook her head and folder her arms just above her belly. “Nope. Not asleep, Kallie.” 
“Are you feeling all right? Do you need anything?” Kallie asked, still perched on the stairs, like a nervous colt ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble. 
Nicole shrugged. “I’ve been better,” she said, walking closer to get a better look at her. Kallie looked disheveled and tired. Her hair was a mess, her clothes were somehow more wrinkled than they should have been. But it was her wrists that got Nicole truly frightened—and truly angry. 
There were red marks on Kallie’s wrists—marks that Nicole remembered all too well after nights spent with her husband. Her blood felt as though it had turned to ice. 
“Let me get you some water or something to eat,” Kallie said. “I just need to go upstairs and freshen up a bit first.” 
“What did you do all day? You’ve been gone so long.” 
Kallie couldn’t even look at Nicole now. And the younger girl’s cheeks were burning crimson. “I just—I walked around town. Had ice cream at Scoop Du Jour…went to the bookstore…uh…and then I hung out at a bar for a while.” 
“A bar? Which one?” 
Kallie thought. “You know, I kind of forget the name. I’m exhausted, Nicole.” 
Nicole walked closer, right to the bottom of the stairs. “Kallie—“ 
Kallie started to literally run up the steps away from her. “I just have to go to the bathroom, Nicole, I’ll be back down in a minute.” But she didn’t even get to the top of the stairs. In her haste to get away, she tripped and fell. Her purse spilled its contents out, including her makeup and cell phone, tampons—even some random bills fell out. 
Amongst everything else that fell out of her purse, was a small white bag with a blue bow around it—some sort of gift. It rolled down two or three stairs before Nicole was able to catch it. 
Inside the bag was a champagne bottle. “What is this?” 
“That’s nothing,” Kallie said. 
But Nicole was struck dumb, staring at the logo on the side of the bag. 
Hampton’s Executive Flights, with a logo of a helicopter below the name. “Did you use this helicopter service tonight, Kallie?” 
Kallie was flustered as she tried to pick up her things. “Yes. I did. I…I thought it might be fun.” 
“So you weren’t just hanging out at a bar tonight. Who did you go on this helicopter ride with?” Nicole asked. “I mean, it sounds like a blast, but let’s be honest— 
you really can’t afford it. Who took you on a helicopter ride?” 
“Just some guy I met, okay? It’s really not your business, Nicole. I’m an adult and you’re not my mother.” Kallie’s cheeks were scarlet, and she was scooping everything into her purse. “I’m going to the bathroom and when I come down I’ll get you whatever you need. But I’m not going to be interrogated about what I do on my day off.” 
“I don’t need anything from you,” Nicole said, still holding the bag with the helicopter logo on it. “And I certainly don’t need you staying in my house, eating my food, taking my money, while you have an affair with my husband.” 
Kallie’s jaw dropped. “Are you crazy, Nicole? Have you seriously lost your mind?” 
Nicole wanted to slap her. She really did. How could this girl stand there and lie to her face after everything she’d done for her? 
“I’m not crazy. And I’m not stupid, either,” she said. 
“Well, I’m not listening to this,” Kallie said. “I’ll get my things together and then I’ll leave.” 
Nicole was about to respond, when she heard the door open again. Footsteps came toward her from the main entrance, and then Red entered the foyer. He saw Nicole on the stairs and his eyes went wide. “What’s going on? Are you okay?” 
“No, I’m not okay.” She stared down at him. 
“What happened?” 
“Tell me the truth,” she said. “Tell me where you went today.” 
He stared up at her. “I was in a business—“ 
“Bullshit.” She tossed the bag down to him, and he caught it, his expression confused. “What’s this?” 
“It fell out of Kallie’s purse. Now tell me why you were both on a helicopter ride together today. Better make it a good one.” 
He shook his head. “Nicole, I don’t know what you’re talking about. If Kallie took a helicopter ride, it’s got nothing to do with me. I didn’t even use this place. There are dozens of helicopters coming and going from The Hamptons at any given moment.” 
“I don’t believe you,” Nicole told him. 
Kallie had already left, presumably to go to her room and pack her things. For the first time, Nicole was wondering if she’d actually gone crazy. She walked downstairs, slowly, and Red pulled out his cell phone. “Okay, I lied about the business trip. But it wasn’t because I was off on some secret helicopter ride with Kallie.” 
Nicole was angry, and she was certain that he was about to lie in order to cover up whatever had gone on between them. 
Red stood there looking at his phone, and he then spent a minute tapping and swiping and pressing the touch screen, which would have been comical if Nicole weren’t so upset. 
Finally, he handed the phone over to her. 
“This is where I was,” he said. 
Nicole looked closely at the pictures he’d pulled up on his cell phone. There were dozens of pictures of one of the rooms in their Connecticut home. The room they’d talked about turning into a nursery. Of course, because of their superstitions, they’d agreed not to do any decorating or furnishing of the room until the baby was practically on its way. 
But Red had apparently taken it upon himself to do go against their agreement and make it into a nursery anyhow. 
The room results were simply incredible. There were pictures of the room in various stages of renovation. Red was in the pictures, along with some of the guys from work—even Kane and Danielle were there, helping out. In one picture, Kane was pretending to paint Danielle’s face with his brush, and she was backing away with a horrified look. 
Nicole could see from the date and time stamps that the pictures were from earlier in the day. 
“You did all of this in one day?” she asked, her eyes filling. 
Red shrugged. “It took a lot of advance planning, but we managed to pull it off. I wanted it to be a surprise.” 
Each picture showed a different, wonderful detail they’d built into the room. The walls were painted a light shade of pink, and there was a beautiful white crib in one corner. Above the crib, a cute sign said “Fairy Princess Sleeps Here” in swirling script. 
In the middle of the room was a white changing table, and then to the left of that was a nursing chair with comfy pillows. 
Nicole could already picture herself in that sweet room, quietly nursing their child and smiling peacefully. She looked up from the phone and Red was watching her. 
His eyes were sad. 
“I’m so sorry I doubted you,” she told him. 
He hugged her and pulled her in tight. His hand stroked the back of her head as he kissed her lips softly. 
Tears began streaming down her face and he brushed them away with his thumb. 
“Don’t cry, beautiful.” 
“I’m such a jerk.” 
“I lied to you and you were too smart to fall for it. I should have known better.” 
“And then I yelled at Kallie and accused her of having an affair with you. That’s practically as bad as what the other family did to her.” 
“So go upstairs and tell Kallie you’re sorry, that you’ve been under a lot of stress. 
She’ll understand.” 
“You think?” 
He sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe she won’t.” 
Nicole’s shoulders sagged. “I don’t know what to do about this. I feel so unattractive, Red. I feel like you don’t want me the same way you used to want me.” 
“It’s been hard for me to resist spanking you and tying you up,” he said. “But I just didn’t want to take any chances with the baby. I got a little gun shy, I suppose.” 
“Red, you can’t hurt the baby by doing that stuff.” 
“I know you’re right, and I’m not going to worry about it anymore.” 
She kissed him then, and he kissed her back with passion she hadn’t felt in some time. He smiled at her. “Tell you what. Let’s you and I drive back to Connecticut tonight.” 
“Now? It’s so late.” 
“We’ll get home and then we can sleep and cuddle and lay in bed together—just you and me.” 
“That sounds nice, actually.” 
Red grabbed her hand. “I’ve been thinking about it. About you and me together. 
I thought about you all day today. I planned on doing a lot more than just surprising you with that nursery.” 
“Really?” 
He smiled and one of his hands moved down to her buttocks and gave a firm slap. 
“Yes, really.” 
So it was decided. They were going back to the mansion for a getaway, just the two of them. 
Red went to the master bedroom to pack some clothes and sundries, while Nicole went to Kallie’s room and knocked twice. 
“I don’t want to talk to anyone right now,” Kallie called from inside. 
“Please, Kallie. Can I just talk to you for one minute and apologize?” 
There was a long pause and then footsteps. The door opened about six inches and Kallie stood there, watching her warily. “I don’t have anything to say to you right now.” 
“I deserve your anger,” Nicole said. “And you totally didn’t deserve what I said to you tonight. I’m so sorry for insulting you and attacking you and mistrusting you.” 
Kallie’s expression was stony. “I had a really strange night tonight. I had some things happen…it would have been nice if I could have told you at some point, gotten your advice. But no. All you did was think about yourself, your own fears—you didn’t care whether or not it was fair to me.” 
Nicole felt it like a blow. “Please stay, and let me make it up to you. I want to rebuild our trust.” 
“I don’t know Nicole. Maybe I’ve outstayed my welcome here.” 
“You haven’t done any such thing. We hit a bump in the road, but we can get past this. I really value your friendship, Kallie.” 
Kallie shook her head. “I think I’m going to book a flight back to Ohio for tomorrow,” she said. 
“Red and I are going away for the next day or two. Can you just take some time and think it over? You’ll have the place to yourself.” 
“I don’t think so. I think I’ll probably be gone by the time you guys come back.” 
Kallie looked down at the floor. “I do accept your apology, and you’ve done so much to help me…I’ll always be thankful for that.” 
Nicole apologized again, but it was no use. Kallie’s mind was made up. 


*** 
Nicole was feeling sad on the ride home, even though she finally felt better about things between her and Red. 
As Red pulled off the exit about fifteen minutes from their house, Nicole sighed in relief. She needed to get some sleep at this point—she was exhausted and getting back to her own bed would be nice. 
Despite her exhaustion, she just couldn’t stop thinking about how quickly she’d rushed to judgment and mistrusted two of the closest people to her. “I understand why Kallie’s angry with me,” Nicole said. “What I don’t understand is how you aren’t angry with me even a little bit after the way I treated you.” 
“You’ve been cooped up and it’s been very difficult,” Red told her, trying to alleviate her guilt. “The stress of being diagnosed with preeclampsia along with the history we had with the last pregnancy—who could blame you for having a short fuse?” 
“I don’t know. I feel as though I let everyone down.” 
“I’m fine, Nicole, and Kallie’s not your responsibility. She’s an adult, and she can handle it. And if she can’t—well—that’s not our problem.” 
“I suppose.” Nicole looked out the window. 
Red’s hand found hers and he squeezed. “I’m just looking forward to it finally being the two of us alone again.” 
“Just us and Chef Roland.” 
“Right, I forgot,” Red laughed. 
Nicole felt a sudden cramping, painful sensation in her abdomen. She made a face and groaned a little. 
“You okay?” Red asked, glancing at her nervously. 
“I think so, yeah. Just some heartburn or something. Too much damn stress. I need to try and relax and breathe.” She laid her head back and focused on her breathing, but there was another pain in her stomach—worse this time. 
“Ouch.” 
“Are you having contractions?” 
“I don’t think so.” She put a hand on her stomach. “Contractions are supposed to come on gradually, aren’t they? This is like a sharp pain.” The pain struck again and this time she really cramped up. 
Red was alarmed now. “Tell me what’s going on, Nicole.” 
“I’m fine—probably just need to get home and get into bed. I’ve been up way too long.” 
They drove in silence for another minute or two and then Nicole got another painful contraction, and then a few rapid cramps right after that. She was sweating now, and her heart was galloping in her chest. “I think something’s wrong,” she gasped. 
The pain was getting worse. 
“Should I take you to the hospital?” 
“No,” she told him, shaking her head. “It’s fine. It’ll go away.” 
“I don’t know, Nicole. I think—“ 
“I’m fine, Red. Don’t make me scared.” 
She was scared, but it wasn’t his fault. Nicole focused on relaxing, focused on her breath. Inhale and exhale and let go. 
But then another painful cramp hit and she nearly doubled over. 
“That’s it, we’re taking you to the hospital,” he growled, and the car suddenly speeded up and they were flying down the street. 
Nicole didn’t care that he was speeding, because she was scared and feeling very strange indeed. 
There was a wet sensation down there, and she looked down and saw a dark, red stain spreading across the lower front of her pants. 
I’m bleeding, she thought. A feeling of unreality washed over her. 
Why? Why is this happening again? 

Luckily, they weren’t far from the hospital, and with Red’s driving and his car’s high-powered engine, they got there in record time. 
Red parked right in front of the hospital by the Emergency Room entrance and helped Nicole out of the car. He started yelling to anyone who would listen that there was an emergency. 
Soon, Nicole was surrounded by hospital staff asking questions, putting her in a wheelchair, and then there was more shouting and they were moving quickly down the hallway. 
She was frightened, but she was also bleeding badly. The dark stain had spread quickly down her pant legs, and she was feeling rather faint. 
Or maybe it was shock. 
Red kept looking down at her, asking if she was okay. Telling her that he would take care of her, not to worry. 
And then she was just hearing the high pitched buzzing sound in her ears again— 
a nightmare that was recurring—and snatches of conversation as more people joined the gathering party. 
“…bleeding heavily…third trimester…Dr. Rosen…husband says she’s had a previous miscarriage…complained of cramping…preeclampsia…recommended bed rest…possible placental abruption…emergency C-section…” 
Everything was jumbled together and Red was holding her hand and she was just thinking, please, let my baby be okay. Please. Please. Please. 


*** 
Kallie was online looking at one-way flights back to Ohio (and thinking that soon it would be time call her parents and tell them) when she received a text from Red Jameson. 
He’d never—despite what Nicole might have wanted to believe—texted her or called her. 
What he’d written made Kallie’s heart skip a beat. 
Nicole in emergency surgery. C-section. Waiting for news. Will update as soon
as they tell me anything. 

She actually felt sick to her stomach. How could Nicole be in emergency surgery so soon after leaving the The Hamptons to go back home to Connecticut? It had only been a few hours, and somehow in that short timespan something had gone terribly wrong. 
Suddenly, Kallie had to face the truth. She’d been hurt that Nicole had accused her of such an awful thing as sleeping with Red, and that’s why she’d wanted to leave and go back to Ohio. Kallie realized she’d basically been throwing a temper tantrum to let Nicole know how much those comments had hurt. 
But Nicole had taken Kallie in that horrible day when Brad had assaulted her, Nicole had responded to Kallie’s call for help, even though she had been a total stranger. 
Nicole had treated Kallie like family. And Kallie truly felt as though they were sisters—and sisters should be able to get through something like this. 
The bottom line was that Kallie was frightened. She couldn’t just sit there in the Hamptons and wait for text updates. 
She googled a taxi service and then quickly made the call, explaining she needed to get a ride into Connecticut as soon as possible. Because of the length of the drive, they told her she’d have to pay a flat rate of three hundred dollars. 
“That’s fine, just get here as soon as you can,” she told them. 
She would have paid everything in her meager bank account to be there for Nicole when she needed her. 


*** 
Darkness. 
Swimming out of the darkness was like breaking the surface of a lake and finding that the sun was shining on your face. It was too bright. 
It was too much. 
Nicole closed her eyes and then opened them again, blinking. She didn’t really know where she was. 
Am I in Connecticut? She thought. No, it didn’t feel right. She was somewhere else, but her brain couldn’t seem to put it together. 
Her mouth felt like it had been stuffed with cotton balls. Her tongue was thick, and her head ached. 
Then it all came back to her in a rush—the ride home, the sudden pains, and Red speeding all the way to hospital. 
She was in a hospital bed, in a room and it was post surgery. Her baby was gone. 
Where is she?  Nicole asked. 
A nurse came over and looked down at her, asking her how she was feeling. 
Why won’t anyone tell me if my daughter’s alive? Why? 

And then she realized that she hadn’t gotten the words out. It was a jumble, she was barely even conscious. 
Her eyes fluttered closed, then open again. “Tell me where my baby is,” she rattled through numb lips. 
The nurse smiled at her. “Your baby girl is healthy, Nicole. The surgery went very well, although you did lose a great deal of blood.” 
“Where is she?” 
“She needs special care right now, so she’s in the neonatal care unit—but she’s doing great.” 
Nicole breathed a sigh of relief and closed her eyes again, drifting off. 
*** 
“Nicole,” he said softly. “You awake?” 
She was, as it turned out, although she’d been drifting again. Nicole opened her eyes and saw Red standing next to her hospital bed, his face radiant with joy. She’d never seen him this happy, she realized—and her heart leapt in her chest. 
“How is she?” Nicole said, holding out her hand. Red took it and kissed her fingertips. 
“She’s so beautiful,” he said, his eyes brimming with tears of pure joy. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw her. She looks like you—the spitting image.” 
“I want to see her,” Nicole said. “When can I see her?” 
“They’re actually bringing a wheelchair for you,” Red told her, squeezing her hand tight, “so that you can go see her right away.” 
Nicole tried to sit up a little, but she grimaced. There was a great deal of pain in her abdominal area, for reasons she didn’t need explained to her. Still, she was shocked by the discomfort. 
“I need to sit up.” 
“Let me raise the bed,” he laughed, grabbing the controller and raising the top of the hospital bed slowly. 
“That’s good, Nicole told him, sighing. 
“Kallie’s here,” he told her. 
“She’s here?” Nicole said. 
“I ran into her in the waiting room when you were sleeping. Apparently, she took a cab to the hospital right away when I let her know what happened.” 
“Really? That must have been expensive.” 
“I’m sure it was.” 
The door to the hospital room opened, and Nicole saw a nurse pushing an empty wheelchair. The nurse smiled and said, “Are you ready to see your daughter?” 
“I’m already getting up,” Nicole replied. 
Red jumped to help her out of the hospital bed. It hurt to stand up, but she didn’t care about the pain right now. All Nicole cared about was seeing her baby girl. 
They got her situated in the chair, and then Red wheeled her out of the room and they went down the hall. 
A minute later, they were approaching the NICU. Nicole’s heart was racing and she felt like she could barely contain herself—she wanted to jump out of the wheelchair and run to her baby. 
“Where is she?” Nicole asked, as they wheeled her past the incubators. 
“We’re almost there,” the nurse told her. 
Bringing her to the back row, and stopping at one incubator in particular, the nurse pointed straight ahead. 
“Oh my god,” Nicole said. “Can I hold her?” 
“Just a moment.” The nurse reached into the incubator and began to take the baby out. Nicole was surprised at how much medical equipment centered around this one tiny little being—it was kind of frightening. 
But she couldn’t be frightened for long, because a moment later her daughter was being placed in her arms. She looked down at her child, saw the girl’s little beautiful face, and tears flowed down Nicole’s cheeks. 
She looked up at Red and he was laughing and tears were there for him as well. 
“I can’t believe it,” Nicole said, looking back at her baby. “You’re here, beautiful girl. Look at how little and perfect you are.” She cooed at her. 
Nicole rocked her gently, feeling her warmth, and Nicole felt her own heart open and melt and break into a thousand pieces. 
She thought of Renee, the little baby who’d never had a chance to live. Maybe her spirit was with them now, happy and relieved and celebrating—it felt like she was. 
“I think we should call her Riley,” Nicole told him. 
“She looks like a Riley,” he agreed. 
This was it, Nicole thought. She had everything she could ever want right here in this hospital room full of equipment and machines and tubes. She had Red and she had her little girl, safe and sound. 
They were finally a family. 
*** Kallie didn’t know if she was overstepping her boundaries by showing up at Nicole’s hospital room so soon after her surgery. After all, Kallie wasn’t family—she wasn’t even a longtime friend like Danielle. She was just a girl that Nicole had been nice enough to help out of a difficult spot. 
But Red had texted her and told her to stop by the room, so that gave her a little more courage. 
As she approached the door to the room, she could hear the two of them laughing and talking inside. They sounded so happy, so in love—she could feel it all the way out here, in the hallway. 
It hurt a little, she realized. As happy as Kallie was that everything had worked out and the baby was safe and Nicole was healthy—Kallie couldn’t help but think about how alone she was, and how she didn’t have any of what they had. 
Still, this wasn’t the time for selfish and self-pitying thoughts. It was time to think of her friend’s joy. 
Kallie knocked. The door was ajar, but she didn’t want to presume. 
“Come in,” Nicole called out. 
When Kallie stepped into the room, she was struck by just how radiant the two of them were. Nicole’s face was glowing, and Red had a smile like she’d never seen on him before. 
“Congratulations!” Kallie cried, and ran to Nicole’s hospital bed. 
She hugged her, not too hard, and realized that right at this moment she was completely and utterly happy for Nicole. 
Look at her, Kallie thought. She deserves this. She deserves every bit of it. 
Nicole smiled and held Kallie’s hand for a moment. “I really want to thank you for coming out here to support us today. Red and I both appreciate it more than you know.” 
“Thanks, but it was the least I could do after everything you’ve done for me.” 
“You’ve more than repaid us for all of that,” Nicole said, waving her off. “And especially after the way I treated you earlier. The way I spoke to you was completely unacceptable and I’m ashamed of myself.” 
“Nicole, you don’t have to say—“ 
“I do. I really do.” Nicole looked at Kallie, her eyes unwavering. “Do you forgive me?” 
“Of course! Of course I forgive you. It’s water under the bridge for me, seriously.” 
“Good.” Nicole patted her hand again, and seemed to lighten. “Now we can move on to other important matters.” She glanced at Red and he took over the conversation. 
“Kallie, Nicole and I’ve been thinking about our situation. She’s going to likely be recovering for the next few weeks, and we don’t want to take any chances with her health.” 
Nicole scooted up in her bed a little and continued. “We figured that it might be nice for all of us if you stayed on,” she said. 
“Stayed on?” 
Nicole smiled. “We’re asking if you want to be our nanny.” 
Kallie was surprised. She hadn’t seen that coming at all. And then she realized that she wanted to do it very much. She liked being around Red and Nicole. She liked their energy, and their love, and she valued Nicole’s friendship so much already. 
“I’d love to,” she replied. 
After some more celebrating, Red asked if Kallie wouldn’t mind running back to the Connecticut house to pick up some things for Nicole, since she didn’t have anything prepared for a hospital stay. “I’ll have a car come and meet you out in front of the main entrance,” he told her. 
Kallie got the house key and the alarm code, and then made her way down to the main entrance. Her head was spinning. So much had changed in just the last twenty-four hours and she didn’t know how to process it all. 
But she did know that she was happy to have this job, and to be working with people she liked and respected. 
As she waited out front for the car that Red had sent to pick her up, Kallie looked around at all the passing traffic and people going about their daily lives. There was something so connected about it all, she decided. People were driving, honking, running, walking, talking on phones, listening to headphones. But somehow they were all a part of this, all together in this weird little world. 
For the first time in a long time, she felt connected—truly connected to the world around her. And that’s when she knew she’d made the right decision to leave home and come to New York. 
Everything had led her to this place and this moment. 
A second later, a black car pulled up beside her on the street. The passenger door was pushed open from the inside, and Kallie pulled it the rest of the way open and bent down to peer inside. 
This wasn’t the car that Red had sent for her. 
Because Hunter Reardon was sitting in the driver’s seat, looking at her as if there were nothing strange about him showing up here. 
“What are you doing?” she asked. 
“Get in,” he said. 
“I can’t,” she told him, even though her heart was pounding—and telling her yes. 
She wanted to get in. She couldn’t lie to herself—she was happy to see him. 
“You can.” 
“I’m waiting for another car to pick me up and take me somewhere important.” 
Hunter smiled enigmatically. “That’s fine. You can wait for it with me. Just give me five minutes of your time, Kallie. I’ve come a long way to see you.” 
Sighing, she got inside and immediately the air was charged. She couldn’t look at him for fear that he’d see in her eyes how much she still wanted him. 
“Why did you come?” she asked. 
“Because, I need to explain why I act the way I do. I need to help you understand.” 
“You don’t owe me any explanations,” she said. 
“But it’s important to me. You’re important to me.” 
There was a long silence after he said it, and Kallie’s pulse raced. Was it crazy that she loved hearing those words, even as she dreaded what it might mean for her? 
“I feel like I might get hurt if I keep seeing you,” she said softly. 
Hunter licked his lips and looked straight at her. Slowly, he reached out and put his hand under her chin, nudging her so that she would meet his gaze. “I never want to hurt you. But there’s something I need to explain.” 
“Okay, explain.” 
“It’s a lot to get into in five minutes,” he replied carefully. “You said that’s all you needed.” 
Hunter grinned. “Okay, fair enough.” 
She suddenly realized that Hunter Reardon was nervous. What about her and this conversation could possibly make him nervous? 
“I’m listening,” she said. “But I’m getting out of this car unless you tell me what you want from me.” 
Hunter grew quiet, and he seemed to search for words. Finally, he spoke. “Have you ever heard of BDSM?” 
Kallie heard the words and didn’t know what to say. She nodded slowly, and then Hunter began to speak. And she couldn’t believe what he said next. 





THE END 
If you want to read more about Nicole, Red, Kallie and Hunter: Book 7, His Every
Desire, is available now. 
And if you enjoyed this special boxed set edition of For His Pleasure, please leave a
review and let others know. You can get updates on more of Kelly’s books and
specials by following her on Twitter @kellyfavorbooks 
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