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CHAPTER 1
 
I knelt on the floor, a pillow underneath my knees.  Blindfolded, I listened hard, waiting for a sign of what was to come.  Only the hum of the hotel air conditioner met my ears.  Seconds passed, then a minute.  Finally I heard the door open and then click shut.  Footsteps, muted on the carpet, sounded from behind me, and I felt, rather than heard, a male presence pass by my side and come to stand in front of me.  Close, so close I leaned backward slightly.  The sound of a zipper being drawn down filled the silent room.  





 
 
 
CHAPTER
2
 
Four months earlier.
 
I decided to break off my engagement on a Wednesday night at 2:20am.  I was drunk, past the point of walking a straight line, but not yet to the point of slurrying my speech.  Drunk wasn't the best mindset to be in to make a life altering decision, but a truth that had evaded my self conscious for the last two years had finally ripped back the thin curtain I had always shoved it behind and now stood front and center in the middle of my head, waving its arms and screaming.  Luke was not the one for me.
 
I met Luke as a sophomore in college - emotionally vulnerable after the first "love of my life" unceremoniously dumped me 2 weeks after taking my virginity to run off with a 17-year old blonde, pink toe-nailed, California princess.  Luke was quiet, brooding, a sensitive soul who seemed absolutely terrified of me.  I was bubbly, beautiful, and determined to get over my heartbreak the college way - partying myself into oblivion.  I hunted Luke down, like a lioness would do to a vulnerable baby antelope, making my soul occupation getting Luke to fall completely and hopelessly in love with me.  Which he did, putting me on a pedestal and worshipping daily at my whim.  
 
I demanded a proposal within six months, which he did willingly (I think), and we began to plan a life together.  This life plan was hampered slightly by the fact that Luke was a dreamer - with high goals but little follow-through.  He enjoyed spending time with me, but little else.  He worked in construction, and not in a management role, as I had originally thought, but as a laborer.  My bubbly persona started to turn into more of a nagging mother role. It wasn't long before my self-conscience starting poking me with a sharp little pointy stick.  I had ignored the annoying pokes for the last 12 months.  My self-conscience had had enough of waiting.
 
It is weird the things that enter your head during a break up.  I sat on my bed, with Luke sitting next to me, and I wondered why I had never purchased a chair for my bedroom.  I had a desk, along with the typical bedside table, and of course, bed - but no chair.  A chair would have made this situation easier - sitting next to Luke on the bed would be too intimate, his pain was too close, and I knew I would have to fight to keep from reaching over to comfort him.  But enough procrastinating.  I stood up, wobbled slightly, and turned to face him.  I took a deep breath and delivered the bad news.  I think my dramatic breakup speech was hampered slightly by the fact that we were both drunk, but I tried my best to be compassionate, coherent, and firm.  I accomplished at least two of those objectives.
 
Luke turned out to have a streak of stalker in him.  As much poking and prodding that he had needed to bathe, balance a checkbook, and show up for work- it turned out he needed little or no encouragement to spend every waking moment trying to convince me to come back to him.  In retrospect, maybe I should have spent less effort trying to get him to fall in love with me. I might have overshot that objective.
 
After two weeks of avoiding my home, work, and any place I had ever frequented during the last two years, I decided to leave my crappy apartment and even crappier job and start fresh.  It was good timing.  Intern season was starting.
 
 





 
 
CHAPTER
3
 
 
My internship at Clarke, De Luca & Broward began Monday morning at 8am.  I sat in the Human Resources offices with eight other interns and waited for my attorney assignment.   Our internships would last for one semester; during that time we would be assigned an attorney, and for the most part, would be their personal bitch for the next 10 weeks.  
 
I had heard the stories.  Liz Renfield, one of the junior partners, once made one intern cover her gynecology appointment - the intern had to sit in the cold stirrups and undergo a full exam - just so Renfield could make a depo and continue her birth control uninterrupted.  Hugo Clarke is apparently the dream assignment - he takes interns under his wing and pretty much guarantees you a salaried position after graduation.  Brad De Luca is a skirt chaser, Robert Handler a drunk, and Kent Broward will drown you in work.  There were a few new attorneys that hadn't yet built up a reputation, but I was sure that they would have one soon enough.
 
"Miss Campbell," the receptionist barked and waved her hand, beckoning me.  I stood, smoothed my skirt, and strode to the front.  I was nervous, but tried to appear calm and collected.  I came to a stop in front of her and waited.  "You will be assisting Attorney Kent Broward," the throaty voice of the receptionist stated.  "After orientation, report to his office, fourth floor."  She dismissed me by turning back to her stack and calling the next victim, Jennifer Hutchinson.  I turned and walked back to my seat, passing Jennifer on the way. She gave me a tight, nervous smile which I returned.  
 
I sat down on the plastic-wrapped seat and exhaled, releasing the breath that I had not been aware I was holding.  Attorney Kent Broward.  I could have gotten worse.  Broward works long hours, and expects his interns to do the same, but at least I will get good, solid training.  If I impress Broward, I should have no problem getting a strong recommendation for law school.  Word was that Broward was tough, but not unreasonable, and fair.  I heard in the background Jennifer's assignment called out, she had received Liz Renfield.  Tough break.  
 
Orientation passed slowly, a boring drone of questionnaires, forms, and informational videos on topics such as equal opportunity and sexual harassment in the workplace.   We had a catered lunch in an empty conference room, cold ham and turkey sandwiches with chips.  I munched on a Lays chip and listened to the idle chat.  The conversation seemed to center around drinks after work today, and where everyone wanted to go.  
 
"Hops Grille. Julia - that work for you?" Trevor, a lanky red-headed leaned forward me as he asked the question.
 
I shrugged noncommittally.  "Hops works for me, if Broward lets me out in time," I said.  I didn't expect to make many happy hour events, at least not for the next 10 weeks.  I could probably cross off any social events period, until my internship was over.
 
"I'm sure Broward will let you off early today- it is the first day, after all," Todd Appleton, a handsome, well built, athletic-type said, staring into my eyes from across the table.  I smiled at him, and sensed a connection.  Hmmm….that might help the next few months pass quickly.  
 
"Maybe.  Who'd you get?"
 
"De Luca" he responded breezily. "Should be fine."  
 
I glanced at Jennifer.  She was typing furiously into her phone, probably updating her boyfriend on her day.  "Jennifer, you going for drinks?"  She glanced up, nodded, and resumed her texting.
 
Jane, the human resources receptionist, a petite white-haired women who would have seemed motherly if it weren't for her piercing stare and gravely smoker's voice, strode into the room.  "Okay interns, let’s move!" she commanded, clapping her hands.  "Report to your attorneys and bring all of your things with you!" She clapped her hands again, and began herding us out.  Todd caught up with me on the way out, and held the door for me, pressing his hand gently on my back to guide me through the door.  I tried not to smile, but felt a flush hit my face.  I headed for the stairs, and prepared myself for the fourth floor, and Broward.
 
Broward was in his 40s, tall and bald.  Shaved bald, in an obvious attempt to hide a receding hairline.  He looked like a runner, thin and in shape.  He had his jacket on, and was seated behind his desk when I came in.  He stood at my entrance and came around the desk to shake my hand.  "Julia," he beamed, pumping my hand.  "Nice to meet you."  I liked him immediately.  He seemed intelligent, approachable, and trustworthy.  Plus, it appeared he had excellent taste in interns.  Looking around his office, he grabbed a set of keys and a stack of files.  "Come with me, I'll show you your office and start you working."
 
---
 
Four hours later, I paused in my typing and leaned back in my chair.  I stretched my arms and legs and rolled my head, trying to get the kinks out of my neck.  I looked around my office, taking my first real appraisal of the space.  It was a nice office, more than I had expected as an intern.  Dark wood-paneled walls, plush cream carpet, and expensive, heavy furniture - the room had a definite masculine sense, a cigar-bar type feel.  I didn't mind.  Girly, flowery, and pink didn't exactly inspire fear in the courtroom.
 
My desk was filled with legal briefs, all with Broward's hand-written notes all over them.  They all needed to be summarized, and have his notes added.  I sighed.  Long nights were going to be the norm, mostly filled with menial work that would do nothing to further my work experience.  Welcome to the world of internship.  I leaned back over the desk and started in again.
 
An hour later, there was a soft knock of my door, and Todd Appleton stuck his gorgeous blond head in.  "We're heading out for drinks," he said.  "Still room for you, if you're interested."  He looked carefree, relaxed, and happily done for the day, his tie already loosened.
 
"I think I'll be here a while," I said, from behind the stack of briefs.  "But thanks for checking."  His gaze traveled from my full desk to the crammed cardboard file box on the side of my desk.  His smile faded slightly.  "Alright... I'll take a rain check."  He tapped his hand on the side of the doorframe twice and then left, closing the door behind himself.  
 
I rubbed my eyes and focused again on Britley vs Russell Properties, an exciting legal battle regarding a dispute over water rights on a condominium project.  Thrilling.  At least Broward is still here also.  I can hear him on the phone, his seat creaking occasionally when he stands up, usually to pace.  I bet a track has been worn down on his plush carpet from the constant pacing.  My stomach growled.  Tomorrow I would know to pack a dinner.  Damn Todd and the other interns, with their light workloads and happy hour drinks.  I grumbled a little longer to myself and then tried to refocus my mind.
 
At 10pm Broward knocked on my office door and entered.  Tie undone, shirt rumpled, he looked at my exhausted face with a gentle smile.  "Come on, Julia.  Let's go.  You've put in a good first day."  I smiled at him wearily.  I was so hungry I was ready to start chewing on a post-it note.  I was certain my butt had officially fused to the leather seat, and my hands were cramping from the nonstop typing.  I wanted to come across as a road-hardened legal warrior, but I was too tired to keep up the facade.  Besides, he looked tired also.  
 
"Alright Boss," I said, grabbing my jacket and shrugging into it.  "I won't argue with you, seeing its my first day."  I picked up my purse and followed him down the hall, waving to the quiet, round, Hispanic housekeeper who was waiting at the entrance to Broward's office, armed with disinfectant and a trash bag.  She smiled at me and waited until we passed before scurrying in the office.  
 
"I'll walk you to your car," Broward said, a statement rather than a question.  "You don't need to be in the parking garage alone."  I nodded my thanks and tried to walk without stumbling.  
We got on the elevator, and the muted music filled the area.  I tried to think of something moderately intelligent to say.
 
"Today I buried you in files." Broward broke the silence.  "I didn't give you a proper introduction to the office.  Tomorrow I will give you a tour and the basic background information on everything that you will need.  Week after next I will be in Fort Lauderdale, so I want to get you as acclimated and self-sufficient as possible." Thank God - a week of normal hours.  
 
"Sounds great," I said.  I gestured to the 10-year old grey Toyota Camry, my mom's old car.  Now one of the only cars in the parking lot, the only exception being a shiny black Lexus, which I assumed was his.  "This is mine," I said, a bit unnecessarily.  "Thank you for walking me."  I awkwardly stuck out my hand, and he shook it.  
 
"See you tomorrow, Ms. Campbell." Broward smiled and released my hand.
 
"Goodnight, Mr. Broward."  I nodded at him and headed for my car.  
 





 
 
 
CHAPTER
4
 
6am came way too freaking early.  Yesterday I had bounded out of bed, excited about my internship, but today it took two snooze cycles before I lifted my head.  My alarm still sounding, I fumbled to turn it off just as pounding started on the wall beside my bed.  "It's off!" I shouted.   Zack, my stoner of a roommate, stopped beating on the wall.  I'm sure he was already back asleep.  He had had friends over till past 3am, and they had made no effort to be quiet.  I had no doubt there would be plenty of fights in the upcoming months over our sleep routines.   After breakfast and a shower, I grabbed a blue sweater dress out of the closet and pulled it over my head, cinching a brown belt around my waist.  Grabbing small faux diamond stud earrings and a purse, I surveyed my shoe options.  All sexy and over 3-inches tall.  Seeing the long hours ahead, I would need to buy some shoes that emphasized comfort over fashion.  For now, I grabbed some gorgeous leather and gold Jimmy Choos and slid them on.  
 
I arrived at the office at 7:30am.  Pulling open the heavy teak doors, I entered the lobby, nodding to Dorothy, the ancient receptionist.  "Good morning Miss Campbell," she said creakily.  "Here late last night?"  Her bemused expression had no trace of pity.  
 
"Not too late," I replied breezily.  She grinned at me, her wrinkles emphasized by the motion.  
 
"Have a good day," I heard her call, as I pressed the door to the stairs and headed for the fourth floor.
 
The fourth floor, or power floor (as referred to by the staff) was set up into three different wings, one for each partner.  Each partner had two secretaries, two paralegals, and one intern.  Brad De Luca was the exception, with four secretaries, and three paralegals.  I remembered from Orientation that his caseload doubled that of any other attorney, including the other two partners.  Browards' secretaries were Sheila and Beverly - neither of which, judging by their empty desks, arrived till 8am.
 
Broward was already in his office, phone to his ear, when I passed his closed door.  I waved at him through the glass, and entered my office.  Setting my purse by the door, I switched my cell to silent and then started in on the pile stacked on my desk.  I was halfway through the first brief when Broward appeared in the doorway.
 
"Good morning," he said distractedly.
 
"Good morning."
 
"Did you make coffee?" His question caused me to look up from my computer.
 
"Coffee?" I stalled.  Is that part of my duties?  
 
"Yes, the kitchen is on the third floor.  I'm sorry, I didn't give you the proper tour, but thought they might have covered that in orientation."  A phone began ringing in his office, and he glanced back at me with mounting agitation.  
 
"Yes, I'll get it now."  I stood quickly, and smoothed down my dress.  He disappeared, and I heard him answer his phone a few seconds later.  
 
Coffee.  Okay, I can do this.  Are Trevor and Todd brewing freaking coffee?!"  
 
I found the third floor kitchen without too much trouble, and stared at the complex stainless steel coffee pot.  I come from a non-coffee family.  I have never had any desire to attach myself to a caffeine habit, and have treated coffee the same way I treated cigarettes, drugs, and, until I was nineteen, sex.  I stayed away from them, and they stayed away from me.  Therefore, my coffee education rivaled that of a newborn.  I weighed my options.  Admit weakness and ask Ancient Dorothy for help?  Nope.  I started opening drawers in the kitchen, hoping for a user's manual for the coffee pot.
 
My butt was saved by a short, round woman with spiky red hair and an "I love my Labradoodle" sweatshirt.  My mind wondered sarcastically if the sweatshirt classified as business attire until my sub-conscious smacked it across the face.  Who was I to judge salvation?  
 
"Good morning!" Labradoodle woman chirped happily, bustling past me and settling her orange and blue polka-dotted lunchbox in the fridge. 
 
"Hi!" I blurted out enthusiastically.  Probably a little too enthusiastically, she gave me an odd smile before heading to the sink to wash her hands.
 
I cornered the Labradoodle-loving stranger by the sink.  "My name is Julia," I said.  "Today is my second day, and Broward just asked me for coffee, and I've never made coffee before, and can't find a user's manual for the coffee machine, and don't know how it is supposed to taste…" my rush of words faltered and I looked at her in desperation.  PLEASE, have some COMPASSION!
 
She beamed at me and patted my arm reassuringly.  "Now, now - that is no problem!  I don't drink a lot of coffee myself, but I'll show you how to fix it!"  With a purpose, she bustled over to the cabinet, and pulled out a jug of ground coffee.  "Now, the way I fix it is to put 3 teaspoons of coffee grounds in, and then fill the water canister to 8 cups."  3 teaspoons, 8 cups - sounds easy enough.
 
I followed her instructions, and had a pot of watery brown liquid brewing in no time.  I didn't trust myself with a taste test, but poured Broward a cup and stuck one of the prepared containers of sweeteners, creamers, and stirrers under my arm.  I carefully navigated my way through the halls, to the elevator, and used my elbow to press the button.  The doors opened to Todd Appleton's perky good looks.  His glowing skin and enthusiastic "good morning" spoke of a night well rested.  I stepped on the elevator with him and watched his eyes travel up my legs and stop on my shaky coffee cup and creamer selection.  I had already sloshed at least a fourth of the coffee around the rim, and could feel some drops running down my fingers. Great.
 
"Making coffee for the office?" he teased, his gaze finally reaching my face.
 
"Very funny, " I responded.  "Did you know our duties include coffee prep?  Something I have never attempted before," I added dryly.  
 
"Maybe for you," he shot back.  "De Luca has Le Croissant bring up a full spread every morning, with coffee, fruits, and a bunch of pastries.  They delivered at 8am," he paused glancing at his watch. "Hence my early arrival - want to get some while they are fresh!" 
 
The elevator pinged and stopped at the fourth floor, doors opening slowly.  Todd bounded off, apparently never being taught by his doting mother that ladies go first.  I exited carefully, trying my best to keep every last remaining drop of coffee in the cup, and traversed the three turns and two straightaways until I stopped in front of Broward's door.  I knocked gently with my knee, and then pushed the door in.
 
I could feel tendrils of my hair coming out of my french twist, and felt completely out of sorts when I tried to gracefully place, and more like dumped, the cup and ceramic container on Broward's desk.  He was on a call, discussing what sounded like a DEP issue, and held up one finger to indicate that I should stay.  I choose one of the two heavy leather chairs facing his desk and sat, waiting on his call to finish.  
 
While he droned on about the environmental impact of what sounded like a nature trail, I discreetly checked out his office.  It was decorated in the heavy, ornate, masculine fashion that all of our offices seemed to be modeled after.  He had stacks of files everywhere and file boxes lining any free space on the edges of the walls.  Six file cabinets lined one wall, and a six-person conference table took up the right side of the office.  It was a large office, more than twice the size of mine, but what I would have expected for a firm partner.  The table didn't look like it was used for many meetings - ever inch of it was covered in stacks of papers, with hundreds of small and large post-it notes decorating the stacks.  My head spun with the enormity of his work load.  I had naively assumed that I was making some headway with the measly 14 hours I had put in yesterday.  I grew stressed just sitting in this office.
 
His desk was the cleanest place in the office.  He had three legal folders on his desk, one open to the file he was discussing on the phone.  He had a large digital clock on his desk, no doubt to help him keep track of billable hours.  He had two framed photos next to his phone - I couldn't see what they were from this angle, but I assumed they were of his wife and kids.  Those photos were probably the most he ever saw of them.  My snooping was cut short by the sound of his phone handset being returned to its rightful place.  I looked up and into his blue eyes.  
 
"I - err - didn't know how you liked your coffee, so I brought it black," I said, gesturing to the accompaniments in the ceramic holder.  I stood up and slid the coffee cup towards him, until it was in easy reach.  
 
"Just light cream and Equal, " he said, standing up and grabbing the creamer box and flipping through it.
 
See, that's what is difficult for me.  Light cream and Equal - what defines "light"?  I watched him closely, noting how much he added of each to the cup.  He looked at the color of the coffee a moment longer than what I would term as normal, and then, dismissing whatever thought was in his head, brought the cup to his mouth.
 
Gag would be too strong of a word for what happened next.  Involuntary wince, perhaps?  His blink was a bit forced, his mouth curled into an unpleasant motion and there was a slight shuddering motion that he tried hard to cover.  An involuntary giggle popped out and I slapped a hand over my mouth.   He looked at me in confusion, trying to figure out if I was trying to play a joke on him.  His expression looked somewhere between mad and amused.
 
"I'm sorry," I gasped, fighting the ridiculous hiccupping laugh that was fighting tooth and nail to come out.  "I don't drink coffee, I've never made coffee, I was stumbling through trying to figure it out when someone downstairs was kind enough to show me how…” my voice trailed off as my giggle urge left and I felt despair instead creeping in.  "Is it…. horrible?" I whispered.
 
"A little," Broward admitted, a wry smile coming to his lips.  "But, no worries.  I will have Shelia walk you through it tomorrow morning.  In the meantime, I need a file couriered over from Rothsfield & Merchant.  Could you stop by Starbucks on the way back?"
 
I nodded rapidly, some relief merging its way back into my conscience.  He didn't seem mad.  Yes, I had looked inept, but it seemed to be okay.
 
"If you prefer," I ventured, "I think Mr. De Luca had some breakfast delivered.  I could grab some coffee from their conference room?"
 
His face darkened.  Okay... maybe not something he'd prefer.  Did I say something wrong?
 
"No, he said sharply.  "Brad orders that for his secretaries, intern, and his clients.  We don't mess with, or borrow from his staff, and I expect the same from him."  His glowering tone softened slightly at my pale face.  "Sorry, " he muttered.  "Maybe now is when I should go through the office background."  He stood, shut the open file on his desk, and pressed the call button for Shelia, his secretary.  Why wasn't Shelia getting his coffee?  That seemed a secretarial duty.
 
"Yes, Mr. Broward?" a delicate, professional voice sounded through the speakerphone.  
 
"I will be indisposed for the next…10 minutes.  Please hold my calls." 
 
"Yes sir, Mr. Broward."
 
Broward sat down, leaned back in his chair and tapped his finger to his chin, mulling something over while looking at me.   I fought the urge to fidget.  
 
"Okay, to begin - let's attack the elephant in the room." He leaned forward and met my gaze firmly - his almost stern gaze reminding me of when my father used to lecture me on the importance of high school English.  What elephant in the room?  Is this about the coffee?
 
"Brad De Luca, " he began.  "Brad is, without a doubt, the best divorce attorney in the South.   His waiting list is over 10 months long, and many unhappy wives prolong a marriage for the sole reason of waiting to have Brad represent them."  His voice was matter of fact and slightly wry.  "Brad is a shark in the courtroom and has no problem splattering the walls with blood.  He also takes very, very good care of his clients."  His tone and expression lead me to believe that "taking care" of his clients might mean a little more than one would think.  I nodded to indicate that I got the point.
 
"You will no doubt notice the daily breakfast platters, be invited on the Bahamas work weekends, and hear the drone of excessive and unnecessary celebrations going on in that wing of this floor."  His stern gaze moved up in intensity to level 6.  "Julia, I don't want you to have any part of that.  Brad runs his part of the office that way; I run mine in a more… professional and efficient manner.  There is a reason that you were not assigned to Brad.  Stay away from him."  The approachable, friendly Broward was gone.  In his chair sat a stern dictator speaking to me in the manner one might use on a bad puppy.
 
I was contrite and didn't even know why.  "Yes, sir." I said firmly but quietly.
 
"Great," he said briskly.  "Now, moving on to the other partner. Hugo Clarke."  
 
"Clarke focuses on criminal law - his clients are mostly white-collar, though if a case has enough publicity, he will take on the bloodier cases.  He is a great source of knowledge, and is always happy to help our interns.  He has a young grandson who often spends time here at the office - if you see a 2-year old wandering around, that would be Clarke's."
 
I waited for another death glare and warning that Clarke sells black market organs, but Broward seemed to be off his soapbox and now seemed almost jovial.  Good Lord, it's like dealing with a menopausal woman.  
 
"I focus almost entirely on corporate law - all civil matters.  Our work has a lot less emotion involved, but is exciting all the same."  Right.  Every law student can’t wait to dive into corporate reform.
 
Broward skimmed over the other attorneys, reviewed the billing procedures, and his general expectations.  They all seemed reasonable, though I suspected his general reference to my expected 60-hour weeks would probably be more of a 70 or 80-hour commitment.  He signified the end of our conversation by pressing Shelia's extension on his phone. 
 
"Yes sir?"  Her melodious voice came through the speakerphone.
 
"Please give Julia a tour of the office, apparently Jane didn't do a proper job in orientation.  Also, she will be running over to Rothsfield to get the Danko file, so please explain the mileage system and petty cash."
 
"Certainly."
 
Sheila appeared in Broward's doorway within seconds.  She matched her polished voice - an older woman, in her 60s, with a blue sweater set and gray wool dress pants, perfectly coiffed silver hair, and a string of pearls.  She smiled kindly at me, and ushered me out of Broward's office, closely his door softly behind her. 
 
Shelia's tour of the floor was in depth and informative.  I met over 12 secretaries, 6 paralegals, and Attorney Liz Renfield.  I nodded at the other interns as we passed through their areas, but didn't have any conversations.  I figured out early why Sheila didn't bring Broward's coffee.  Handing me the petty cash key, there was an extreme shake of her hands.  She was a talker, and I learned as much about her as the firm.  She had been there 22 years, when it was just Clarke Law Firm, and they had to occasionally miss a paycheck if it had been a slow month.  She had 4 grandchildren, all "babies", and out of all of the partners she liked Broward best, "most likely because he reminded her of her son, Frankie".  By the end of the tour I had learned that Liz Renfield and Robert Handler had once shared more than a case, and that recently Chris Hemming, a civil attorney, had been caught embezzling funds and been fired.  
 
Sheila led me up the vacant and stale stairway leading to the attic file storage, pausing at the top, key pointed towards the lock in her shaky hand.  She glanced towards me, somewhat casually.  "Did Mr. Broward mention anything about Brad De Luca?"
 





 
 
 
 
CHAPTER
5
 
 
Sheila and I were alone in the attic, a stuffy, hot room with rows and rows of file boxes.  At my initial estimate, there seemed to be over 20 rows of boxes on each side.  Each row was over 15 boxes deep, and 8 or 9 boxes high.  Rows of fluorescent lights were above us, making it a well lit, but hot area.  The fluorescent lights and Shelia's question made me feel like a prisoner being interrogated.  What is everyone's obsession with this guy?
 
"Yes, Broward - Mr. Broward told me that their side of the office operates a little differently then ours, and that I show steer clear of it."  I mumbled the words out like a schoolgirl reciting her daily duties.  
 
Sheila's eyes gleamed with the excitement of gossip but also with warning.  
 
"What Mr. Broward was probably too proper to say, is that Brad is incorrigible!  He stopped getting female interns three years ago because he couldn't keep his hands off of them.  He is divorced, due to another one of his…relationships, and is never without some young thing on his arm.  He's Italian, you know how those men are."  She pronounced the word "Italian" like it was some kind of diseased animal, and waved her hand like that should explain everything.  "Bottom line," she fixed her steely gaze on me, "you are exactly his type.  You need to stay as far away from Brad De Luca as you can get."
 
Sheesh.  THIS is what everyone is worried about?  That I am about to become one of a senior partner's latest conquests?  First off, I am as un-promiscuous as…. probably Sheila!  I am a 21-year-old college student who has had a total of 2 partners.  In college terms, I'm practically a saint!  Second, isn't De Luca like FORTY?  In his late 30s at LEAST - who in their right mind would think I would be attracted to someone that old?!  I was more than a little offended by the perception of my low standards.
 
I met Sheila's eyes firmly and confidently.  "Sheila, you have absolutely nothing to worry about.  Trust me."
 
Her return look was less confident.





 
 
CHAPTER
6
 
 
A bit awkwardly, we finished the tour, and 10 minutes later, I was in my car with the windows down and "Whatever" by Hot Chelle Rae blaring.  It was hot as hell outside, but I didn't care.  I needed wind filling my car and blaring music in order to get my funky mood to pass.  I wanted to make an impression at my internship, but one as an intelligent hard worker.  Not as the chick that everyone thinks Brad freaking De Luca is going to bang.    My head was properly cleared but I was still a little bitchy when I returned to the office, Danko file in hand, along with a still steaming cup of Starbucks coffee with "light cream and Equal" in it.  Starbucks, thankfully, seemed to know exactly what constituted as "light".
 
I gave the file to Sheila, and dropped the coffee off at Broward's desk - he was on another call, and waved distractedly to me.  I went into my office and started where I had left off last night.  Within three minutes, my office door banged open and Todd Appleton plopped his body into one of my open chairs.  Really?  Am I going to get any freaking work done today?
 
I looked up over my file with what I hoped was an "I'm busy, what the hell do you want?" look.  
 
"Yes, Todd?"
 
"Where have YOU been all day?  We have been so busy on the East Side.  This one case - the wife caught her husband doing his boss's daughter! And found out that…" his voice droned on and on and I began focusing on his beautiful features as opposed to his words.  I snapped myself out of my mind fart and waved my hand in front of Todd.
 
"Todd, can't talk - I’m busy."  I gestured to all of the "work" filling my desk and office.
 
He glanced around.  "I know, but - you have been gone all morning."
 
"Exactly.  Hence my heavy workload.  I need to get some stuff done."
 
"Oh."  His dejected face reminded me of when I told my 4-year old babysitting job that even though he had asked Santa for a REAL baby alien, it probably wasn't going to happen.    
 
"Sorry, Todd.  I'm just buried right now in super-exciting deposition review."  
 
"Sure, no problem.  Hey - we missed you last night - you'll have to come out with us soon."  He grinned that smile at me, scratched the back of his head, and then stood up, 5 feet 10 inches of classic Abercrombie & Fitch beautiful good looks.
 
I flashed him a smile and returned to my depositions.  It was 11am.  Only 10 or 11 hours to go.
 
---
 
My first two weeks passed excruciatingly slowly.  Other than learning office politics, I garnered few legal skills, other than filing, typing, and deposition review - most of which I had mastered already.  My only solace was thinking about the upcoming week - when Broward would be in Fort Lauderdale.  I had already corned Sheila to get the scoop on office hours during that time.
 
"9-5 workdays", she promised me - an understanding look in her eyes.  "This week been rough on you?"  Her voice had taken on a motherly concern, and I wanted to hug her for showing some compassion.  Everyone else in this wing seemed to work with an unending supply of energy.  It wouldn't have sucked so bad if I wasn't hearing about the party life in the East Wing.  
 
East Wing had their own set of double doors - big dark walnut and leather doors that had no windows - the only glimpses you got of inside were when someone was entering or leaving.  It was like a super-exclusive club that I couldn't get in to, so my mind created impossibly extravagant fantasies about the world inside.  Following closely to the instructions/threats of Broward - I stayed away from the East Wing and all of its "activities", but drooled jealously from afar.    
 
Often, as I passed their big black doors, I'd hear loud laughter and other sounds coming from inside.  On Wednesday, there had been some kind of a party - at 5:30 Smith & Wollensky waiters had started unloading trays of lobsters, steaks, and carts of large silver dishes from our elevators.  They were followed with five cases of chilled champagne and sumptuous dessert trays that made my mouth water.  Muted music could be heard from behind their doors, and a thumping bass.  The bass only lasted about three minutes before Broward screamed some form of profanity, opened his door, and stomped his way over to the East Wing. About a minute later, the music was turned down, and our floors stopped systematically vibrating.  Sheila leaned backward in her chair until she could see into my office and winked at me.
 
The East Wing, unless they were partying, never stayed past 6pm.  The North Wing, Clarke's domain, worked till about 8:30 most nights.  We, the West Wingers, were the night owls.  Most Broward paralegals stayed till about 9:30pm - I stayed till Broward stayed, which normally ended up being sometime between 10 and 11.  It was better than manual work, but still mentally exhausting.  I went straight home each night, showered, crawled into bed, and was asleep before my head hit the bed.  Eat, sleep, and work had been the last two weeks of my life.  I leaned my head on Sheila's shoulder and signed dramatically.
 
"Here, here," she said, patting my shoulder.  "I promise you, you'll get used to it."  
 
----
 
The first weekend of my internship, I had wallowed in bed the entire time, eating Sour Patch Kids and watching Cameron Diaz movies.  Seeing as how texts and Facebook posts from my friends had started to drop off, I figured I needed to spend this weekend back in the land of the living.  Friday evening, getting home at a remarkably early 8pm, I returned two weeks worth of missed calls.  After begging for forgiveness and promising to do better, I cajoled my two closest friends into margaritas and mexican food at Los Amigos, a run-down, college hangout four blocks from my house.  My plan was to get sloshed on margaritas, then stumble home.  In retrospect, that sounds like the perfect "college girl gets snatched by a serial killer" scenario, but at 21 years old, it sounded like a perfectly good plan.  
 
At 9:30pm, dressed in a blue sundress and Badgely Mischa heels, with my hair loose and makeup subdued, I wrestled through the line outside and made my way into the bar.  My skin was paler than usual, due to my recent inability to spend any time at the pool, but I still turned a few heads coming in.  I saw Olivia and Becca perched at a high top in the corner.  The bar was filling up, and it took a few minutes of squeezing through people for me to get over to them.   
 
"Hola!" I said enthusiastically, giving them both hugs before climbing onto one of the stools.  They both already had ridiculously huge margarita glasses with goofy straws in front of them, and I looked around for the waiter.  He came over shortly, a young Mexican with shy eyes and poor English.  He took a cursory look at my ID and then disappeared to get us some queso and chips.  Becca didn't wait long to start chewing me out.
 
"So seriously," she snapped, glancing at her imaginary watch.  "It's been almost two weeks since we've seen you - Unacceptable!"  She slapped her well-manicured open palm on the table to emphasize her point.
 
"Go easy on her Becca," Olivia chided - "she's WORKING, something you wouldn't understand!" she shot a playful smile in Becca's direction.  Olivia was right - working was something Becca would probably never understand.  Her wealthy parents and their generous funding pretty much guaranteed Becca an easy ride straight to whatever wealthy husband she ended up marrying.  With Becca's classic good looks and intelligence, she had basically won the genetic lottery.
 
Olivia was more like me - from working class parents, barely surviving on student loans and part-time jobs.  I was especially tight right now, due to my full-time unpaid internship. We were all prelaw students - but I was a semester ahead of them, therefore the first to undergo the intern experience.  
 
We were on our third rounds of drinks and gossip when I felt an arm slip around my shoulders.  "Hey beautiful," a voice said in my ear.  I pulled back, and stared into Todd Appleton's face.  
 
"Todd!" I said, surprised to see him out of the office.  I hadn't seen much of him in the last two weeks, since I was banned from entering the East Wing.  He had stopped in once or twice, but I'd always been too busy to chat.  
 
"This seat taken?" he asked, gesturing to the other empty stool.
 
"Not at all!" Becca said smiling brightly.  She flipped her brunette hair over her shoulder and leaned forward, flashing Todd her best megawatt smile. 
 
I looked to Olivia for approval, and she rolled her eyes good-naturedly and smiled agreeably at me. 
 
Todd introduced himself to both Becca and Olivia, and then slid onto the empty stool.  He motioned for the waiter, and then leaned back, drumming his fingers on the table.  Grabbing a handful of chips, he turned to me.
 
"All of the interns have been going out a few times a week - you should join us sometime," he said, biting down on a chip covered in meaty cheese.
 
I shot him a look.  "Sure, I'll just swing by on one of my three bathroom breaks," I said dryly.
 
"Oh, so Julia has been ignoring you too?" Becca said, leaning forward and showing her ample, enhanced cleavage.  
 
"Aw, I'm just kidding her," Todd said.  "I know that her attorney buries her under work."  He brushed the back of his hand gently down my arm, sending a shiver through me.  I moved away.  Not what I need right now.
 
Becca shot me an inquisitive glance and I sent back a "he's all yours" look.  The waiter swung by, laden down with a platter of dirty glasses and plates and Todd put in a drink order.
 
"So," I said casually, "what's it like working for De Luca?"
 
Todd snorted and nodded enthusiastically.  "It is awesome - the guy is an absolute animal!  You should see him in the Courtroom Julia - he rips these guys to shreds!"
 
"The courtroom?" I interrupted him.  "You've been to court?"  This is bullshit!  Todd gets plush hours and courtroom experience?
 
"Yeah!" Todd nodded, "he took me with him this Monday - it was awesome!"  
 
Five minutes with Todd, and I was already a little sick of the word "awesome".  Maybe I was just bitchy about my current situation.  Either way, I tried to appear cool and offhand.  "What was going on there Wednesday?"
 
"Wednesday?" Todd's face scrunched up, like he was concentrating hard.  "SERIOUSLY!" I wanted to scream at him - "Smith & Wollensky's, lobster, music, TWO DAYS AGO, and you can't remember?!"
 
"Oh!" he slapped his head.  "The Hatfield deal!  You know the Hatfield family - like the media tycoon?  Mr. Hatfield finally settled, so De Luca threw a mini-celebration for the Missus." 
 
"THAT was a Mini-Celebration?" the words popped out before I could stop them.  Todd looked at me surprised.  
 
"Yeah well, you know - De Luca throws some big parties.  We have a huge client party planned out at his house this weekend."  He shrugged, like it was no big deal.  
 
"Are you going?" 
 
"Of course!" he snorted again.  "It's going to be, like, awesome!  I heard he's hiring strippers!"
 
W-O-W.  Super Classy.  De Luca seemed to live up to the reputation.  I took a big sip of margarita and thanked God that I hadn't been assigned to him.
 
----
 
One more margarita later, and Todd was still hot - but now not quite as annoying.  My drunken haze had turned his juvenile antics into sexy cool.  I was starting to let his hands do some roaming, when Olivia pulled me aside.
 
"Seriously Jules, I'm going to do you a big favor and send you home."
 
"Whaat…?  Why?"  My slurred voice sounded drunk, even to me.  I waved my hand in front of my face, stopping Olivia from responding.  "Never mind, you're right.  I'll go."  I moved over and hugged Becca, gesturing over the music that I was heading out.  She blew me a kiss and waved goodbye.
 
I hugged Olivia and Todd goodbye - him holding the hug a few seconds longer than necessary.  He gave me an extra squeeze and I moved away.  Olivia walked me out and offered to call a cab.  I waved off her offer and pulled my heels off, starting the drunken stumble home.





 
 
 
CHAPTER
7
 
 
 
In every successful swinger relationship there must be a set of rules so that everyone knows their place, and so that no one is offended or taken advantage of.  Different couples practice different rules depending on their own preferences.





 
 
CHAPTER
8
 
 
Tuesday.  10am.  
 
The Dupont / Murray file sat harmlessly enough in the center of my desk.  I walked in my office and stopped short, staring at it.  I instantly knew it didn't belong; it was Red, instead of the Blue or Green folders that were used for civil litigation or corporate filings.  I picked it up hesitantly and thumbed through it.  Immediately I could tell it was a divorce file - Custody and Division of Assets were prominent tabs.  I closed the file and tapped it on my desk, thinking.  What to do…. 
 
I could call Ancient Dorothy, tell her that a file has been mis-delivered, but that was just silly.  I was less than 20 feet from the East Wing.  I could just walk over there and deliver it to the first secretary I saw.  It would take less than a minute, and then the file would be properly handled.  It was the obvious and responsible course of action.
 
Except that Broward doesn't want you going to the East Wing, my conscience nagged at me with a know-it-all tone.  What am I, five? I countered, getting irritated at my conscience.  I'm perfectly capable of returning a file without getting into any trouble.
 
Decision made, I grabbed the file and strode out of my office, ducking past Sheila and practically jogging past the remaining open doors.  I felt like the red folder was a giant LOOK AT ME sign advertising my destination.  Which, of course, it kind of was.  I ducked the folder under my arm and willed myself to be invisible.  My concern was unnecessary, no one even looked up, everyone absorbed in the ever-present pile of work.  Broward being out of town didn't mean the presses stopped.
 
I took an unexpected detour into the restrooms located just to the right of the elevators, and took an appraisal of myself in the mirror above the sink.  The light in the bathroom was muted, but it was bright enough to show me that it was not my best day.  Whether intentional or not, my knowledge that Broward would not be in this week had caused me to dress down, and not put as much effort into my appearance.  I was wearing khakis, a pressed white button-up shirt, and one of my new pairs of sensible, low, open-toed heels.  My hair was, as always, up in a bun, and I had opted for glasses instead of my normal contacts.  Some might think of glasses as sexy.  Those people haven't seen my glasses.
 
At age six I started wearing glasses.  By age twelve they were officially coke bottles.  Around that age I start wearing contacts, and the ribbings from classmates dropped off.  Slightly.  I bring in that background information to let you know that me wearing glasses does not in any way increase my sexual intensity. 
 
Getting back to my appearance, I had neglected to put on makeup, which mean I had pale, untouched skin and dark circles under my eyes.  I knelt and opened up the sink cabinet and fished around behind the tampon box, reaching into the dark depths and feeling blindly until my hand bumped against what I was looking for, my small cloth makeup bag.  
 
My first day I had packed an emergency makeup kit - one that includes mascara, lip-gloss and concealer.  I had stored it here in case I ever needed to freshen up before a big meeting, or hadn't had time to "do my face" before work.  I sent a silent "thank you" up to God for blessing me with such incredible foresight, and hauled myself back up to a standing position.
 
Three minutes later I looked reasonably presentable.  I still had my coke bottle glasses, but I had long, plump lashes behind them and my lips had some color now.  The dark shadows were still present, but minimized by the concealer.
 
I grabbed the red file folder, opened the door and scolded my nervous butterflies.  Then I straightened my shoulders, pulled open the heavy bathroom door and headed for the East Wing.
 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER
9
 
 
Rule 1: She is kept blindfolded for the first meeting.  If the blindfold is to be taken off, it must be done by her alone.
 
 
 
The heavy East Wing double doors opened to a sea of noise and activity.  People were everywhere, and everyone seemed to be very important, very busy, or very emotional.  I stopped just inside the doors and tried to get my bearings.  
 
The room was large, dominated by three large curved secretarial desks that created a semi circle at the back of the room.  To get to the secretaries, there was a wide, wood path that was flanked on either side by leather seating clusters.  Both seating arrangements were full, one seemed to hold a meeting in progress, the other had two leggy blonds and an older man in a suit, apparently waiting.  To the right was a large, glass conference room, a meeting in progress.  I could hear muted tones of what sounded like an argument coming from that side.  On the left were offices, probably holding paralegals and Todd.  Behind the secretaries was a large office with floor to ceiling windows, from which I could see the downtown skyline.  I could also see a man, standing at his desk, a phone to his ear.  From the size and the view of the office, I assumed that was De Luca's office.  Okay, Julia.  Get in, Get out, and Stop Gawking.
 
I moved quickly and (I hoped) confidentially toward the secretary cluster.  Their three desks were elevated, and I felt like a defendant approaching the judge.  The secretaries all seemed cut from the same cloth.  Old, dignified, and spicy, headmistress-style seemed to be De Luca's preference.  Or perhaps HR's preference for De Luca.  The center headmistress worn a red suit and had a brass nameplate on her desk that indicated her name was Carol Featherston.
 
She looked up as I approached, and her sharp gaze immediately locked on the red folder in my now sweaty clutches.  She skipped a greeting and held out her hand.  I passed the file meekly over.  Her phone started to ring.  She ignored the phone and flipped quickly through the file, then snapped it shut and looked back at me.
 
"Where did you get this?"
 
"I'm Julia Campbell, from Broward's office.  I - 
 
"Where did you get this?"  Her piercing gaze and shrill voice told me to get to the point.
 
"It was on my desk, ma'am."
 
"Alright, I'll handle it.  Thank you."  The snappy response seemed to indicate that I was done.  I couldn't imagine this women planning stripper-filled parties.  Todd must have been exaggerating.  I smiled politely at the woman and turned to leave.  My exit was interrupted by a large rapping, knuckles on glass.  I paused, mid-turn and glanced back at Ms. Featherston.  She held up a finger and glanced over her shoulder.  I followed her gaze.
 
A bear of a man stood at the glass window of the large back office.  He had the build of an ex-athlete, impossibly broad shoulders and muscular arms that his $1000 dress shirt couldn't hide.  He had olive skin and a thick head of hair.  Strong handsome features, he would have been too good-looking if it weren't for the fierceness of his features.  He looked like the kind of man who chased confrontation down and then ate it for breakfast.  Phone to his ear, his knuckles were still rapping the glass when my eyes met his.  He pointed one finger at me and then motioned for me to come, turning his back and pacing away without waiting for a response.  Uh-oh.
 
I must have had panic on my face when Ms. Featherston turned back to me.  Her stiff expression softened slightly, and her tone was a little kinder, but still firm.
 
"Go on in," she said.  "He wants you."
 
Ms. Featherston returned her attention to the file.  I glanced around, looking for an escape, and then, wobbly made my way around the secretary stand, and to the door of De Luca's office.  "Brad De Luca" was printed on a brass nameplate located in the center of the door.  Broward is going to kill me.  I opened the door without knocking, and walked in, shutting it quietly behind me.  
 
I stood by the door, hands together in front of me, waiting for De Luca to get off of the phone.  His office was long in length, and there seemed to be a silly amount of space between where I stood and where he paced.  I'm not moving a damn step closer to this man if I can help it.  I felt like I was having trouble breathing.  My chest was tight, and beads of sweat were forming on my upper lip.  I tried to discreetly wipe them off.  What the hell am I so nervous about? He's not going to eat me, for Christ's sake.
 
He finished his conversation and hung up the phone, staring at me.  Still standing, he picked up a stress ball and squeezed it while looking at me.  I felt like an innocent little fawn, stuck in the lion's gaze.  I stayed quiet and waiting for him to say something.
 
"I need a car," he said.  His voice was sexy and deep, definitive.  He sounded like a man who had never second-guessed a single action, his entire life.
 
"A car?" my voice came out a little higher than I had intended, almost a squeak.
 
"Yes.  I know the Casino typically handles my transportation, but I plan to go on a side trip this weekend, and want a car.  The normal type will do."  The last sentence was said rather dismissively, and seemed to indicate that our conversation was over.  He picked up his phone and started to punch in a number.  Then he paused, looking at me again. 
 
"Have you done something different?"
 
"Different?" I didn't really know what to say.  This was the strangest interaction I had ever had with someone.  I'm sure he was blown away by my verbose and witty conversation.
 
"You look different." 
 
"I'm wearing glasses."   I felt like I was in Crazy Town.  Has he seen me before?
 
De Luca looked at me again, then shrugged and continued dialing the number.  He turned away from me, and I understood that our interchange was over.  
 
That was freaking weird.  
 
I walked back to the center desk and waited for Ms. Featherston to look up.  She did, after a moment.  
 
"Mr. De Luca asked me to reserve a car?  For this weekend?"  I sounded inept, even to my own ears.
 
Featherston looked confused, and then her expression cleared.  Her mouth curved into something resembling a smile.  
 
"He thinks you’re Tiffany," she said wryly.
 
"Who?"
 
"Tiffany.  The girl who works downstairs, who handles travel arrangements.  You slightly resemble her - he must have gotten confused.  I'll make sure she gets the message."  She shot me an amused look and then re-focused on her computer.  
 
I turned on my heel and headed for the doors, wanting to get back to the normalcy of the West Wing.  Wow, talk about an ego-check.   What a ... jerk!  I could feel my irritation building.  I pulled my shoulders back and straightened my head, enjoying the anger coursing through my body.  It felt good having some of my backbone back.
 
Back at my desk, I pulled out my cell and sent a quick text to Olivia.  
 
DINNER AND DRINKS TONIGHT?
 
Her response was quick, and affirmative.    We agreed, through a series of texts, to meet at 8pm at Cafe Salsa, a downtown tapas bar known for their great bands. I locked my phone and put it back in my purse.  I planned on enjoying this Broward-free week, and damn if I'd let that Asshole De Luca affect it.  I attacked my pile of files with new gusto.
 
----
 
I dressed to kill - picking out a red minidress and sky-high nude Christian Louboutin stilettos.  I straightened my hair and carefully applied my makeup.  Putting on my sexiest lace bra and a matching thong, I shimmied into my dress and then dusted bronzer over my legs, chest, and arms.  A small black purse in hand, I stood in front of the mirror and gave myself the once-over.  Hot damn woman.  You are looking good.
 
At five minutes before eight, Olivia pulled up outside my apartment in her old grey Ford Explorer, blaring Katy Perry.  I skittered out on my heels, navigating the overgrown path with care.  Entering Olivia's SUV was like crawling into a bubble gum bubble.  It smelled yummy and completely feminine, and said GIRL as loud as the feather boa hanging from the review mirror could scream.
 
We sang and car-danced the 10 minutes to Cafe, and my spirits rose with every chorus.  Parking was difficult to find, and Olivia ended up squeezing into a spot three blocks from the restaurant.    
One benefit of being with Olivia is the guarantee to never have to wait for a table.  She's made a point to get to know someone at every hot spot in town.  We requested a quiet table and were, within minutes, put at a great corner table with a view of the dance floor and bar.
 
"So. Give me the goods," she demanded as soon as we sat down.
 
"What goods?"
 
"You know!  On your new job, life, everything!  I haven't seen you in over two weeks, and this weekend didn't count!  Becca was there, and that prevents any real conversation from occurring."  She giggled to soften her point, but we both knew she meant it.  Becca was wonderful, but Becca was all about Becca, 24 hours a day.
 
"Any word from Luke?"
 
I rolled my eyes at her reference to my ex.  "No, thank God.  He doesn't know about my internship, and I don't think anyone has told him where I live.  Has he called you any more?"
 
She shook her head in response.  "Just that one time.  I think I made it pretty clear to him then that he wasn't going to get any information from me."
 
I brought my martini up to signal a toast.  She followed suit.
 
"To new beginnings."
 
"To new beginnings." she parroted.  We clinked glasses and both took generous sips.
 
"So, tell me about the new job."  Her eyes glimmered.  "Anything going on with you and that gorgeous hunk we saw at Amigos?
 
"Todd?"  I grimaced and shook my head.  "No, he is too…. I don't know.  Immature.  Besides, I don't want to get involved with anyone at work - it's too complicated."  I thought of De Luca and my face flushed.  Olivia caught the tell.
 
"What - What is it?"
 
I told her about De Luca, Broward's warning, and today's interchange.  She started to giggle and then clamped a hand over her mouth at my glare.
 
"It's not funny," I hissed.
 
"Oh, come on!  It is funny!  You trotted in there thinking that he would bend over backwards to woo you.  Instead he gave you a menial task and sent you on your way!"  She smiled affectionately at me, and patted my arm.  "It's okay Jules.  Not EVERYONE is insusceptible to your charms."
 
I shrugged and was on the verge of a witty comeback when a server materialized at our table with two martini glasses filled with blue, glowing liquid.  "Ladies, these drinks are from the table by the stage."  He deposited the drinks in front of us and disappeared before we had time to formulate a response.  I drew my blue martini close and tried to glance discreetly over my shoulder.  Three suits by the stage nodded and raised their drinks.  I gave them a quick smile and turned back to Olivia.  
 
"What do you think?"
 
Olivia sorta leaned to the side and spoke over the sugary rim of her new drink.
 
"Fairly cute, they look successful, a little old."
 
"How old?"
 
"Umm… late 20s?  Maybe even 30."  She said 30 like it was ancient.  Which, for us, it was. 
 
"Any wedding rings?"
 
She tried discreetly to squint and instead came off looking like she had discreetly farted.
 
"Stop that-" I snapped.  "We can look up close."  What the hell, I had put on this dress for a reason, right?  I turned in my chair, flashed my best smile, and gestured for the guys to come over.  Time to have some fun.
 
----
 
Two hours later.
 
I am a Cock Tease.  I know it, own it, and am not the least bit ashamed of it.  I love the chase, and the tease, but don't need or want the sex or the reputation that comes with it. 
 
I had Bob, a 29-year-old Tax Accountant with a bird chest and moderately muscular arms, flat on his back, gazing at me in drunken adoration.  I straddled him, stripped down to my black lace bra and thong.  My hair fell loose down my back and I leaned forward, nibbling and kissing his neck.  He moaned, and I could feel his erection pushing at his dress pants, begging to get out.  His hands roamed down my back, over the curve of my hips and grabbed my ass.  Continuing to tease his neck, I reached down and slid my hand underneath his pant line and felt the hardness of his cock.  It was pretty nice sized, compared to the few that I had previously touched, and I grabbed it firmly, jacked him up and down twice, and let him think for a minute that I was going to do more.  Then I slyly bit my bottom lip, shook my head at him, and pulled my hand out.  
 
The fire in his eyes died a little and he looked at me with intense yearning.  Right there, that is what I want to see.  My confidence soared and I felt full satisfaction.  You're done buddy.  
 





 
 
CHAPTER
10
 
 
8:15am.  Brad De Luca's cell rang for the seventh time that morning.
 
"De Luca." he snapped into the phone, watching the 20-year-old "housekeeper" that he had hired bend over to dust the coffee table.  She was dressed in cutoff jean shorts and a soft tee shirt that barely covered her midriff.  She did a horrendous job on the house, but kept the clothes to a minimum and bent over a lot.  He had a middle-age Russian Linebacker named Helga who came over afterwards and redid all of her work.
 
"Julia Campbell."  His cousin Tony's voice rang through the phone.  Tony was a 40-year old divorcee with 3 kids who drank full time and painted houses as a hobby.  He couldn't remember the last time he had spoken to Tony before 11am. He must need money.  He groaned silently and waited for more.  
 
"You know her?" Tony asked.
 
His mind searched his recent clients, conquests, and acquaintances and came up blank.
 
"No, don't believe I do."
 
"She's an intern, at your office."  Tony's voice slurred a bit.  
 
"Oh.  She's probably with Broward or Clarke.  They keep the female interns away from me."
 
Tony laughed so hard he began to hiccup.  "I bet they do man!  You'd be slaying them!"
 
Brad glanced at his watch impatiently and willed the man to get to the point.
 
"Who's she to you Tony?  We related?"  His voice had taken on the rough brogue of his Italian childhood.  
 
"Naw man - I got a call this morning from Robert Hanstle - the yuppie guy whose kitchen I'm painting?  He's trying to get information about her - he knows she works for your firm, and…given my last name… thought I might know someone over there."
 
"I don't know anything about her."  He tried to convey a tone of wrapping up the conversation, but Tony wouldn't let it go.
 
"Come on Brad - give me SOMETHING - this guy is desperate over this chick.  She must have magic pussy, man."
 
"Sorry Tony.  Never met her before.  If I learn something, I'll let you know."  
 
"Seriously Brad - give me a call - this guy-"
 
He hung up the phone without waiting for the rest of Tony's sentence.  He looked at his watch again.  He needed to get to the office.
 
---
 
I woke up buried in the soft sheets of my cozy bed.  I stretched, rolled over, and winced at the hangover headache that was pounding in my temples.  I pulled my eye mask up and glanced at my bedside clock.  Holy Shit.  7:45am.   I attempted to jump out of bed, and was squashed back down by the invisible stakes that were piercing some important cerebral mass in my head.  I tried again, slower this time, and ended up on my feet.  Glancing into the mirror next to my door, I saw a face smeared with makeup and a distinct floral skin design that must have come from my pillow.  Ugh.
 
I grabbed powder blue capris, a white cardigan/camisole set, and some tan Jimmy Choos.  I didn't have time to shower, so scrubbed my face as quickly as I could, and threw on some light makeup.  As any party girl will tell you - one day old going-out hair looks pretty damn good, so I ran my fingers through it and headed out the door.  
 
I was in the office's kitchen, buttering a stale biscuit and licking some melted butter off my fingers when he walked in.  Whoa.  It was as if every ounce of extra air left the room in that instance, squeezing all of the space out with it and putting me front and center in his laser beam.  Damn.  We locked eyes, and neither one of us moved.  In his office, there had been a long, empty expanse between us.  Now here in the small kitchen, I felt his…essence.  It scared the crap out of me.
 
His eyes were a normal dark brown color, not anything special, but they blazed with a powerful intensity.  He smelled of…something.  I don't know how to describe the smell but it was intoxicating and animal.  The man reeked of masculinity and sex.  He seemed to be a big tight ball of controlled energy and I could just as easily imagine him ripping someone's head off as dipping me backwards into a kiss.  As I stood there frozen, his sexy features curled into a smile and he looked like he wanted to eat me.  I backed up and bumped into the kitchenette counter.  I was acutely aware of the butter all over my fingers and, now dripping, on the edge of my mouth.  I licked my lips and said the first thing that popped into my mind.
 
"I'm not Tiffany."
 
His smile faltered slightly and he shook his head and chuckled.
 
"I know."
 
"I'm Julia.  Julia Campbell.  Broward's intern."
 
"I know."
 
"You do?"
 
"Yes.  I just asked Sheila where to find you.  She said you were in here."
 
"Oh."  A pause.  His eyes never leaving mine.  "Why were you looking for me?"
 
"Would you like to go to lunch?"  He turned some powerful, magical force on full blast and it was like he radiated with intense sexual heat.  I almost swooned, but caught myself.  Keep it together you damn woman!
 
"Umm, no."
 
"No?" His grin increased and he looked almost incredulous.  He glanced around as if wanting someone around to witness this.
 
"No." My voice grew in strength and confidence.  Cocky prick.
 
"Why?"  He moved closer and I lost all sense of reality.  The man was like no one I'd ever met.  I could see why divorcing wives would throw apart their legs and beg him for more than lawyerly duties.  The man was walking breathing sex.  I had never found body builders or large men attractive.  I had pined and worshipped the rail-thin pretty look of male models.  This man was built like a God - with the deposition of Satan.  I couldn't imagine being an intern to this man and NOT doing more than filing his briefs.  
 
I would have moved back farther but the kitchen counter rail was already digging into my ass and no doubt now leaving a bruise.  I met his amused gaze and tried to portray nonchalance.  
 
"For one thing, you're a little old."
 
His eyes flickered a bit at that, but he kept his thoughts to himself.
 
"And?"
 
"Annnddd, I'm not supposed to talk to you."  Even to my ears, that sounded juvenile.
 
His egotistic smirk was back.
 
"Ahhh… yes.  Broward wants to keep you all to himself." 
 
I didn't like that response, but kept my mouth shut and let me eyes communicate my silent retort.  
 
"Come on.  Let's go to Centaur."
 
"No.  I have work to do."
 
"Come on - I'll have you back in a flash.  No one will even know you are gone."
 
"I -
 
"Julia!" Sheila stood in the doorway and glared at De Luca.  He had the good grace to look sheepish, which also looked ridiculously sexy.  Good lord.  Someone needs to take this man out back and shoot him.
 
I fled to the safety of her side, taking my buttery fingers with me and leaving my plate and knife behind.  
 
"I need Julia," Sheila said.  "Are you all through with whatever it was you were needing her for?" Her expression painted her opinion clearer than any billboard sign could.  
 
De Luca nodded a goodbye to me and strode out of the kitchen, winking at me, and patting Sheila on the shoulder as he passed.  I could suddenly breathe a lot easier.  Sheila turned and affixed me with a steely stare, all evidence of grandmotherly goodness gone.  "Is this going to be a problem?" she demanded.
 
"I don't know what you're talking about."
 
"Good."
 





 
 
 
 
CHAPTER
11
 
 
11:45am.
 
I didn't know what I had been doing the last two and a half hours, but it hadn't been anything productive.  I twirled a pencil around my hand and debating asking someone for an Advil.  My phone rang, a shrill sound that poked at my headache with a sharp stick.
 
"Julia Campbell."
 
"It's Beverly."  Beverly was Broward's #2 Secretary - a redheaded, plump woman who thought that stripes and polka dots matched and had an extreme habit of over-sharing everything.  I mean everything.  The second day I met her she "confided" in me that she caught genital herpes from a gas station restroom toilet.  Need I say anything more?  She would.
 
"Hi Beverly."
 
"We need you to run over to Office Max.  Rick in IT just called, and apparently they are having some kind of technical crisis that can only be solved by a…. TI44 Firewire Cable Port.  Whatever that is.  We would go, but De Luca's office is having us run a gabillion copies for some last minute filing and the-"
 
"No problem Beverly.  I'll do it now." And stop by CVS and grab every hangover remedy they got.
 
"Are you sure?  I hate to ask you but if we don't get-"
 
"Yes.  I am sure.  I'll do it now."
 
"Great!  Thanks Julia.  Just run it to IT when you get back.  It's on the second floor, next to the-"
 
"I know where it is."
 
"O-KAY!  Thanks Julia."
 
"Your welcome."
 
I hung up the phone and rose, glad for a chance to get out of the office.  I slid my heels on, grabbed my purse, and practically skipped to the elevator, purposely avoiding even looking in the direction of the East Wing doors.  Take that Brad De Luca!
 
I took the elevator directly to the parking garage floor and exited, looking to the right for my car.  One of the firm’s black town cars was idling near my Camry, and the driver's tinted window rolled down as I approached.  A 20s-something white kid in a chauffeur's uniform was seated in the driver’s seat, and spoke to me as I passed. 
 
"Ms. Campbell."
 
"Yes?"  I stopped in surprise, staring at him.
 
"I've been instructed to drive you to the store."
 
"What?"
 
"I'll drive you to the store."
 
"No, I'm fine.  Thank you."
 
He ignored me and got out, walked around to the back seat door, and opened it.  I glared at him.
 
"I can drive myself.  I'm a big girl."
 
"Get in the car."  The order came, not from the pimple-faced driver, but from inside the car.  It only took a second for me to figure out that voice, and I shoved aside Pushy Driver and leaned over, looking into the car.
 
"You listen to me, " I hissed, pulling out my finger and pointing it in De Luca's face.  "I am not one of your strippers you can order around! I am BUSY at work and-" My tirade and conviction was interrupted by De Luca's burst into laughter, him grabbing his side, his entire torso shaking.  My finger sagged a bit but remained pointed at him, and I fought the ridiculous urge to laugh myself.  
 
"Strippers! Jeff - did you hear that?"  Jeff started to smile and I turned with a snap and shot him the stoniest glare I could.  His smile faded but stayed in his eyes.  They were laughing at me.  Dammit. I don't care if he is a partner in the law firm that my future is riding on, I-
 
"I don't know what you've heard about me, but I take all the new interns out.  Ask Todd.  We went out as a group last week, but Broward had you stuck in preparation for that boring as hell mediation that he flopped at.  I've taken that Asian intern out three times for Christ's sake - what's his name - Anton Woo or Wu?  Something like that.  So, despite what you think of me, I am just trying to give you the same courtesy I give all of the interns - the pleasure of my company and infinite knowledge."  He raised both hands in a "trust me I'm innocent" gesture.  His cocky smile infuriated me but my balloon of propriety had deflated.
 
 I stared at him, thinking. My ego, brain, and mouth were all totally confused.  My headache screamed at me - making it even harder to reason.  My shoulders finally slumped.  
 
"Okay." I said glumly, getting into the car.  
 
Jeff closed the door once my legs were safely inside.  He hummed a little tune as he returned to his rightful place in the front seat.  I wanted to smack him.  I dreaded doing so, but turned and tried, rather unsuccessfully, to smile at De Luca and convince him to forget the little hissy fit that had just occurred.  He didn't bite.
 
He relaxed in the car beside me - such a large man that he took up a seat and a half without really meaning to.  He looked at me with interest, studying me.  I tried to sit as close to the other door as possible without making it obvious.  I could feel myself begin have trouble breathing again.  Damn this man.  I couldn't think of anything to say, and the silence was starting to get uncomfortable, at least for me.  He didn't seem anything other than totally at ease.  
 
"Are we going to Office Max?" I finally said.
 
"No."
 
"What about the… cable port thingy?"
 
"We are going to Centaur.  For lunch."
 
"Do you just take everything you want?"  As soon as the words popped out, I tried to take them back.  Firm partner, Julia.  Remember that for God's sake!
 
He seemed amused by the question.  "Yes, normally.  I've found it is more fun to ask for forgiveness than permission.  Plus, I already asked, and you said no."
 
Oh, okay.  So he's daft.  I nodded politely and tried to put a respectful look on my face.  I don't think I succeeded.
 
"Do you like Centaur?"
 
"I've never been.  It's a little out of my budget."
 
"You'll like it.  You do eat meat?
 
My dirty mind chuckled to itself, but I kept my tone mild.  "Yes, I eat meat."  Keep laughing De Luca.  I plan on putting a Porterhouse on this bill.  
 
The town car pulled through big gates and freshly cut lawns up to a huge white southern-style farmhouse with deep porches and thick columns.  The entrance steps were flanked on either side by Centaur statues.  The well-manicured lawn, impressive structure, and white-gloved valets screamed "expensive."  An attendant sprang to action when the car stopped, and pulled open my door.  I accepted his outstretched hand, swung a leg out and stood up, squinting in the bright sun.  My headache was drumming its fingers on my cerebral cortex.  
 
I walked around the car and met De Luca at the base of the steps.  He gestured for me to go ahead, and I stepped forward.  As I climbed the stairs, he placed a gentle hand on the base of my back.  A delicious shiver ran through me and my subconscious smacked it down like it was a wandering fly.
 
The maitre'd instantly recognized De Luca and beamed.  "Mr. De Luca!  Come, come, I will put you at your favorite table!"  He grabbed two leather-bound menus and led us through the restaurant.  It was packed, and as we traversed through the tables, we were stopped several times by different men standing up to shake De Luca's hand and say a sentence or two in greeting.  When we finally arrived at the table - a large four top in the back corner, I sank into the seat in relief.  Before I had a chance to open my menu, a tuxedo-clad waiter appeared.
 
"Mr. De Luca, how are you?"
 
"Very good, Mimo."
 
"The usual?"
 
"Yes please."
 
Mimo turned and disappeared.  I glanced at De Luca over the menu.  
 
"Is he going to ask me what I want to drink?"
 
"No.  Is wine acceptable?"
 
My headache raised both her hands and waved them around.  "I'd prefer just water."
 
He nodded without responding.  He ignored the menu and leaned forward on the table, crossing his arms and gazing at me.  His biceps stretched the arms of his dress shirt and I raised the menu a bit higher, hiding behind it.
 
"How are you enjoying the internship?"
 
I lowered the menu slightly and spoke over it.  "It's been quite informative.  I feel like I am learning a lot and getting a great base that I will be able to build a strong legal education around."
 
He reached over and gently pushed the menu down, so that he could look at me.  "Is that what you have prepared as your interview spiel?
 
I colored slightly.  "Maybe."
 
"Come on.  I'm not going to go running to Broward.  How is it really going?"
 
I sighed, not knowing how honest to be.  Hell, the man practically kidnapped you; you can probably be frank.  His eyes were compassionate and gentle, and I didn't see any blood dripping from his teeth.
 
"It sucks.  Broward works these ridiculous hours and I am nothing more than a glorified secretary.  My duties consist of typing and filing, with an occasional coffee run thrown in.  Other than the prestige of the firm's name, I am adding nothing to my resume.  The other thing I have figured out is that I DON'T want to do corporate law.  The other interns all seem to be learning and doing so much more - Todd has been to COURT with you for heaven's sake!  I am just trying to get through these next couple of months and then spend the next three weeks sleeping."
 
"I'm sure you've been doing something other than sleeping in your time off."  His brow arched and he gave me a conspiring look.  
 
Where the hell is that coming from?  I didn't respond.
 
He leaned back as our waiter brought two empty glasses, and then filled them from a chilled Voss water bottle.  "I know that Kent can be a hard ass, but keep your morale up.  You WILL learn something, even if it is how to bill ridiculously long hours.  If you want to see how the other half lives, you can always spend a day in either my or Clarke's office - we normally sub the interns around a bit - let them see the other disciplines."  The waiter held out a bottle of wine for his inspection, and De Luca looked at it and nodded.
 
"I don't think I'll be spending much time in the other wings.  Mr. Broward seems pretty intent on keeping me in our office."
 
His eyes narrowed.  "In your office or out of mine?" 
 
I shifted uncomfortably, no doubt my body language answering the question before my lips even opened.  "More likely the second."
 
He waved away the offer to taste the wine and the waiter took the hint, hurriedly pouring two glasses of wine and then scurrying away.
 
"I recall you making a stripper comment earlier.  I'm not sure what you have been told about me, but I'm not nearly as bad as they make me out to be."  His deliciously deep voice carried a little bit of ego.  I'm sure you are exactly as bad as they make you out to be.
 
"Okay then, let's verify some of the rumors."
 
The challenge stood on the table, between us.
 
De Luca took a swig of wine, his eyes never leaving mine, and then set it down firmly and nodded at me.  Bring it on.  
 
I started to open my mouth to speak, and he raised a hand up, stopping me.  "Wait.  Before I agree, lets make a deal.  For every…. rumor you bring up, I get to ask you one question."  I nodded in response.  I put caution to the wind, and grabbed the second glass of wine and took a sip.  Our duel was postponed again by the over-attentive waiter.  
 
"Are we ready to order Mr. De Luca?"
 
"Sure, Mimmo.  I'll have my usual.  Julia?"
 
I had not looked at the menu, but went with my initial thought.
 
"Porterhouse please.  Medium Rare."
 
Mimmo raised a brow but did not comment on my choice.  "Would you care for a salad?"
 
"No.  Baked potato, please.  Just butter."
 
"Certainly."  He did a little bow of some sort, and departed.  
 
De Luca looked back at me.  Okay, let's go.
 
"Have you ever slept with an intern?"
 
"Yes."
 
"Details?"
 
"I'll save that for a second date."
 
"We aren't having a second…date."
 
"We'll see.  My turn.  Why did you choose CDB for your internship?"
 
"It's the best.  I have no desire to settle for second best."
 
"Have you been with the best in the past?"
 
"I've never had a job before."
 
"That's not what I meant."  
 
I shot him a look.  He put up his hands in innocence and grinned.
 
"Why do you think I've been told to avoid you?" 
 
He shrugged and took a sip of the wine.  "All good reasons, I'm sure."
 
"That's evasive."
 
"I'm an attorney.  It's my job."
 
"And you think you are good at your job."
 
He raised an eyebrow.  "I know I am good at my job.  There is a reason I have a nine month wait."
 
"I've heard other reasons that divorcing females might want to wait for your services."
 
"Meaning?"
 
"Sex."
 
"So you think I am good at that job?"  His eyes brimmed with mischievous and I suddenly had a very good idea of what he was like as a ten-year-old boy.
 
"You're being evasive again."
 
"Just trying to figure out what you think you know."
 
"Do you sleep with your clients?"
 
"Just the female ones."
 
His blatant and unashamed response floored me, and I stumbled over the next question.  He had leaned forward, across the table, and was meeting my eyes dead on.  I felt locked into an stare-off.
 
"All of them?"
 
"I'm not a jiggilo.  I have sex for pleasure.  If I am not sexually attracted to the woman, there is no purpose in having sex."
 
"Don't you think that that would be bad for business?"
 
"On the contrary, it is extremely good for business."  He leaned back and put one hand to his temple, playing with his pinkie with his mouth.  His gaze had started to smolder.  "I am very good at pleasing women, Julia."
 
I blushed and looked away, praying for our food to arrive.  It did not, but there was a different interruption.  A ringing cell phone.
 
Brad reached for his cell without breaking his gaze at me and touched the screen.
 
"De Luca."
 
"At lunch."
 
"Yes, you can patch her through."
 
He looked at me apologetically, and looked around for our waiter.  Mimmo materialized at his side with a pen and pad in hand.   This seemed to be an old pattern they had.  De Luca grabbed the pen, looked at his watch, and scribbled "12:33pm" on the notepad.  De Luca ripped off the top page and returned the notepad, but not the pen, to Mimmo.
 
Hysterical babble was heard from the phone pressed to De Luca's ear.  To his credit, he listened intently to the hysterics without an eye roll or sign of impatience.  At the first pause, he spoke.
 
"Claudia.  Listen to me.  You need to trust that we know what we are doing and we will handle it.  I will have him covered by the private investigator.  He won't sneak anything by us on my watch, I promise you."
 
More hysterical shouting, then something that sounded like pleading.
 
"Those assets are safe.  We already have a court motion in place that has frozen those.  Please relax Claudia.  Why don't you let me send Alfonzo over?  He can massage those worries right out of you."
 
I tuned his conversation out when Mimmo brought our food out.  My steak was enormous, and smelled incredible.  I had my knife and fork ready and dove in the moment that the plate hit the table.  De Luca shot me a bemused look.  I ignored him, chewing furiously.  The steak had just enough fat to add flavor, and was tender and perfectly cooked.  I like my steak bloody, and this fit the bill.  I paused in my intake to sip some wine.  The glass was full.  I paused and looked at it.  Did I finish the first glass?  Or did he refill this early?  I shook my head and pushed it to the side, reaching for the water glass instead.  I had broken enough cardinal rules today.  I didn't want to add "Drunk at Work" to the tally.
 
I was 80% through my steak and had demolished the baked potato when De Luca finally ended the call.  He glanced at his watch again and wrote 12:42pm on the piece of scrap paper.  I glanced at it and rolled my eyes.
 
"Your going to bill her for 9 minutes?!"
 
"It was 9 minutes I could have spent talking to you.  And yes, at $850 an hour, I damn sure am going to bill for 9 minutes."
 
"Not 10?"
 
His mouth twitched.  "Not 10.  For the same reason."
 
Well, it looks like the man has some shred of moral fiber.  Shocker.
 
"I've got to get back to the office." He mumbled the words through a hefty bite of steak.
 
"Do we have time to run an errand?"
 
"Depends on what it is.  Rick in IT is not expecting you to return with a… cable port thingy?  I think that's how you referred to it."
 
"I need to go by CVS."
 
"For what?"
 
"If you must know, a pregnancy test."  I kept a straight face, and he blinked, taken aback.  He squinted at me, trying to figure out if I was serious, and I kept my iron facade.  For about four seconds.  Then I burst out giggling.
 
"God - you are easy!  I need headache medicine!  But you, of all people, with your wanton women, should know to never ask a women what she needs at the drug store!"
 
He grinned.  Reaching for his phone, he unlocked it and then pressed a number into the phone.  "Jeff.  We will be ready for pickup in about five minutes.  Check the car for some Advil or Tylenol.  If there's not any, go grab some.  We'll see you in the valet area in a bit."  He hung up the phone and returned to his steak.
 
"I could have picked up my own medicine."
 
"We are already short on time.  They'll wonder what's been keeping you."
 
"Scared of Sheila?"
 
He grinned again, looking up from his steak.  "Terrified.  That woman is worst than my mother."
 
His steak was already half gone, and the remaining bit didn't have a chance.  The man didn't believe in wasting time.  Mimmo appeared at my side.
 
"Ms. Campbell.  I've taken the liberty of wrapping a few of our house truffles, for your enjoyment later." 
 
I nodded my thanks, and placed the small, exquisitely wrapped package into my purse.  How does this man know my name?  
 
"May I clear that for you?"  He gestured to the plate with my remaining bit of steak on it. 
 
"Yes, please."
 
He left, taking a few of our other plates with him.  De Luca stood, shoveling a few more pieces of meat into his mouth, and then reached for my hand.
 
"Let's go."
 
I stood quickly and grabbed my purse.  "Shouldn't we wait for the check?"
 
"I have a house account.  They know what to tip."  He wiped his face with the cloth napkin and tilted his head, indicating that we should leave.  I allowed him to lead me out, but pulled my hand free as we approached the front doors.  A doorman held the door for us, and we exited into the hot summer air. 
 
The town car sat in front, Jeff standing by it.  He opened De Luca's door and sauntered around to mine.  As he opened it, he handed me a small plastic bag.  He gave me a casual smile and shut the door once I was fully inside.  I peeked in the bag, and pulled out a small bottle of Advil and a bottled water.  Sweet Salvation.  My headache jumped up and down, cheering.  I twisted open the bottle, popped three in my mouth, and sucked down half the bottle of water.  
 
De Luca spent the ride back to the office on the phone, and I leaned back in the seat, the heavy food and wine making me sleepy.  We were back in the garage before I knew it, and I glanced around before reaching for the handle.
 
"Relax." De Luca spoke from the other seat.  He reached over and grabbed my knee, trying to reassure me, I think.  I swatted his hand away.
 
"If Broward finds out I -"
 
"Do you always do as your told?"
 
I gave him a death glare that didn't waver his demeanor one bit.  "Yes, I typically do."
 
"You should learn to bend the rules."
 
"You should learn to follow them!" I retorted, smiling a bit.  "Good afternoon, Mr. De Luca.  Thank you for the ridiculously expensive lunch."
 
"I enjoyed it."
 
I didn't know how to respond to that, and opened the car door.  Jeff stood there, and I gave him a small smile and rushed to the elevators.  I pressed the button and waited, glancing back at the black car.  It stayed there, idling, Jeff once again in the drivers seat.  The bell dinged and the door opened.  Thankfully, the elevator was empty.  I entered, press the button for the fourth floor, and leaned against the wall.  I felt like I had missed a bullet, skipped across glowing coals, and then tied myself securely to the tracks of an incoming train.  The bell dinged, sounding eerily like a far off train horn.
 





 
 
 
CHAPTER
12
 
 
 
Rule 2: She is mine and not yours.  Remember that.
 
 
 
Day 3 of No Broward loomed ahead of me and I woke up early in nervous anticipation.  Knowing full well that I was headed straight to hell, I dressed for success in a navy Diane von Furstenberg wrap dress that hugged my ass perfectly and leather and gold Prada stilettos.  I added a chunky gold necklace and put my hair up in a messy bun.  Taking extra care with my makeup, I made sure that I looked amazing before trotting out of the house.  
 
7:40am.  I slide into my chair, turning on my computer and checking my voicemail.  One from Broward.
 
"Julia - this is Kent.  Just checking in to see how things are going.  You must have already left for the evening.  I sent you a few emails - give me a call if you have any questions.  I will be in court all morning tomorrow, so try me in the afternoon if you need me."
 
I deleted the voicemail and stared at my computer's opening scripts, willing them to hurry.  I wanted to take care of Broward's emails first, and then try and finish some of the legal research that I had been putting off.  My phone rang.
 
Ancient Dorothy's voice creaked through the phone.  "Julia, you have a delivery.  Is it okay if I send it up?"
 
I checked my watch.  7:45am.  Early delivery.  "Yes Dorothy, thank you."  I assumed it was FedEx bringing an 8am Express package.  My computer finally loaded the login screen and I quickly entered my credentials.  Scrolling through to my first email from Broward, I heard a light knock at my door.
 
"Julia?"
 
A moderately attractive man stood in my doorway, in a grey suit and blue tie.  He held a large arrangement of lilies and orchards.  I squinted at the man, who looked familiar, and then it hit me.  Billy, Ben, NO - Bob.  From Monday night.  Oh Jesus.  This is bad.
 
"Bob!"  I tried to interject some version of pleasure into my voice, but I think I missed the happy tone and ended up with more of a strangled croak.
 
"I hope it's all right that I stopped by.  I remember you saying that you interned here, and I couldn't get through on the number you gave me and I sent you a friend request on Facebook and I stopped by yesterday but you were out…" his rushed speech faltered and I think he realized how desperate he sounded.  "I just wanted to stop by and give you these."  He took two steps forward and thrust the flowers into my desk space.  I had no choice but to take them - the glass vase hung from his outstretched hands like it would slip through at any moment.
 
"Bob, these are beautiful.  Thank you."  I buried my face in the arrangement and sniffed, trying to think of what else to say.  They WERE beautiful, and from the size of the arrangement, expensive.
 
"Would you want to go out some time?  I know a great Italian place, just around the corner, not a far trek from here."
 
"I can't Bob.  I just got out of a bad relationship, and am just not ready yet."  My oldest and most faithful letdown.  His face fell but he maintained his smile.
 
"Hey, I understand.  Can I leave you my number though?  So when you're ready…?  Just in case you lost it before."
 
I didn't lose it Bob.  I tossed it in the trash.  Similar to how I denied your friend request.
 
"Of course.  I'll save it.  If things change, I'll give you a call."
 
His pathetic happiness made me wince inside.  He came around my desk with his arms out and I stood.  Oh great.  Bob went for a kiss, but I turned my head and gave him a hug instead.  We were pulling out of the hug when De Luca appeared in my doorway.
 
He leaned against the doorway with his arms folded, filling the entire space with his enormity.  He had a dark look in his eyes, and radiated power and masculinity.  His gaze went from us, to the large arrangement on my desk, then back to Bob and me.  "Am I interrupting something?"
 
Bob paled.  I'd hate to see what would happen if we were dating and I was attacked on the street.  He'd probably duck into the nearest Starbucks and order a scone to calm his nerves.  
 
"No.  Bob was just leaving.  Bob, this is Brad De Luca.  He is one of my bosses."
 
Brad's eyes locked with Bob's, and he moved forward and shook his hand firmly.  I think I saw Bob wince.  My office seemed ridiculously small at that moment, with Bob, Brad, the ridiculous flowers, and me.  Bob squeaked out a hello.  
 
"I need to speak to Julia.  If you both are done here."
 
Bob smiled shyly at me and fled the office.  I crossed my arms and stared at Brad stonily. 
 
"What, pray tell, did you need to speak to me about that couldn't wait?"
 
"Who is he?"
 
"Bob.  He is a --"
 
"I know who he is.  I meant who is he to you?"
 
Why does this man think he knows everything?  "HE is nothing to me."
 
"Are you dating?"
 
"Is that any of your business?"
 
"It is if he is visiting you at work."
 
"Oh please!  Don't even pull that card."
 
"Are you dating?"
 
"No."
 
He studied me, his eyes roaming down my body and up again, and I felt myself flush.  The magnetism he put out was ridiculous.  This office was way too small for the two of us.  Thank God I had dressed up.
 
"Come to Vegas with me this weekend."
 
"What?"
 
I'm going to Vegas this weekend.  Why don't you come."  It was more a directive than an invitation.
 
"Are you serious?"
 
"Dead serious."  He looked serious.  And tempting.
 
I smiled.  "I appreciate the offer, but I'll have to pass." 
 
"Think it over.  I'll have you back safe and sound by Monday."
 
"I appreciate the offer, but no."
 
He raised his eyebrows and looked at me appraisingly.  "No boyfriend?"
 
"No."
 
"Think it over."  He gave me a ridiculously sexy parting smile, turned on one heel and sauntered out.
 
I sank down in my seat.  This was way too much excitement for 8:08am.  I tried to focus on Broward's first email, still open on my screen.
 
----------------------------------
From: Kent Broward
Subject: ADMA/Bakers/Turner Development
Date: June 12, 2012 9:27:22 PM EST
To: Julia Campbell
 
JULIA,
 
ATTACHED IS INFORMATION FOR 3 NEW S CORPS.  THEY NEED CORPORATE DOCUMENTS CREATED.
 
TWO OF THESE S CORPS - ADMA LLC AND BAKERS INVESTMENTS PROPERTIES WILL BE JV PARTNERS ON A DEVELOPMENT.  PLEASE PREPARE AN INITIAL DRAFT OF AN OPERATING AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE TWO.  YOU CAN USE THE HENDERSTONE LAND JV OA AS A TEMPLATE.  
 
KB
 
-----------------------------------
 
I was both excited and dismayed.  Excited that this seemed to be the first real legal work I had been given, dismayed that I didn't have the experience or knowledge to complete it.  Also dismayed because I had three other emails from Broward and I wasn't sure what other nuggets of goodness those held.
 
The next two emails were tame by comparison, menial tasks that I would be able to quickly knock out.  The last email was only two lines and gave me at least three new wrinkles.
 
--------------------------------
 
From: Kent Broward
Subject: De Luca
Date: June 12, 2012 11:08:03 PM EST
To: Julia Campbell
 
JULIA,
 
SHEILA SAID THAT DE LUCA WAS SPEAKING TO YOU IN THE KITCHEN.  HAS HE BEEN BOTHERING YOU?  PLEASE KEEP YOUR DISTANCE.
 
KENT
 
---------------------------------
 
I groaned silently.  Has he been bothering you?  Ummm, don't know how to answer that.  Keep your distance?  Wow.  I seem to be following that advice superbly.  Note to self: Sheila is a Rat.   I marked the email as "Unread" and vowed to reply to him later.
 
The rest of the day passed in a blur.  I recruited/begged/bribed Beverly to help with my corporate documents, and stumbled through the operating agreement on my own.  I was grinding through the legal research when I glanced at my phone and saw the time.  8:30pm.  I was wishing I had brought the last bit of steak back from lunch when Salvation appeared at the door.   De Luca stood in the doorway, a pizza and ice cold 6-pack of soda in his hands.  I tried not to smile but failed miserably.
 
"I'm not happy to see you - it's the pizza," I said, pushing back from my desk and rubbing my eyes.  
 
"Come on.  I already had Todd scoop out the office - this whole wing has left for the night.  Your dangerous secret will be safe.  Let's eat in the conference room."
 
I stretched and stood up.  I was barefoot and considered putting on my heels, but then decided against it and padded after him.  I yawned.
 
"Where is Todd?"
 
"I sent him home once he gave me the lay of the land."
 
"Does he know you are over here?"
 
"I don't know or care.  Todd is a smart guy, I'm sure he can figure it out."
 
Great.  Just what I need.
 
"I'll eat with you because I'm starving and not finished with work, but this is the last time I am going to have any type of interaction with you."
 
"Really."
 
"Yes, really.  Broward is already smelling something, he sent me an email about it today."
 
"Ahh yes.  I got one of those also."
 
"And?"
 
"And what?  Do I seem the type to follow Broward's directives?"
 
I shrugged in response.  We had entered the West Wing conference room.  The fluorescent lights were in the process of warming back up, so the light was still dim.  I wrestled two of the Dr Peppers from the 6-pack, placing them on the table.  I put the other four cans in the mini-fridge and grabbed a roll of paper towels.  Brad sat down and flipped open the pizza box, grabbing two slices and spinning the open box to me.  I glanced in.  Half pepperoni, half meat lovers.  I grabbed a slice of each and sat down, the two of us taking up one corner of the long table.  There was silence for a moment as we dug in.  He broke the silence first.
 
"So, this is the last time, huh?"
 
I nodded in response, my mouth full of pizza.
 
"You really think you'll be able to stay away from me?"
 
"Oh my lord!" I groaned and looked to the ceiling in mock exasperation.  "Does your ego have no bounds?  As I see it - you've been the one who can't stay away."  I waved a pizza crust at him to emphasize my point.
 
"I take an interest in all of our interns.  You are the future of our company."
 
"Bullshit.  Are you telling me you are bringing dinner to your favorite intern Woo?"
 
"I'm not attracted to Woo." 
 
"And you are attracted to me?"
 
"Of course."  He had locked his ridiculously sexy stare on me and spoke softly, but with absolute confidence and conviction.  I swallowed.  I wanted this man so badly it hurt.  Knowing I couldn't have him made it that much more delicious. 
 
"Well, if this is truly our last encounter, we might as well make it count."
 
"Meaning what?" I squeaked.
 
"I want to know about you.  Let's finish our conversation from lunch.  You can ask me anything you want, as long as I have the same privilege."
 
"I'm not as exciting as you are."
 
He turned that over in his mind, shaking his head gently as he thought godknowswhat.  I started the game.
 
"I was told you were recently divorced.  True?"
 
"Yes."
 
"Details?"
 
He gave me a wry glance, put his hands together on the table, looked down at them, and then at me.
 
"I have only been married once - to my college sweetheart.  We were together 11 years, married for 7 of those.  Hillary is a great girl, but we were too different, too incompatible.  I think we both realized our mistake early on.  But we stayed together and miserable, hoping… I don't know.  That something would change.  Nothing changed, and we separated."
 
"Who represented her in the divorce?"
 
He smiled slightly.  "No one.  We both did it unrepresented."
 
"That's a little unfair."
 
"It would have been if I hadn't given her everything.  There is nothing more she could have gotten.  I'd say it was extremely fair."
 
"Why did you give her everything?"
 
"I've seen divorce pull too many people to shreds.  It turns people into horrible things, and gets them to the point where they hate themselves as much as their exes.  It happened to my parents, and is one of the reasons I went into this business.  I make sure that I am the animal - the horrible one.  I don't want them to become that person.  This way the couple stays civil and a fair arrangement is made."  He shrugged, taking another slice of pizza.  "At least that is the plan.  It often goes astray."
 
"I'm not buying the nobility you paint divorce attorneys into."
 
"Hey - it normally works for chicks at the bar."  He grinned, making the statement a joke, but I saw truth in his jest.
 
"Were you faithful?"
 
"To Hillary?  No.  I had an affair that lasted the last year of our marriage.  It ended before my divorce, but was the straw that broke the camels back."
 
"She found out?"
 
"I didn't make much of an effort to hide it.  I think I wanted to get caught, wanted a way out.  She overlooked it for a while, until my affair starting leaving her voicemails describing our indiscretions."
 
"Why?"
 
"She wanted a relationship.  My wife got in the way of that.  I tried to break it off, and she got mad.  Thought that she might have a chance if Hillary dumped me.  Can we discuss something else?"
 
"Sure.  Your turn.  Ask away."
 
"What's the deal with Bob?"
 
"Bob is a guy I met Monday night at a bar.  That's about the extent of the story."
 
"Did you sleep with him?"
 
"What?!  No!"
 
"Really."  His voice was laced with disbelief.  
 
"Yes, really.  I went home with him, but all we did was make out.  I took a taxi home afterwards.  I'm not a slut - I had just met the guy!"
 
"Yet you made enough of an impression that he tracked you down at work?"
 
I looked at him cockily over half a slice of pepperoni.  "I guess I make quite an impression." His eyes darkened and he looked so fucking hot I had to look away.  Easy Julia.
 
"How many men have you slept with?"
 
I swallowed hard, willing the chunk of pepperoni down my throat while my mind raced.  I pretended to chew and waved my hand in front of my face, making the "wait a minute" sign. He looked on with amusement, enjoying my discomfort.  Damn man.  What is the rule with this?  I multiply the real number?  Or is it divide?  Holy hell.  
 
In my panic, I just decided to go with the truth.  "Two." 
 
His look was slightly confused, and then sharpened.  "Two?  How old are you?  Did you have a long-term relationship?"  His questions came out in a clump, and faster than I was able to answer them.
 
"Yes, two.  I am 21.  I was 19 when I lost my virginity, and was engaged to the second guy I slept with.  We broke up about six weeks ago."
 
He nodded slowly, wiping his mouth with a napkin.  He missed a big glob of marinara, and it stayed on the corner of his mouth.  "Two people huh?"
 
"Yes.  I don't believe in sex without commitment and love."  I tried to stay serious, but he looked ridiculous with the red sauce that was beginning to drip down his chin.
 
"And you loved those two guys?"
 
"I thought I did.  I was young."
 
"And you are so wise and old now?"  He grinned.  I handed him a paper towel and indicated the offending area.
 
"I'm wiser.  Still young and vibrant." I said tartly.
 
"Do you enjoy sex?"  The atmosphere in the room changed.
 
"Of course."  And I did.  I enjoyed the power and control it gave me.  
 
"Then why would you limit yourself?  Why require that love be attached to the act?  There is no sense in living a dry, sexless existence while you wait the years it could take to find your next "love", in the meantime missing out on some of your peak sexual years!  Most people don't truly fall in love.  As you admit yourself, your first two loves probably weren't "loves" at all.  If you follow that thought process, you will probably just get sexually frustrated and convince yourself that you love someone simply so you will allow yourself to sleep with him, which will only end in an unnecessary long relationship that will end with someone getting hurt."  He looked at me in frustration, his pizza forgotten.
 
"Look, for you sex might be a sexual release, but I don't function the same way.  Sex for me is more of an emotional thing, not anything that I NEED."
 
"Bullshit.  Everyone needs sex."
 
"That is a man talking.  You have a need to release your…. stuff.  We don't operate that way, or at least I don't.  Like I said - it's emotional, not physical."
 
"You make love, not fuck."  The explicative sounded dangerous and incredible sexy in his voice.
 
"No.  I fuck.  I just do it more for the control aspect rather than the physical."  This was the most honest conversation I had ever had with anyone.  There was a certain freedom with knowing that this was the last time I would see him, and that anything I said couldn't be used against me.
 
His eyes narrowed.  "You've never had an orgasm."
 
"What?!"
 
"Orgasm.  Have you ever had one?"
 
I didn't really know how to answer the question, and it wasn't because I was being evasive.  I rolled my paper towel on the table until it formed a straw-like shape.  "I don't think so.  Sex feels good, but the way I hear orgasms described, it seems to be this earth-shattering experience, and I feel like that is something I wouldn't be unsure of having." I shrugged nonchalantly.  "Some woman can't orgasm.  Like fifteen percent of the population.  My gyno says not to worry about it.  Sex can still be enjoyable, and it is."
 
He chuckled to himself and then placed both hands flat on the table and leaned forward, looking at me.  "You can orgasm."
 
"Oh, because you know so much about the inner workings of my body in the 45 minutes you've spent with me."
 
"All women can orgasm.  Your gynecologist and whatever women's magazine you got that ridiculous statistic from doesn't know what they are talking about."
 
"You are so bullheaded!  You don't know everything about everything!"
 
He leveled me with a confident stare.  "I know everything about sex, and pleasing a women."  I'll bet you do.
 
"I'm sure you don't.  Maybe your conquests were faking."
 
"They weren't faking."
 
"How would you know?"
 
He sighed, exasperated.  "I don't need to try and convince you of something that I could easily show you, if you weren't so obtuse on the whole idea."  
 
"Whatever.  My turn, you just had like nine questions."  I pushed the pizza box away from me, worried that I would keep eating it if I stayed in close proximity.  I reached over and grabbed Brad's can, feeling its weight, and got up to get us both fresh Dr Peppers.  I mulled over my next question as I bent over the mini fridge, reaching in to get our drinks.  Feeling eyes on my ass, I quickly glanced over my shoulder, and caught him staring.  A normal individual would avert their eyes and play it off, but he let his eyes linger, smiling slightly and letting me see his appreciation.  Pig.
 
"Has anyone ever sued you for sexual harassment?"
 
He was offended.  "That would assume that harassment had occurred.  I assure you, I don't make advances unless they are clearly receptive."
 
I stalked back to the table with the sodas and set/slammed them down on the table.  "Do I seem CLEARLY receptive?"
 
He shrugged, a sheepish smile on his face.  "I figure you are a work in progress."
 
"Uh-huh.  Would you allow that to fly in court?"
 
"Point for the prosecution."  His teasing tone was back.
 
He was the kind of man who, when talking with you, made you feel like you were the most important thing in his world.  He put off this ridiculous magnetism that I couldn't stay away from.  For the first time this evening, I wondered if this was the last time that I would be seeing him.  I didn't entirely trust myself to stay away.
 
"So, why does Broward hate you so bad?"
 
"I think a better question is why does Broward want to protect you so much?"
 
"Evasive."
 
He sighed and opened the can.  I cringed, wondering if my dramatic slam of the soda earlier would cause it to foam or explode, but it opened with little fanfare.
 
"I hate to use the whole "everyone hates me because they are jealous" bit, but I think Broward looks at my life and compares it to his.  He buries himself in work to, I suspect, avoid his home life with his sweet and intelligent, but incredibly boring wife.  He chose a dull focus, corporate law, and I think he is burnt out.  He sees my wing as "not real work."  We play as hard as we work, and I think that irks him.  He also has access to the billing and payroll system.  My income dwarfs his, and considering we are equal partners and I work half the hours he does… the dislike is understandable."
 
"Do you envy yourself?"
 
He looked at me quizzically, but I knew he knew exactly what I was referring to.  "I live the life, Julia.  The life I choose for myself.  The women, the parties, the power, the money.  It is everything I always wanted."
 
"Is that why you are sitting here eating cold pizza and talking to me?  You could be elbow deep in pussy at the Silver Nugget."
 
He chuckled.  "It's the Gold Nugget.  And you are a conquest.  It is part of me mixing it up."  His honest and offensive answer should have angered me, but it didn't.  I knew what he wanted.  I was just beginning to worry that I wanted it too. 
 
"Would you ever remarry?"
 
"No.  I have needs that one woman can't fulfill.  I fooled myself when I was younger, but I know better now.  It's not fair for me to promise happy ever after to a women that I would be unfaithful to."
 
"Why? Are you a sex addict?"
 
"That's a bullshit clinical term.  I love sex.  I don't believe in restricting myself in order to conform to society's standards."
 
"Sheila thinks you're a sex addict."
 
"Sheila and I have had sexual tension for the last 5 years."
 
I gaped at him and he started shaking with controlled laughter.  "God, Julia.  You're too easy."
 
"From what I hear about your standards, it's not like Sheila is out of the question."  I retorted.
 
He stopped laughing and looked at me with a grin.  "Go with me to Vegas."
 
"No!   This is supposed to be our last hurrah.  My wild days are over.  Starting tomorrow I am back to being a good girl."  I slapped my hand on the table to emphasize my resolve.  My sub-conscious was already packing a bag and choosing the proper shoes.
 
He slapped the table back at me.  "Start Monday.  Have you ever been to Vegas?"
 
"No.  My parents preferred exciting locale such as Palms Springs and Bismarck, North Dakota."
 
He reached across the table and grabbed my hand, pulling it to him.  He looked solemnly in my eyes, and desire curled in my belly.  "Come to Vegas with me.  Please.  I promise you won't regret it."
 
I couldn't find anything to say and stared wordlessly into his eyes.  I had so many conflicting thoughts running through my mind and didn't know what to listen to.
 
“No.”  I glared at him.
 





 
 
 
CHAPTER
13
 
 
"You're going to Vegas?!" Olivia's shocked expression increased my stress level.  
 
"Yes, I mean, I think so."  
 
"When?"
 
"Tomorrow, after work.  Our flight leaves at 6:45."
 
We were in my living room, a bottle of wine open on the coffee table.  When Olivia had seen my face, she had walked in straight past me, into the kitchen, and opened the fridge - grabbing the first bottle she had seen.  We were now taking turns swigging from the bottle.  I know. Super Classy.
 
"What do you know about this guy?  I mean, other than the dire warnings from all members of the CDB staff."
 
"That's really about it.  I looked him up in the State Bar directory.  He is active, so he has no criminal history."
 
"Yet!  A rape, kidnapping, and murder charge might be added after this weekend!"
 
I rolled my eyes at her.  "I called you over to calm me down, Olivia.  If I had wanted hysterics and gross exaggerations, I would have called Becca."  
 
"Did you Google him?"
 
"Of course.  But the first five pages were all news reports about big cases.  I didn't want to look through eight million google results."
 
"Alright then, let's focus.  If you're going, then we just need to make sure you do it right.  Have you packed?"
 
I grinned at her.  This was more what I had had in mind.
 
---
 
One hour and another bottle of wine later, we were surrounded by sequins, leather, and pink.  Over half of my closet was on the floor, more clothes were on my bed, and we had both come to the same conclusion.  I had nothing to wear.  My clothes fit one of three genres:  business attire, college-bar dressy, and sorority theme party costume.  Too bad we had never had a Vegas-themed social.  Hey, that's an idea.  Help me remember that at our next Chapter meeting.
 
"Maybe I shouldn't go."  I flopped down on the bed and promptly sank through three layers of girlyness.  
 
"Or maybe we should call in reinforcements."
 
I looked at her in dread.  "Becca?"
 
She nodded firmly.  "Becca."
 
---
 
I may have mentioned earlier that Becca's family is just a few decimals places short of Rockefeller money?  Well, her parent's generous monthly allowance supports two main things - alcohol and clothes.  Becca lives in a two-bedroom apartment, and one bedroom is solely dedicated to clothes and shoes.  We took a brief appraisal of our intoxicated states, and then called a taxi.  We planned on showing up unannounced, with a large suitcase and a bottle of cheap wine, the only thing left in the fridge.
 
It was a Wednesday night, and one in the morning, so we didn't have to wait long for a cab.  By 1:15 we were ringing Becca's bell.  She answered the door with music blaring in the background, and a phone pressed to her ear.   Her gaze traveled from our pajamas to my suitcase to the bottle.  "Jen, I gotta go."  She snapped the phone shut and threw the door open.  
 
It took about five minutes to fill Becca in on the situation and I was surprised to see that she was in full support of the trip.  I should have known that stupid impulse decisions would resonate as logical to her.
 
We walked into the magic of her closet a few minutes later.  Becca and I have fairly similar body types; but I was a lot taller than her.  That was no problem, since pants weren't a big Vegas fashion statement.  
 
Becca is by far the most traveled of our group.  Having been to Vegas countless times, she kept up a running monologue as we shifted through her cedar-lined racks. She listed more restaurants, shows, and stores than I could have possibly remembered, especially given the fuzzy state of my mind.  I had pretty much tuned her out when I realized there was an expectant silence in the room.  I turned to find them both staring at me.  
 
"I'm sorry - what was the question?"
 
"Sex.  Are you planning on having sex with him?" Becca said slowly, as one might to a child.
 
"No!" I said scornfully, while somewhere inside of me a little woman jumped up and down and screamed, "Yes!"
 
"He is flying you up there," Olivia said carefully.  "Spending a lot of money on you.  You might want to clue him in to that fact."
 
"What, that she's a tease?" Becca put both hands on her silk clad hips.  "Yeah Jules.  You know, some guys don't respond to that very well.  You've gotten lucky so far, but one day a guy isn't going to stop when you tell him to."
 
"I don't think Brad's like that." I hung back the silver mini I had been considering and continuing flipping through the hangers, hoping that they would move to a different subject.
 
"Really?  College girls thought Ted Bundy was a pretty nice guy also." Becca said, a little too cheerfully for the subject matter.
 
Maybe it was a topic I should broach.  But didn't I communicate that to him last night?  I don't have sex with people I'm not in love with.  He knows that, just doesn't understand it.  
 
"Why are you such a prude anyway, Jules?"  
 
"She's not a prude, Becca.  Just doesn't believe in giving it to every guy who buys her a mojito."
 
Becca stuck out her tongue at Olivia in response.  "At least suck his dick.  That's the least you can do for the poor guy."
 
"How about we leave me and my sexual future alone?" I suggested.  "I promise you.  I am a big girl, and I will make it through the weekend without being raped, tortured, or killed."  I discreetly reached back in Becca's closet, and tapped on the cedar wall, hoping that I had not just jinxed myself.  
 





 
 
 
 
CHAPTER
14
 
 
Rule 3:  You may not know what will occur until you arrive.  We reserve the right to change the events according to her desires.
 
 
"Phone away sir."  The meticulously manicured flight attendant shot Brad a stern look as she passed by.  Her tone was softened by the lingering glance and hand she patted his shoulder with.  I reached down in my bag and unlocked my phone, tripled checked that it was on plane mode, and then stuck it back in my bag.  Brad, with a resigned sigh, paused and saved some sports game that he had been intently playing, then turned his phone off and set it on the armrest.  I glanced at it.  
 
"You know, you don't have to turn it off.  You can keep playing the game, just put it in plane mode."
 
"What mode?"
 
"Plane mode.  As long as it's a game that doesn't use the internet - which from the looks of it it doesn't - you can put it in plane mode and continue playing."
 
He looked at me star struck, like I had just discovered a cure for cancer.  "Are you sure?"
 
"Yes.  I am positive.  Hence the name "plane mode"."
 
"Why has no one mentioned this before!?"  He grabbed the phone with gusto and turned it on, then began going through the menus, looking for the Settings.  
 
"Here.  Let me do it.  You won't find it before the stewardess comes back."  He hesitated slightly, and then handed the phone over.  I had it in plane mode and then back in his grasp within a minute.  With a look of pure bliss on his face, he sat back and returned to his game.  I pulled a piece of gum out, double checked my seat belt, and looked out the window.  Thursday and Friday had passed quickly at work.  Brad had stayed in his wing, and I in mine.  I had accomplished all of the tasks that Broward had left for me, and looked forward to not thinking about work for the next two days.   The first class stewardess walked back by, pausing by our seats.  "Plane mode," I said, in response to her quizzical look at Brad's phone.  He didn't look up from his game.  She nodded.  "Champagne?" she offered.  "Yes please, " I replied.  I elbowed Brad.  "Sure," he muttered.  I'm sure he had no idea of what he was agreeing to.  I looked back out the window as she walked off.
 
I had never been in first class before and felt ridiculously giddy about the experience.  I took both the pillow and blanket the stewardess offered, then stretched out in my roomy seat, a glass of champagne in hand.  Brad had taken the aisle seat, and his enormous frame made the spacious seat look tiny.  I grabbed a Lisa Gardner thriller out of my bag and prepared for the flight.  We had a short commuter flight, and then a long trek over to Vegas.  
 





 
 
CHAPTER
15
 
 
Landing in Vegas was an experience in itself.  Not the landing, but the walk through the airport.  We had both packed for just carry-on, so we headed straight for the exit once we left the plane.  The airport was crowded with cleavage, diamonds, and tourists, its walls covered with digital screens advertising different shows, casinos, and restaurants.  We finally arrived at the exit and walked through, hitting the taxi and limo lines.  It was chaos, with a long line for the taxis and all of the drivers shouting and waving.  Brad spotted our driver first, an older black man in a tuxedo, with a printed sign reading "De Luca".  He went over and shook his hand.  "Hey Leonard," he said, pumping his hand enthusiastically.  
 
"Hey Mr. De Luca," the driver said, in a thick New York accent.  "How ya been doing?"
 
"Great, Leonard, just great.  This is Julia," Brad said - holding out his arm and drawing me towards them.  I shook Leonard's hand and smiled.  Leonard was a large man, who looked like he might have been a bouncer in his younger days.  He was missing a tooth but still managed to look dignified.  
 
"Hi Julia.  It's a pleasure to meet you.  That bag all you got?"
 
"Yes sir, but its a heavy one."
 
"Awww, it'll be no trouble to me.  Besides, the big guy can always help me out," he said, clapping Brad on the back.
 
"How's Jeanne?" Brad asked, following Leonard to a long white stretch limo.  Leonard limped a little when he walked, so it was a slow trip.  I lagged behind and watched them chat.
 
"She good man, real good.  She been playing with grandkids all day while schools out."
 
"I bet she enjoys that."
 
"She do - but I'm starting to want my house back!  Those kids watch too much cartoons, not enough baseball."  He chuckled good-naturedly as he swung our bags into the trunk.  
 
Leonard held the door open and I ducked into the limo, sliding all the way over to the other side.  Brad crawled in after me and shut the door.  It was quiet inside the limo, and we waited for Leonard to make his way to the driver's seat.  "I take it you come often?" I said dryly.
 
He grinned at me and grabbed my knee, giving it a squeeze and leaving his hand there.  "I try to come up about every other month.  Clears my head, and sometimes my wallet."  Now that we had landed, his intensity had lightened, and he seemed playful.  
 
"You typically come alone?" I hated asking, but I wanted to know.
 
"Depends on if I am seeing anyone, or what kind of trip I am in the mood for."
 
"And what kind of trip are you in the mood for now?"
 
He slid his hand up my bare leg until it reached my upper thigh.  "Haven't really figured that out yet," he said.  On impulse, I leaned over, grabbed the back of his head, and kissed him.
 
----
 
Our first kiss started out tentative.  It was not a planned event, and I wasn't sure how he would react.  He responded immediately, reaching a hand in between me and the seat, hooking it around my waist and pulling me tight to him.  He deepened the kiss and used his other hand to brush my hair away from my face, and then trailed his fingers down my neck and cupped my breast through my thin tee shirt.  His hands, on my breast and tight around my waist, were electrifying, and I gasped - feeling arousal take over my entire body.  Our tongues combined perfectly, teasing and tasting each other until we finally pulled apart, gasping.  I stared into his eyes, frozen.  What the hell had I gotten myself into?
 
He leaned back, sliding his hands in all areas they shouldn't be until they were back in his domain.  I scooted back in my seat also, nervously biting my fingers and trying to think of what to say.  God, did Leonard see that?  I glanced towards the front and saw that he had closed the privacy screen.  Thank God.
 
"Come here."
 
I looked up.  Brad was patting the seat next to him.  The space I just scooted out of.    I hesitantly slid back over, and he used his arm to spin me away from him, so I was facing the door.  "Move down", he said.  I slid my butt out until I was laying down, my head on his leg.  
 
"I've got to make a call," he said.  "You relax.  We have a 30 minute drive ahead of us."  He began to run his fingers through my hair, and I did relax.  I tried to figure out what was going on between us, and what I would do once we were alone in the room, and what…  Instead, with his hand gently playing with my hair, and the hum of the car on the road, I drifted off to sleep.  
 
I woke up 15 or 20 minutes later to Brad talking on the phone.  
 
"I told you I would take care of it."
 
"No, for Christ's sake, don't get him involved."
 
"I can't handle it on this trip.  I'm not alone."
 
"Just a girl.  No one you know."
 
"She's not that type, too straight-laced."
 
I lay still, with my eyes closed.  His fingers were still running through my hair.  Has he been doing that the entire time?  
 
"Look, I have to go.  We're almost to the casino.  I'll call you next time I'm in town.  Tell Jenny I said hi."
 
The limo swayed as we rounded a curve.  Brad gently shook my shoulder.  "Julia."
 
I pretended to sleep on.
 
"Julia."  Louder this time.
 
I stirred, and then opened my eyes.  He was looking down at me, bemused.  "Hi."
 
I stretched, as much as I could in the backseat of a limo.  Then I sat up slowly, rubbing my eyes.  
 
"Are we here?"
 
He chuckled.  "Yes, we are about to pull up.  You might want to check your makeup."
 
I blinked at him, and then reached into my bag and pulled out a compact.  Peering into it, I saw that my mascara had smudged, and I had a bit of dried drool running down the side of my mouth.  Great, Julia.  Really sexy.  I quickly grabbed a tissue off a built-in on the dash and wiped off the offending items.  I freshened up my makeup and was sliding the zippered bag back into my purse when the limo pulled up to the casino.
 
The Bellagio was gorgeous, a massive cream tower with a lake in front.  Brad gestured to the lake.  "Our room will have a view of the fountains.  I think you'll really enjoy them."  We pulled into a massive portico, with black-vested valets everywhere.  Leonard stopped at the curb and one of the attendants opened our limo doors.  The employee recognized Brad immediately, and tipped his hat to him.  
 
"Mr. De Luca.  Welcome back, sir."
 
"Thank you.  Our bags are in the trunk."
 
"Certainly.  They will be waiting in your room."
 
"I appreciate it."  Brad pulled a thick wad from his pocket, and peeled off a $100 bill.  He handed it to the man, who pocketed it.
 
"Thank you, Mr. De Luca.  Let me know if I can help with anything else, sir."
 
Brad nodded at him, grabbed my hand, and pulled me towards the building.  Inside was a sea of activity.  Colors and sounds were everywhere.  The lobby ceiling was a mass of hand-blown glass flowers, in every color I could imagine.  There was a line of easily 100 people, waiting to check in.  The front desk was at least 700 feet long and had over 10 agents posted behind it.  I expected us to head towards the line, but Brad veered to the right and we entered a small, private lobby on the way to the casino floor.  
 
Decadence seemed to be the theme the decorator picked for this space.  The walls were covered in gold-print wallpaper, with cream paneling covering the lower half.  There was a leather couch and chairs surrounding a low table with various desserts and finger food positioned on it.  A 70-inch flat screen showed ESPN, and a beverage stand occupied an antique table set along the right side wall.  Two attractive women in skirt suits stood along the wall, ready to spring into action if a guest needed help.  Two more attractive women were behind the desk, one of which was on the phone.  Brad indicated for me to sit on the couch, and he stepped up to the desk.  I helped myself to a bottle of water and a mini key lime pie.  I had just popped the bite-sized dessert into my mouth when Brad finished at the desk, and stood in front of me, a key packet in hand.  
 
"Ready?"  I nodded my response, my mouth filled with deliciousness.  He led me into the madness of the casino.  
 
I had never been to a casino before, but this one seemed very comparable to every movie I had ever seen.  The colors were brighter, the smell of smoke invaded my senses, but everything else seemed the same.  There were excited screams coming from somewhere, old ladies in fanny packs sitting at slot machines, and depressed-looking men fingering their dwindling chip stacks.  Brad looked longingly at the blackjack tables, but continued through the space until we reached a set of elevators.  He pressed the up button.
 
The elevator seemed uncomfortably small, but I think it was just because I was so aware of Brad's invasive presence.  Classical music played and, looking up, I saw a security camera fixed down at me.  I quickly looked away.  At the 20th floor, the doors slowly opened, and we exited.  
 
I expected a typical hotel room but should have known better.  The first hint was the door, or doors to our room - a double set of mahogany doors. Next to the doors was a brass plate with 20E printed on it.  Brad swiped the key card and opened the doors.  
 
It was a two-bedroom suite that screamed luxury.  The doors opened to a large living room, with floor to ceiling windows showing an impressive view of the Strip.  Brown suede couches with silk pillows, plush cream carpeting, and a large leather and walnut desk occupied the room.  A dining table sat off to one side, with a large floral arrangement at its center.  I roamed the suite, seeing a large fruit and chocolate platter in the master bedroom along with a card.  The master had a huge king bed, an ottoman at its foot, and fresh flowers on its bedside tables.  The master bathroom was the size of my apartment at home.  It had a huge whirlpool tub, as well as a walk-in steam shower with multiple body jets and a huge rain head.  Heated marble floors lead to a large vanity with his and her sinks, and a dressing area.  There was the standard toilet room (I never understood those), and a large walk-in closet.  Our suitcases were already in the closet, and several of Brad's suits already hung up.  I wondered if they had opened my suitcase.  I also wondered why my suitcase was in here, versus in the other bedroom.  I wandered over there to check it out. 
 
The second room was noticeably smaller, but also well appointed.  It had a queen bed, an upholstered chair, and a dresser.  The bathroom off of it would have put a Hampton Inn to shame, but was puny compared to the one in the master.  I walked back to the living room, where Brad was dumping the contents of his pockets onto the counter.
 
"I need to go down to the casino and speak to my host," he said without looking up.  "Do you want to dress for dinner?"
 
I looked at my watch, surprised.  It showed 11:40pm, but it was set to Eastern Time, it was either 8:40 or 9:40 in Vegas.  We had eaten here and there - both in the airports and in first class, and I had assumed that those snacks had comprised dinner.  Apparently not.
 
"Ummm… okay.  I'm not really hungry."   
 
"Dinner here is just as much about the experience as it is the food.  Are you tired?"
 
"Yes, I mean no…” my nerves were fried.  I was terrified of going to bed, or not going to bed with this man.  I was tired, but wasn't ready to face that situation yet. "…I don't know."  I finished lamely.  This suave man in a suit, riffling through hundred dollar bills in a gold-laden Vegas suite wasn't the same guy who had grinned at me through a mouthful of pepperoni pizza two days ago.  I was out of my element and scared.
 
He looked up at me and froze.  I could see thoughts flitting through his mind but he stayed in place, silent and unmoving, and I did the same.  I tried to force my face into a casual smile, but my lips didn't move.  I unexpectedly burst into tears.
 
He was at my side in an instant, his hands in my hair, pulling it out of the way, and his face was pressed against mine, this lips soft on my forehead and checks.  He lifted me up and carried me to the big room, laying me on the bed.  He smoothed my hair back, and brushed at my tear-soaked cheeks.  My body was shaking and I was sobbing like a child.  He shushed my sobs, and kissed the back of my hands that I had brought up to cover my face.  
 
My sobs were starting to slow, and I tried to sniff them back, but just ended up with a throat full of phlegm.  I swallowed hard.  Brad kissed my forehead gently and laid on the bed next to me, propped up on one arm so that he was above me.
 
"What's wrong?"  His deep voice, impossibly gentle, almost sent me into another crying spell.  I fought it as hard as I could.  He's going to think I'm mental.  Maybe I am mental.  
 
I had no good answer to give him, so I just shook my head mutely.  His eyes were pools of concern and confusion.  I felt so impossibly stupid and childish.  I reached for him, and he shook his head, keeping me at bay.  My arms fell.  He grabbed my arms and stood, pulling me to my feet.  He grabbed the hem of my shirt and pulled up, dragging it over my flat stomach and the swell of my breasts.  I raised my arms to help and he pulled the shirt up and over my head.  Tossing the shirt to the side, he ran his fingers down the side of my body until he hit the top of my skirt.  He followed it around to the back, and he slipped his fingers underneath the material and unzipped it.  He let go of the fabric and it fell to the floor.  I slipped off my flats and stepped numbly out of the skirt.  I stood in front of him in my plain cotton bra and panties, the tears still glistening on my checks.  Is he going to try and have sex with me?
 
He bent over and picked me up, his huge muscles making my weight effortless.  He carried me to the bed, drew back the blanket, and set me down softly on the silky sheets.  He pulled the cool sheet and down comforter over my body, enveloping me in luxury.  He kissed my lips gently and then moved up and kissed my forehead.  Reaching over, he switched off the bedside light, putting the room in soft darkness.  Standing up, he looked down at me, his expression unreadable.  He pulled his shirt off, exposing a tan muscular chest and huge shoulders and arms.  He went around to the other side of the bed and I heard a zipper.  I stiffened, unsure of his intentions.  Moments later, he was in the bed with me, his arms surrounding me.  He turned me to my side, away from him, and spooned his hard body around me.  I sniffled once, and then fell into an exhausted and deep sleep.





 
 
CHAPTER
16
 
 
 
I woke up once during the night.  I rolled over and reached out, feeling for Brad, but the bed was empty.  I raised my head and softly called his name.  Hearing no response, I pushed back the blankets and stood.  I went into the bathroom and used the toilet, emptying my bladder.  I washed my hands and padded back to bed.  I didn't need to check the other rooms to know he wasn't there.   The man had a presence that filled a space.  If he was there, I would have sensed it.   I glanced at the clock on my way to the bed.  2:45am.  I laid back down and was asleep before my head even hit the pillow.  
 
I was awakened by Brad's mouth.  It was on my neck and doing incredibly delicious things to my body.  I was wet before I even opened my eyes.  The sunlight was streaming in through a crack in the curtains, and the gorgeous room glowed a soft yellow.  The blanket was tented over our bodies - Brad on top of me, his legs on either side of mine and his weight supported by his knees and one arm.  The other arm was busy.  It roamed, skimming the top of my bra, over my small cleavage, and traveling down my stomach.  When it reached the top of my panties it tugged down, and he softly swiped his fingers over my pubic area, teasing the bit of hair there.  I moaned with desire and responded immediately, pulling my long legs free and wrapping them around his waist.  I leaned my head back, opening my neck even more and arched my back, pressing my breasts into him.  He took advantage of my arched back to move his free hand underneath and grabbed my ass firmly, squeezing it and playing with my ass with his fingers.  It was something I had never experienced, and I gasped with surprise.  He instantly moved his hand, taking it up and grabbing the back of my head, pulling it so that I was staring into his eyes.  They were deviously playful and I swiftly leaned up and kissed him until he responded, pushing down with his head and pinning mine to the bed.  We kissed long and hard, him moving his arm so that it matched the other, his body resting on both elbows on the sides of my shoulders and his body lying softly on mine.  I could feel his weight and also his dick - ridiculously hard and ridiculously big - so much that I second-guessed that it was him.  Maybe it was his cell phone, or some other object.  Then it twitched, and I had no doubt in my mind.  Good God.
 
I pushed on his shoulders, trying to roll him over so I could assume my normal dominant position of being on top, but he didn't budge. He continued teasing my mouth with his tongue, and grinding into me.  I wrapped my legs tighter, digging my heels into his ass.  I grabbed his muscular back with one hand and used the other to reach my hand down, trying to feel his hardness with my hand.  He spread his knees, which pressed his cock further north and dangerously close to my wetness.  He sat back on his knees, taking his mouth off of mine, and grabbed both of my hands, pining them together and then held them down with one hand, above my head.  He swiveled out of my legs and laid to the side of me, my body now stretched out beside him, with my hands captured in left hand's grasp, above my head.  I bucked off the bed, glaring at him, hating the restriction of my hands.  He leaned over and kissed me, gently with a bit of tongue, softening my anger slightly.  Then he pulled back.  
 
His eyes took a greedy and unapologetic tour of me, his free hand leading the way.  He pulled down the lace tops of my bra, allowing my breasts to be free and exposed, my nipples erect in the morning air.  He ran his hand down and went on top of my panties this time, feeling the wet silk at my opening.  His grin grew and he teased my pussy through my panties, running his hand from my clit to my ass, back and forth and then slipping a finger past my panties and inside of me.  His eyes changed at the feeling of my tight wetness, growing darker and more out of control.  
 
"Oh my god Julia," he breathed.  "What am I going to do with you?"  Wonder and desire filled his voice and eyes, and I stared at him, wanting his mouth on me again.  I arched my back again, pressing my sex into his hand, wanting some release for my overwhelming desire.  Is this what it's like?  The men I torment with my teasing.  Is this what they go through?  This blatant need for release?  I had never experienced it before, and suddenly understood the desperate look in their eyes.  I was sure I had it in mine.  This realization sent a blaze of anger through me and I ripped my hands free, catching Brad off guard.  My eyes flashed with a combination of lust, anger, and a hunger for the power balance to be restored.  I needed to see in his eyes what I had in mine.  I tried to roll on top of his body but he held me at bay, his strong arms too powerful.  I tried to reach for his cock but he moved my hands away and resumed his original position, on top of my body.  
 
"I want to suck your dick," I breathed, injecting desire and longing into my voice.  This would cause a normal all-American man to immediately roll over and pull out his dick, but Brad shook his head at me and clicked his tongue.
 
"This is about you.  I want to please you."
 
"What will please me is having your big dick in my mouth!" I shout back.  Who the fuck turns down head from me?  At 9am in the morning, no less.  
 
"You said you can't come."
 
"Yeah, so?"
 
"I want to make you."
 
"You can't.  It's been tried."
 
His expression turned scornful.  "By who? Nineteen year old frat boys whose version of foreplay is having you give them a blow job?"
 
I silenced.  He did have a point.  Damn him.  
 
"Seriously, let's just drop it.  I've accepted it, you need to do the same."
 
"Do I look like a man who gives in easily?"  He looked like a man who was too damn gorgeous for words.  His bare torso was that of a Roman Gladiator.  It was thick, knotted with muscles that flexed and popped when he moved.  His waist was thick and muscular, and my hands couldn't seem to stay away from his massive arms.   He pushed me back on the bed and moved, sliding down my body until his face was at my stomach.  
 
My mind realized what he was about to do before my mouth did.  "Waaa…. Stop!"  My shrill voice caused him to raise his head and look at me.
 
"What?"
 
"What are you doing?"
 
"What do you think I'm doing?"
 
"I…err…don't do that."  As a matter of fact, no one had ever done "that" to me.  I had always been self conscious about the thought that a man would be placing his mouth on my most private part.  What if it smelled, or tasted bad?  What if I didn't like what he did?  Would he be offended if I told him to stop?  It just seemed easier to skip the act all together.  And I had never gotten any pushback about it.  Truth be told, I think college guys were as scared of the act as I was.
 
"Don't do that, or haven't done that?"
 
"Both."
 
"Julia.  Trust me."  I looked down at his eyes and saw a hint of it.  The pleading look.  He really wanted to do this.  Wanted it like how I needed the earlier release.  It wasn't the power trip that I had been looking for, but it was as close as I could get right now.  I nodded mutely, closed my eyes, and steeled myself for disaster.  
 
Brad slowly rolled down my panties until they reached my knees, and then he pulled them off.  He spread my legs and paused, breathing the scent of me and letting me feel his hot breath.  I felt so incredibly exposed, my legs open and him staring at me, my lips, that close up…  I looked at myself in a hand mirror once and had been scared to death at what I saw.  All of the different colors and shapes…  I tried to breathe normally but felt like I was about to hyperventilate.  I glanced down.  He was focused, not looking up at me.  The sight of his muscular, manly body in between my legs was erotic, and I felt my moistness grow. He leaned down and I braced myself.
 
The first feel of his mouth on my sex startled me.  I had been expecting it, steeled for the moment, but it still surprised me.  I expected to feel a tongue - pushing and protruding.  Instead he placed his whole mouth on me, a blanket of wet hotness.  I tried to figure out how he was making the sensations I was feeling, but all thought left my head the moment he started moving his tongue.  I lost all sense of feeling except between my legs.  It was like every sensory receptacle on my body all immediately fled their post and converged "there".  A sensation similar to an itch started to grow between my legs, with a building pressure behind it.  I wrapped my legs tight around Brad's head and grabbed his hair with my hands.  From some other plane I heard my voice saying "oh fuck" over and over but I had no consciousness of speech or of how to get myself to stop.  My shyness had fled, and I knew nothing but undeniable pleasure.  He continued whatever ridiculously delicious thing he was doing with his mouth and the itch grew strong, my body twitching to keep it under control.  A wave of strong, intense sensation grew, swelling, me unable to control it.  I tucked my pelvis up, grinding my sex into his face and hearing my voice grow louder.  Holy Shit it is actually happening i am about to have an 
 
My body exploded.  I arched my back, spread my toes and felt the earth stars and moon collide.  The core of my body shattered in a feeling I can only describe as the most incredible experience of my entire life.  The itch was satisfied in the purest form of pleasure, so pure that I felt almost pain at the intensity of it.  Waves of pleasure, sweet and incredible radiated out from my sex.  I screamed, so loud that I know people four rooms over could hear, but I couldn't spare any possible brainpower to tell myself to quiet down; all of my senses were overwhelmed by the ecstasy of the orgasm.  "OH FUUUCCCCKKKKKKKK!"
 
The orgasm faded, some delicious tendrils hanging around a little longer than others, and my body was shaking uncontrollably by the time the last one left my body.  Sensual waves of pleasure were still gently washing over me, gradually disappearing, when Brad took his mouth off of my body.  I laid on the bed, delirious and twitching with aftershocks.  My eyes were closed, and I kind of heard him moving around.  I didn't have the energy to open my eyes.  I was spent, naked and laying there, legs spread, exposed, and I didn't give a damn.  The man had drained all reasonable thought or feeling from my body.  It took a good two minutes before I felt like I could move again.  
 
I tested my legs, moving them one at a time, and then lazily rolled over, propping myself up on one arm.  
 
Brad leaned back in a soft chair; legs sprawled out in front of him, one hand playing with his mouth.  He watched me, a small smile on his lips.  I looked at him through drugged eyes.  
 
"Pretty proud of yourself, aren't you?"
 
He spread his hands, palms up, shrugged his shoulders, in a "hey, what can I say?" gesture.
 
"I faked that."  
 
His outburst of laughter surprised both of us and I joined in, giggling and rolling over on the bed.  He stood and ambled over, dropping down next to me.  The whole bed shook with the extra weight.  
 
I glanced at the clock.  9:18am.  "How long'd it take me?"
 
"About 4 minutes."
 
"Damn."
 
He was amused.  "You wanted it to take longer?"
 
"No!  I didn't want anymore fodder for your big ego."  I snorted.  "Not that I accomplished that."
 
He reached over and brushed a lock of hair, tucking it behind my ear.  "Do you regret it?" he said softly.
 
I flopped onto my back.  "Are you kidding?  That was the single best moment of my entire life!  I've never been so happy to be wrong."
 
I rolled over again, my face inches from his, and looked at him with seriousness.  "Thank you.  I owe you one."
 
He leaned forward and gently kissed my lips.  "Don't mention it."
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My limbs felt ridiculously loose and lazy, and I wandered, still mostly naked, to the bathroom.  I closed the door, stripped off my bra, and dropped it onto the floor.  I reached into the shower and turned every jet in the place on full force.  Steam quickly filled the bathroom and I gingerly stepped into the hot spray.  It felt like a thousand little fingers massaging me and I stood still for a good five minutes, letting the spray warm and awaken my body.  Finally, I stopped being lazy and grabbed the small shower gel bottle, squeezing a generous amount into my palm and then running my hands all over my body.  I heard the door click open and through the fogged glass door I saw Brad's head lean in the bathroom.
 
"Julia."
 
"Uh-huh?"
 
"I'm ordering in breakfast.  What would you like?"
 
"Ummm…. two scrambled eggs with grits and fruit please."
 
I heard his muted voice and then his head stuck back in.
 
"They don't have grits."
 
Oh right.  Not in the South any more.  "Anything else is fine."
 
His head disappeared, and I heard the door shut.  I used the shampoo and worked my hair into a lather, loving the warm water hitting me from all directions.  This is the life.
 
Five minutes later, I reluctantly turned off the shower and stepped out onto the plush white bathmat.  The bathroom was a hot, steamy sauna, and I wrapped my hair in a fluffy towel and walked to the closet.  I had remembered seeing bathrobes there, and I snagged one off of the hanger and pulled it on.  I washed my face at the sink, and then reached for my toothbrush.  I blushed, thinking of our deep kiss just a half hour earlier, wondering how bad my morning breath had been.  I brushed extra long and hard, hoping to make up for any stinkiness I had exhibited earlier.  
 
When I was finally satisfied with my teeth, I unwound my towel and tried to towel-dry my hair as best I could.  I got it somewhat un-wet, fluffed my hair, and walked back into the suite.
 
Brad sat at the dining table, a phone to his ear.  He was faced away from me, looking at the Strip.  His legs stretched out, one hand spinning a water bottle on the table, he looked every bit the powerful man he was.  He wore a baby blue polo, faded jeans, and white and silver new Nikes.  
 
"Tell her to stay in the house, change the locks, and don't answer if he knocks.  If he pesters her, call Security.  The dues they pay in that gated community should more than cover a security guard intelligent and experienced enough to write a decent police report.  First thing Monday we will file an emergency injunction against him.  Tell her to relax.  Anything he does right now will only help our case.  And for god's sake, keep her away from the pool boy!  I want us surveilling her day and night, for her protection, but also to keep an eye out for other PIs.  I have a feeling they will be trying to catch her in something, and I want to have a head start on them."
 
"Exactly."
 
"If you need a good guy call Romanelli.  He owes me one."
 
"You too brother."
 
He hung up the call and turned to stand, pausing when he saw me in the room.  A smile broke out on his face.  "Have a nice shower?"
 
"Amazing.  I want to pack that shower up and take it home with me."
 
"Tomorrow you should try the bath."  His voice had turned slightly sexual, and I fought back a blush.
 
There was a polite knock at the door.  Brad pulled out the leather dining chair to the right of his seat, and indicated I should sit.  He strode to the door and swung it open.  A petite Asian woman with a large room service cart entered, wheeling it towards the table.  I started to rise, and she shook her head and arms.
 
"No, no.  You sit."  Her broken English was accompanied by a sweet smile, and she scurried around the cart, unloaded the dishes.  Brad returned to his seat, pausing on the way to kiss the top of my head.  The damn man was an enigma.  The server made quick work of the loaded cart, and before long the table was filled with small plates of breakfast items.  She left a small vase of wildflowers in front of Brad and me, did a slight bow and left.  
 
My requested eggs, yogurt, and fruit were present, along with orange juice and milk.  Brad had ordered a full breakfast for himself, and heaped bacon, hash browns, and a waffle onto the large plate already containing an omelette.  We ate in silence for a few minutes, than Brad spoke.
 
"We have dinner reservations at Prime tonight, and tickets to a Cirque show at 10pm.  That leaves the day pretty much up to you.  I'll leave Philipe's number for you.  He’s my host.  He can arrange anything you are interested in."
 
I blinked, halfway through a biscuit that I had snagged from one of his gabillion plates.  "You're leaving me?"
 
He laughed.  "Oh, how many times I've heard that one."  
 
"Hahaha."  I glowered at him and took another huge bite of biscuit.
 
"I have stuff to do.  Mainly gambling.  Stuff you won't be interested in.  I'll regroup with you at dinner.  Trust me, you'll have a fine time without me."  He winked and went back to eating, apparently done with the conversation.
 
I felt the happy bubble that had enveloped me since my first orgasm begin to deflate.  I don't know what I had envisioned, but him leaving me in the room while he handled his "stuff" all day wasn't it.  I grumbled to myself and jerked open the lid to the yogurt with unnecessary vigor.  He eyed me carefully, sensing my irritability.  It wasn't that hard to sense.  I was practically beating him over the head with it.
 
"You're not going to start crying again are you?"
 
This thought struck me as so absurd that I burst out laughing.  I laughed until tears threatened and milk started to come from my nose.  I quieted down and shook my head, still shaking slightly.
 
"That was a one time thing.  I swear.  I'm typically not a cryer.  I don't know what came over me."  Plus, now I don't have to debate about having sex with you.  I know what I want.  I could feel the bright red color of my face and I studiously avoided his eyes, focusing really hard on finding the perfect scoop of Dannon strawberry yogurt.
 
"Any guesses?"
 
I set down the yogurt and met his eyes.  "If I want a shrink, I'll use the ridiculously long day stretching before me and ask "Philipe" to send me one.  Now, if you'll excuse me, I think I'll go to MY room to start my sentence!"  Knowing full well how juvenile I was acting, I tossed down my yogurt and stomped off, headed to the other room.  Brad caught my arm as I passed his chair and stood, spinning me around and holding me by the arms.  He kissed me, firm and hard, and then released me. 
 
"I'll see you tonight."  He cheerfully sauntered into the master bedroom, and emerged 20 seconds later with a room key in hand.  I stood there, arms crossed, feeling rather silly in my plush robe and wet hair, and watched as he winked at me, then left the room.  The door shut quietly behind him.  
 
Fuck.  That just made it pretty freaking clear who had upper hand.  I flopped down on the sofa to lament my woes, and then grabbed my cell off the coffee table and punched in Olivia's number. 
 
She answered on the second ring. 
 
"Please tell me you are alive and safe."
 
"Very alive and pretty safe." I teased.  
 
"Having a good time?"
 
I wandered through the suite and pondered her question. "Pretty good.  We didn't do much last night, just checked in and went to bed."  I decided to leave out my hysterical crying fit. 
 
"Bed? or BED?"
 
I giggled.  "Just normal bed, Olivia.  He has been a gentlemen, and we have a two-room suite." Not that the second room has been used.
 
"So you slept separately?"
 
"Yes.  Kind of.  There was some cuddling."
 
"Wow. You are so wild and crazy. " she monotoned.  "Cuddling?  On the second date?  Becca would tear you a new asshole if she heard this."
 
The room phone rang, and I glanced over my shoulder and frowned at it.
 
"Becca?  I'm going to have to call you back."
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I looked at the phone, unsure of whether I should answer it or not.  Finally I bit the bullet and picked up the receiver.  It was the concierge, confirming our 7pm dinner reservation at Prime, and asking if we wanted a house limo to take to the show.  Unsure, I went ahead and reserved the car.  I would check with Brad during dinner to see if I needed to cancel it.  I remember Brad asking me, or Tiffany, to reserve a car for him, but hadn't seen a rental car yet.  Maybe he was using it now; doing whatever important "stuff" he had to do.  
 
I sat back at the table and munched on a few breakfast potatoes, mulling over my day.  I decided to hit the hotel pool, and then spend the afternoon at the spa.  I fingered the card that Brad had left, and dialed Philipe's extension.  
 
A male voice answered on the second ring, stiff and business-like.  It warmed dramatically when I identified myself.
 
"Ms. Campbell!  How can I help you?"
 
"I was thinking about going to the spa this afternoon.  Could you help me to book some services?" 
 
"Certainly.  Just let me know what services you would like."
 
"I was thinking about a massage?"
 
"Julia.  In Vegas, you need to go big.  Let me put you down for a full treatment.  Make that beautiful man treat you right."  
 
"Your the boss, Philipe."  I smiled into the receiver.
 
"Shall I put you down for one o’clock?"
 
"That would be perfect.  Thank you."  I was preparing to hang up when he spoke again.
 
"What are you doing between now and one?"
 
"I was going to go to the pool."
 
He clicked his tongue into the receiver.  "You don't want to go to the hotel's pool, it is a zoo.  Give me a call when you're ready, and I’ll have someone escort you to our VIP pool."
 
"You rock."
 
I could hear his smile.  "Yes, as a matter of fact, I do."
 
"Talk to you soon."
 
I hung up the phone, and moseyed to the bedroom, flipping on the clock radio when I got to the room.  My outlook had brightened considerably after speaking to Philipe.  Why had I been pissed to spend the day alone?  I pushed a few of the presets until I found a top 40 station.  I turned up the volume and walked into the closet, unzipping my suitcase and flipping it open.  I had only packed one bathing suit, an electric blue bikini.  I dropped my robe and stepped into the suit bottoms, tightening the side ties.  A Rihanna song started on the radio, and I sang and danced my way into the bathroom.  I brushed my teeth again, and then applied some waterproof mascara and lip gloss.  My hair was still damp, so I ran a big comb through it, and pulled it into a low knot.  Becca had loaned me a sheer white cover-up, and I grabbed it and my bikini top out of my suitcase.  I put them both on, and picked up the bathroom phone.  I dialed Philipe's extension.
 
"Already ready?" 
 
"Yes sir."
 
"Someone will be there shortly."
 
"Thanks."
 
Five minutes later, as I was pulling on a pair of bejeweled sandals, there was a knock at the door.  I grabbed the bag I had packed, complete with tanning spray, magazines, and a towel, and went to the door.  An attractive blond in a grey suit stood there and flashed a friendly smile.
 
"You Julia?"
 
"I am!"  I reached out my hand, and she shook it.
 
"I'm Rayne.  Philipe asked me to show you to Cypress.  You ready?"
 
"I am.  Let's go."
 
Rayne kept up a steady stream of chatter as we traversed down the halls, elevator, and through four different buildings.  I was grateful she was there and more than a little worried about finding my way back.  Finally, we arrived at a pool entrance, roped off, with a line of people waiting to enter.  She breezed by the line and waved at the security guard.  She grabbed my hand and pulled me with her, moving through throngs of people until we arrived at a white cabana with linen curtains.; We ducked inside, and I saw a couch, television and wet bar.  There was a wicker basket next to the couch with sun oils, magazines, and towels.  The wet bar had a bowl of fresh fruit, and an ice bucket with bottled waters, sodas, beers, and mixers.  In front of the cabana, in a roped off area, were two chaise lounges, ready with additional towels and pillows.  
 
I flopped down on the couch and smiled blissfully at Rayne.  She laughed and crossed her arms.  "I take it this is acceptable?"
 
"Girl, you are gonna have to drag me out of here!"  
 
She laughed and took the seat next to me on the couch.  "I wish I could stay here and relax, but I have a whale up in Prive that is dying to grab my ass again.  If you need anything, Trevor will get it for you."
 
"Who's Trevor?"
 
"Oh, you'll see."  She winked teasingly and sauntered off.  I looked around the cabana and grinned to myself.  I set my useless bag down on the floor and unzipped my cover-up.  Pulling the garment over my head, I tightened my bikini strings and then started looking at the oils in the basket.
 
"Hello."  A gorgeous blond stuck his head in, and then the rest of his body followed.  He wore a tight white Bellagio polo, and short white shorts.  A little too short.  My suspicions were confirmed when he stood up in the cabana and sashayed rather than strode over to me.  The man's features were Ken-doll perfect and he had gleaming white teeth.  I assumed this was Trevor.  "Ms. Campbell, I am Trevor."  He had a Russian lilt, something I'd never heard from a gay man before.
 
"Hi Trevor."
 
"Would you like me to spread some lotion on you?"
 
I blushed, and nodded.  Twenty minutes later, I was stretched out on one of the outside chaise lounges, earbuds in, listening to Beyonce, a frozen hot pink drink next to me.   My body was glistening with coconut oil, which Trevor swore was the crack cocaine of tanning products.  My hair was twisted up, and had been sprayed lightly with a SPF protectant and moisturizing treatment, and I had a stack of chilled towels in a silver ice chest next to me.  Trevor had wanted to put cucumbers on my eyelids, but I had drawn the line at that.  Every ten minutes, misters above me sent cool mists of moistened air down to me.  In total bliss I closed my eyes, and drifted off to sleep.
 
Trevor woke me up, shaking me gently.  "Ms. Campbell."  I blinked sleepily and tried to focus on his beautiful face.  "I was told you have a 1pm spa appointment.  It is 11:40.  Would you like me to order you some lunch?"  I had fully woken up by then, and nodded.  Stretching, I removed my ear buds.
 
"Hot dog and fries, if they have it."
 
Trevor got a look on his face like he had eaten something bad.  "A hot dog?"  
 
I grinned at him.  "Not fancy enough for you?"
 
His pained look answered my question.  "I suppose you'll be wanting a chocolate milk to drink?"
 
"No smart ass, a lemonade would be great."  I batted my eyes at him sweetly.  "Please?"
 
"Your wish is my command," he said, mock bowing.
 
"Thank you dahling."
 
I decided an hour on my back was long enough and flipped over, lying on my stomach.  A band had started playing poolside and I decided against the earbuds, pulling them out and undoing my bikini top.  I balled it up and put it next to my chair, lying back down.  Trevor reappeared, my lemonade in hand, and frowned at me.  
 
"You need a pillow, let me get you one."  He strutted over to a wicker chest and bent over, opening it.  Seconds later he had a small white pillow in his hand, and he positioned it for me, fluffing it dramatically first.  "It'll be about 15 minutes on your… snack," he sniffed.  "I'll bring it over as soon as it is ready."  I nodded, feeling the warm sun on my bare back, and already starting to doze.
 
I dreamed of being on a crowded street.  It was hot and muggy out, and I was being bumped in all directions.  I finally escaped into an oyster bar, and ordered a dozen raw ones.  But the more oysters I ate, the more appeared, and I began to stress over the mounting pile.  I had just called for the -
 
"What the hell are you doing?"  The voice was loud enough to wake me, and I jolted out of my dream.  I opened my eyes and saw only terrycloth white - the cushion of my chaise.  The voice had been deep, and sexy, and… Brad.  I rolled over and saw him, standing over me, hands on his hips, looking down on me with an expression of mock irritation.  I saw his eyes wander to my bare breasts and I raised my hands quickly, to cover them.
 
"What?"  Is he mad that I took my top off?  Or was I supposed to stay in the room?  I'm not a pet puppy for God's sake!
 
"A hot dog?"  His eyes flashed with humor but he kept his stern expression.  "I'm dropping 10k an hour at the blackjack table, they are instructed to wine and dine you to subliminal bliss, and you are ordering a hot dog?  and fries?"  He sat next to me on the chaise lounge.  I had to slide over in order to accommodate him.  I still had both hands cupping my breasts, and he reached over with one hand and traced a line on my skin, down the center of my chest.  My breathing quickened.  He pulled off one of my hands, then the other, leaving me completely exposed.  I pulled my hands back up, looking around quickly to see if anyone had noticed.  They had.  One guy gave me a thumbs up.  Great.
 
"Don't cover them up.  They are beautiful.  I want to see them."  God, he is hard to say no to.
 
"No!" I hissed.
 
"Why?"
 
"I don't flash my tits around.  Besides, they are little."
 
"I fucking love them.  They are perfect.  Let me see them Julia.  Please."
 
I rolled my eyes and cursed him under my breath.  Cursed him for being so damn irresistible, and for having the power to control my damn actions.  I dropped my hands and he dropped his eyes, drinking in the sight of me, bare and exposed, in front of him.  Trevor chose that moment to reappear and I blushed.  Trevor didn't give me a second glance, he stared at Brad, his expression adoring.  Yeah buddy, I feel your pain.  "Hi Mr. De Luca," he purred.  Brad nodded at him, smiled, and then focused back at me.  Trevor started straightening up the cabana, all the while staring at Brad.  I guess Brad's magnetism didn't limit itself to women.
 
Brad leaned forward and kissed me, putting his hand on my right breast and squeezing it gently.  
 
"Brad!"  I pushed him back and swatted his hand away.  
 
"What?"  
 
"You can't grope me in public!  Me being topless is bad enough!"  I looked around furtively and punched his arm.  
 
"Did I mention the amount of money I am spending?  I could fuck you right here on this chair, and they wouldn't say anything."  My jaw dropped, and despite my best effort, I could feel myself getting wet.  He leaned down and kissed me again, keeping his hand to himself this time.  He ended the kiss and rose, looking around for Trevor.  Trevor practically sprinted to his side and beamed enthusiastically.
 
"Is her lunch ready?"  
 
"Yes sir, they are bringing it out now.  Can I bring you anything to eat?"
 
"No.  I'm fine.  Thank you."
 
"Oh-kay.  You be sure and let me know."
 
Brad leaned over and lightly brushed his hand over my nipples, making me shiver.  I bit my lower lip and stared at him.  He froze, his eyes flashing at me, and then he gave a slow grin.  He kissed my check and then whispered in my ear.  "Your body is killing me.  I want to take you up to the room right now."  I gave a slow smile in response and rolled over.  I pretended to adjust and get comfortable on the lounge, pushing my ass up teasingly.  He groaned and grabbed my ass with his hand, squeezing hard.  He released his hand, and then gave it a hard slap - so hard I yelped.  I lowered my ass and laid down flat, glaring at him over my shoulder.  He chuckled.
 
"Have a nice day baby.  Enjoy your damn hot dog.  Order a second if you're feeling really crazy."
 
I growled at him through the terrycloth.  
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6:15pm.  I sat in the spacious master bathroom, putting on makeup at the counter seat.  The spa had been wonderful.  I had gotten an 80-minute Swedish massage, a facial, and a Mani Pedi.  I had showered at the spa, and left feeling deliriously relaxed and polished.  The radio played from the bedroom, and I sang along while I blow-dried and straightened my hair.
 
I debated about calling Olivia back, but there was too much to discuss and I didn't know when Brad would be getting back.  I also wasn't ready for her questions.  I didn’t know how I felt about Brad.  Half the time he pissed me off with his arrogance and sexual misdoings, the other half of the time I wanted to shove him down and rip his clothes off.  I was used to being the aggressor, to being in control of the relationship.  That wasn’t going to be a possibility with Brad.  But then again, a relationship wasn’t a possibility anyway. 
Having only had sex with two guys, the prospect of Brad being the third scared me.  What did it say about me if I had sex with someone that I didn't even like, much less love?  What had been the point of me waiting until I was 19 for sex if I was just going to jump in bed with strangers now?  I dusted nude shadow on my eyelids and then reached for the bronze.  I couldn't resist the incredible attraction I felt for Brad.  I wasn't naive enough to think that this animal attraction was something just the two of us shared.  I could see the look in every passing woman, in every waitress, room attendant, and grandma that walked by.  I remembered this morning's orgasm, and a twinge of pleasure zipped through my lower body.  I wanted, even needed to have sex with him.  I couldn't remember ever wanting to have sex with anyone; unless it was to show my love and to preserve a relationship.  Sex with Brad would be different, dangerous, passionate, and….and… I didn't know what to do.    I blinked and looked in the mirror, examining my eyes.  They looked good.  Adult, sophisticated, and sexy.  I leaned forward to apply a second coat of mascara.  I was just about ready.  
 
I was in a lace bra and panties, had slipped on some heels for the hell of it, and was spritzing on perfume when Brad walked in.  His eyes widen slightly, and he walked into the bathroom and leaned against the door, whistling under his breath.  He must have come up and changed at some point during the day.  He now wore a white button-up shirt with dress pants and a jacket.  "Not the outfit I would have expected for dinner, but you look mighty fine Ms. Campbell."  I sashayed over and placed both hands on his lapel, pulling him gently to me and kissing him on the lips.  
 
"Very funny smartass.  I'll be dressed in a minute."
 
"I'll watch."  He grinned wickedly.  "Want a glass of wine?  I can grab some out of the wine cooler."
 
"No thanks."
 
He stayed in his position, arms crossed, and watched me as I went into the walk-in closet and shut the door.  Becca had blessed me with three different dresses - all ridiculously short and sparkly.  According to Becca, EVERYONE in Vegas glittered.  From what I had seen so far, she was right.  I grabbed a nude strapless minidress that sparkled when the light hit it.  I paired it with my highest stilettos and rubbed some lotion on my legs.  Fluffing my hair, I prepared to make my grand entrance to Brad.  Swinging open the doors dramatically, I put on my sexiest scowl and walked out.  To an empty bathroom.  My inner goddess rolled her eyes at me.  
 
Shaky on the plush carpet in my ridiculously high heels, I made it to the living room without turning an ankle and sat in the first chair that I came to.  Brad whistled at my wobbly entrance and let his eyes linger on my legs, tanned and freshly shaved.  I pretended to glare at him.  I had worked pretty damn hard to look this hot and was glad it was getting the proper attention.  He walked to my chair and leaned over me, placing his hands on the armrests on either side of me.  His scent invaded me and I got wet just from smelling it.  It and his beautiful face and those dark, sexy eyes with their thick lashes.   He nudged my legs apart with one knee and moved it in a bit, his rough jeans against my smooth skin. His mouth so close to mine, he brushed my lips sweetly and then moved his mouth to my ear.   "I want to fuck you in that dress."
 
I inhaled sharply, his knee moving further in between mine.  Fuck dinner and the damn show.  I wanted him right now, right here in this suede leather chair.  I leaned my head back and he nuzzled, nipped, then kissed my neck.  "You smell good," he said.  I smiled.
 
"Want to skip dinner?"
 
He froze, then pulled back with an incredulous look.  "Are you kidding me?  A man's gotta eat.  Plus," he moved his hands from the armrests to my waist and lifted me to my feet like I weighed nothing, "you'll need fuel for tonight's activities."  He nuzzled my neck again and squeezed my ass.  Hard.  I loved it.
 
"What, the Cirque show?"  I pasted an innocent look on my face.
 
"Get your ass out the door," he growled, smacking me.
 
We arrived at Prime a few minutes before seven.  Brad stopped just outside of the restaurant, reaching into his pocket to answer his cell.  I wandered to the side, seeing a balcony with a view of the lake.  Just then I heard something.  A few soft, haunting notes.  Brad tapped my shoulder and I turned.  "Out," he whispered, the phone still pressed to his ear.  "On the balcony.  Watch the fountains."  I made my way to the balcony and leaned on the heavy marble railing, the water starting to move in front of me.  The music began again, softly and then increasing in volume until every note was clear and beautiful.  The fountains increased with the music, swelling and falling, thousands of different jets under the lake creating a beautiful dance that made my heart ache.  I stood there, transfixed and swept away by the perfect harmony.  As the last note lingered on the lake, I became aware of Brad's presence behind me.  
 
Touched by the display, I turned and hugged him, holding him tight and feeling his strength.  He smoothed my hair and looked out on the lake.   "It's beautiful, isn't it?"  I nodded and backed away from him.  He turned and offered his arm to me.  "Shall we eat?"  I beamed and nodded, accepting his arm as gracefully as I could.  "Yes we shall."  And Cinderella arrived at the Ball.
 
Prime was incredible.  Decorated in navy, cream, and silk - it was elegance to the ninth degree.  The restaurant was located right on the lake, and our seats were in a private alcove with a full-length window showing the view in full excellence.   Brad began by ordering a thousand dollar bottle of Dom, which was delivered to our table before the waiter even finished his initial speech.  I took a sip timidly.  It was the first restaurant other than Centaur that I'd ever been to that had more than 3 utensils.  The nervousness from last night returned.  Brad sat across from me in his suit, playing with a fork and looking devastatingly handsome. 
 
The first food brought to our table was a seafood tower.  It was four towers of white meat, almost four feet tall.  Crystal clear ice chips with colossal shrimp, oysters, clams, crab legs, and lobster stacked its silver shelves.  The minute it landed on our table, brought by two black-clad waiters, Brad rubbed his hands together in glee and pounced on it.  The white china plates set in front of us were both filled by Brad, him plucking succulent items from each level and stacking both my plate and his full.  I waved him off but he ignored me, piling my plate high.  I stared, aghast, at my plate.
 
I did not eat seafood.  Not that I didn't "eat" seafood, but I didn't really like seafood.  I had a very limited palate.  I grew up eating chicken, rice, and vegetables.  The chicken was prepared in different manners, but the rice was always brown, and the vegetables always overcooked.  The only seafood I had experienced was imitation crabmeat that smelled disgusting and often occupied a portion of our fridge.  I have no idea what my mom did with the crab but think she ate it straight out of the package.  Yuck.  I had tried shrimp before, and didn't mind it - but it wasn't anything that rocked my world.
 
I stared at my heaped plate with a mixture of digest and dread.  The waiter was busy affixing a white bib around Brad's neck, a second waiter headed towards me with the same intent.  I held up a newly manicured (damn those looked good!) hand to ward him off.  He halted with surprise.
 
"Ma'am - your dress."  He held up the bib like it was a burnt offering.  This exchange drew Brad's attention, and he stopped, mid-crack, his head coming up and peering at me over his bib causing a unladylike giggle to start to rise.  I swallowed it down and looked at Brad.
 
"I, err… don't like seafood."
 
"Lobster?? King Crab?"  His face twisted into an unbelieving scowl.
 
"Well, we didn't eat a lot of seafood growing up and..."
 
"Have you ever had it before?  Lobsters, crab, oyster?"  Cinderella was about to be exposed.
 
"Well, no.  I've had crab before, and didn't like it." Imitation crab, but crab's crab.
 
He beamed and reached across, pushing my plate closer to me and waving the bib-carrying waiter forward.  "I--err - no really..." I said feebly, as the waiter affixed the ridiculous bib around my neck.  
 
Brad pushed a ceramic bowl with a candle that heated melted butter towards me.  "Dunk the pieces into the butter, and then eat," he urged, his heads already covered with dripping butter.  “You’ll love it.”  I hesitantly pulled a piece of the soft meat out of the pre-cut lobster shells and dipped it in the butter.  His eyes never leaving me, he followed the meat to my mouth to be sure that I ate it.  I tentatively put the meat on my tongue and gently chewed.  The feathery consistency didn't sit well with me, and all I tasted was butter and bland meat.  I swallowed, the blob of buttery meat slipping down my throat with a thick glug.  Ewww.  I fought a grimace and smiled in my best ladylike manner.  "Hmmmm…" I said.
 
"That's the best lobster in town," Brad beamed, beside himself with glee.  "Go on!  Try the crab!"  His dug into his pile with reckless abandonment, and the waiter came and refilled our champagne glasses.  I took a generous sip of champagne and faced the plate again.  Looking past the ridiculous plate, I looked with despair at the tower - made for four and towering on the table in between Brad and I.  I practically had to look around it to see him.  The bottom rung of the silver tower was empty when they had delivered it, but was now being filled with the empty lobster and crab claw shells.  
 
Light bulb.
 
Fifteen minutes later, Brad sat back with a satisfied groan.  "I have been dreaming of those claws for weeks."  He met my eyes with a Cheshire grin.  "Well?  Was I right or what?"  I smiled at him over my champagne and empty plate.  
 
"It was very good Brad.  Thank you."
 
"I don't know how you look so put together.  I always feel like I need a bath after eating this stuff."  He wiped his face with his napkin and pulled at his bib, breaking the plastic tie.  "Should we get another or do you want to go ahead and order dinner?"
 
"Dinner please," I said quickly.  Brad's eyes looked at me for a moment, then he shrugged.  "Sounds good to me."
 
The waiter appeared, and began pulling the silver trays off of the tower, starting with the top tray.  Uh-oh.  I had anticipated them taking the entire tower at one time, as they had brought it to us.  My mind raced with something to distract Brad with.  Shrimp platter gone.
 
"I was thinking Brad…"
 
Clams and oysters level gone.
 
"maybe tonight, after the show…"
 
Lobster level taken.
 
"we could, ahhh."  Don't look down!!
 
The large silver platter that had housed the tangled pile of Snow and King Crab legs was lifted, exposing the plate of empty shells.  Empty shells and expensive meat.  The big hunks of crab and lobster meat I had carefully hidden, under the guise of placing my shells in the plate.  The meat, which had been strategically hidden from the side view, was now in full exposed glory; crab and lobster stretched out like bathing beauties on South Beach.  Brad completely ignored my sentence - not that it was going anywhere - and stared at the shell plate in bewilderment.  The waiter leaned over and examined it, puzzled.
 
The light bulb clicked in both of their heads at the same time and they turned in unison to stare at me.  Eyes wide, frozen in my seat, my hands twisted in my lap as I tried to think of something to say. Brad broke the silence before my head found a solution.
 
"You hid that?" he asked, his head tilted to the side, his eyes unreadable.
 
"I didn't really like it," I lamely responded.  "You seemed so excited and my plate was so full…" I trailed off.
 
"Jesus woman!" he quietly and happily thundered.  Happily?  I was confused.  He grabbed his bread plate and quietly scooped up the offensive pieces, plopping them onto his plate.  He grabbed the still-lit butter stand and moved it back in front of him.  A second waiter appeared with a replacement bib and Brad sat up so that he could tie it on.  Once the trash plate had been rummaged through, by both Brad and the server, who shot me a look of sophisticated disdain, it was carried away and Brad and I were left alone.  Just us, my leftover seafood, and the glow of drawn butter.  Brad was beside himself with amusement.
 
"Why didn't you just say you didn't like it?  I would have been more than happy to eat it all myself Julia."
 
"I did say I didn't like it.  You were so pushy about me eating it, and so enthusiastic about it.  I didn't want to disappoint you."  I sounded like a freakin' child, but it had come out of my mouth, no point in trying to put it back in.
 
"I'm not your father, Julia."  His grin faded slightly but he kept his tone light.  "You don't have to do as I tell you."
 
I set my chin and stared at him.  "I know Brad.  I don't do everything you say."  But I doubted my own words.  I had let him talk me into a lot.
"Does our age difference bother you?"  His face serious, I tried to keep the grin off my face but his intent face, peering at me over his plastic bib, with butter dripping off his fingers - my grin broke through.
 
"What?"
 
"Nothing.  No, our age range doesn't bother me.  It did, before I met you.  I envisioned you old, wrinkly, with grey pubic hair…" I grinned wickedly at him.  
 
"How do you know I don't have grey hair down there?  I could have a whole forest."
 
I wrinkled my nose and tossed a piece of bread at him.  "Gross!  Besides, I sneaked a peek last night, while you were drooling in your sleep."  He laughed and grabbed my hand, bringing it to his mouth for a quick kiss.  
 
"I can't keep my mouth off of you," he murmured.  A stream of deliciousness shot through my body.  I took another sip of champagne and met his sexy eyes across the table.  God, this man is tempting.
 
"Another bottle of Dom, Mr. De Luca?"
 
Another?  What happened to the first?  I looked at my now empty glass.  
 
"Yes.  Are you ready to order Julia?" 
 
"You go ahead.  I'll know in just a moment."  I quickly scanned the menu.  The prices made my eyes widen.   The seafood tower Brad had just demolished was three hundred and fifty dollars!  I tried to find something relatively inexpensive, but gave up on that mission.  I finally settled on a filet, which was something I at least knew I liked.  Most of the items on the menu I didn't even recognize.  I heard Brad order a prime rib and about four side items, then the critical waiter's eyes were on me.  
 
"Filet please, medium rare."  I smiled sweetly and handed him my menu.  He nodded primly and left.   I leaned forward and whispered.  "This place is ridiculously expensive!  Do you know how much that lobster I was throwing away costs?"  His eyebrows rose at my indignation and he smiled.
 
"Julia, it's all comped.  All this," he gestured around, "is on the casino.  Their focus is on gambling, and I pay them royally for it.  This is your first time in Vegas, and I want you to have a good time."  He smiled good-naturedly at me.  "But I appreciate your concern about my wallet."  He raised his glass for a toast.  "To bigger and better, may you enjoy this weekend."  I raised my glass and clinked it to him. 
 
My eyes floated through the room.  We were tucked in a beautiful little corner, and had a nice view of the other tables.  My eyes froze on a couple by the window.  "Brad - that's George Clooney!" 
 
Brad glanced over his shoulder and shrugged.  "You'll see a lot of celebrities this week.  Vegas is their playground, especially the Bellagio."  I saw George Clooney reach across the table and rub his date’s hand, a platinum blond with a blue dress.  I tried not to bounce in my seat with excitement and forced my eyes away from the actor.  Becca would never believe this.  I wondered if I could sneak a photo with my iPhone, but dismissed the thought.  Brad was watching me, a smirk on his handsome features.  
 
Our food came, sizzling steaks on white china with melting butter on them.  Brad had ordered creamed corn, mashed potatoes, and mushrooms, and a group of waiters brought out the plated dishes.  Brad's eyes lit up and we both dug in.  Other than occasional moans, there was silence for the next few minutes.   I finally took a break, and sat back with my champagne.  I blissfully closed my eyes and let the food settle a bit in my stomach.
 
"Enjoying yourself?" 
 
I nodded without opening my eyes.  "Immensely."
 
I felt his hand underneath the narrow table, caressing my knee.  My eyes opened and I moved my knee out of his reach.  His eyes turned playfully mournful.  
 
"I haven't decided whether I'm going to let you have that.  I'm trying to be a good girl."
 
"Good girl?"  he swallowed a swig of champagne.  "I haven't seen that side yet."
 
I harumped and leaned forward on my elbows, staring at him.  "I'll have you know I am a VERY good girl, even if I have had weak resolve lately around you.  I plan to go back to my prudish ways, starting tonight."  Maybe.
 
 
He leaned back in his chair, his hand on his chin, rubbing appraisingly.  "Is it for religious reasons, this attempt to abstain?"
 
I shrugged. "Not really. I have a healthy relationship with God, and I don't particularly think he cares if I choose to express my love in a sexual manner.  But that's what I feel I am doing with sex, expressing my love.  What you do is fuck.  And I'm not used to that, or don't know if I feel okay about that - not for religious reasons, just for my own.  I hear about women who feel used or guilty after sex, and I’ve never felt that, and don't want to start."
 
"I feel like most of the women who feel that way are having sex in order to accomplish something - win a man's affection, impress him, gain financial security…" he waved a hand generically.  "The man they are sleeping with is "fucking" them for one reason - pleasure.  Not because he loves them, or wants to love them, or wants to pay their light bill, but because he wants to get off, and they are conveniently around.  After sex, his feelings haven't changed at all, and they all of a sudden have a boatload of expectations, and get their feelings hurt when nothing has changed.  Women think sex is this magic act, when in fact it isn't.  There are too many women ready to hand it over too easily."
 
I glared at him.  "You make us out to be so… pathetic.  Is that how you view women, as disposable receptacles to stick your dick into?"
 
He rubbed his head exasperatedly.  "Julia, I am being honest about sex.  Your college boys probably don't know enough about sex or how they are feeling yet.  I am a mature man trying to explain to you how we, as men, work.  It's a point of view that most women never know."
 
"So that is why you sleep with your clients?  To get a sexual release?  Don't you think that you risk too much for something you can get from all of the wanton women laying around waiting for you to fuck them!?"  My voice had risen a little too high, and Brad glanced around before answering.
 
"Julia, the clients I do fuck are adult women, most of them mature, who realize what we are doing, and what our roles are in it."  
 
"What are your roles?" I asked, my tone sharp.
 
"Julia, I don't need you to attack me just because you don't believe in my lifestyle choices.  I have absolute confidence in my sexual relationships and don't need to explain them to anyone.  I am choosing to explain them to you because I hope to fuck you in the future (he placed careful emphasis on the word "fuck") and I don't want to do it with any misplaced expectations on your part."
 
I ate a mushroom and chewed slowly, putting off a response.  Damn man.
 
His voice, taking on a gentler tone, continued.  "Our roles, when I am with a client, are pretty defined and simple.  We don't screw at the office.  I come to her house, she is never in mine.  When I take my clients on business dinners it is for just that, business.  If she is interested in sex, and I am sexual attracted to her, then we meet later, have sex, and I go home."
 
"It sounds awfully cold and heartless to me.  Don't they feel used?"
 
"Most men fuck in a way that uses women. They spend the majority of the time getting oral sex, or taking what they want in the position that they want it.  As I mentioned earlier - the reason for their sex is to get off, not for any other purpose.  I don't fuck that way.  I am more about the women's pleasure.  Did you feel used this morning?"
 
His sudden question caught me off guard.  Mid-chew, I quietly swallowed the hunk of tender filet I had been savoring and wiped my mouth.  I sipped the glass of ice water and looked up at the gold leaf ceiling, thinking.  Had I felt used?  "Used" hadn't even crossed my mind.  I had felt elated, relaxed, sleepy, but hadn't thought about my feelings or felt guilt.  Then again, a guy going down on you was a lot different than sex, right?
 
"No, I didn't feel used.  But I think what we did, and sex, is two different things.  Sex is giving me a part of myself."
 
He snorted.  "Says who?  Every women-lit book out there?  Your parents?  The church?  Society has this hang up with the idea that women are losing a part of themselves every time they fuck, and it is bullshit.  So a man can be with 20 different women and have a normal, healthy self-esteem but a woman sleeps around and she is emotionally destroyed?  Women attach feelings to sex because society tells them to.  They think that they should feel for a guy before sleeping with them so they manufacture a relationship or emotions and that only screws them up later on.  It provides justification that later bites them in the ass when they try to look in the mirror and come to grips with "what they've done."  When, "what they've done" is nothing to be ashamed of!  The act of sex is healthy, normal, God-given.  It's the emotions and entitlement that everyone attaches to it that is harmful."
 
I looked at him, listening to his words, and tried to remind myself that he was an attorney, born and breed to convince juries, lonely housewives, and me that what came out of his mouth was fact.  I felt like I was in a twister game and could no longer tell whether I was upside down, or lefty, or completely right side up.  Part of what he was saying seemed completely logical. But it went against everything I had ever been taught or told.  But, who was I to blindly follow what I was taught or told?  It made sense that the church or that my parents would tell me to wait for sex, that I should only sleep with my husband, the person that I loved.  I'm sure I would tell my future 12-year old daughter the same thing.  
 
"If sex is only for procreation, then "yes" - only have sex with your husband, it would be wrong to create young with total strangers.  That mindset thinks of sex only as a tool for reproduction.  It ignores the essence of sex - the passion and enjoyment." Brad said, pouring more champagne.
 
"I don't think sex should be saved for marriage - that's not what I am saying.  I just think that I should love the person I have sex with."
 
"What is love?"
 
"What?"
 
"What do you consider love to be?  Not love for your family, but the love you're talking about, towards a partner.  What do you consider it to be?  How do you know when you're in love?"
 
"I don't know.  I just know.”  
 
"And have you been in love?  I assume, since you've been with - what? Two people? That you were in love with both of them?"
 
I faltered slightly.  "Well, I thought I was in love with them.  In retrospect… they were wrong for me.  I was probably too young to really know what love was."
 
"And you know now?"  His voice was calm, the voice of a psychiatrist.  I felt like he was reeling me in for a dramatic finish.
 
"I know that I need to be more careful, not put a label like love on a relationship before I know.  Before, I felt like if I loved someone, then I was obligated to have sex with them.  I wasn't manufacturing feelings of love to justify sex, as you seem to think women everywhere are doing.  I thought I was in love, and felt like that was expected of me.  Plus, I didn't want to enter into marriage without knowing if I was sexually compatible with the person."
 
"Who were you thinking of marrying?"
 
I toyed with a hunk of soft, white bread before deciding to butter it.  I wanted something to keep my hands and eyes occupied, anything to avoid looking in his intense brown eyes and strong face.  100% of his attention was on me, and I felt like I was under a microscope.  He was asking me things and making me look at ideas and feelings that I hadn't had a chance to examine yet, and I didn't know what or how I felt yet.  
 
"I was engaged, to a guy named Luke.  We dated for six months, I thought I was in love, and I probably was.  It was just - he was just the wrong guy for me.  I wanted too many things from him and he didn't have the skill set or work ethic to provide them."
 
"Material things?" his voice seemed a little dark.
 
"Eventually.  I want to live my life a certain way.  One that doesn't involve unpaid bills and rundown apartments.  Luke was older than me, 27, and couldn't keep a job and had no aspirations to.  I was looking at a future of me working constantly and nagging him all the time.  I didn't like the person I was turning into, and couldn't accept the person he was.  I had deep feelings for him, but I feel like if he was my true love, I wouldn't have been trying so hard to change him."
 
"And the other?"
 
"Other what?"
 
"The other love you had - your first."
 
"Oh.  That guy was a jackass.  He was the first guy I wanted more than he wanted me.  He promised me the world and then dumped me two weeks after he took my virginity.  We had been together 6 months, and had sex on my 19th birthday.  I hate thinking about him.  There wasn't even anything "great" about him.  He was a weak, pathetic silver spoon asshole."  I grinned suddenly and looked up at Brad.  "Do I sound a little bitter?"
 
"A bit.  It's okay.  Early loves can be a bitch."
 
"Did you love your wife?"
 
"I met my wife in college, and yes, believed I loved her."
 
"And now?"
 
"Do I love her now?"
 
"No.  In retrospect, do you think you were in love with her?"
 
"I think love is a hallmark image that society has created.  I cared very deeply for her.  All of the books and movies love the phrase "I loved her, I wasn't "in love" with her.  I think for a marriage to work, both parties have to understand that it’s not about being "in love".  Both people need to care deeply about the other person; to put the others' needs before their own, and to make a daily commitment to that person to stick it out.  Hillary made that commitment to me, and probably would have stuck it out till we were old and grey and dead.  I wasn't committed and dropped the ball.  But, what I should have added first, is that choosing the correct person is the most important step.  There's no point in putting all of the daily time, effort, and commitment into a lifelong marriage with the wrong person.  Hillary and I were the wrong people."
 
"But you said on our first date that you wouldn't get married again."
 
"All of my beliefs about what makes a marriage work are based on my work experience and marriages I've seen that do work.  A woman who can meet my needs sexually wouldn't fall into the same criteria that I would want in a wife.  It's a catch 22." He shrugged his shoulders and tilted his head at me.  "I like being a bachelor.  I don't need or want a wife, and I'm happy alone.  I get plenty of enjoyment out of life."  He raised his almost empty glass to his lips and shot a side look at me.  "Like now."  He drained the glass and set it down, staring at me with hungry eyes.  "You look breathtaking."
 
I laughed and leaned forward, shaking my finger at him.  "Ah ah ah, you are not going all Rico Suave on me.  We haven't finished this conversation."
 
"Fine.  What else do you want to pick my enormous brain about?"
 
"God, you are cocky.  Okay, last question."
 
"Shoot."
 
"How many women have you slept with?"
 
"What?"
 
"You heard me!  If I'm even going to think about sleeping with you, I need to know what number I'm going to be."
 
His hand was back on my knee.  The unexpected touch caused my breath to hitch.  I swatted his hand away again, but slower this time.  "So you are thinking about being with me?"
 
I looked at him through lowered lashes.  "Kind of.  You are very persuasive, though I don't want to know how many times you've given that "Sex is Society's Blessing" opening statement."  He laughed and removed his hand, but lingered as he did so, grazing my inner thigh with his fingers.  I waited for his response expectantly.  
 
He rolled his eyes and laughed.  "God, Julia - I don't really know."
 
"What?  Of course you do!  Don't guys notch it into their bedposts or something?"
 
"Not gentlemen."
 
"Oh please, don't pull that.  Okay, rough estimate if you're too "gentlemanly" to give me an exact."
 
He thought for a while, pulling on his ear, his eyes getting hazy.  He finally shrugged.  "If I had to guess, probably in the 150 to 180 range."
 
I think my eyebrows hit a new high on my forehead.  I had been expecting something high, but this took the cake.  "Bullshit."
 
"I have no reason to brag to you.  If I calculate about two a month, there were probably ten before I got married, I've been divorced five or six years… it's got to be in that range."
 
"You pig!" I sputtered.
 
"Why? Because I love sex and enjoy having it with beautiful women?"  
 
"I don't know - it just seems wrong.  Haven't you had any relationships in the last six years?"
 
"Of course I have, but they weren't monogamist, on either side."
 
"Then that's not a relationship."
 
He waved a hand at me, dismissing the subject.  "I don't want to get into that with you now."
 
I stared at him in stony silence.  That was way too many women.  I didn't have any good reason why.  The same reason I didn't have any good response to his argument that women should have carefree, emotion-free sex.  He had bended my thinking on that, but I'd be damned if I was going to let him know that.  I finally sighed and relaxed my angry shoulders. "I'm still hungry.  Are we ordering dessert?"
 
He laughed and leaned forward, cupping my chin in his hand and kissing me.  "Yes, we are, but not here."  He waved a hand to our waiter, who had been waiting for a lull in our conversation.  The waiter presented the check, which Brad quickly signed.  "Come on, let's go."  He stood up and held out a hand to me.  I grabbed my purse and stood, smoothing down my dress.  My hand clasped firmly in his, I followed him through the restaurant, past George Clooney (oh my god!) and outside, onto the balcony.
 
The balcony, where I had watched my first fountain show, now had several small round tables set up with tablecloths, silver, and candles.  A tuxedoed man held out my chair, gold with red velvet cushions, and I smiled at him and sat down.  Brad took the seat across from me, and nodded to our waiter, a new gentleman, older and short, with a thick white mustache. 
 
"Monsieur? Madame?" the man greeted both of us and poured Voss water into both of our chilled glasses.  While pouring, he described their dessert selections, a long lengthy speech that Brad cut off while he was still on the first dessert. 
 
"How many choices do you have tonight?"
 
"Four sir."
 
"We'll have one of each."
 
"Yes sir."
 
"And a bottle of Dom, 1996."
 
"Certainly sir."  The man left, and I leaned forward and whispered to Brad.  "You shouldn't have ordered champagne.  I'm going to be drunk if I have any more."
 
He leaned forward also, our faces now only inches away, and whispered in a conspiratorial tone,  "What is drunk Julia like?"
 
"Very horny and also very sleepy.  It is a very narrow window."
 
"Are you horny right now?"
 
I wet my lips, our faces still very close.  "No."  YES!
 
"Then you should drink some more."
 
"What, don't think you can close the deal without me being inebriated?"
 
"Touché, Ms. Campbell."  He waved, and the miniature tuxedo was instantly at his side. 
 
"Yes, Mr. De Luca?"
 
"I think we will hold off of the champagne please."
 
"Certainly sir.  I will let the wine room know immediately."  He rushed off in a blur of coat tails.
 
Faint notes began, drifting across the water, and I turned to watch the now-still lake.  Brad watched me, smiling at my rapt attention.
 
I rose and walked to the balcony's edge, leaning on the rail and staring.  The notes were louder now, and the initial, delicate, fountains of water were beginning to grow, shooting higher into the sky.  I wanted to stay here forever, in this spot.  In this gorgeous gown, my skin glowing, a gentle breeze on my shoulders, watching lights and water dance on a lake to a man singing opera.  I felt Brad's presence behind me and he leaned forward, resting his hands on the railing on either side of me, his face next to mine, watching the show.  We stayed there, silent, spooned together against the railing, until the last note traveled across the water and the lake went dark.
 
"It's heartbreaking isn't it?  Heartbreaking and beautiful at the same time."
 
"What is that song?"
 
"It's Andrea Bocelli.  Time to say Goodnight."
 
"It is wonderful.  Achingly beautiful."
 
"That is a good way to put it."  He moved his hands from the railing to my arms, and grasped them.  Pulling on one and pushing with the other, he spun my body until my back was on the railing, my face tilted up to his.  I stared into his eyes, pools of so many complex things I didn't understand.  I only knew one thing.  I wanted him.  So badly it hurt, ached inbetween my legs.  I knew it wasn't right, I knew I was one of hundreds, but I didn't care.  I wanted him more than I had ever wanted anything in my life.  I leaned forward, closed my eyes, and kissed him with everything I had.  
 
He responded instantly, pressing his body hard against me, and moving his hands from my arms.  One hand grabbed the back of my neck, the other gripped my ass hard, and I hooked one leg around him, crazed to feel more of him against my body.  He was hard, and I felt it, liked it.  We kissed like teenagers for almost a minute and then separated, breathing hard.  He kissed me one final time, hard, and then let me go.  He smiled at me playfully, then we walked back to the table.  
 
Our waiter appeared, quick enough for me to suspect he'd been standing in the shadows, waiting for our makeout session to complete.  I blushed, but he seemed completely at ease.  He was followed by a tall man carrying a large tray loaded with desserts.  
 
Fifteen minutes later, I had eaten small bites of tiramisu, pineapple cheesecake, fruit-loaded creme brûlée, and some extremely rich chocolate mousse.  We had downed ice water but no alcohol, and I stretched luxuriously, my stomach filled to the brim.  Candlelight flickered off the remnants of our desserts and Brad's face glowed across from me in the light.  I licked the last bit of mousse off of my spoon and played with the metal in my mouth, eliciting a smile from Brad.  
 
"You are incorrigible." he murmured.
 
"That I am," I said.  "Would you be too disappointed if I wanted to skip the show, and instead curl up in PJs and watch Friends?  Tonight is a marathon."  I let my eyes light up. 
 
He sighed and looked wounded.  "If that's what you really want."
 
"Do you typically come to Vegas alone?"
 
"It's probably half and half."
 
"So when you're alone, if you were alone tonight, what would you do?"
 
"I'm not normally ever alone.  Even when I come alone, I normally meet someone here.  Beautiful women fill the casinos."
 
"You mean prostitutes?"
 
"I think the preferred title is escort, but no."
 
"Never?"
 
He sighed and looked at me, bemused.  "You ask a lot of questions."
 
"As do you.  And I answered all of yours."
 
"Point made.  A previous host I had sent up a girl once.  I declined the escort, and spoke to the host.  They understand to not have it happen again."
 
"So you just sent here away?  Was she pretty?  What did she say?"  
 
"She was extremely pretty, young, 19 or 20.  Had too much makeup on and a short dress, something similar to what you are wearing."  Great. I'm dressed like a hooker.  I pulled my dress down a bit, trying to get it to cover more leg.  "I had just gotten up to my room, and was getting ready for dinner when she knocked on the door."
 
"What did she say when you opened it?"
 
"God, I'd hate to sit through the opera with you.  Let me tell the story, or I'll really stretch it out.  She said that Jeff - he had been my old host - Jeff had sent her up, and then gave me a look that I think was supposed to be sexy.  She then asked if she could come in.  I asked her if this is what I thought it was and she didn't answer, just walked past me into the room."
 
"And?"
 
"And, we didn't do anything.  I told her I appreciated the gesture, but was not interested.  I think I made up a relationship I was in or something.  It was a few years ago.  I asked her if she wanted anything to drink, we talked for a bit, and then she left."
 
"Really.  Just talked.  You, who have been pushing the envelope with me since we met, sat in your Vegas hotel room with a 19-year-old girl, had a drink, and talked.  Then your gentlemanly self walked her to the door and she left."  I crossed my arms, shook my head, and fixed him with a stare.  "I'm not buying it."
 
He laughed and leaned forward, pulling one of my arms until it was free and held my hand.  "Why do you have such a low opinion of me?"
 
"You admit yourself that you are a sex fiend.  Why would you pass on it when it is right there for the taking?"
 
"Because it is right there for the taking.  That girl rode up that elevator to my room not knowing anything about me and was ready to have sex with whoever opened the door.  There is not a worst turnoff than that.  Now you, who are fighting me supposedly tooth and nail, THAT is a big turn on for me."  His voice had lowered and he fixed me with a look that he probably thought was sexy.  Which it was, deadly, but I wasn't about to admit that.
 
"Supposedly?  I am fighting you tooth and nail, and WILL be victorious.  And listen to what you just said.  In that line of thought, rape should be right up your alley."
 
"Don't be ridiculous.  You know what I mean.  I like the chase."
 
"Is that the only reason I'm sitting here?  Because I'm an intern in your firm, therefore off limits?  And because I said no when you initially asked me to lunch?"
 
"You're taking this personally.  I invited you here because I enjoy spending time with you.  You challenge me and make me laugh.  And because every time I see you walk by I want to rip your clothes off and put my hands on you."  He finished the sentence in almost a growl.  My eyes widened and I felt myself get weak despite my resolve to keep him at bay.
 
"So you didn't have sex with her."
 
He laughed and lifted his head, catching the waiter's eye.   The man scurried over with the bill, which Brad signed.  He took a final sip of champagne, and nodded at me.  "Let's go."
 
We walked out to the big double doors of the casino floor, me holding tight to Brad's arm, balancing carefully on Becca's shoes.  The casino assaulted our senses as we entered - mechanical sounds of coins clinking, colors and lights everywhere, and a musical chime of voices talking and laughing.  The faint smell of smoke was in the air, and we had to move slowly, crowds of people everywhere.  I gripped Brad's arm tightly, giving it a quick squeeze, and he looked down at me and smiled, then leaned over and kissed the top of my fhead.  He slowed a bit as we passed the blackjack table, his eyes lingering and I pushed him on, laughing.  We finally made it through the casino and lobby, the exit doors opened for us by two white-gloved doormen who beamed at us.
 
"Mr. De Luca, your car is ready."  A suited man appeared at Brad's side, and held out his arm, indicating our limo.  It looked just like the one that had brought us from the airport, and then I saw the familiar face of the driver, whose name I couldn't remember. 
 
"Leonard," Brad said, shaking his hand.
 
"Got the car all ready for you.  We going to New York New York?"
 
"Let's talk in the car.  I need to check with the boss."  Leonard grinned broadly and winked at me, holding open a door.  
 
"Ms. Campbell, you look beautiful."
 
"Thank you Leonard.  Good to see you again."
 
Once we were both in the car, Brad turned to me.  "In the restaurant you had mentioned staying in.  If you don't want to go out, we can do something tamer.  Leonard can just give us a tour of the Strip and come back."
 
"You and me, alone in this car?  Sounds disastrous." I grinned at him.  "Where would Leonard be taking you if you were alone?"
 
"If I'm alone, I normally go to dinner with Philipe or one of my other friends.  Then we make a guys night of it."
 
"Meaning?"
 
"You know Vegas - cigars, strip clubs, scotch."
 
"But no prostitutes?" I teased him.
 
"You got it." He kissed me briefly and pulled back.
 
"Then let's do it De Luca style."
 
"You really want to jump into the snake pit?"
 
"Viva Las Vegas baby."
 
"Viva Las Vegas."
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The stripper's name was Alexis.  Not truly.  Her real name was Sarah Hinkle, but that didn't sound sexy, it sounded Midwestern and hicky, which is what she had been.  All braces and acne until she was 16, when the braces came off and she stole enough makeup from the local Walgreens to paint her face and hide her pimples.  It took two more years and a girl down the street, Jennifer, who showed her the "right" way to put on makeup for Sarah's beauty to really show.  Now, Springfield Illinois long gone, she shimmered in light gold body glitter, her skin toned and the perfect shade of tanning bed bronze.  Her jet-black hair, grown long and flowing down her back, had just the right amount of curls, and when she flipped her head over, it feel into perfect place.  Her nails were long, with a perfect french manicure, and her nude painted feet were slid into jeweled 5-inch stilettos. Naked in the dressing room, perfume filling the arm and soft naked bodies everywhere, she tapped a fingernail on her lips and surveyed her outfits.  Finally making her selection, she leaned forward and starting pulling hangers out.  
 
---
 
Brad called up front and asked Leonard to head to Baccarat.  Leonard nodded and pulled a U-turn, heading back into the Bellagio gates..
 
"What's Baccarat?"
 
"It's back at Bellagio.  We can grab cigars and drinks there, and play a few hands - if I'm giving you the Vegas experience, you need to at least try your luck before we head home."  I nodded, grabbing my purse and double-checking that I had my ID.  Leonard, pulled around to a different entrance, parked, and hastened around to my door.  We stepped out and made our way in, through the casino again, and to a side bar.  The opulent theme continued in here, and a baby grand was front and center with a distinguished man playing Frank Sinatra.  The maitre'd -recognized Brad and led us to a roped-off area reserved for VIPs.  We settled into a plush, velvet loveseat that Brad took up 80% of.  A stout, dark-skinned man appeared, dressed in all black, and offered us leather bound menus.  Brad waved them off.  
 
"We'll have two Manhattans, and a house phone, please."  The man nodded and left, appearing again within seconds with a cordless phone. 
 
"VIP reception is extension 442, sir." he said in a European accent.  Brad nodding, pressed a few buttons, and then waited.
 
"This is Brad De Luca.  May I speak to Nadine?"… "Yes, Nadine.  Do you mind running up to my room?  I have a cigar box in the bedroom…" "Yes."  "Baccarat."  "Thank you."  He hung up the phone and passed it back to the waiter, who nodded and left, I presume to get our drinks.
 
"I've never had a Manhattan."
 
"It's strong.  It might be too strong for you but.." 
 
"When in Rome?"
 
"Exactly."
 
The waiter appeared again, holding a silver plate with two martini glasses on it.  We took our drinks and chinked them gently.  I took a sip.
 
I couldn't keep the disgust off of my face and fought against a cough.  The taste was of straight alcohol and ripped through my throat, a searing, hot liquid.  I shook my head and set the drink down, Brad chuckling at my reaction.  Really ladylike, Julia.
 
"Sorry." I held the back of my hand to my lips, shuddering.  "That probably wasn't the most ladylike reaction.  You actually like that stuff?"
 
"It's an acquired taste.  Want me to order you something else?"
 
"No.  I made my bed, and I'm going to lie in it."  I took a baby sip of the cocktail, my second shudder less pronounced than the first.  I set it to the side and crossed my legs, putting them dangerously close to Brad's hand, which was resting on his knee.  He took notice of my legs, and moved his hand to my upper knee, rubbing it gently.  A leggy redhead in a black low-cut dress came over with a box of cigars.  Bending over, she opened the box to Brad, but he shook his head at her.  She nodded and stood, smiled at me, and then left.  Brad's eyes followed the curve of her ass until she was out of sight.  I smacked his arm and he turned to me.  "What?"
 
"I'm right here!  If you are going to check out other woman, wait until I'm not around!"
 
He chuckled.  "We're headed to a strip club after this.  Are you really going to chastise me for checking out another woman?"
 
"Good point."  I clicked my tongue at him.
 
"Are you one of those women?"
 
"What women?"
 
"You know, the jealous type."
 
"There is a difference between being jealous and being disrespected.  You blatantly checking out other women in front of me is disrespectful.  I don't care who you check out when you aren't with me."
 
"Okay, I get that.  But, ignoring this specific situation - do you consider yourself a jealous person?"
 
I thought about the question for a moment, reviewing carefully my dating pasts and the emotions that went with them.  My moment turned into two.
 
Brad sighed dramatically, waiting for my response.  I raised my eyebrows at him.  "Brutal honesty?"
 
"Of course."
 
"I don't know."
 
"That's your brutal honesty?"
 
"Well, smartass - give me a minute to explain."  I paused again, just to irritate him.
 
"I have never felt jealousy or possessiveness in any relationship I have ever been in.  However - in retrospect, I think part of that may have been due to the fact that I never really loved any of them.   I didn't really cared whether or not a relationship ended.  I had no value placed on the relationship and didn't care if they were faithful or not.  I assumed that they were because I typically placed myself into relationships where I had upper hand.  Obviously, my first love left me, so that equation got screwed up somehow - but even when that relationship ended, I wasn't upset at losing him - I was upset at the inconvenience of the breakup.  I had planned out a future with him, and would now need a new plan.  I was also pissed at the blow to my ego.  I wasn't used to being on the receiving end of rejection."  I finished in a puff of exhaled air.  That might have been too much honesty.
 
"So you are jealous - you just haven't found anyone worth being jealous of yet?"
 
"I guess what I'm trying to say is that I have never been jealous before.  I'll leave it at that.  Are you "one of those men?" 
 
"The jealous type?"
 
"Yes."
 
"I'm always very interested in my partner's activities.  Jealous isn't really the right word."
 
"Controlling?"
 
A smile flitted across his mouth.  "Yes, I like to be in control."
 
"In control and controlling are two different things."
 
"Spoken like a lawyer."
 
"I'm learning."
 
A handsome man of average build, tall, with glasses and a shock of silver hair strode up to our table.  He was dressed in an expensive suit, and had a wooden box in his hand.  Brad's cigar box, I assumed.  Brad immediately stood up, beaming.  "Philippe!"  He grasped the man's hand firmly and clapped him on the back.  I stood up as Brad turned to me. "This is Julia.  Julia, Philippe."  We shook hands.
 
"Philippe, thank you so much for your help today.  I had a wonderful day."
 
"Glad that you enjoyed yourself.  How was Prime?"
 
"Delicious."
 
"Julia really enjoyed the seafood tower," Brad said, winking at me.  I shot him a glowering look and then smiled at Philippe.  "Sit down with us," Brad said, gesturing to the empty seat next to the loveseat.  
 
"No, I won't steal you away from this beautiful woman any longer.  I just wanted to bring you your cigars and meet Julia."  He passed Brad the box.  "I added a few Cubans in there.  You looked like you were running low." 
 
"You didn't have to do that."
 
"I know.  You guys skipping Zumanity?" he asked, glancing at his watch, a Rolex.
 
"Yeah.  Next trip.  We're going to hang out here for a bit and then hit up Scores or Safirre."  
 
Philippe glanced briefly at me and then smiled at us both.  "Well, I'll let you two get back to it.  Julia, it was a pleasure to meet you."
 
"Likewise.  Thank you again."  We shook hands and he left.  Brad sat down and opened the box, setting it on the table in front of us.  The waiter brought us a tray with a tool of some sort and a lighter.  He took Brad's empty martini glance and glanced at mine.  
 
"I - umm… am fine."
 
"Would you like me to bring you something different?"
 
"No, I'll suffer through this one a little longer."  Brad's lips twitched, as he selected a cigar, pulled off the wrap, and used the tool to cut the end off of the cigar.  He passed it to me and then did the same for his cigar.  I held the cigar tentatively, not sure how to hold it.
 
"Have you ever smoked before?"
 
"Uh… weed, once.  Not anything else."
 
"Okay.  Pass me your cigar, I'll light it for you."
 
He lit the lighter and held the end of the cigar slightly above the flame, rolling it over a few times.  He then put the cigar in his mouth and held the flame out from the end of the cigar and inhaled softly, rotating the cigar a bit.  The end lit and glowed, lighting up red in the dim bar.  He passed me the cigar, telling me to hold it between my thumb and forefinger.  I held it as he indicated and looked at him expectantly.
 
"Don't inhale it.  Just let the smoke waft in your mouth for a bit, then open up and lightly exhale it out."  I listened carefully and did as he said.  "Slowly," he cautioned, as I exhaled the smoke.  "Take your time, I don't want you to get sick."  He passed me a glass of water and I took a sip.  The ice cold water felt good going down my throat.  He pushed me back on the couch, tilting my chin up and then moved my cigar-holding hand to the side.  "Avoid the smoke," his sexy voice whispered.  I breathed in, the clean air going down easily.  I heard him lighting up and moments later, his head hit the cushion next to me.  I turned my head and was suddenly looking very closely into his eyes.  They were so complex, dark brown with reflections of me and hidden fires under the surface.  He seemed to constantly be fighting battles in his head and those eyes held all of the emotions.  He leaned forward and kissed me softly, then brushed my hair gently away from my face, his eyes following his hand as it tucked a strand behind my ear.  
 
"God, I want to make you bad." he whispered, his hand on my lips, running over them briefly.  I laughed softly and closed my eyes, turning my head forward and leaning it to the side, resting on Brad's big shoulder. 
 
"Romantic you are not."
 
He stiffened slightly, and ran his fingers up and down my bare thigh.  "Romance is for relationships, something I don't want.  I thought you knew that."
 
"I did - I do," I correctly myself.  "There are just times when it seems you could be a good boyfriend."  He didn't respond, and I regretting making the statement.
 
"Suck on it."  
 
I glanced up, looking at his eyes.  They smiled, and looked down at my lit cigar.  "You have to suck on it at least once a minute, or else it will go out.  Remember, don't inhale, and try not to let the smoke near you."  I smiled, and took a quick puff, trying to emulate every gangster movie I had ever seen.
 
"I've told you why I don't make a good boyfriend, at least not to girls like you."
 
"Was I a girl when you were between my legs this morning?"
 
"No, you were all women then.  Trust me, you don't have what it takes to be with me."
 
I looked at him sharply, sucking on the end of my cigar and then petulantly blowing the smoke in his face.  He dodged the stream of smoke by ducking down, grabbing my thigh for balance.  His hands lingered there, sliding up briefly until they hit my lace panties, and then released.   I felt my stomach curl, desire bubbling. 
 
"Julia, it's not an insult.  It's a good thing.  I date bad girls - you are wholesome and innocent.  You will make a great wife for a tax accountant one day."
 
I grinned at him mischievously.  "Like Bob?"
 
He grinned back.  "Like Bob."
 
"You shouldn't have run him off so quickly then.  I'll have to track him back down now."  I took a puff, then glanced sideways at him.  "I'm not exactly innocent, you know."
 
"You are innocent to my world.  And it's not a world I want to bring you into."
 
I ground my teeth in frustration, but played it cool, sucking another breath of the cigar.  Brad gently pulled it from my hand, setting it on an ashtray.  
 
"Don't smoke any more.  I don't want you getting sick on your first time."
 
I was already a little queasy, but didn't want to admit it.  "Fine.  You are a control freak."  
 
He looked at me carefully.  "Ready to go?"
 
"What's next on the agenda?  Flowers and dancing?"
 
"Come on, smartass."  He stood, stuck his cigar in his mouth, and pulled out his wallet.  Peeling off two hundred dollar bills, he dropped them to the table.  He held out a hand, helping me to my feet.  Keeping my hand in his, he headed for the door.  I looked over my shoulder at the cigar box, left on the table.  "Brad - the cigars-".
 
"It's okay.  They'll bring them to the room."  We left Baccarat and didn't go far, winding among the tables and stopping at one for blackjack.  While many of the other tables were crowded, this one had just two people at it.  On one end, an obese man with thinning red hair and ruddy cheeks, the other held a lanky man in a suit.  Both men had impressive chip stacks; the fat man was smoking.  I glanced at the display card and saw that the minimum hand was $200.  Brad pulled a chair out for me and I sat, giving the men tentative smiles.  They nodded back, no smiles or words of welcome.
 
---
 
Tonight she decided to wear a hot-pink thong and matching push-up bra, a rip-away tuxedo minidress over it.  Alexis carefully dressed, making sure that she and her outfit looked perfect, flawless.  She used to work at a place called the Golden Horse, where the tips were slow, floor was sticky, and the girls looked worn out.  She was in the big leagues now, and wasn't about to piss off Sandra, the House Mom, with anything less than perfect attire.  She straightened up, did a slow turn in the mirror, and then flashed a smile at her reflection.  "Time to make some money," she whispered to her reflection.
 
--
 
The dealer's nametag read Xiu - an Asian woman who had a quick smile at Brad and a long look at me.  "Need to see I.D." she announced, staring at me.  I glanced at Brad, and reached for my purse, pulling out my driver's license and handing it to her.  She examined it for four long seconds before nodding and handing it back to me.  Brad handed her a card that looked like our room key; she passed it to the pit boss, who had materialized at her side.  
 
"Good evening Mr. De Luca," the pit boss said, taking the card and walking over to a monitor set up behind the dealer.  "Would you like a marker?"  
 
"Yes. Four please."  The pit boss nodded at the dealer and she begin pulling chips and stacking them in front of her.  She slid four stacks of black chips towards Brad, each 10 chips tall.  He placed two of the stacks in front of me and leaned over to speak into my ear.  "Are you familiar with the game?"
 
"Yes.  I have an app on my phone."
 
"That isn't really what I was thinking of, but it'll do.  Whatever you win is yours.  Whatever you lose… I will find a way for you to pay me back."  I pulled back and looked at him sharply, and saw the humor on his face.  The dealer cleared her throat and I looked back into her impatient face.
 
"You in?"
 
"Yes please."
 
"I need your bet!"
 
Damn, this bitch is feisty.  Brad reached over and took two black chips from my stack, and placed them on the betting line.  He shot the dealer a sharp look.  "It's her first time here - go easy on her."
 
"Yes sir, Mr. De Luca."  She dealt the cards.
 
Thirty minutes and two rounds of shots later, our somber tablemates were smiling, our chip stacks had doubled, and even bitchy Xiu had managed to crack a smile.  We had slowly raised our bets and I was now betting $600 a hand, and starting to sweat.  I was dealt two nines against a dealer six.  With my heart pounding, I split the nines.  I got an Ace and a two, and doubled down on both.  The nine/ace additional card was an eight, the nine/two got a four.  Shit.  18 and 15.  Not great hands and I had $3000 at stake.  Brad nodded at me and followed suit, doubling down on a twelve and getting lucky, pulling a nine.  We high-fived and then watched the dealer expectantly.  She flipped over her hidden card, another six.  I held my breath and the next card flipped over - a Queen of Diamonds.  22.  Dealer Bust.
 
The crowd that had gathered around us burst into cheers and I stood up with both hands raised, whooping. Brad picked me up with a bear hug and swung me around, setting me gently back down.  Xiu counted out a rainbow of chips and slid them to me with a small smile.  I tipped her $100, my biggest tip EVER and then gathered my chips.  "I'm done, " I said to Xiu.  Brad looked over, eyebrows raised.  "Done?"
 
"I'm due for a bad turn.  Might as well end on a high note."
 
He shrugged good-naturedly and nodded at Xiu.  "Alright, count me out also."  
 
I counted out the $2000 Brad had started me off with and passed them to him.  Then I counted my remaining chips.  $4800.  Holy shit!  It more than quadrupled what I had in my bank account.  I couldn't keep the grin off of my face and grabbed Brad for another hug.  "Ready to cash out?" he asked.
 
"Yes!"
 
I kept an iron grip on my chips as we walked through the casino to the cashiers's long bank of windows.  A bored cashier counted out my cash and passed it through the window.  I looked up to Brad.
 
"Can we take it up to the room?"
 
"If you want.  Or we can leave it at VIP reception."
 
I frowned.  "Will it be safe there?"
 
"Yes, I assure you that your funds will not be disturbed.  They are used to high rollers, and won't bother your pittance."  He grinned down at me.
 
"Hhmph.  Then VIP reception it is."  I left my cash with one of the intimidatingly beautiful girls at the VIP desk, snagged a glass of champagne and two chocolate covered strawberries, and walked out to the limo, my arm looped through Brad's.  At some point he had abandoned his cigar, but still smelled faintly of the scent.  I felt giddy, my winnings still fresh in my mind, and slightly buzzed from the champagne and rich food.
 
Leonard was laughing with one of the bellmen when we approached.  He slapped the man on the back, and hurried over to us.  Seeing my big grin he asked, "Baccarat good to you?"
 
"The tables were good to us," Brad said, steering me towards the car door Leonard was holding open. 
 
"Where to?"
 
"Safirre," Brad tossed out, climbing into the car after me.
 
---
 
The man's hands were way too friendly.  Alexis straddled the sweaty, overweight, tuxedoed man.  His eyes glazed over in lust, fixed on her breasts, which she kept shaking in front of his face.  Every time he started to lean forward, she flipped her hair over, leaning back, out of his reach.  But his hands she was having more trouble controlling.  They kept wandering from his sides and grabbing her hips and ass.  She could feel the outline of his small dick, pressing insistently up.  His hands moved again, touching her flat stomach.  She signed and spun around, her eyes searching until they met Ricky, the big black bouncer assigned to her section.  She nodded, and he started her way.  So much for this tip.  She'd been working this guy for twenty minutes now.  Ricky hustled in and grabbed the fat guy's arm.  
 
"Hands off the lady," Ricky said, his deep voice waking the man from his lust-ridden state.
 
"Whaaatt?"
 
Oh please.  Like this was this guys’ first time at a strip club.  Everything about the man screamed Strip Club Stalker.  Thankfully, the song chose that moment to wrap up, and she straightened up, stepping away from the man.
 
"How much?" Ricky's gruff voice asked her.  
 
"Two songs."
 
Ricky glared at the man, his huge arms crossed over his chest.  "That'd be $40 bucks SIR."  His "sir" was almost an insult.
 
A scowl crossed the man's pasty face and he leaned back, pulling out a handful of bills and passed them to Alexis.  She counted the bills - $45, and nodded to Ricky.  Leaning forward, she kissed the man's check.  "Thank you baby," she said, and sauntered off, swinging her ass.  She walked into the back dressing room, dropping a five into Ricky's tip jar, and headed to her locker.  She pulled out her cell phone and saw a text alert.  One line, from Brad De Luca, sent almost an hour ago.
 
-- HEADING THERE TONIGHT.  YOU WORKING?
 
She texted back.
 
HERE NOW.  SEE YOU SOON BB.
 
-- NOT ALONE.  AM WITH AN INNOCENT.  PLAY NICE.
 
She laughed and closed her phone.  Brad De Luca with an innocent?  She'd believe that when she saw it.  He typically liked the slutty type.  All ass and no commitment, that was Brad's game.  Why was he with a newbie, and if she was so fresh-faced, why was he bringing her here?  She thought for a moment, and then opened her phone and texted back a response.
 
SO SHOULD I STAY AWAY?
 
His response was almost immediate
 
-- NO.  I NEED YOU.  GET MONTANA TO PLAY WITH HER.
 
Alexis smiled, pleased.  She closed the phone and stuck it in her locker, then went in search of Montana.
 
----
 
"So why Safirre?  It's the best?"
 
Brad pursed his lips.  "It's not the best, but it's up there."
 
"I thought you only went to the best."
 
He laughed softly.  "It will be the best, it's getting there.  And I'm loyal to it.  It's a relatively new club, but a true Gentlemen's Club, versus a Strip Club."
 
"Oh really.  What makes it so Gentlemanly?"
 
"Well I'm sure the marketing departments all have different ways of branding it, but for me it comes down to one thing.  The girls.  Safirre's girls don't do drugs, don't drink at the club, or do "extra favors" in the VIP room."
 
"You don't like extra favors?"
 
"I don't like the type of girls who do extra favors.  They reek of desperation.  The girls at Safirre have more class, more self-respect."
 
I rolled my eyes.  "You are so full of shit."
 
"Yet here you are."
 
I looked out the window at the colorful lights streaming by, the onlookers waving as our limo passed.  "Yet here I am."
 
---
 
Alexis alerted the manager, Janine, as well as the doorman that Brad De Luca was coming.  Janine, a 40-year old former dancer, was cool.  She was smart, always catching the little ways the customers and girls tried to rip them off, but sweet too.  Being a former dancer she treated them all with respect, and knew the different problems they all faced.  Other strip clubs worked the girls too hard, and treated them like dogs.  Safirre gave them health insurance, 401Ks (not that any of the girls had one), and allowed them to move up in management if they were interested.  Alexis was not.  She liked the attention she got from dancing, and knew her strengths. Smarts she didn't have.  She would dance until she got too old, and would then probably become a house mom, like Sandra.  Alexis was one of the only dancers who did receive a salary - supposedly it came from her being a floor supervisor, which she technically was, but they all knew what it was really for.  
 
Fucking Brad De Luca. 
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The limo pulled up to a long white building, with columns in the front and the always-present valet area.  A muscular guy in a tight black tee shirt opened my door, and offered a hand to help me out.  Brad followed close behind, and greeted the man with familiarity.  They shook hands and conferred briefly, then Brad touched my elbow and we moved to the door.  Two more muscular guys opened the large doors, and we moved into a gold hallway with dark carpet.  We stopped at a desk where I was given a red wristband.
 
"What's this for?"  I asked.  
 
"So they know you're with me."
 
"Why do they need to know I'm with you?"
 
His eyes slowly traveled down my skimpy dress to my exposed legs.  He smirked.
 
"Oh my god! I do not look like a stripper!" I smacked his arm.
 
"I think they prefer "exotic dancers."
 
"You better behave... come on and take me in."
 
We walked down the hall, passing restrooms and a store *who'd buy stuff here?* and then passed through another set of doors.  The room we finally entered was huge, with different levels everywhere.  The levels and tables were all focused toward the center of the room, set up similar to a theatre in the round.  All over the room, girls from long ropes hung from the ceiling.  They worn glittered straps of sheer fabric carefully wrapped around their body and barely covering their privates.  The girls performed aerial acts on the ropes, spinning and hanging in different ways.  The tables were discreetly unlit - the lighting everywhere else, so the room seemed well lit despite the pockets of privacy everywhere.    The stage had three poles, all with beautiful women dancing on them.  Other poles were scattered throughout the room, with more tan bodies spinning, hanging and twirling on them.  Drink girls wandered the room, wearing chokers, suit jackets with bare skin underneath, miniskirts, and stilettos.  The girls oozed elegance and sex, and were not the typical tattooed, big haired, bleach blond strippers of my visions.  Maybe there was something to this "gentlemen's club" thing.
 
Brad led me through the tables till we came to one close to the stage.  He pulled out a chair for me and I sat, demurely crossing my legs.  I stared at the stage, a symphony of colors, lights, and glitter.  A trampoline was hidden off the back of the stage and occasionally a dancer would swing down, bounce on the trampoline, and swing back to an upper platform.  It was like a circus on sex crack.  Most of the girls seemed to be gymnasts, somersaulting and bending in ways that their bodies shouldn't seem to flex.  Around us, at the tables, the typical strip club activities seemed to be going on.  Girls sitting on laps, flirting, and giving dances.  The common theme seemed to be tanned, with big breasts.  I looked down at my chest and felt inadequate.
 
A drink girl appeared, with a bottle of Champagne and two glasses.  She gave Brad a hug and set down the bottle, popping the cork and pouring two glasses.  Brad was fiddling with his phone, and slid it into his pocket as she finished.  
 
"Thanks Jen."
 
"Of course Mr. De Luca."  She winked at him and walked away.
 
I looked at him dryly. "I take it you're a regular here also?"
 
"I try to make it by every trip."
 
I rolled my eyes and sipped the champagne, enjoying the show.  The women had beautiful bodies, and I enjoyed the ability to stare.  The girl closest to me, a natural blonde starting crawling on the stage in front of us, and met my eyes with a steady stare.  She winked at me, and I squirmed a little, unsure of how to react.  She flashed me a smile and sat up, grabbing her breasts in either hand and pressing them together.  I looked away and saw Brad, his eyes staring at the stage.  He had a cocky smile on his face. 
 
"Hey," I said, leaning forward and touching his arm.  He turned to look at me, and then glanced up, at a girl who had appeared at my side.  I turned and saw a tiny brunette with a slight Asian tilt to her features.   She had a tight body with big natural breasts and wore a leather bodysuit.  A diamond-encrusted choker encircled her neck and set off the diamond studs in her ears.  Flanking her was another gorgeous girl, tall and tan with jet-black hair and a hot-pink bra and panty set that displayed her assets to perfection.
 
"Alexis, Montana." Brad said, his face lighting up.  "Come, join us.   Champagne?"
 
"Now, Brad, don't you try and test us.  You know the rules," the tall girl said with a flirtatious laugh.  She said down next to him, and pressed her body close to his, rubbing his leg.  I felt a flicker of irritation but was distracted by the other girl, who sat down on my other side.  "I'm Montana," she said in a girly, musical lilt.
 
"Julia," I said, shaking her hand.  
 
"How's your night going so far?"
 
"Pretty good, I guess.  We had good luck at the tables - my first time playing blackjack."
 
"You don't look old enough to play," she said playfully, hitting my shoulder.
 
"I'm newly 21," I said sheepishly.  "First time in Vegas."
 
"Been to a strip club before?"
 
"I thought it was a gentlemen's club."
 
She found this hilarious, and giggled for about a minute, sitting back on the loveseat and holding her tight stomach.  "Oh honey - you will fit right in here.  Want the grand tour?"
 
I glanced over at Brad, who was in deep conversation with the tall girl, his hand tracing a pattern on her upper thigh.  He didn't seem like he would miss me much.  "Brad, Montana is going to give me a tour."  He glanced up at Montana and me, and smiled.
 
"Sounds good, baby.  Try and behave, Montana can get wild."
 
"I'll try."  "You too," I added as an afterthought.  He looked at me strangely, a question in his eyes.  I turned and followed Montana, her holding my hand like we were best friends.  We weaved through the crowds and I glanced back, but Brad had already disappeared in the sea of lonely men and beautiful women.
 
---
 
"Finally," Alexis breathed, her finger tracing a path down Brad's neck to the open skin in between his top buttons.  "Want a dance?"
 
Brad pushed away her hands and grabbed her waist with both hands, lifting her in one motion and placing her firmly on his lap, straddling him.  His voice was brusque and his eyes feral.  "I don't want a dance.  I need you, now."  She grabbed his face and kissed him hard on the mouth, then leaned over and whispered in his ear.  "Let's go to the office."
 
The "office" was used mostly by Janine and the accountant who did their books.  It was a rectangular space, and had floor to ceiling windows that faced the club floor.  From inside the office you could see with perfect clarity outside, but no one could see in.  The minute they were inside, Brad locked the door and turned to face Alexis, breathing hard.  His eyes were wild and she knew immediately that this would be different.  Normally Brad focused on her, bringing her to incredible pleasure.  Tonight he had a need, and she knew what he needed.  She immediately knelt at his feet, and unzipped his dress pants, his dick already pressing at his underwear.  She moved the fabric until his dick popped free.  The minute it was out, she grabbed it tight and started to suck, her cheeks hollowing from the suction.  He exhaled, and pressed the back of her head, pulling it onto him.  He set up a rhythm and starting rocking back and forth, his slick cock growing until it was rock hard.  He groaned gutturally and pulled her to her feet, kissing her roughly and then spinning her around, till she was facing the window.  She placed her hands on the glass and arched her back, sticking out her ass.  He stroked the condom onto his cock and let his gaze travel from her high heeled feet, up her toned calves, and stopped on her full ass.  He whispered her name, her real name, and then entered her hard from behind.  She winced, his girth always surprising her.  "I'm so sorry Sarah, but I need you so bad."  He took her hard, pounding out a steady rhythm and she gasped, her body not yet ready for all of him.  A few more strokes, and the pleasure started, her inner walls lubricated and accepting.  She moaned, rubbing her clit with one hand while the other one pressed against the glass.  
 
He grabbed her firm ass with one hand and ran the other hand down her back and then up the underside of her body, grabbing her breast firmly and squeezing.  He continued playing with her tits and nipples, feeling her start to pulse and tighten.  When he finally felt her shudder and tighten around his cock, screaming out his name, he slowed, then withdrew.
 
Brad walked her down to the floor and knelt over her, spreading her limber legs until they stuck out, her body open to him.  Her bra still on, he pulled down the tops of it until her tits hung free.  He gently squeezed them, then ran his hands down her body, playing with the outside of her pussy softly until he felt the wetness dripping.  He dipped one finger in, feeling her grind against him and their eyes met.  She panted, ready for more.  He held a leg in each hand and entered her slowly, pulling in and out as she arched against him.  The club music thumping, the lights from the dance floor hitting the walls of the office, he fucked her slowly, then faster and faster.  He watched her breasts, moving from the rough movement, the pink sparkle from her bra glittering in the dim light.  She kept her eyes closed and head back, exposing her neck to him.  He reached forward, grabbing her throat and squeezing it.  Her head snapped down and eyes flashed open, meeting his fierce gaze.  They widened in excitement and he squeezed harder, choking her.  He used her neck as leverage and drilled his thick cock deep and hard into her.  Her excitement grew and she struggled against him, then ripped his hand off her neck and shouted "fuckfuckfuckfuck!" as she came, gushing around his cock.    He kept up the cadence through her orgasm, and for a minute longer, then pulled out, ripping off the condom.  She grabbed his legs and pulled herself upright, grabbing his cock and pumping it with her hand, hard and tight.  The first spurt of his cum shot out, a long, thick stream.  She watched it hit her breasts.  "Come on baby, give me it.  Give me it all."  Two more big spurts came, and he grunted, his legs twitching.   
 
"Swallow it," he whispered, and she quickly complied, covering his head with her eager mouth and continuing to pump his cock with her hand.  His last few spurts were sucked down, and she stared into his eyes as his orgasm faded.  He gently released her head, and stepped back, grabbing one of the rolling chairs in the office and sinking into it, his dress shirt still on and his pants around his ankles.  She crawled over and put her head in his lap, and he played with her hair, his head back and eyes closed.
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I followed Montana as we traveled past the big stage, down a side hall, and then up some stairs.  "We call this HQ," she giggled.  "Like Headquarters - get it?"  I nodded, wondering how she kept her big boobs in the tiny thing she called a bikini top.  Her theme seemed to be USA - she had long blue eyelashes, an American flag bikini top and thong bottom, and a red cover-up tied around her ass.  Her shoes continued the theme - 5 or 6-inch platform heels, silver and blue with red stars at the ankles.  We opened a black door and walked into a long thin room, with a wide stretch window that surveyed the club.  Underneath the window was about 20 monitors, all various camera angles.  I walked slowly down the bank of monitors, looking at all the camera views.  Everything seemed to be monitored, from the valet entrance to the bathroom lobbies to the dim tables.  Over half of the monitors were green, indicating night-vision, and high definition.  VERY high definition.  In one screen I could see the outline of a patron's hard-on, in another the cellulite on a dancer's ass.  Four employees sat in front of the monitors, all watching raptly, and almost constantly speaking into handheld radios.
 
 
"Guy in the bathroom.  Red shirt.  Just snorted something and placed the rest in his front shirt pocket."
 
"Kesha at Table 42 just accepted something from patron, looks like a roach."
 
"New dancer - what's her name - Misty, Majesty? - anyway, she's at Table 3 doing shots."
 
"Patron at Bartop 11 starting to get feely - watch him."
 
"Fight starting on top deck - level 2."
 
I could have stayed there all night, but Montana grabbed my hand and pulled me on, out to the hallway.  "They won't let us stay in there," she whispered.  "Says we are distracting."  
 
"You guys are watched constantly," I whispered back.  "Doesn't it irritate the.. dancers?"  I avoided the word stripper, not sure if I would offend her.  She took a few more steps and I followed, her voice returning to normal volume as we moved away from HQ.  
 
"It irritates the dancers that don't belong here.  Safirre is kind of the "good girls" club.  Management is super strict about three things: drinking, drugs, and sex.  We can't give blowjobs, let guys finger us, and definitely no sex.  Touching the tits is also supposed to be off-limits, but they let us have some flexibility with that if we want it.  A lot of good girls spend a few months working at a club, and get pressured into drugs cause like, all the dancers do it.  Here their constant monitoring keeps that off of the table."  She flipped her hair over her shoulder and pushed on a stairwell door.  We entered a no-frills cement stairwell, and started going up.  I trotted to keep up with her.  How the hell can she do this in those heels?  "I like it, 'cause I don't do drugs.  I'm here to earn money, and that's it.  I'm waiting to save up a butt load, and then move back to Great Falls, that's my hometown."
 
"In Montana?" I guessed.
 
"You got it sister!"  She reached the top of the stairs and opened the heavy door, trotting down the hall, and into an all glass cube.  This was the DJ stand, and a short Korean with spiky purple hair and headphones looked up at our approach.  "Hey Big M!" he said, holding his arm out for a side hug.  
 
"Hey Danny," Montana said affectionately.  "This is Julia - she's Brad's date.  I'm giving her the grand tour."
 
"Mr. D's in town?" Danny asked, surprised.  Brad knows the DJ?  This is weird.  
 
"Well - DUH," Montana said.
 
"He throwing an after-party tonight?  Nobody said anything to me about staying late," Danny said, looking concerned.  Montana turned to me with an expectant look.  
 
"Umm…  I don't think so.  We just planned on stopping by, I think.  I’m the wrong person to ask."  I said, out of my element.  
 
"Ah well - that's cool then.  It's my girl’s birthday and I got to swing by her place after work.  Should I do a shout-out to Mr. D?"
 
"No!" Montana said quickly.  "I think he's going low-key tonight.  With Julia, you know?"  she glanced quickly at me and then at Danny.
 
"Alright.  You got a song request?" Danny looked at me.
 
"Ummm… how about some Black Eyed Peas?"
 
He nodded enthusiastically at me.  "You got it babe.  You gonna get up on stage?"
 
"No - Julia's a good girl," Montana said.  I was getting a little sick of everyone talking around me.  I wasn't doing blow in the bathroom, but I didn't exactly consider myself a "good girl."  And what made Montana think she knew anything about me?
 
---
 
Alexis looked up at Brad.  His eyes still closed, he felt her head move and opened his eyes.  "What." he said, staring up at the ceiling.
 
"What's the deal with the chick?"
 
"Julia?  Nothing."
 
"You've never brought an innocent here before."
 
"I tried to take her to Zumanity, she wanted to do something different.  So here we are.  The girl's never been to Vegas."
 
"You've also never fucked me like that before."
 
"Sure I have."
 
"No, not that.. hungry."
 
"I'm horny Sarah.  It's been like two days.  That's all.  Don't try to psychoanalyze me."
 
"And don't use big words I don't know.  I'm just saying you seem different.  Maybe it has nothing to do with the girl.  I'm just asking."  She stood, pulling on her heels, and walked over to the desk, pulling out the top drawer and rummaging through it till she pulled out a cigar.  She clipped the end and lit it, drawing on it strongly.  She walked over to Brad and straddle him in the chair, holding the cigar to the side.  "You want to share?  I can smell it on you, along with her girly shit perfume." 
 
He teased one of her nipples.  "You sound a little jealous, Sarah."  She slapped his hand away.
 
"FIRST, stop calling me Sarah - it's Alexis dammit.  Second, I don't care about you enough to be jealous.  I just don't know why you're wasting your time with that lily-white baby when we both know what you need.  And it ain't her."  He took the cigar from her and puffed on it, then passed it back.  She sucked it expertly, nothing like the tentative, fumbling puff that Julia had done.  Sarah sucked the cigar like she sucked cock - expertly and hard.  Just thinking about it was making him hard again.  She tilted her head back and blew a ring into the dark room.
 
"Does she know where you are right now?"
 
"No.  I assume you told Montana to keep her busy."
 
"I did.  But Montana's gonna run out of shit to show her."  
 
"Okay.  Get off me. I can't get dressed with your sexy self all over my cock."  She giggled and flipped her leg over, standing up and walking over to her panties, soiled and wet on the floor. 
 
"Goddamn you Brad, my panties are soaked.  I'm gonna have to change." 
 
"Go pick something new out, tell Janine to charge it to me."  He pulled up his pants and buckled the belt, walking over to the window and looking out of it, leaning against the glass with one arm.  "How's business?"
 
She fixed herself in a small mirror hung on the wall.  "It's good.  Been really busy lately. Lunches are picking up and we're starting to stay busy till at least 5am most nights."
 
"You working lunches?"
 
"Only when money's tight.  I got a new car, the payments are a bitch, so I've been picking up extra shifts.  All the more reason I need you and little miss daisy out there to stay away from each other."
 
"Why are you so worried about her?  You've never cared about anyone else I've ever brought here."
 
"She's different than any other girl you've ever brought here."
 
Brad folded his arms and looked at her.  "I don't pay you your salary to fuck me."
 
"I know.  But that doesn't mean that my job security won’t change if there is a Missus in the picture."  He walked over and placed his hands on her shoulders, looking at her in the mirror and nuzzling her neck.  
 
"Stop worrying baby.  You know me.  I'm a bad egg.  No women worth her salt will keep me around."
 
She spun and grabbed his neck, pretending to throttle him with frustration.  "Good point.  What was I thinking?"  
 
---
 
Montana and I made it back down the stairwell without turning an ankle, and took a back hallway to a door labeled “Dressing Room.”  Montana reached down to a keypad and entered a four-digit code.  There was an electronic click and then the door opened.  
 
“For security,” she said, glancing at me.  The dressing room was big, much bigger than I would have expected.  There were 20 or 30 lockers against two opposing walls - the size of lockers that you see NFL athletes having on ESPN.  One locker was open and I could see three levels of hanging clothes, a few cubbies for shoes, and a second locked area where they probably kept cash.
 
The center of the room held a long, double-sided counter with mirrors on both sides, and rows of lights across the top.  Not the big round bulbs I would have guessed, but thin LED lights.  Montana saw me looking, and walked over to one of the seats. 
 
“This lighting system is so cool,” she gushed.  You can push these buttons and change the color of the lighting - since the Club is sometimes lit in blue or black light, you can adjust these lights to match the Club - that way your makeup doesn’t come out looking scary.”  She pushed a few buttons, and the colors changed.  It was pretty damn cool.
 
“Hey M - Stop that!” A bleach blond girl wearing a leopard print teddy, sitting a few seats down, paused in her mascara application to glare at Montana. 
 
“Oh chill, Heather.  I’m just showing her how it works.” Montana retorted.
 
“Why’s she back here anyway?  You know you’re not supposed to bring anyone here.”  I shifted nervously, not wanting to get involved in a catfight with these two.
 
“I’m ABOUT to talk to Sandra about it.  Why don’t you mind your own business, since you don’t even know what you’re talking about!”  Montana made a bitchy face at Heather and grabbed my hand, pulling me to the door we had just come through.  Other than Heather, the rest of the room was empty; most of the girls probably out on the floor.  
 
We exited back into the hall and I breathed a little easier.  I hate confrontation.  “God, she is bitchy today,” Montana said, our heel clicks echoing in the empty hall.
 
“Are you going to get in trouble for taking me there?”
 
She laughed.  “No way!  I would have talked to Sandra - she’s our house mom - but she wasn’t in there, and it doesn’t matter.  We’re good sweetie.”  Still holding my hand, she gave it a squeeze and smiled at me.  
 
Two minutes later, we were back into the glitter and glam of the club.  We headed for our table, but it was empty.    I looked around, unsure, but Montana flopped down without hesitation.  "Sit," she said, patting the empty seat across from her.  
 
"Where's Brad?" I asked loudly, leaning close so that she could hear me over the noise of the Club.  
 
She shrugged nonchalantly.  "Maybe the bathroom, or talking to Janine."
 
"Who's Janine?"  
 
"You know, the manager.  Brad likes to talk business with her whenever he comes."
 
I felt neglected and pissed.  Pissed that I was alone in the club with a stripper named after a state, and pissed that I even cared that Brad wasn't sitting here.  I was in VEGAS, here on someone else's dime, I had almost five grand in cash back at the hotel, and I'd had an amazing trip so far.  What did I have to be pissed at?  
 
"Montana?” I leaned forward and put a hand on her shoulder.  “I want to get trashed.  Think you can help with that?"
 
Her eyes lit up and she gripped my arm excitedly.  "Baby, I can definitely help with that."  She looked around a minute, then hopped to her feet.  "I'll be right back."  She walked over to a tall, suited woman with professional hair and a discreet earpiece.  I saw Montana point to me, and then make a bunch of hand gestures, explaining something to the woman.  After a moment, the woman nodded and then pointed to her watch.  Montana gave her a hug and then bounded back to me.  This girl was femininity on crack.
 
"Okay, we are good to go.  I had to get permission from Janine."
 
"For me to drink?"
 
Montana rolled her eyes dramatically.  "Not for YOU silly - for me!  It's no fun to drink alone!"  She waved down a drink girl and ordered four tequila shots.  My stomach flipped at the thought of multiple tequila shots, but I wasn't about to reinforce her impression of my good girl status.  I looked around, but still didn't see Brad, and he obviously wasn't with Janine.
 
"So where's the VIP room?"
 
"We don't have one anymore.  When the Club first started, there was a separate room upstairs, but the guys all seemed to think that you entered the VIP room and anything went.  So now there is just an upper layer of tables.  You can't see them from here, but they are above us, on the outside edges of the room.  They can see the stage but have a little more privacy." 
 
Our shots arrived, and were set on the table between us, along with limes and salt.  Montana squealed and clapped her hands together, sliding her butt forward till she was perched on the edge of her seat.  She looked at me deviously, and held out the salt.  "Body shot?"
 
I hesitated, only briefly.  "Is there another way to do it?"   
She whooped, gave me a high-five, then held out the salt.  "I'll go first, where do you want it?"  I tentatively pointed to my collarbone, and she rolled her eyes.  "Come here."  She pushed me back till I was lying on the plush chair.  She ran her fingers suggestively over the top rim of my strapless mini, gliding her fingers gently underneath and I sucked in a breath, certain her fingers were going to brush the top of my nipples.  Ohmygod.  She bit her bottom lip playfully and then pulled the center of my dress down, in between my small breasts.  She leaned over and licked the area, tickling it with her pink tongue, then sat up and sprinkled salt there, patting it with her fingers.  She picked up a piece of lime and placed it in my mouth, running her fingers over my lips gently.  I had never had any type of sexual experience with a woman, but felt like I was getting dangerously close to having one, and I wasn't exactly wanting to stop.  I glanced around and saw several interested faces, men's eyes glued to our table.  Knowing that I was being watched was a major turn-on, and I began to look forward to the show we were about to put on.
 
Montana came around till she stood at my head; she reached back and unclipped her bra, pulling it off, her breasts bouncing down and hanging loose. She then leaned forward, her huge tits hanging in my face.  I tilted my face up, her breasts laying on my face - the skin incredibly soft *why doesn't my skin feel like that?* and felt her tongue lick the salt in the dip between my breasts.  She straightened abruptly, flipping her hair back and grabbed the shot, downing it quickly.  She then bent back over, putting her mouth on mine and pulling on the lime gently till she had it in her mouth.  She sucked it hard, then dropped it into the empty shot glance and bent back over.  Catching me off guard she kissed me, tasting of lime, salt and my sophomore spring break in Cancun.  I kissed her back, our tongues meeting softly, then with more confidence.  It was the first time I had kissed a girl, and to quote Katy Perry "I liked it."   She pulled off of me and offered her hand, pulling me upright.  Her eyes danced with fun, and I caught her excitement.  
 
"My turn," I said.  "Where do you want it?"
 
---
 
Brad walked alone through the club.  Dancers nodded and squeezed his arms as he passed but he didn't stop, his eyes scanning the crowd for Montana and Julia.  He had taken longer with Alexis then he had intended, and didn't want Julia alone and pissed at the table.  His eyes searched the crowd and finally stopped on the table that they had originally sat at.  His lips set, he strode forward. 
 
He had to push himself through the crowd that had gathered - a mixture of drunk executives and Abercrombie-attired college boys.  Julia knelt on the round table that had previously housed their champagne flutes and ice bucket.  Her strapless dress had been pulled down and her breasts were exposed and alert.  Montana had an ice cube in her mouth and was running her mouth over Julia's breasts, making her nipples stiff and pink.  As he watched Julia leaned forward and placed her hands on Montana's breasts, pushing them together and kissing her deeply.  Jesus Christ.  The girls separated, and he saw Montana reach for a salt pitcher, sprinkling Julia's nipples with the salt and then licking and sucking one of them.  She kissed Julia long and hard, both of their hands roaming.  Julia and her grabbed shots of tequila and downed them.  Holding up the glasses in celebration - the crowd cheered and started chanting.  "Another!  Another!"  Where the fuck is Janine?  Brad looked around, but didn't see her.  Montana shouldn't be drinking, though he could probably see how this had happened, and cursed himself for taking too long with Alexis.  He found a black-shirted security guard and yelled into his ear, trying to make himself heard over the crowd.  "Did Montana get approval to drink?"
 
"Yeah.  Janine gave her an hour of drinking, then said she'd need to go home - no working afterwards."
 
"Alright.  Make sure the crowd stays under control, and doesn't mess with the girls."
 
"You got it boss.  Ricky's keeping an eye from the other side.  Right now everyone's behaving."
 
Brad looked back to the two girls.  Montana was pulling Julia's dress over her head, exposing her tanned, toned stomach and a pair of lace thongs that left nothing to the imagination.
 
"Want me to get you in there boss?  I can move these guys outta the way."
 
"No.  Let them play.  I'll watch from the upper level.  Montana knows the rules."  He turned and moved quietly through the crowd, turning at a black-painted door, and opening it, climbing a flight of stairs and coming out on what they considered the VIP level.  He walked about halfway down and then sat in a chair.  The tables up here were in private alcoves, and he felt as alone as he could feel in the packed club at 1am.  He pulled out his cell and called the line for HQ.
 
"Yes, Mr. D." a calm, nasally voice came over the line.  Brad smiled to himself.  Safirre's HQ.  Where horny nerds came to die.
 
"Yes, I'm in VIP section…" he craned around to see the number discreetly painted on the wall, high up, out of normal view. "Section 8.  I'm gonna kill power to this cam.  Didn't want you to be alarmed."
 
"Understood, Mr. D.  We can kill power here if you want?"
 
"No, I'll do it.  That way you'll know when I'm done."
 
"Sounds good, Mr. D.  Is there a party planned for later?"
 
"Not tonight.  Make sure everyone knows."
 
"Will do.  Thanks Boss."
 
Brad stood, moved the chair over to the wall, and stood on it.  He reached in his pocket for his key ring, shuffled through till he found the security master, and stuck it into the wall, turning the cam switch to the "off" position.  He sat back down and watched the action below.  Julia was now straddling Montana; they were kissing passionately, their hands traveling everywhere.
 
---
 
Montana lifted her mouth off my neck, her eyes flashing.  I grinned down at her, my hands on her large breasts.  I had never held another women's boobs before.  My breasts were small, barely B cups, but Montana's were huge - and natural, I assumed.  The skin on them was so incredible soft, and they were heavy in my hands.  Her nipples were light pink, like mine, and I touched them how I like mine touched - softly.
 
The cries of the men surrounding us energized me.  That, and the three - or was it four - shots of tequila we had taken.  At times the room spun, and I'd focus on Montana's face to bring it still.  She was like a beautiful exotic flower - all the best things about being a girl - soft skin, long hair, and yummy scents.  I could understand why men went to strip clubs.  It was like having the most popular girl at school being your best friend for the hour.  
 
Montana stood, climbing up on the chair, and I sat back on the round table, my face now close to being between her legs.  She reached down and grabbed the bottle of Cristol that had been chilling next to us.  Pulling the cork out with her teeth, she cheered - holding the bottle high in the air.  The crowd and I instantly responded - holding hands up in the air in celebration.  Then she told me to lean back.  I did, resting on my arms and arching my back, my breasts held up to the sky and in full glory of the fifty-some men who were surrounding us, some standing on chairs in order to see better.  Montana let the champagne rain and it hit me, cool and sweet, splattering my neck, hitting the swell of my breasts, and running down my stomach.  My skin instantly responded to the cold liquid bubbles, puckering and standing at attention.  Montana laid me back and began to lick it off, her tongue making magic happen on my skin.
 





 
 
 
CHAPTER
23
 
 
Rule 4: Her pleasure is the most important objective.
 
 
 
I woke up in a strange bed.  I lay there, the room dark, and tried to figure out where I was.  I felt out, the sheets covered in a heavy down comforter, feather pillows underneath my head.  I felt skin - a hand, big.  Brad.  
 
I sat up, the quick movement causing a sharp pain in my temple.  "Ohhh…." I groaned.  Brad's hand twitched under mine, and I moved my hand off his quietly, slowing pulling the covers back and sliding out of them.  My mouth felt like dry cotton, and I felt my way quietly through the suite till I got to the kitchen.  I opened cabinets till I found glasses, and filled one with water from the tap.  I padded to the bathroom, where I reluctantly turned on the light, wincing against the searing brightness.  Fumbling through my toiletries bag, I found the small aspirin bottle I had packed, and shook out two pills.  I stuffed them in my mouth and took a big swig of water, then turned out the light.  Padding back to the bedroom, my eyes adjusting to the dark, I saw an outline of Brad, sitting up in bed.
 
"That you?" I whispered, stupidly.  
 
"Yeah.  You feeling okay?"
 
"Not really."  
 
He chuckled and patted the bed next to him.  "Lay back down."  I chugged the rest of the water, ignored the water that missed my mouth, and shakily set the glass down on the nightstand.  I crawled into bed and turned away from him, curling into a pitiful ball.  He reached his hand out and cupped me, dragging me until I was flush against his hard body.  He curled around me and kissed the back of my neck.  "Go to sleep," he whispered.
 
"I hate alcohol," I mumbled.  
 
"Shhh…" he said.  I didn't hear anything else after that.  
 
----
 
I woke up hot and sticky, to an annoying high pitched screaming sound.  I looked around groggily, the only light coming from the TV, which was on.  A yellow square cartoon was screaming incessantly, a loud feminine sound interrupted by short pauses.  The video seemed to be stuck on some sort of repeat, the sound went on and on until the screams were finally interrupted by another character.  I flopped over and tried to go back to sleep.  Then the same annoying cartoon started laughing, a continual braying laugh that scraped at my subconscious.  I scrambled through the covers and grabbed the remote, pressing buttons until the screen, and the room thankfully went dark.   Ugh.  I did a self-analysis and found that I wasn't that bad off.  I was hot, but that was easily fixed, sticky *where did that come from*, and my head was pounding, but not at an intolerable level.  I went in search of Brad.
 
I found him, eight short steps later, in the dining room, the phone to his ear and the paper spread out in front of him.  I gave him a half-hearted wave and collapsed in the closest dining room chair.  He stood, still on the phone, and poured me a glass of orange juice, which I grabbed and gulped with glee.  Fresh-squeezed and ice cold.
 
He looked shower-fresh and gorgeous, and not at all suffering.  Damn Man.  He wrapped up his phone call with a few more uh-huhs and okays, and then hung up.  He tapped his cell on the phone and looked at me.  I swung my legs and looked everywhere but at him.  I felt like I had done something wrong, but wasn't sure what.  
 
"So…." he said, drawing it out.  "Are you hungry?"  
 
I frowned, pondering the question.  I felt thirsty, but not necessarily hungry.  "Depends."
 
"On what, pray tell."
 
"What the plan for today is."
 
"Well," he consulted his watch, a Patel Philippe.  "It's 10am now.  I have an errand to run off the Strip that will probably take a few hours.  I thought maybe we could grab breakfast, then I could do my stuff and you could do whatever you want to do, and then we could meet back up, around 2:30.  Our flight leaves at 6 - we should probably start heading to the airport around 4pm."
 
"What kind of errand?"
 
He fixed me with a steady look.  "A personal one."
 
"Can I come?"
 
He tilted his head, thinking.  "I guess so.  It won't be all that exciting.  Let's eat and then you can decide."
 
Not exciting was starting to sound pretty good to me.  I felt like I had been here a month, with all that had happened.  I stood up and headed to the bathroom.  "I'll take a shower and get dressed."
 
I walked into the bathroom and turned on all of the jets in the shower.  I was wearing a pair of worn pajama pants and a tee shirt - the most modest of the nightwear I had packed.  I frowned, looking down at it.  I didn't even remember putting it on last night.  I pulled it off, turned off all of the lights, and stepped into the shower.  Sometimes I love showering in the dark.  For one reason, it helps my hangover headache to not have a blaring light shining down on me.  But it also leaves me alone with my thoughts and just lets me think.  I stepped forward, under the railhead, and let the hot water hit my face, the tiny streams feeling like heaven on my face.  I tried to let my tension and stress flow out of my body with the water, and to focus on my thoughts and try to remember last night, but I could only think of one thing.  Brad. 
 
Damn.
 
I tapped my fingers on the wall and tried to think.  I was horny. Dammit.  Talk about rotten timing.  I thought for a moment, then opened the door, a wave of steam blowing out and cool air hitting my naked skin as I left the shower.  I walked, soaking wet, to the entrance to the living room.  I took a deep breath and stepped out.
 
---
 
Brad was on the phone again, trying to explain custodial rights regarding relocation to one of his paralegals, when Julia appeared from the bedroom.  Dripping wet, her skin tan and perky, her body flush from the shower's heat - she looked like every wet dream he had had as a teenager.  Her hair slicked back and her face make-up free, she also looked very young, and innocent.  His dick twitched in his pants, and he felt it start to grow.
 
"Debbie, I have to go."
 
"But - "
 
"Later.  I'll call you back."  He ended the call, and stood up abruptly.  Her eyes shifted to his crotch, and he moved a hand to cover his erection but it was too late.  Her mouth curved into a knowing smile and confidence grew in her eyes.  She knew she had him.
 
---
 
Hesitantly, I stood in the doorway, my confidence wavering as I waited for Brad to look up from his call.  I was losing my nerve when he saw me and started to stand, ending his call.  He stood erect and I saw the firm outline of his big dick in his dress pants.  He wanted me.  I gave him a saucy smile and slowly spun, running my wet hands down the curve of my back and walked back to the shower, willing him to follow me.
 
---
 
Brad breathed hard, trying to decide what to do.  Every bone in his body, especially that one, wanted to follow her.  He finally cursed under his breath and set his phone down.
 
---  
 
I turned on the closet light, bathing the bathroom in soft indirect light.  I met him outside the shower door, grabbing his skirt collar the moment he walked over the threshold.  I pressed my wet body against his dry one, and he cursed when my cold wetness hit his clothes.  His mouth was quickly on mine - taking me by force, and his large hands were everywhere, on my slick ass, around my tiny waist, and cupping my breasts and squeezing.  I had a huge and growing need in between my legs - pounding so hard that I could hardly think of anything else.  I ripped hard at his dress shirt, popping buttons and tearing the shirt open so that I could see his tanned chest - thinly covered in dark hair.  My hands ran down his stomach and grabbed hard at his pants and belt, pulling them away from his body and tried to reach my hands down, in his pants.  He used his hands and kept me at bay, unbuckling his belt and dropped his pants to the ground, his athletic briefs the only thing covering his cock, and it now stuck almost straight out.  I grabbed the top of his briefs and pulled down, his cock popping out, and I gasped, amazed at the thickness and shape of it.  It was the biggest thing I had ever seen, thick and tan-colored, meaty.  The head was swollen, but not too big, in perfect proportion to his shaft.  I worried, seeing its girth, that I wouldn't be able to take it.  
 
He grabbed my waist hard, and lifted me up.  I automatically wrapped my legs tight around him, his stiff dick dangerously close to my pussy.  He grabbed my ass checks and carried me, his mouth on mine, his tongue fighting in perfect harmony with mine.  We couldn't get enough of each other, and I felt rabid for him.
He stepped over the shower threshold and closed the door, and we were in the spray of the water; it ran hot down my back.  I let my feet hang and he set me down, gently.  Our mouths separated, and we panted, breathing at each other.  He grabbed my face with both hands, pressing me back until my I hit the shower wall, and ran one hand down my neck and body, grabbing and squeezing every body part he hit, from my breasts to my stomach, to the cheek of my ass to the cup of my sex.  I panted, wanting him, but he held me back, pressed against the wall as his eyes devoured me.  
 
"I don't know what to do with you," he finally gasped, his voice gruff.  He moved forward, pressing his hard body to me, and I felt his dick twitch against my leg.  
 
"What do you mean?!  I want you, I need you to fuck me," I gasped, my voice jagged with need.
 
"I can't.  You're too…you'll be too attached.  I'm not a boyfriend, Julia."
 
"I don't want a damn boyfriend.  I want a cock. Your cock right now.  Put it in me and fuck me."  I had steely determination in my voice and glared at him with eyes of fire.  
 
His eyes grew dark with desire, and he kept one hand on the back of my neck, moved the other one down to play with my pussy.  He put two fingers in me and I gasped, then grinded softly against his fingers.  My eyes shut in silent ecstasy and I bit my bottom lip.  "I thought you were a good girl," he whispered in my ear.  "Didn’t fuck unless you're in love."
 
I shook my head quickly, back and forth.  "I changed my mind.  Yesterday.  Earlier.  I want you, I need you."  my voice now pleading.
 
"I can't be what you want.  You know that?"  he asked, his voice rasping in my ear, his fingers moving faster and faster in my wet pussy, building my need.
 
"I don't want anything from you.  I just need your cock.  in me.  now."  My voice was coming in gasps now, my legs getting weak with the intensity building between them.  My eyes rolled back and I started to sink, my legs jell-o.  He pulled out his fingers, and my eyes flew open.  "No - don't stop, I was just about to-"
 
He spun my around so that I was facing the body jets and turned them all on full force.  I gasped, the initial water cold, but then it turned hot, three separate jets spraying my tits, stomach, and pussy.  Brad turned the bottom jet until it sprayed strong, the highest intensity.  "Spread your legs," he said gruffly.  I obeyed, placing my legs how he wanted, then arched my body when the water hit me in just the right spot.  Oh my god.  The strong stream felt amazing, vibrating my clit and spreading pleasure throughout my body.  Brad groaned behind me, and ran his hands underneath my body, brushing my nipples, then traveling down and making sure that the spray was hitting me where it should.  I wasn't expecting his dick when it happened, a huge girth pressing insistently on my wet pussy.  He forced it in, fast and quick, and I called out, in pain and surprise.  
 
"I'm sorry, I'm sorry, " he whispered, holding my body against his, his arm holding me close and grabbing a breast, his voice in my ear.  
 
"I'm not." I gasped, my body beginning to adjust to his size.  He was so hard, so thick, so… everywhere inside of me.  For the first time in my life I felt full - felt him in every wall, muscle, nerve in my pussy.  He moved slowly, in and out, then faster.  Squeezing my breast, he drilled himself into me, and I arched, fucking him back.  The water spray continued on my clit, and I could feel myself getting close to orgasm, the crescendo in my head and body growing.  I started screaming, letting out every pent-in emotion I had, telling him to fuck me harder, and longer, and telling him how much I loved his big cock. My words ran together until finally I exploded, in a big long "AHHHHH!" my legs shaking and my pussy pulsing, the pleasure bursting, over and over again, in sweet blinding earth shattering release.    He slowed his strokes, stretching my orgasm out, until it was gone.  He held me up when I collapsed again him, and he turned me, his cock falling out, and held me to him.  My eyes focused and I frowned at him.  "Did you…?"
 
He smiled and kissed me.  "No."  
 
"Then why are we…?"
 
"I wasn't fucking you for me.  Besides, I was stupid.  I shouldn't have been in you without a condom.  I got caught up in the moment and wasn't prepared.  Are you okay?"
 
I frowned at him.  "Why wouldn't I be okay?"
 
"I didn't know if you regretted it."
 
I blew a wet strand away from my face.  "I'm not one of those girls, Brad.   I needed you just now, more than I've every needed anyone, and I wanted you to fuck me.  Which you did - very well by the way, thank you."  I kissed him merrily on the face and turned, grabbing the body scrub and squeezing a generous amount onto my palms and working it into foam.  I turned around, my hands now Island Tropic Berry.  "Now, want me to wash your back?"
 
---
 
For breakfast, we decided to go to the Buffet downstairs.  I dressed casually, in ripped up jeans, a white tank, and leather flip-flops.  The buffet was huge, and I unintentionally piled my plate high just by grabbing a little bit of everything.  We sat in a plastic booth and I grinned through a mouthful of pancakes at Brad.  
 
"Whaart?" he said, his mouth full as well.  
 
"It's just funny.  You and me at an all you can eat buffet in Vegas, stuffing our faces after you just boned me in the shower.  You know Broward would have a heart attack right now if he knew what we were doing."
 
"I don't think pancakes are outlawed in the corporate handbook."
 
I stuck my tongue out at him and grinned.  "So," I said, spearing a lone strawberry and dipping it in yogurt, "can I go on your super secret mission or what?"
 
"You just want to go to find out what it is.  It's really not that exciting."
 
"Then tell me what the errand is; then I'll decide if I want to go."
 
"I'm going to visit an old friend of mine.  She lives in Boulder City, about a half hour drive east of Las Vegas. "
 
 
"An ex-girlfriend?"
 
"No… I do have female friends that I don't sleep with."
 
I snorted.  "Likely."
 
"Do you want to come or not?"
 
"Will the… friend mind if I come?"
 
He smiled.  "I think she can hold her jealousy in check for your visit."
 
"Do you mind if I come?  I feel like I'm forcing myself on you."
 
"No.  If you come I have a side trip we can take.  Though you are a pain in the ass, I wouldn't mind your company for just a bit longer."
 
"Fine.  Then I'm coming.  I'm getting a little sick of the…" I waved my hand to encompass all that Bellagio was.
 
"Luxury?" he asked with a grin.
 
"Yeah.  Luxury.  Thanks for the help."
 
"No problem."
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One hour later we were standing next to a brand new Dodge Viper.  At some type of a Hertz on crack, the rental dealership had a collection of Vipers, Ferraris, and Lambos, as well as the more-refined Bentleys and Rolls.  I guess "Tiffany" had gone on the lower price point and set Brad up with the Viper.  It was bright blue, a convertible, and as ostentatious and sexy as they get. 
 
"You’re driving this?  I was thinking we'd be in, you know, a four-door Mercedes or something.  Is this even street legal?"
 
"I'm driving this.  You're driving that."  He pointed over my shoulder and I spun, seeing an identical red clone.  "It's stick-shift.  Will that be a problem?"
 
I turned and looked back at him coolly, at least with my best impression of coolly.  "Not unless you can't keep up."
 
He laughed and banged the top of the car with his hand, eliciting something close to a gasp from the salesman.  "Your on baby."
 
An employee showed me the basic schematics of the car.  There wasn't much to show - the car was built for one thing - speed.  Other than basic A/C and what looked like an impressive sound system, all he really had to show me what how to operate the top.  We went ahead and put it down.  It seemed way too complicated, and I didn’t want to break anything in the next four hours.
 
"Any last questions?" the man asked, handing me the keys.
 
"Does it have a radar detector?" I asked innocently.
 
The pain in his eyes answered my question.
 
---
 
I pulled up next to Brad, my eyes flashing in excitement.  
 
"You sure you want to miss out on riding with me?  You look a little glum." he asked sarcastically.
 
I sighed dramatically.  "It's going to be really tough, but I'm going to try and suffer through."  
 
"Alright then.  Follow me out of the city.  If we get separated, stay on 515 till we get to Boulder City.  There is a Taco Bell right in the city limits - meet me there."
 
"Got it."  I gave him a thumbs up and revved my engine.  He shook his head at me and pulled out.
 
We took a left out of the dealership and came to an almost immediate stop at a light.  The engine roared, even at a standstill.  I massaged the pedals and prepared myself to start.  My start was a little rough, I gave it too much gas and the engine revved high.  Better than a stall.  I worked my ways through the gears as we drove through the city, getting used to the feel of the car.  Finally, Brad got in the turn lane for the highway and we merged into the fast-moving traffic.  Opening up the car felt similar to taking off.  I cranked up the radio and was doing eighty before I could blink, and was still in third gear!  I up shifted and felt the car comfortably cruise.  We behaved, never crossing over 100, but zigzagging past cars like they were sitting still.  Three songs later, we were slowing and pulling over to a Taco Bell.  I frowned, not ready to be at the destination yet.  I pulled up next to Brad and turned down the radio.
 
"You want to ride with me from here?" he yelled, over the drone of the engines.
 
"Nah.  I'll follow."
 
"Whatever you want.  Stay close."
 
He pulled a tight U-turn in the small parking lot, and I followed suit, the rear wheel drive throwing me off a bit. The back end spun out a little and I came close to plowing into an older-model minivan and mother with two kids.  I made an apologetic grimace and tried to call out an apology, but Brad was pulling out and I didn't want to get left behind.  She shot me a glare and pulled her kids WAY over on the curb. A little overdramatic.  One of the kids, a pre-teen boy with coke bottle glasses, tripped over the curb, staring and pointing at my car.  The girl, a little older, with a bored look on her face, whipped out an iPhone and took a picture. I rolled into traffic behind Brad.
 
Boulder City seemed to be a typical small town.  It had a few of the tourist booths advertising Hoover Dam tours and Lake Mead excursions but had all the standard trappings of normalcy.  Our cars had seemed normal on the Strip, but here they stuck out like sore thumbs.  Ambidextrous, jeweled thumbs, but still sore ones.  I loved seeing kids’ reactions from the passing sedans and SUVs, and felt like every guy in a three-mile radius craned his neck to look as we passed.  We left the highway and turned down one side street after another, Brad seeming to know the route well.  The engine was beginning to get hot beneath me by the time we finally stopped, pulling up to a small house at the end of a cul-de-sac.  The yard was tiny, but well tended, and there were fresh flowers planted by the mailbox.  A mid-level Mercedes was parked in the driveway, the only sign of wealth.  
 
I turned off the car, letting it work its way to silence, and then stepped from the car, trying to smooth my windswept hair and brush the road dirt from my face.  I should have brought a brush.  Knowing Brad, this woman would be dressed to the nines with her breasts on full display while I looked like a bedraggled homeless girl.  I gave up on my appearance and joined Brad on the front porch.  He rang the bell and we listened to its chimes ring through the home.  
 
Thirty seconds later, the door opened.
 
---
 
I found myself staring at Betty Fucking Crocker.  Or, at least, her identical twin.  I expected for this old woman's 20-something daughter to pop out from behind a ceramic rooster, but Brad greeted the woman heartily enough that I understood her to be the "old friend" that we were visiting.  I hadn’t realized that the man had literally meant "old".
 
I stood quietly on the front stoop, waiting for the woman to stop gushing over Brad; finally, her eyes turned to me.  Behind her delicate gold glasses sat razor-sharp blue eyes, and I understood immediately that this woman was neither senile nor unintelligent.  "Brad, introduce me to your friend." she chided him, placing a slightly shaky hand on his shoulder.  
 
Brad turned to me with a smile.  "Evelyn, this is Julia.  She's a friend of mine from home, and came along with me this trip."  
 
"She looks awfully young." Evelyn sniffed disapprovingly.
 
Tired of being talked about like a slab of meat, I stepped forward onto the threshold.  "I am young,  and he’s practically ancient.  But he has managed to make this trip so far without his walker, and I am still fresh-faced and innocent, so there is hope for us yet."  I kept my face blank and eyes innocent and hoped she wouldn't smack me with a spare oxygen tank.
 
She burst out laughing, her face a sea of delighted wrinkles.  "Now where are my manners, come in!"  She held open the door and a burst of wonderfully cool air hit my face.  I walked through the doorway; she energetically shook my hand as I passed and introduced herself as Evelyn.   She scurried around us and told us to go to the living room, an older room with plain cream sofas and lots and lots of afghans lying around.  The woman apparently crocheted in her spare time, and apparently had lots of spare time.  The huge TV, an impressive flat screen that made mine at home seem pathetic, was on a cooking show.  She picked up a gigantic remote and turned it off.  
 
"Brad, I have Coke for you.  Julia, what can I get you to drink?  I have tea, water, and Coke."
 
"Water will be fine, thank you."
 
She turned and entered the kitchen, a lemon-yellow room with grayish-green linoleum just off the living area.  I looked at Brad.  He had settled in the only recliner in the room and already had the leg rest up and was turning back on the TV.  
 
"She just turned that off!" I whispered, not wanting to piss off Mother Hubbard.  
 
"That's because she wants to “visit”.  I don't visit; she knows that.  The woman pays $8 extra a month to get ESPN just for me.  I'm not going to insult her by not watching it when I come."  He found the channel he wanted, and sports babble filled the quiet house.  At the sound of Brad's voice, a series of high-pitched yelps came from a back room.  
 
"Brad, will you let out Mitzi and Richie?" Evelyn called from her place at the counter.  Brad groaned, swung the recliner shut and heaved to his feet, a loud sigh escaping his lips.
 
"Now don't you give me that!  They've been waiting all morning to see you!"  Evelyn carefully walked into the room, balancing a plastic tray on which she'd painstakingly placed three glasses, baby white napkins, and a collection of lemon squares, sprinkled with powered sugar.  
 
"Thanks Evie," Brad said, snagging a lemon square and heading down a side hall.  She set the tray down on the coffee table and turned to the TV with a glare.  "That boy!  Him and his ESPN…" she gave an exasperated sign and starting straightening a few pillows, but I could see a small smile on her face.  
 
"Have you lived here long?" I asked, leaning forward and picking up my ice water and a napkin.
 
She settled into the loveseat, cater-corner to me, and looked upward, her face burrowed in concentration.  "Why, about 18 years I guess.  Moved in here when this was the only house on this street.  You see it now, all grown up and crammed together."  Her reflection was cut off by a clamoring of tiny clicks and two dachshunds burst into view, fighting each other around the corner and jumping on me like I was a new toy.  
 
"Richie! Mitzi!  Get down!" scolded Evelyn, reaching forward and smacking their butts.  "That is no way to greet a guest!"  Brad came in and collapsed again on the recliner, it creaking a bit in protest.  The dogs seemed intent on covering me with kisses, and I moved to the floor so that they could have easier access to play.  The girl dog immediately ran off and brought me a pink chew toy, and I begin to play tug of war with her.  Silence fell.
 
"Now Bradley, don't think you are going to stare at that TV and not give me any news.  What is going on with the club?"
 
Brad closed the recliner and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, gaze level on Evelyn.  All business now; ESPN forgotten.  "The club is strong.  Covers are increasing due to cross-promotion with area casinos.  We have a new marketing program geared at Bachelor parties and have had a 20% increase in group events since last year. The-"
 
"How much is the marketing program costing?  The Bachelor one, I mean."
 
"About three percent.  So the twenty percent increase is more than covering it."
 
"And the girls?  Why did Vicky leave?"
 
"She's pregnant."
 
"Are we covering her health expenses through the birth?"
 
"If she returns within two months."
 
"Make it three.  Brad, you don't know what's it's like for a new mother."
 
He grinned.  "No, I don't.  Neither do you."
 
She waved that off.  "What about Harmony - she left too."
 
"Heather was into drugs - we caught her twice at the Club.  Told her to leave them or us.  She choose them, and is at Painted Horse now."
 
The old woman harumped and sat back.  "Okay then.  I guess it's under control."
 
"Janine is supposed to be having weekly calls with you regarding all this.  Has she not been calling you?"
 
"You know me - I don't like the phone.  I like this better - face to face.  That way you can see how someone really is.  Besides, I'm not crazy about Janine.  Too stiff and numbers orientated."
 
"Which is exactly why I hired her.  Those girls will walk all over someone if they don't keep a distance.  And I don't recall you complaining about the numbers last quarter?"
 
She grinned and patted his leg.  "I know Brad.  I just have to keep tabs - you know that.  It makes me feel useful, gives me something to think about."
 
I played with the dogs in silence, eavesdropping.  Richie, the male dachshund, starting humping my bare foot.  Ewww.  I moved it away from him but he followed, his tongue hanging out and eyes bugged.  I sat, Indian-style and tried waving the rubber toy in his face.     
 
"You been getting the deposits?" 
 
"Yes, honey.  Like clockwork on the first."
 
"Why don't you get out of this place; move to one of those active senior living places?"
 
"You say that every visit and my answer hasn't changed.  I like it here.  This is home.  I'll stay here till they carry me away in a coffin; you know that."
 
"Julia."
 
I looked up, caught off guard by Evelyn's beckon.
 
"Yes?"
 
"We've been awfully rude dear, talking business.  Tell me about yourself.  How did you and Bradley meet?"
 
"Julia is an intern at my office."  Brad answered the question for me.
 
"Oh."  Her "oh" said volumes and I arched my brow at Brad.
 
"It's not like that Evie.  Julia and I are friends, nothing more.  She is Broward's intern, not mine."  Kind of not like that.  Sort of exactly like that.
 
"I wasn't judging you dear."  Sure she wasn't.
 
"How did you two meet?" I said, trying to steer the conversation anywhere but where it was currently headed.
 
"Oh, Bradley helped me with my first divorce."
 
"And your second." Brad reminded her.
 
"Hush now Brad!  No need to air all my dirty laundry!  I just met this nice girl."
 
"Are you married now?"  I had looked around for evidence of a man, children, or grandchildren, but couldn't find evidence of anyone but her and the dogs.
 
"Oh no, dear.  I learned after the second one that men and me don't mix.  I can only see the good, and they can only see the bad."
 
"I didn't think you practiced law in Nevada," I said to Brad.  
 
"I am licensed here, but don't make a habit of taking on cases.  In Evie's case, I had represented her sister in a big suit back home.  Once Evie's marriage took a bad turn, her sister asked if I would represent Evelyn."
 
"And no one can say no to Ruth," Evelyn sniffed.
 
"And that was what, 11 years ago?" Brad asked.
 
"Yes, thank you for making me feel old.  Eleven years ago.  And Julia, this man has been driving me crazy ever since!  Why I let him come by and visit me is a mystery."  Brad grinned at me and I fought to smile back.  The man was so damn charming it was criminal. 
 
"Evelyn, when are you visiting Ruth next?"
 
"Thanksgiving, I suppose.  Haven't heard from her yet, but she came here last year, so I will probably go there.  Will you join us for supper?"
 
"I would never pass up your turkey and dressing.  As long as I am not a burden, I will be there."
 
"Julia, do you live with your family?"
 
"Ah-- no.  My family is in Georgia.  I live with roommates - other college students."  Brad listened closely.  I realized this was the most he had heard about my background.
 
"What do your parents do?"  This seemed to be of high importance to her.
 
"My mother is a nurse.  My father is retired, was a science professor at UGA - the University of Georgia."
 
"A bulldog."
 
I grinned.  "Yes.  You don't want to see our home.  The only theme Mom decorated in is red, white, and black."
 
"Well, my first husband, scoundrel that he was, was an Alabama fan.  Now I rout for anyone else in the SEC."
 
"You didn't win his season tickets in the divorce?" I said with a straight face.
 
"Honey, what can I say?  I guess my attorney wasn't as good as his."
 
We looked at each other, and at Brad, and laughed.
 
After two helpings of lemon squares, and three rounds of ice water, we rose to leave.  Richie had finally abandoned my foot and I had finally endeared myself to Evelyn, and her to me.  We all hugged in the foyer, Evelyn clasping Brad with both hands and seemed on the verge of tearing up.
 
"I will be back in about six weeks.  Will you come and stay at Bellagio?  I can send Leonard with the car."
 
She waved her hand irritably.  "I guess.  You know I hate going to that god-forsaken city.  And don't send Leonard in that big car!  A normal town car is all I need."
 
"Deal.  I will take you to see Mystère."
 
"I don't want to see those double-jointed Cirque freaks.  Celine Dion?"
 
"Only for you, Evie."
 
"You know they say this year is her last!"
 
"I've been hearing that from you for four years now - I'll believe it when I see it."
 
"Well, behave yourself.  And drive carefully in that death trap!"
 
She gave him another quick hug and turned to me.   "Oh wait!" she cried, throwing up her hands and running to the kitchen as fast as her old lady hips would take her.  "I almost forgot your lunch.  I packed you some sandwiches and drinks."  She returned carrying a blue small cooler, with "Taylor" printed on the side of it.  "There are some other snacks in there too.  Don't you worry about that cooler - you keep it or throw it away.  I've got plenty."  She passed Brad the cooler, and kissed him on the check.
 
"Thank you Evie."
 
"Can't let you kids get hungry.  Julia, will I see you again?"
 
"No, Evelyn, I think this is it.  This was a one-time trip."  She surveyed me wisely, her brows set.  She leaned forward and hugged me tight.  Whispering, so soft I almost didn't hear, she said, "You be careful girl.  That man is a big hole to fall into." 
 
She pulled back and squeezed my shoulders merrily.  "Now you guys leave!  I got a lot of stuff to do today and can't be watching after you two all day long!" 
 
I got in my red beast, Brad in his - he set the cooler on the seat next to him.  He pulled out first, and I followed, us both waving and honking our horn at the tiny blue-haired lady on the tiny front porch of the house at the end of the cul-de-sac.
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The day had gotten hot, and I blasted the air on high.  I cursed the Dodge designers who’d put black leather in this car, the hot material burning my ass and legs.  I couldn't even imagine being in shorts; my jeans were barely protecting me as it was.   The highway was flat and narrow - just two lanes.  Beautiful and quiet scenery flew by - mountains on one side and valleys with water on the other.    "Back in Black" by ACDC blared and I put on my sunglasses and let my hair flip in the wind, feeling like the ultimate badass.  Barely out of the city limits we came to a sign for the Hoover Dam and followed a long curving road up.  The Viper's engine roared and the car felt glued to the road as we whipped up the curves.  I loved shifting high and low and feeling the vibration and the power beneath me.
 
We finally arrived at the Dam.  We avoided the parking garage and continued up the road, driving until we came to an overlook point.  Every bad "Dam" joke crossed my mind as we parked and walked to the railing.  There was a mist coming up from water, and I leaned over the rail, feeling it hit my face.  Brad leaned over also, then stopped as the railing shifted a bit under his weight.  We laughed and he stepped back a few steps, putting his hands in his pockets and looking out.  The dam looked like a huge bowl - curved walls of concrete with a building built in one side.  There was a plaque at our overlook and we wandered over to it.
 
 
 
Fun Dam Facts[1]
 
Chief dam engineer Frank T. Crowe lived up to his nickname, “Hurry Up” Crowe. The dam was completed two years ahead of schedule, in 1935.
 
Hoover Dam is filled with 3.25 million cubic yards of concrete, enough to pave a strip 16 feet wide and 8 inches thick from San Francisco to New York City.
 
If the heat produced by the curing concrete could have been concentrated in a baking oven, it could have baked 500,000 loaves of bread per day for three years.
 
High scalers, the workers who hung from ropes on the canyon walls as they drilled with jackhammers and packed dynamite, included circus acrobats, among others.  Sometimes for fun when the foremen weren’t looking, high scalers would swing out from the canyon walls and perform stunts for the workers below.
 
Hoover Dam is named for Herbert Hoover, the nation’s 31st president. After he left office, the names “Boulder Canyon Dam” and “Boulder Dam” were frequently used, allegedly because the new Secretary of the Interior did not like the former president.
 
Two winged figures, 30 feet tall and made of bronze, stand on the Nevada side’s approach to the dam. Legend has it that rubbing their toes brings good luck.
 
The total cost of the bypass bridge is $240 million, $100 million in federal funds, $20 million each from Nevada and Arizona, and $100 million in state bond funds. 
 
At its base, Hoover Dam is as thick (660 ft.) as two footballs fields measured end-to-end.
 
Lake Mead is the largest reservoir in the USA and contains enough water to flood the entire state of New York with 1 ft. of water (26 million acre ft.).
 
Between 1931 and 1936 when the dam was built, 96 men were killed in industrial accidents. None were buried in the concrete.
 
 
 
 
 
Reading in silence, I finished before him and walked back over to the railing.  Two football fields thick?  It didn't look that thick.  I heard him come up behind me and he put his hands on my waist, squeezing me.  "Want to go on the tour?" he asked.
 
"No, unless you want to.  I'm not really a tour type girl."
 
"Sounds good to me.  Want to eat lunch out here?"
 
"Depends… how good is Evelyn's cooking?"
 
"Let's see what she packed.  It's hit or miss."
 
We opened the cooler.  It was jammed full.  If stranded out here, there was enough food to eat for a week.  She had chicken and egg salad sandwiches,  raw carrots, sliced apples, 3 bags of chips, baby brownie bites, and grapes.  She had also packed 3 bottles lemonades.
 
"Good - chicken salad she does well.  Let eat here."
 
We sat on the hood of Brad's car, the cooler in between us, and ate looking out on the view.  That high up there was a nice breeze, and it felt just about perfect.  
 
"So," I said, munching on a raw carrot.  "Tell me the full scoop on Evelyn.  You guys are like, business partners in Safirre?"
 
He finished chewing a bite of sandwich and set it down on the car.  "Evelyn's first husband was a surgeon.  They lived in a big house, up in the Hills.  When they divorced, she got a substantial amount of cash, enough to buy the house you saw today, plus had a bit left over."
 
"What's a bit?"  I couldn't help it - I'm nosy.
 
He raised an eyebrow at me, then shrugged.  "Two hundred grand, maybe a little more.  Around that time I was looking at opening a club in Vegas.  I approached Evelyn, asked if she wanted to go in as a minority partner.  She had been looking at different investments at that time, CDs, bonds, etc.  I convinced her that her money would be better served at Safirre."
 
"A strip club?  You convinced that little old lady that she should put her life savings in a strip club?  What if it went belly up?"
 
He stared at me.  "I'm not out to swindle old ladies out of their pensions.  If the club had flopped, I would have covered her loss.  We own the building - there's actual assets tied to her money.  Plus, I don't see anyone complaining about the return Safirre has done.  That "little old lady" has more than ten times that original investment now sitting in the bank."
 
"And she owns what percentage?"
 
"Thirty."
 
"You own seventy?"
 
"Sixty - I gave Janine ten percent."
 
"Why?"
 
"You'll learn in business that no one runs the company like the owner does.  The ten percent ensures she stays honest, and doesn't look for another job.  Janine is strong - the dancers like her, the clients like her, and I like her."
 
"You ever slept with her?"
 
"Why do you seem to ask me that with every woman we meet?"
 
"I didn't ask you that with Evelyn."
 
"Maybe you should have."
 
I recoiled and wrinkled my nose, scooting a little farther away from him on the hood.  He laughed through his sip of lemonade.  
 
"No, I haven't slept with Janine.  She's too hard for me - I don't go for the muscular look."
 
"So that's why you haven't slept with her - because her body type isn't for you.  Not because you think that it'd be a bad idea to screw your business partner."
 
He fixed his dark brown eyes on me and reached forward, gently wiping some mayonnaise from my lip - I pushed his hand away in irritation.
 
"I wouldn't have chosen a business partner, or manager that I was attracted to.  I know my strengths.  Staying away from good-looking women isn't one of them."   He shot me a sly look.  "But then again, you seem to suffer from the same problem."
 
I shot him a puzzled look.  "What do you mean?"
 
He sat back on his hands and stretched his neck, looking at me through thick lashes.  "You know, last night - you and Montana."
 
I sat there for a moment, thinking.  Trying to sort through the drunken haze of memories.  I vividly remembered the tour of the club with Montana.  Then us getting to the table and Brad being gone.  Then…I frowned trying to remember.  We were going to do shots, tequila shots.  She had to ask permission.  Then… oh my god … My eyes widened as I had a brief memory of Montana's mouth on my bare breasts - us kissing - and guys, lots of guys - their faces surrounding us, staring…  I slumped down on the hood, laying back, my hand covering my face.  "Oh god." I moaned, mortified.  "It's what - one o'clock?  And you’re just now mentioning this to me?!"
 
He laughed and leaned over me, pulling my fingers back, exposing my pained eyes.  "You don't need to be embarrassed.  Trust me, Safirre has seen a lot crazier, though we typically try to keep that behavior out of the club."
 
I groaned miserably, closing my eyes.  "What was I thinking?"
 
"You weren't - the tequila was."  His hand moved from my face down, sweeping over my breast and played with the exposed skin between my shirt and the top of my jeans.  "Besides, I liked watching you."
 
"With Montana?"
 
"Not necessarily with her.  Just you, in your element - having fun and being turned on.  You are very sexy, Julia."
 
I blushed and moved his hand, sitting up and tossing my hair dramatically.  "I am quite sexy, it's true."
 
He laughed and looked skyward, rolling his eyes.  "Oh.. the ego."
 
"Where were you?  You weren't at our table when we got back."
 
He looked away, out over the dam.  "I was with Alexis."
 
"Getting a dance?"
 
"Sort of."
 
I tossed my half eaten carrot at him, which he blocked easily.  "God, you are a pig.  No wonder you've been such a "gentleman."
 
He looked at me carefully, taking a small sip of lemonade.  "You mad?"
 
"No.  Just understand that my drunken playtime with Montana was due to me being left unattended.  When the cat’s away…." I grinned mischievously at him and took another bite of carrot.
 
"So, not jealous?"
 
I shook my head.  "Not jealous.  Guess that means I don't care huh?"
 
"Guess so, Julia.  Guess so."  He looked back over the dam.
 
We munched along in silence, Brad opening up a bag of Salt and Vinegar chips and diving in, the bag making a loud sound in the quiet landscape.  I wrinkled my nose and looked at him.  "Those chips are going to give you vampire breath."
 
"Vampire breath?  Is that the cool term right now?"
 
"No, but it's true.  I'm not kissing you after this.  Probably all part of Evelyn's plan.  Separate us with the power of bad breath."
 
"I think Evelyn liked you."
 
"I don't know… she's a hard read.  I take it you two are close?"
 
"Yes.  I'm not close with my parents - they weren't exactly the nurturing type.  Evelyn takes good care of me, and she needs someone checking in on her, making her feel important.  That was one of the reasons I brought the Club proposal to her.  I could have easily covered that nut alone, but the Club makes her feel important, gives her something to think about.  I get her down there every once in a while and she loves being backstage, taking over as house mom for the evening."
 
"So you're basically a saint - that's what your saying? Saint Bradley?"
 
"God, you are a pain in my ass."
 
"No, I just call you on your crap."
 
He leaned over and placed a soft kiss on my lips.  "You are a mess, you know that?"
 
I pushed him off - "No kisses!  I told you - vampire breath!"
 
Beaming at me, he grabbed an extra large chip and chomped down, chewing noisily.  I looked at my watch and started to pack up the cooler.
 
---
 
On the way back to Vegas, Brad insisted we stop back by Evelyn to return the cooler.  
 
"She said we could keep it!"
 
"Yeah, she also said we could throw it away.  She can say whatever, but she wants that cooler back.  Trust me."
 
So return it we did, winding our Vipers through the suburban streets once more until we were crammed into her tiny cul-de-sac again.  I waited in my car as Brad took it up to the front and rang the bell.  I watched a gushing Evelyn hug Brad about five times before he finally detached from her grip and walked back down the drive.  Stopping by my open window, he leaned in.  
 
"I was gonna take the scenic way back.  Ready to open them up?"
 
I revved my engine in response.  At the sound, at least two curtains moved in the homes surrounding us.  We excited the cul-de-sac carefully and respectfully, and began to head back to the open road.  We reached it in two and a half songs, and I raised both hands and cheered into the wind as we hit the highway.  I amped up the radio and pressed my foot on the pedal.  The car instantly responded - literally jumping forward and throwing my head against the seat.  I up shifted and began to fly.  Brad and I leapfrogged each other, and flew past cars as we traveled through the desert.  I felt alive, liberated, and as the car drove, all thoughts of anything rational left my mind.
 





 
 
 
 
CHAPTER
26
 
 
Rule 5: No socializing or communication out of the experience.
 
 
 
 
"So tell me about the intern you slept with."  
 
"Which one?"
 
I coughed on a sip of Dr. Pepper and shot him a look of disgust.  We sat in Rick's Roadhouse, a chain restaurant located off Terminal D.  We had about 45 minutes before our flight, and were killing it there instead of the overcrowded concourse.
 
"I'm kidding!  There was only one.  Blond, with a tight little gymnast body.  She was my intern, a colossal mistake by HR.  Second week she started wearing short little skirts and tighter tops. He dipped a fry in some ketchup and popped it in his mouth.
 
“You know me, keeping my eyes to myself isn't my strong point.   I started looking, she started bending over more.  I lasted another two weeks before we went for drinks after work.  Drinks led to sex, which she loved and I didn't."
 
"Why not?"
 
He shifted uncomfortably.  "I don't like to kiss and tell."
 
"Oh please.  I think we passed the polite conversation stage a week ago.  We have moved into full disclosure and then some."
 
"Still…"
 
"Okay, answer my questions and I'll open the door wide open for any questions about my past lovers."
 
"So you do kiss and tell."
 
"You seem trustworthy.  Plus, it doesn't appear like you have any friends, so there is no one for you to giggle and share this with." 
 
His eyes rose amusedly and he stood for a moment, surprising me.
 
"Where are you going?"
 
"Just a minute."  He strode away from the table and went up to the bar, where he was drooled over by a bleach-blond 40 year old who, by the look of her skin, should have worn sunscreen and stopped smoking about 20 years ago.  He returned to the table a few minutes later, with two shots of a golden liquid.  He set them down, one in front of me.  I crossed my arms and raised my eyebrows at him.
 
"Come on.  It's the last day of our fun."  The lizard skin waitress from behind the bar appeared with a glass of limes and set them down, hovering a moment too long before smiling at Brad and heading back to the bar.  "Tequila," he said.  
 
"Trying to get me to hook up with your bartender?"
 
"Ha. Ha.  I'll answer your question, if you take the shot with me."
 
"Sounds like coercion."
 
"Guilty as charged.  I'll let you figure out my punishment later."  He held up his shot and I met his with mine.  "Toast?"
 
"To guilty men."  I clinked my glass to his and we downed the yellow fire.  I winced and grabbed a lime, biting down on the tart fruit.  I followed that with a sip of tea, and pointed at Brad, indicating for him to answer the original question.
 
"Fine.  It was bad for me because she was too loud.  Moaning and wailing the entire time, she acted like she was constantly either orgasming or on the verge of orgasming.  She supposedly had about twelve during the twenty minutes we had sex.  I finally stopped and told her I was done."  
 
I thought of our experience together and blushed.  Best I could recall, I had been pretty vocal.  He caught my look.  "What?"
 
"Nothing."
 
"Come on.  What?"
 
"I was pretty vocal with you also.  Maybe it's an intern thing."
 
"Julia."  He reached forward and grabbed my hand.  "You are a intriguing, beautiful woman.  You are incredibly sexual and I love how you are during sex.  Being vocal is a great thing - she took it to the extreme and made me think she was over-embellishing.  That was the turn-off.  I want a real, genuine reaction, not an imitation of a porn star."  
 
I sighed, and licked some ketchup off my finger.  "I was just stating an observation, I'm not worried about my bedroom prowess."
 
"And I was just explaining the difference between you two."
 
"So, that was it, you guys never did it again?"
 
"Oh no, we did. I just gagged her the next time."
 
"What?!  You did not!"
 
He shrugged.  "She was kinky and into that type of stuff anyway - kept wanting me to hold her down, spank her ass, that kind of thing.  I worked it into the foreplay and she was hot for it.  Kept her quiet and the sex was better that time."
 
"So you kept seeing her?"
 
"No.  Like I said, her outfits were beyond inappropriate, and her behavior at the office made it obvious what was going on.  I told her we had to stop.  It wasn't worth the headache I got from Broward and Carter.  They moved her to another attorney, and ranted and raved for at least two weeks - sent me down to HR for a chat like I was a junior associate."
 
"Yet here you sit with me."
 
"Well.  I've got to misbehave every once in a while just to keep them on their toes."
 
"Plus, no one's ever going to find out about this trip," I reminded him.
 
"Right.  Plus no one's ever going to find out about this trip." he monotoned.
 
"I'm serious!"
 
"Hey," he said, raising his hands.  "I don't have a problem keeping my indiscretions secret.  It's the girls who always talk.  I can't help it that I make such an impression."
 
"Oh lordy.  Is there enough room for your ego at this table, or should we pull up an extra chair?"
 
He laughed.  "In all seriousness, it would make my life at the office easier if you kept this to yourself."
 
"First of all, you're not that great, so I have nothing to tell anyone about.  Second, no worries.  Our secret is safe with me.  Plus, once we are back home, we are steering clear of each other, right?"
 
"Definitely.  And you're okay with that, right?  No more dates, no nightly phone calls, or gushy emails?"
 
"You got it."
 
"God, you are the perfect woman."  He leaned in, and I kissed him briefly.  Leaning back, he looked at me with a sly grin.  "Now, do we have time for a quickie before our flight?"
 
I tossed my napkin and him and stood.  "You are incorrigible!  Get the damn check, we need to head to our gate anyway or else we'll be involuntarily staying here another night."





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER
27
 
I woke up Monday morning in my old bed, looking up at my popcorn ceiling with the one suspicious water stain that our landlord insists is from an old patched spot.  The alarm was rudely blaring, and I reached over and smacked it until it went off.  Back to the real world.  I yawned and rolled out of bed, rubbing my eyes.  
 
I had gotten home at 11:40pm last night.  I hadn't bothered unpacking; my bags were sitting in the middle of my room, and I stubbed my toe on one as I tried to get into the hall and to the toilet.  One benefit of having slacker roommates was that I didn't have to fight anyone for the shower in the morning.  I stood under the pathetically gentle spray and missed the body jets and rain head at Bellagio.
 
Life goes on, baby.  I turned off the shower and stepped out, wrapping my body and head in a towel.    Brad had dropped me off last night, giving me a quick kiss and helping me with my bags.  I hadn't invited him in, and we paused on the front stoop.  
 
"It's been fun." he said.
 
"It has.  Thank you for the invitation."
 
"I'm glad you took me up on it."
 
"Ditto."  I grinned at him and he pulled me into a strong hug, squashing me a little.
 
He started back to the car, and I rummaged in my bag for my keys.  Putting them in the door and cracking it, I gave him one last wave and heard his car start in response.  I opened the door to weed smoke and the smell of pizza.  Home Sweet Home.
 
I scrolled through my closet, settling on a boring brown pantsuit and low heels.  I didn't bother with contacts, just brushed my wet hair into a low bun and put on light makeup.  Brad and I had agreed to stay away from each other, which should be easy for me, seeing that Broward had strict rules for me on that regard anyway.  Now I would just actually follow them.  
 
The week passed quickly and easily.  Broward actually gave me a lunch break on Thursday, so I met with Becca and Olivia at Panera.  Over chicken and rice soup I gave them most of the scoop on the weekend.  I left out the shower sex and my girl-on-girl action, but included pretty much everything else.  The girls, as expected, had strong opinions on everything.  Olivia was adamant that I keep my distance from Brad, her opinion of him only slightly higher than that of a pedophile.  Becca thought I should be his travel hoe, and wanted to know if there was room for her on the trips.  I navigated through their endless questions and finally begged off, telling them I had to get back to work. 
 
By Friday I was watching the clock, and when Broward finally banged on my door at 8:30pm, I was more than ready to leave.  I shut down my computer and hurried after him.   He held the elevator for me and we rode down together.  As the elevator clicked and hummed, I leaned against the wall.
 
"Big plans for the weekend?" Broward asked.
 
"No.  Sleep." I smiled at him.  "You?"
 
"Kids got soccer games on Saturday, I'm thinking that Sunday I'll do some work around the house, the wife wants me to build a bookcase in our media room."  
 
I nodded politely, Brad's opinion of Broward's life coming to me unbidden.  Boring.  Dull.  I don't know that Broward saw it like that.  A lot of people were perfectly happy with their lives being ordinary.  Not everyone needed fast cars, excitement, and sex.  Did I?  
 
The elevator dinged and I nodded to Broward and walked out into the garage, headed to my Camry.
 
I spent the weekend in bed, with a giant roll of chocolate chip cookie dough and a glass of milk.  I went old school, putting in the first season of Desperate Housewives and watching the drama underneath a big comfy blanket.  Sunday I started getting a little bored, and decided on a bubble bath and a book.  My bubble bath only made it 15 minutes, before Alex, roommate #2, starting banging on the door.  I sighed and pulled the drain, watching the bubbles circle the drain and disappear.  I heard my cell ring in my bedroom and I pulled my naked body quickly up and out of the tub.  I barely made it to my phone before it was sent to voicemail.
 
"Hello Becca."
 
"Hola chica!  What'cha doing?"
 
"Something super exciting.  Too exciting to go into now."
 
"Yeah right.  This is you we are talking about."  She giggled into the phone.
 
"Hello?  Do I get NO credit for being super exciting and impulsive last weekend?  I am a wild child, and don't you forget it."
 
"Riiiigggghhhhtt.  So sorry, Miss Thang.  Anyway, the new Tom Cruise movie is playing at 4pm, and I know how much you like older men…so what do you say?"
 
"It was ONE older man Becca.  Don't brand me with this forever.  And I say that I will forgo the super exciting thing that I was in the middle of, just so I can spend quality time with you.  Is Olivia coming?"
 
She growled into the phone.  "No.  Says she has to STUDY.  How lame is that?"  I smiled into the phone.
 
"Super lame.  Gosh, her sense of responsibility is absolutely ridiculous."
 
Becca completely missed my sarcasm.  "I know, right?"
 
"Okay, you want to meet there, or are you picking me up?"
 
"I'll pick you up in twenty.  We can shop a bit first, k?"
 
"Sounds good."  I hung up, a smile on my first.  For the first time in forever, I had money to burn.  Time to go shopping.
 
For the first time all week, I took time in getting dressed.  Becca was a tough critic and I wanted to look hot.  When she blared the horn outside twenty minutes later, I was still pulling on heels and it took a minute for me to walk out.  Becca had the top of her Mercedes convertible down, and Gwen Stefani blaring.  Designer shades on, she looked like Malibu Barbie.
 
"Looking good, sistah," she said, pushing her glasses up and approving my skinny jeans, Jimmy Choos, and silk tank.  I had put curl enhancer in my hair and had it down, hoping it would air-dry with some semblance of style. I opened the door and got in, reaching over to hug her.  
 
"Got the goods?" she asked. 
 
"You know it," I said, opening up my biggest purse and showing her the candy stash inside.  I used to smuggle canned cokes and bags of ice, but Becca put the brakes on that, saying that was going too far.  So now I stuck to just candy.  Today I had packed Skittles, Peanut M&Ms, Sour Patch Kids, and Milk Duds.  A mix of sour, sweet, and chocolate.  I shut the door and she burned rubber, leaving skid marks in front of my mailbox. I laughed and turned up the radio, and we sang and danced all the way to the mall.
 
Hanging out with Becca is an experience.  It's similar to being with a toddler, in that you have to watch her constantly or she will get into trouble.  For Becca, the trouble is normally with M-E-N.  She likes all of the wrong ones.  Which, come to think of it, it yet another reason I should stay away from Brad, since Becca thinks he's great.  
 
"I mean, it seems pretty stupid if you ask me," she lamented, flipping through dresses on a rack in Bloomingdales.  "You and him had a great time in Vegas, you get along well, the sex.." she looked sideways at me, "is fantastic - why would you agree to never hang out again?"
 
I stopped my rack rifling and faced her.  "I never said we had sex."
 
"Well I know you never SAID it, but puh-lease!  You have sex countless times with two losers - sorry Jules but in retrospect you can admit it - losers - and never orgasmed.  This guy makes you cum in the first four minutes that he gets you in bed!  You're telling me you just said "thanks, but no thanks on seconds?"  She shoved the dress hangers shut and glared at me.  "I may be stupid when it comes to micro-biology or the Ancient History of Mayans but I know sex."  
 
I bit the side of my cheek to keep from laughing.  She pointed a finger at me, her face dead serious.  "You tell me right now Julia Campbell or I will not tell you what part of your outfit looks hideously tacky."
 
"What!?!"  I looked down at my…flawless… outfit in shock.  She snapped her fingers at me and continued pointing, looking ridiculously somber considering she was wearing hot pink capris with matching fingernails.  
 
"Okay, okay, but only so you stop pointing - Geez!" I huffed.  
 
"So you admit it, that you, Julia Campbell, prude of all prudes, had *sex* (she whispered the word like it was a revered being) with that man?"
 
"Yes, I did!  And it was wonderful, and hot, and sexual, and I had another orgasm.  Happy?" I demanded.
 
She sank to her knees in dramatic fashion.  "Ecstatically.  Welcome to my world of slutdom.  It is an amazing place to be."
 
I stepped over her knelt form and moved to the next rack.  "Wait.  What-"
 
"The leopard print belt," she muttered, getting to her feet and wiping her hands off.  "Who pairs that with cork wedges?"
 
----
 
Three bags filled with amazing clothes later, we sat in a minuscule table in the food court, devouring a cookie cake slice and two Cokes.  
 
"So seriously, Jules.  Why stay away from each other if you both had fun?"
 
I toyed with a piece of icing that had broken off of the cookie crust.  "I don't know, a few things really.  One is my internship."
 
"Attorneys aren't allowed to date interns," she said nodding.  "Seems like a logical rule."
 
"Right, but it's a little more complicated than that.  Brad isn't just an attorney - he's a senior partner.  And Broward , my boss, specifically forbade me to even speak to Brad, much less do all of the …other stuff…which we've done.  So it's really important that I keep this a secret.  Which so far I've done.  If we keep seeing each other, the likelihood of it coming out grows.  And the last thing I need blocking my acceptance to law school is a bad rec."
 
"Yeah but you could get around that.  My dad could give you a recommendation."
 
"That's beside the point.  CDB is one of the top firms in the city and it's on record that my internship is with them.  I don't want to mar that opportunity."
 
"Okay, so that's one reason.  But your internship is over in what - six weeks?"
 
"Yeah, maybe seven."
 
"Okay.  So lay low and don't see each other until then."
 
"Yeah, but what’s the point?  Yes we had fun - but there are plenty of guys out there that I can have fun with.  I don't see the point in wasting my time with someone when "the one" could be out there waiting."
 
"Oh my god.  You and your freaking "the one" theory.  Was Dickhead 1 or Luke "the one"? 
 
"Dickhead 1 has a name."
 
"Yeah well he didn't stick around long enough for me to find it out."
 
"You were in Paris."
 
"Are you really defending him?!  Anyway, moving on - you wasted time with both of them to figure out if they were "the one" - why not do the same thing with Brad?"
 
"To start with, they were both interested in dating me.  Brad isn't.  I don't think he does girlfriends - or if he does, they have some type of agreement worked out where they are okay with him sleeping with other people.  I don't need to tell you that that isn't something I am interested in."
 
"So you would have an issue with him fucking other people."
 
My mind alighted on his unaccounted for time with that stripper at the Club.  "If we were dating…yes.  Obviously I would not be okay with him cheating on me."
 
"It's not really cheating if everyone is okay with it happening."
 
I blew out a frustrated burst of air.  "Then obviously YOU are the type of women he's been dating - women who are okay with him sticking his dick everywhere he wants to.  Again, I am NOT.  So no point in discussing THAT any further."
 
"Geez Jules - you don't have to get all bitchy on me.  I'm just playing devil's advocate."
 
I took a big, bitchy bite out of the cookie and let my emotions simmer.  Becca's big, mascaraed eyes looked away and she scratched her neck.  
 
"And nothing is wrong with my fucking belt!  Leopard and cork go fine together!  The straps on these shoes are dark brown!”  I glared at her through a mouthful of cookie.
 
She started giggling uncontrollable and clamped a hand over her mouth to try and cover the sound.  Coke spurted from her nose and she waved a hand rapidly in front of her, trying to calm her giggles and find a napkin.  I handed her one, my face softening, and then I was laughing too, seeing the coke dripping down her beautifully made-up bright red face.
 
---
 
That night, after the movie and popcorn and a quick bite at Zaxbys, I lay in my bed and stared at the ceiling.  Through the thin wall I could hear Metallica or Death Grip or some other heavy metal band playing on Zach's stereo.  The room was hot, and I flung off my comforter and I kicked my legs a bit to free the sheet.  I tossed and turned but couldn't get to sleep.  Finally, I plugged my iPhone into the stereo beside my bed.  Turning up the volume just enough to drown out Death Cab, I put it on Katy Perry and set the sleep timer for 15 minutes. I selected "I Kissed a Girl" and laid back down, staring at the ceiling.  As the words floated through the air, I remembered lobster claws, sequined bras, champagne, and the flow of desert wind through my hair.  Finally, I fell asleep.
 
---
 
The next week and a half flew by.  We had a business acquisition close, and preparing for it meant extra late nights and jam-packed days.  The closing finally occurred on Wednesday at 2pm, and Broward gave our whole wing permission to leave at 5.  I'd never been so excited about an eight-hour workday in my life.  I was merrily stapling briefs together when Todd Appleton stuck his head in the door.  "Can I come in?"
 
Feeling extra generous, I waved him in with a smile.  "Of course!  Todd.  How's everything going?"
 
"Great.  Really great.  We heard in the East Wing that you guys were getting an early night off.  Want to come out with us?"
 
"Where you guys going?"
 
"Cantina del Mer.  Drinks are half off till six."
 
"Ohhh… tempting."
 
"Hey, don't act highbrow - you may be putting in the long hours, but you're getting paid the same as me - nothing."  He grinned at me.
 
"Yeah, don't I know it."  My phone rang, interrupting us.
 
"Julia Campbell," I answered.
 
"What are you doing?"  It was Brad.
 
"Just sitting here."
 
"With who?"
 
"I assume you know, or you wouldn't be calling."
 
"Meaning?"
 
"I'm talking to Todd." I said sweetly, through my teeth.
 
"Let me talk to him."
 
"Why?"
 
"Because I need to, and he left his cell phone here."
 
"Just tell me the message, and I'll pass it on."
 
"Stop being difficult."
 
"I just feel like we are back in the Bob scenario - the only thing missing is your intimidating self."
 
"Just tell him to get his ass back here."  He ended the call.
 
I raised my eyebrows at the phone and hung it up.  Todd was trying to look like he hadn't been eavesdropping on my half of the conversation.  "So… will you come?"
 
I grinned at him.  "Wouldn't miss it.  I'll see you guys there around 5:30."  
 
"Awesome!"  he smacked his hand on the desk and stood, bouncing on his toes a bit and looking around, searching for something to say. 
 
I turned back to my briefs, stapling and sorting them, and he took the cue and started to leave.  I waited until he had just past through my door.
 
"Oh, and Todd?"
 
"Yeah?"  He was back in an instant, standing in my doorway.
 
"De Luca wants you.  Right away."
 
---
 
At 5pm I swung by the bathroom and used my emergency makeup stash to amp my look up a bit.  I had worn a black suit that day with a light blue lace cami underneath, so I removed the jacket and put my hair down.  I had a pair of dangly earrings in the car from some event weeks ago, and swapped my pearl studs for them.  I looked good - not sexy, but a big step up from the frumpy intern that had strode into work nine hours earlier.  Trying to find a spot downtown is typically hell, but at five thirty a lot of spots had opened, and I was able to snag one just a block and a half away from the restaurant.  
 
I saw Jennifer, Renfield's intern, parking her Jeep on a side street, and I waved at her and waited.  She jogged up, giving me a bright smile and a quick hug.  "Girl, haven't seen you since orientation!" she said.  "What do they do - lock you guys up in the West Wing?"
 
I laughed.  "No, just work us to the bone.  The Broward rumors are true.  What about at Renfield's?  Is she as big of a bitch as everyone says?"
 
"Depends on the day.  Most days she’s okay - just every once in a while it's like WHOA - watch out!"  She held the door open for me, and we entered the restaurant.  Todd was already there, along with Anton, the Asian intern, and Trevor.  They all had beers, and I ordered a Michelob Ultra from the waitress as soon as she passed.  
 
"We got queso and chips coming," Trevor said, pulling out stools for both of us.  
 
"Awesome," I said. Todd seemed to be avoiding my gaze and I shot him a quizzical look.  He gave a quick smile and then started asking Trevor something.  I shrugged and turned to Jennifer.  
 
"You take the LSATs yet?"
 
"Once.  I did okay, but am taking a review course this summer.  You?"
 
"I took one my sophomore year.  Did well enough then, but I'm gonna try an online course first, see how that helps me."
 
We chatting about menial crap, and kept ordering beers and eating chips.  Pretty soon I was well buzzed and needing real food.  I flagged down our waitress and ordered a chicken quesadilla, then made my way over to Todd's side of the table. He gave me a quick smile then started studying the saltshakers on the table.  I moved in front of him, standing where he couldn’t avoid me.  
 
"What's wrong?  Why are you acting so weird?"  
 
"Nothing.  I'm not acting weird."
 
"Yes, you are.  You're avoiding me like the plague.  You invited me here - if you didn't want me to come, you shouldn't have asked."
 
"I did want you to come.  Then.  But.."
 
"But what?"
 
"De Luca told me to stay away from you."
 
I stumbled back, staring at him in surprise.  "What?"
 
He chewed at his bottom lip nervously.  "When I got back to the wing today, after talking to you, he called me in his office and told me to stay away from you."
 
"Did he say why?"
 
"He didn't allow me to ask any questions.  Just told me that fraternizing with coworkers was bad news, and he expected more of me.  Told me to stay in our Wing and stay away from the other interns."
 
"What did you say?" I sputtered.
 
He looked down.  "I asked him if I could still hang out with Trevor, after work.  We've been best friends for three years and I told him that.  He said Trevor was okay.  I really have to go.  I shouldn't even be here."  He rose despondently and went over to Trevor, placing a hand on his shoulder and whispering something in his ear.  I held up my hand.  "Todd."
 
He didn't hear me, so I repeated it louder.  "Todd!"  That got his attention.  He looked up at me quickly, with a beaten look on his face.  
 
"You stay.  I'm leaving."
 
"What?  No, I'll just -"
 
"Stop.  It's done.  I'm leaving."  I reached in my purse, rifled through the side pocket until I found $40, and laid it on the table.  "Give that to the waitress, and you guys can have my damn quesadilla."  I stomped out of the restaurant, leaving them stunned and staring after me.  I stood outside in the warm breeze, seething mad.  That prick.  I whipped out my phone and tried Olivia, then Becca.  No answer from either.    Damn.  I was too buzzed to drive and didn't know where I was going.  I saw a cab approaching and I waved frantically till it turned on its light and pulled over.  I got in the back and slammed the door.  "Just head north.  I'll give you an address in a minute."
 
---
 
I assumed that Brad lived in the North side of town - mansions and manicured lawns seemed to be his thing.  I pulled up whitepages.com on my iPhone, but there was no listing for a Brad De Luca.  Next I checked the property appraiser's site.  That did it.  1244 Olive Line Trail belonged to Bradley De Luca.  So did 3 or 4 apartments, but I figured the Olive Line Trail address was his home.  According to the Tax Collector, he paid $1.8 million for it 3 years ago.  The beauty of the internet, a stalker's fucking dream.  I gave the taxi driver the address and quietly steamed in the backseat.  Fucking De Luca.  Thinks he can decide who I hang out with?  The man who doesn't want me, but doesn't want anyone else to have me?  I will wring his ridiculously large neck with my own two hands.  I ignored my grumbling stomach and flexed my hands in anticipation.
 
---
 
Olive Line Trail was on the north side of downtown, but just barely.  We were there within 10 minutes, and I paid the cab driver before thinking.  He sped off into the darkness and I stood there, on an oak lined residential street wondering what exactly my plan was.  I checked my watch.  7pm.  The man might not even be home, though he definitely wasn't still at work.  I walked up a pavered drive to a set of double doors.   I started to reach for the doorbell, but decided that dramatic was a better approach so I reached forward and pounded the shit out of the door.  No one answered.  I pounded again, then turned, looking at the empty street, taxi gone.  Shit.  I heard something from around the side of the house, so I teetered down the front steps and went around.  In the back of the house was a large pool, hot tub (big surprise) and big covered porch.  Brad was sitting on the back porch in a wicker chair turned to face the house.  He had a tennis ball in his hand and was throwing it against the house, letting it bounce back, and catching it.    He had a phone to his ear and was talking.  I cleared my throat and stood on the steps behind him, my hands on my hips.  He tilted his chair and looked over his shoulder, his eyes hardening when they saw me.  "Rick, I'm gonna have to call you back."  He hung up and stood, turning to face me.  He wore a white v-neck tee shirt and workout shorts, tennis shoes on his feet.  His neck and back were wet from sweat, and looked like he had just gotten back from a run.  "What are you doing here?"  He sounded irritated.  
 
"What am I doing here?!  What are you doing!"
 
"I'm at my house."
 
"I'm not talking about here you idiot!  I'm talking about with Todd - with work - with us!"
 
"There is no us."
 
"Exactly!  You made it very clear that you didn't want a relationship.  Yet YOU ran off Bob.  Yet YOU told Todd to stay away from me.  You are not my father, you are not my boyfriend, you are not my boss.  You don't have the right to fuck with my life!"
 
"Why are you yelling?"
 
"Because nothing seems to be getting through your skull!"
 
"Do you like Todd this much?  Is this what this is about?"
 
"I don't like Todd at all!  That's not the point.  The point is if I did really like Todd, or someone else, I don't need you walking around telling people they can't date me.  That's not your place.  It's like you don't want me, and you don't want anyone else to have me.  That's bullshit."
 
"Who says I don't want you?"
 
I rolled my eyes.  "Okay I misspoke.  It's like you don't want to date me exclusively.  God, I forgot I was talking to an attorney and had to clarify everything."
 
"Maybe we should go to dinner."
 
"I already ate."  As I spoke, my stomach growled.  I ignored it.
 
"Not tonight.  Tomorrow night."
 
"I already have plans."  At that sentence, his eyebrows rose.  I was bluffing my ass off, but wasn't about to give him dinner so easily.
 
"Oh-kay, when is your packed social schedule free?"
 
"Umm… maybe Monday?  Wait - why are we going to dinner?"
 
"To talk.  About this."
 
"About what?  And I came all the way over here to talk about this - why can't we talk now?"
 
He sighed, and put his hands on his hips, looking absolutely ridiculously sexy.  I fought to keep my hands by my side and my enraged look on my face.    "We can't talk now because your drunk."
 
"I am not drunk!" I sputtered, though I was either swaying or the sidewalk was.
 
"Okay, then you’re impaired.  Either way, I'm not having this conversation with you right now.  Where is your car?"
 
"At the bar.  I took a taxi."
 
"Where is the taxi now?"
 
"I don't know.  He left."
 
Brad turned and looked at the house, and for the first time it occurred to me that he might not be alone.  "I'll take you home.  Come on."
 
"No!"  I held up my hand and he folded his arms, looking at me with irritation.  "I'll have one of my friends pick me up."  I fumbled in my purse, and pulled out my phone.
 
"Julia…"  I held up my finger at him and dialed Olivia's number.  Please pick up, please pick up.  
 
"Hello?"  Thank god.
 
"O - it's me.  I need a ride."
 
"I'm kind of in the middle of some-"
 
"O - I need a ride."
 
A sigh.  "Okay, where are you?"
 
"1244 Olive Line Trail.  It's just north of downtown."
 
"I'll put it in GPS."
 
"Thank you - I'll be out front."  I ended the call and looked up at Brad.  "My friend's picking me up."
 
"A guy or a girl friend?"
 
I threw my phone at him; a long, perfect heave that could easily have taken out one of his eyes if he hadn't ducked with an athlete's reflexes.  He laughed, looking at my phone now laying harmlessly on the grass.  Good thing he hadn't been standing in front of pavement.  I stalked over and picked up the phone, then marched over to the driveway and started heading back to the front of the house.  My defiant stomp was marred slightly by the fact that I was wearing heels and the damn man had a cobblestone driveway, but I forged on.  
 
"Julia."  Brad hurried after me, catching my arm and pulling it.  I ripped it free and rounded the curve of the house.  I plowed through a bed of recently planted tulips *what bachelor has tulips* and stomped up the first two steps to the front porch, then dramatically flopped down on the step, hugging my purse to my body and staring stonily out at the street.
 
"Look, I'm sorry I said anything to Todd.  That wasn't my place."
 
"And to Bob."
 
"AND to Bob.  Though I didn't really say anything to Bob."
 
"No, you just sucked all the air out of my office and stared him down like he was a rogue agent." I grumbled through my purse.
 
Brad sighed and sat down next to me on the step.  I fought the urge to lean against him.  He was just so damn…everything.  Strong, protective, sexy, and smelled ridiculously good, even with dried sweat all over him.  He started to put an arm around me and I stiffened.  "Don't."  He dropped his arm and leaned back, gazing out at the street.  It was warm out, and in the distance we could hear the sounds of neighborhood.  Somewhere a basketball thumped and garage doors opened and closed.  We sat in silence, and I tried to calculate how long it would take Olivia to get here from campus.  Assuming she had been at her apartment, which was about a 50/50 chance.  I was thinking about seven minutes, and probably three-
 
"What are you thinking about?"  Brad's voice interrupted my calculations.
 
"What a dick you are."
 
"Wow.  Not the first time I've heard that."
 
"I bet."
 
"Look, Julia.  I’m sorry that I said anything to Todd.  Tomorrow I'll talk to him again."
 
I snorted.  "Like THAT won't be awkward."
 
He let out a deep breath of air.  "It's all I can do."
 
"Well, thank you for the apology.  The good news is there aren't any other good-looking interns, so you can't really do any more damage."  I turned and looked at Brad, his strong profile gently lit by the recessed stairs lights.  "I don't get you Brad.  This has jealousy written all over it."
 
He clasped his hands, and looked at them, then at me, his gaze direct.  "I don't know what to tell you Julia.  It was just a reflex action.  I heard Todd talking on his cell about meeting you for drinks, and it just popped out.  I know it was out of place.  I just didn't want him getting you drunk and taking advantage of you."
 
"THIS coming from you?  The man who whisked me off to Vegas and poured drinks down my throat at every opportunity?  The man who had me naked on his bed the first morning of our trip?"
 
He frowned at me.  "Don't try to twist that trip into something it wasn't.  I didn't take you to Vegas to woo you into sex.  I took you to Vegas because you had never been, and it was an opportunity for us to get to know each other without fear of running into someone from the office.  I don't think I was pressuring you when you walked naked and dripping into the living room and invited me into the shower."
 
I blushed and gritted my teeth.  The man had a point.  I changed the scope of my attack.  "And you told Todd that fraternizing with coworkers was bad business?  What about fucking clients?  Did you include that in your business advice?  And you can't even talk about fraternizing with coworkers!  Seriously, did you choke on your own bullshit?!"
 
"Okay, Julia - you made your point.  I'm an asshole; I was out of line.  I have apologized.  I'm not going to sit here and have you chastise me like I'm a child."  He stood up and brushed off his shorts.  Olivia thankfully chose that moment to arrive, pulling up and waving at me.  Brad stood, hands on his hips, and watched me as I stood up and walked past him to the car.  I didn't look back, and he didn't say anything.  
 
I got in the car and looked at Olivia.  "Is he looking over here?"
 
"Yep.  He's looking and shaking his head, like he's confused." 
 
"Okay. Stop looking at him and drive away."
 
"Is that De Luca?"
 
"DRIVE away.  Then you can grill me."
 
She obediently put the car in drive and pulled off, waiting until she hit the first light before turning to me with an expectant look.
 
"Yes, that was De Luca.  No, I don't want to talk about it."
 
"Damn, Jules - the man is a God!  Those shoulders -"
 
I held up my hand, stopping her gush.  "I really don't want to hear about it.  I spend at least a half hour a day trying not to think about his body.  Can you just take me home?"
 
"Sure.  Just so I know, where's your car at?"
 
I groaned.  "A metered spot by Cantina del Mer.  I'll have a taxi take me by it in the morning."  I leaned against the cool window, watching the streets zoom by.  She pulled up at my house just when I was beginning to doze.  I gave her a grateful hug, and drug myself inside and into bed.  Crawling under the sheets, still in my work clothes and makeup, I barely remembered to set the alarm before I fell asleep.  
 
----
 
My alarm rang at 5:45am - 45 minutes early so I would have time to figure out my car situation.  I hit the alarm, stumbled to the bathroom to pee, then wandered back into my room.  I grabbed my phone to look up a taxi company's number and saw a new text from Olivia, sent at 11:20 last night.
 
BECCA AND I PICKED UP YOUR CAR.  IT'S IN THE DRIVEWAY, YOUR EXTRA KEY IS BACK IN THE HIDDEN MAGNET.  
 
God bless friends who know every aspect of your life.  I crawled on my bed over to the window, looked outside to verify that my car was, in fact, in the driveway and then crawled back under the covers, resetting the alarm for 6:30am.
 
---
 
7:35am.  Jogging into the CDB lobby, I called Olivia's phone.  It rang once and then went to voicemail.  I left her a short but sweet message thanking her profusely for both rescuing my ass last night, but also for returning my car.  I decided to wait to call Becca; she was undoubtedly still asleep.  I made coffee in record time, a feat I had now mastered, and my butt was firmly in my seat by 7:45am.  I nodded a "good morning" to Broward as he passed, then rose to pour him a cup.
 
"Morning, Julia." Broward said as I set the cup of coffee in front of him.
 
"Good morning.  Anything special on the agenda today?"  I smiled at him pleasantly.  
 
"Not really," he said, flipping through some papers on his desk.  "Except that I have that mediation next week that I have to fly to Dallas for, so I'll be gone from Tuesday through Thursday."  He looked up at me expectantly.
 
Yes!  Three days without Broward.  I tried not to let my exuberance show and nodded calmly at Broward.  "Anything I can do to help you prepare, sir?"
 
"Yes, I'll need all of the files related to the Bandor Construction suit.  And it will be informative for you to sit through the mediation prep calls with me.  Check my calendar and invite yourself to any events that are related to that case between now and Tuesday.  When I get back, we'll have a lot of mediation paperwork, and hopefully a settlement offer to work on."
 
I nodded mutely and turned to leave.  "Oh Julia?"  Oh no.  I turned demurely and smiled at him, my eyebrows raised.  "Yes sir?"
 
He stood, now at eye level with me.  "Last time I was out of town, I heard from Shirley that De Luca had been… bothering… you.  I was worried, but it appears that he has backed off.  Is me leaving town again going to cause a problem?"
 
I kept my voice light and my eyes perplexed.  "I don't see why it would sir.  I've only spoken to Mr. De Luca a few times, and always regarding work items.  He hasn't bothered me."
 
He looked relieved and sank back to his seat.  "Great.  That's great.  Just checking Julia.  You have a bright future ahead of you, and I didn't want it being tarnished by Brad.  I know don't need to tell you again; but please stay in the West Wing and as far as you can from Brad De Luca."
 
---
 
Back at my desk, I held my head in my hands.  Halfway through my internship, and I was lying to my boss and breaking the only rules he had given me.  The right thing to do seemed obvious - stay away from Brad and hope that no one ever finds out.  Stick to the plan, and maybe salvage this ridiculous internship that I was already regretting taking.  My phone rang.  
 
"Julia Campbell."
 
"It's me."  Brad.  
 
I hung up the phone.
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Thursday morning, 10:45am.
 
Todd Appleton knocked on my door, and stuck his head inside.  "You busy?"
 
"Nothing I can't pause.  Come on in."  I smiled at him hesitantly, him doing the same to me.   Neither one of us spoke for a minute.
 
"Look, Julia - De Luca came and talked to me yesterday.  He said I could talk to you, or hang out, or whatever.  It's cool."
 
"So he gave you permission."
 
"I guess.  He just let me know that he shouldn't have said anything, and I can hang out with whoever I want."
 
"How swell of him."
 
He sat down in the chair across from me, and played with a lone paperclip that was lying there.  "What's the deal with you two?"
 
"What do you mean?" I said.  I swore silently to myself.  I should have realized that this would all seem really weird to Todd.  
"I mean, you act so pissed at him... and the way he warned me about you - are you seeing him or something?"
 
I laughed harshly.  My laugh sounded weird, not the casual way I had meant it to come out.  "Todd, I've never even met the guy.  Maybe once, in passing.  I just hear all the stories and he sounds like an asshole."
 
"De Luca?  No, he's like the coolest guy ever!"
 
"Well he sounds like a jerk.  I just don't like anyone telling you what to do.  Last night I was drunk, and overreacted.  I'm sorry."
 
"Yeah, you like wigged OUT.  We were all wondering where you were headed, you had this death stare going."
 
"I was just pissed about something else.  I'm sorry.  I swear, I'll be normal and sane next time."
 
"Yeah, heard Broward's going to be out of town next week some."  He looked down at the paperclip, which he had now twisted into something resembling a fortune cookie.  "Maybe next week, you'd like to hang out or something?"
 
Just what I need right now, more workplace drama.  "I don't know Todd.  I've heard they take interoffice dating really seriously."
 
"Dating!  No, I didn't mean dating."  he laughed nervously.  "I just meant, like hanging out.  Watching a movie or something."
 
"Sure, Todd.  Something like that sounds good."  I smiled at him and his whole face lit up.  
 
"Awesome!  Really awesome.  Okay, I'm, ah, gonna get back to the East Wing.  We got a lot going on today."
 
"Thanks for stopping by." I waved at him and he did the same, turning so fast he bumped into the doorframe.  He blushed and ducked out, closing the door softly behind him.  I groaned and returned to the brief I was proofreading.  I don't know why, but it seemed my good girl days were gone, and all I knew how to do now was break the rules.
 
----
 
Associated Press, June 27, 2012
 
Estranged Wife gets almost half a Billion in Divorce Settlement
 
Yesterday the gavel fell in what many will call the Divorce Settlement of the Decade.  Martina Bennington, wife of oil tycoon Frank Bennington, was awarded a $420 MILLION dollar settlement after a 13-month trial.  Mrs. Bennington was awarded the large purse in part due to her sole custody of Bennington's three children, but also due to her "substantial contribution" to his wealth accumulation.  It is unknown how Mrs. Bennington who was living on a teacher's salary prior to marrying, had substantially contributed to Mr. Bennington's wealth.  This is just another feather in the cap of Brad De Luca, Mrs. Bennington's divorce attorney.  This is the third $100M+ settlement this year for Mr. De Luca, a fact he has avoided in interviews.  "Mrs. Bennington requests privacy at this point in her life, but is satisfied with the terms of the settlement," De Luca stated, in a press conference after the hearing.
 
Martina Bennington had been separated from her husband for the last 18 months of her marriage, and was rumored to be dating local businessman Richard Davis.  The Bennington's were married a total of nine years.  
 
----
 
 
I didn't hear from Brad again after I hung up from him.  The weekend passed uneventfully, me spending Saturday cleaning my room (oh joy), and Sunday working on photo scrapbooks with the girls.  I wasn't really sure if Brad was mad at me, or if I was still supposed to be mad at him,.  It had been a little childish of me to hang up on him, but I was fresh off Broward's admonishment, and seemed like the easiest thing to do.  Monday was coming up, and I wondered if he still planned to take me to dinner.  I also didn't know if I wanted to go.  Well, I knew I wanted to go, but didn't know if I should go. 
 
You can only screw with your mind for so long before it will just up and quit on you, walking out the door holding her middle finger up.  I think I was close to that point.   I knew what I should do in the Brad department.  It was so freaking obvious and easy.  Stay away from him.  Old Julia would have not hesitated; she would have walked down that path and not looked back.  New Julia really really wanted to tell Old Julia to go to hell.
 
---
 
Monday I listened for my office phone to ring, hoping for De Luca's call.  It didn't come, and I worked till 10pm in my silent and lonely office.  Broward stayed late also, and we worked in and out of the conference room, all of the mediation prep files laid out on the big conference table, us passing each other silently in the halls.  At 7:30, I stuck my head in his office and asked if he wanted me to order dinner.
 
"Yeah," he said, distracted by the document he was highlighting.  "Have one of the couriers go get us something.  Subs, if possible."
 
"What kind do you want?"
 
Silence, then "What?"
 
"What kind of sub do you want?"
 
"Oh.  Uh, meatball on wheat.  With provolone."  I withdrew my head from his office and walked back to mine.  I got on the phone and tracked down Jerome, our night security guard, the only person we had resembling a courier at that point in the night.  I told him I'd call it in if he'd pick it up.  I went ahead and got his order also, then called the local Jimmy Johns.  
 
At 8pm, I heard the elevator ding and walked out to the lobby to meet Jerome.  From behind the East Wing doors, I could hear voices and see lights.  My brow furrowed.  It was odd for anyone on their staff to work past 6 or 6:30.  I helped Jerome by grabbing one of the bags, and he followed me to the conference room, where I had cleared off a section of the table.  "Want to eat here with us?" I asked.
 
"No, I appreciate the offer, but I need to be back at my post."  Jerome gave me a quick smile and held up one of the bags.  "Thanks for the sandwich."
 
"Sure.  Thanks for picking it up."  I hesitated, wanting to ask what was going on in the East Wing, and who was still there.  I refrained, and just sat down instead.  I laid out the sandwiches, and went to the kitchen to get drinks.  "Food's here!" I called out to Broward, who nodded and held up a finger.  
 
I sat down in the conference room and unrolled my philly cheesesteak.  Cracking open a Dr Pepper, I ate, enjoying the chance to relax.  My neck was killing me, and I rolled it a few times, trying to get the kinks out.  I heard Broward come in behind me, and I lifted my chin in greeting and pointed to his sub, which I had laid out on a plate with a napkin.
 
"Thanks Julia," he said, settling down and unwrapping the sub.  I slid a Coke down the table to him.
 
"What do you normally do for dinner?"  the words popped out before I thought them through.  He looked up at me quizzically, sub in his mouth.  "I mean, you always work so late - till at least eight, and it doesn't seem like you pack a dinner…"
 
He shrugged and wiped his mouth.  "Claire - my wife, she makes a plate for me, keeps it in the fridge.  I eat it when I get home.  We've been married 12 years; she's used to my schedule."
 
"Do you always plan on working such long hours?"
 
He stared at me for a moment.  I'm not sure if he was thinking or just staring, but finally he responded.  "At the moment, I work to live.  We are very cautious with our spending, and set aside ample amounts for retirement.  In nine or ten years I plan on retiring, to either North Maine or the outskirts of Chicago."
 
I nodded, trying to think of something to say other than "BORING."  "Sounds nice."
 
"We are really excited about it.  Claire is a stay at home mom and when the kids graduate, then me and her are really looking forward to some one-on-one time, a chance to get to know each other more."  Something I would have thought you would have done during the first 12 years of your marriage, but I'm not really the person who should be giving relationship advice.  
 
"How long have you worked here?"
 
"Let's see now - eleven years.  Been a partner for nine.  I worked at another firm - Daly & Fountain before here - perhaps you've heard of them?"
 
I nodded even though their name drew a blank in my mind.
 
"I thought so.  They are a big firm, though not as big as us."
 
"Why did you choose to come here?"
 
"Well, at the time it was just Clarke Law Firm, and I knew that a partnership opportunity was in the cards."  I ate my sub quietly.  The absolute last thing I wanted to do was have the conversation turn to Brad.  Which, of course, it did next.
 
"I became partner after two years and considerable effort.  Back then, it took more than large billings to gain partner status."  His contemptible tone just asked for a response, but I stayed far away from the low hanging fruit and took another bite of cheese steak.  The silence grew, and he finally continued unaided.  
 
"I mean, when Brad came on, for example.  He was with us for only six months before Clarke approached him about partner status.  I was vehemently against the idea, but Clarke's shares overrode my opinion.  Brad is just cut from a different cloth than us.  He doesn't understand the hard work behind law."  Bitterness laced his voice and my rebellious side spoke up before I had a chance to rein it in.
 
"Is that why you told me to stay away?"
 
"What?"
 
"You've told me twice now, to stay away from the East Wing, and from De Luca specifically.  Why?"  He shot me a perturbed look, as if irritated that I would question his authority.  I held my gaze steady, despite the battle that raged inside of me. 
 
He avoided my gaze, and suddenly seemed very interested in the remaining piece of his meatball sub.  Finally he set it down and looked at me.  "I don't like De Luca, Julia.  Some in this office would say I hate him, but that isn't the case.  I dislike Brad for two reasons.  One, I don't think he displays the work ethic or ethical standards that I would like upheld by our office. But second, and I apologize for the language, six years ago Brad fucked my wife."
 
---
 
I gasped and stared at him, my half-eaten piece of sandwich hanging limply in my mouth.  Somehow, ridiculously, I felt tears welling up somewhere behind my corneas, and I blinked them off.  I didn't know what to say and I stumbled over the next sentence.
 
"I'm so sorry."
 
He stared off in the distance and pursed his lips, then shook his head.  "I shouldn't have told you that.  I'm sorry.  It's too personal.  I just wanted to give you an honest reason.  You are a beautiful, innocent, young woman and it was very inappropriate for me to assume anything, but I didn't want you to fall into his trap like other interns have.  You seem too intelligent for that, but I wanted to give you a warning anyway."  
 
I blinked at him, not really knowing what to say.  Then I nodded, my eyes grim.  "Trust me, that's one thing you don't have to worry about."
 
---
 
We ate the rest of our meal in silence, me having too many questions that were way too personal to ask, and him seeming to prefer brooding silence over chatter.  Once we finished, I cleared our plates and we continued working, the sound of papers shuffling and keys clicking the only sounds in our deserted wing.  
 
---
 
I drove home with the radio off and the windows down, trying to think.  I don't know what I even had to think about.  Any confusion I had about Brad should have been answered by this new information.  Brad slept with his business partner's wife.  Enough said. So what did I have to think about?  Nothing.  I rolled up my windows and tried to think about anything other than De Luca.   
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Tuesday at 1pm my office line finally rang with De Luca's extension showing.  I ignored it, letting voicemail pick up.  He didn't leave a message.  He called again at 3pm; again I ignored the phone.  With Broward in Dallas, the workday was light, and at 4:45pm I started packing up, preparing to leave.  I wandered by Sheila's desk, and spent the last 15 minutes of the day chatting up the older woman.  She had warmed to me considerably over the last few weeks, and now bordered on almost friendly.  I was intent on cracking her shell before my internship ended.  
 
I pressed the down button on the elevator and waited in the lobby for it to arrive.  Todd came through the East Wing doors and gave me a big smile.  We waited, the doors opened, and we got on together.  When the doors shut, we both started talking at once.  I stopped, and Todd hesitated.  
 
"Go ahead," I said with a laugh.
 
"I was just going to ask if you were free, tonight or tomorrow.  To, ah, hang out."
 
"Tomorrow would be better.  Do you have my number?"
 
"Yeah.  It's on the intern roster Dr. Ennis distributed the first day."  
 
"Great."  I looked at my feet as the elevator doors opened on the garage floor.  He stepped out, and we kind of shuffled around.  
 
"So, tomorrow night?" he asked.  
 
"Yeah, tomorrow night.  See you then."
 
"I'll call you.  Maybe around 8?"
 
"Sounds good Todd.  Night."
 
He gave a quick wave and spun on his heel, sauntering to his truck, a late-model Ford F150.  I headed to my car and stopped short.  There was a note tucked into the window.  I opened it cautiously.  It was a hand scribbled note, on thick embossed paper.  It had only one word, and initials scribbled underneath.
 
Dinner?
BDL
 
I crumpled the note as tight as possible, then had an idea.  I uncrumpled the paper, ripped it in half, and then recrumpled the two pieces.  I looked around for the car I had passed in Brad's driveway.  I saw it, parked right by the elevators in one of the three "Reserved" spots.  A brand new BMW 750Li, white, with a personalized tag: B D BEST.  Nauseating.  I strode over and dropped the crumpled pieces in Brad's open skylight, the pieces falling onto the driver's seat.  What was really shocking was that the man was still at work at 5:15pm.  
 
I felt like I had accomplished something by the time I got into my car, and cranked up the radio as I backed up and pulled out of the garage.  I had plenty to smile about.  I was currently flush with cash, had made a decision with the Brad debacle, and had a date tomorrow night with a smoking hot guy.
 
---
 
Todd and I decided to stay in and watch a movie at his place.  He let me pick, so I tried to pick something guy-friendly and went with Old School.  It was a typically college date - a barely disguised excuse to hook up, a date with minimal expense and effort from the guy - but I didn't really care.  I was pissed at the Brad situation and wanted a rebound.  Todd was available and hot.  I didn't need much more than that right now.  
 
I got home from work around 5:45pm, showered, shaved, and dressed in tight jeans and a spaghetti strap tank that showed a little of my stomach.  I wore sexy panties and a shelf bra, in case the evening led to anything other than kissing.  Old Julia would never have considered anything more than kissing on a first date, but I was throwing caution to the wind.  Brad had been a little too persuasive regarding casual sex, and if I took his teachings outside our non-existent relationship, tough shit.  Todd had offered to pick me up, but I wanted to have control over when I left, so I told him I'd meet him at his house.  I had written down the address on an office post-it, and yanked out at least eight pieces of crap from my purse before I found the wrinkled square.  I plugged the address into my maps app and saw that he was only a half-mile from my house.  Translation - Todd lived in college crap too.
 
Todd's address turned out to be a town home complex, located in an area at least two steps up in price from mine.  I parked in a spot reserved for Apartment F and found the town home with little difficulty.  About 10 seconds after I knocked, Todd yanked open the door with a huge smile and a giant Great Dane.  The dog launched himself at me and I found myself in a sort of dance with the pooch, holding both of his front paws and trying to dodge his huge tongue.  
 
"Walker!" Todd yelled, grabbing his collar and pulling him off of me.  He herded the large dog down a side hall and through a doorway, shutting it firmly behind the dog.  There was whining and scratching, and he shot me an apologetic smile.  "We have about five minutes ‘til he goes bat crazy, so I'll give you a quick tour before we let him out."
 
"Sounds good."  I set my purse on the counter and looked around.  The living room was small, but with nice furniture - a leather couch and granite coffee table.  Todd must have rich parents.  A large Godfather movie poster hung over the couch, and the small room was dominated by a large Plasma. The smell of Febreze hung suspiciously in the air and a candle was lit on the kitchen counter.  The house looked tidy, but not necessarily clean - it looked like everything had been picked up or hidden just moments ago and nothing had been wiped down or vacuumed since.  I looked at Todd.  He looked clean.  Really clean.  He had on soft sweatpants and a short-sleeve Under Armour shirt.  His hair was wet from a recent shower, and I could smell the soap he had used, some type of "ocean breeze" scent.  He didn't have the manly, developed body of Brad, but his thin frame was what I was used to, and his Abercrombie looks were what I had spent the last 10 years of my life pining after. 
 
"So, the kitchen and the living room.  Very impressive," I drawled, leaning back against the counter and letting the action slid my tank slightly up, exposing my stomach.  Todd's eyes instantly focused there.  "Anything else to show me?"
 
"Um… yeah." he stumbled.  "My bedroom is back here."  He went down the hall and opened a well-stickered door, revealing a king bed and white dresser set.  He got points for no dirty clothes, at least none in sight.  I grabbed him and threw him on the bed, crawling on top of him.  His eyes widened and he scooted back on the bed.  I pressed him down with my hand and straddled him, grinning down at him.  "Oh my god, this is so hot," he whispered.  I was back.  In my element.  Not like with Brad when I felt like a bumbling, inexperienced geek.  I pulled my tank off, revealing my lace bra and tanned stomach.  I leaned forward, brushing my breasts against him and kissed him, starting at his neck and moving up to his ear.  He squirmed beneath me, his hands grabbing my waist and my back.  Our lips met, a battle of tongues.  He was a hard, forceful kisser, and I tried to match the tongue thrusts and soften under his firm play.  I finally pulled my mouth off his, moving forward until my breasts fell in his face and he gobbled at them, using his hands to free my nipples from the bra and his rough mouth found them and sucked.
 
It was hard, a little too rough, and I winced and pulled away, putting his mouth at my neck instead.  My hands grabbed and teased his hair, and I traveled back down his body until our faces were together again.  I reached down and slid my hand under the waist of his pants, and met boxers.  Who still wears boxers?  Keeping my hands on top of them, I felt down until I reached the outline of his hard cock.  It was what I now considered average size, and I squeezed it tightly and then released it.  This is so not what I expected.
 
A series of loud barks and bangs erupted from the hall, and I figured that Walker's five minutes of patience had been reached.   I climbed off Todd and rolled over, laying flat on my back.  Todd rose on an elbow and looked at me, yearning.  The barking increased, punctuated by howling every four or five barks.  I sat up, grabbing my top.  "Maybe you should get him before he breaks something."
 
Todd groaned and sat up, hopping off of the bed and walking out.  I heard a door open and him scolding Walker, apparently ineffectively, because the dog came bounding into the bedroom ten seconds later.  I had my shirt on by then and was planning my exit strategy.  I was feeling zero spark and starting to fantasize about my warm bed and a good book.   Todd chased Walker into the room and grabbed his collar, pulling him off of the bed.  "Maybe we should move to the living room," I suggested.  His face fell, but he shrugged it off.  "Sure.  Walker will leave us alone in there." 
 
I walked back to the living room, snagging my purse on the way.  "Hey, is there a bathroom I could use?"  
 
"Sure.  It's back in my bedroom, the door by the closet."  I walked to the bathroom, locked the door, and leaned against the sink.  Pulling out my phone, I searched through my apps.  Some computer nerd, circa 2010, invented an ingenious app called "Fake-A-Call".  I opened the app and scheduled it to send a fake call to my phone in 5 minutes, from Broward.  I set a second call in 6 minutes, also from Broward.  I then set my ringer to extra loud and put it back in my purse.  I flushed the toilet, washed my hands, and primped for a minute.  No point in looking bad on my way out.
 
I exited the bathroom and wandered back to the living room, where Todd was standing awkwardly with a coke and a bottled water. "I thought you might be thirsty," he said, thrusting both out to me.  I set my purse down on the coffee table, grabbed the water, and grinned at him.  "Thanks.  You want me to put in the movie?  We can watch it out here on the couch."
 
"Uh... yeah.  Sure."
 
"You got any popcorn?"
 
"Naw.  I got beef jerky.  Want some of that?"
 
"Ummm… Maybe in a little bit."  Like never.  "You sit, I'll put the movie in."  I fumbled around with the DVD case and his TV, changing the channels and inputs until the correct screen popped up.  Right about then, like clockwork, my phone rang.  "Todd?" I asked, facing the TV on my knees.  "Will you look in my purse and see who that is?"  He instantly obliged, unzipping my purse and digging around like he was looking for gold.  Men never miss the chance to look through our crap.  He pulled out my phone and looked up at me quickly.  
 
"It's Broward."
 
"Broward?"  I frowned, making a show of looking at my watch.  "That's weird.  Don't answer, let's see if he leaves a message."
 
"He's in Dallas, right?"
 
"Yeah.  Maybe it's a pocket call."  I shrugged nonchalantly.   I turned back to the TV, grabbed the DVD remote, and hit play.  I shoved to my feet and sat on the couch next to Todd, snuggling close to him.  My phone rang again and we both looked at the phone, laying upright on the table.  "Broward" was clearly displaced.  I moved uneasily.  "Todd, I better answer."
 
He nodded, quickly.  "Yeah, get it."
 
I answered, and spoke to the empty phone.  "Hello?" I paused for a beat.  "No, I've already left."  
 
"Which statute?  
 
"On your… wait - let me get a pen."  
 
I turned to Todd and covered the phone.  "Do you have a pen?"  He hopped off the couch and ran to the kitchen, opening and closing drawers until he came back with a pen and paper.  I held the phone close to my ear and scribbled some crap down on the pad.  "Okay, fourth file cabinet to the left, Henderson file…"  "and you have to have this tonight?"  
 
"no, I don't mind."  
 
"yes sir."  
 
"I'll call you when I have it in hand."  
 
"bye."  
 
I hung up the fake call and frowned regretfully at Todd.  "I have to go to the office."
 
"Now?"
 
"Yeah.  Broward needs something for court tomorrow and he wants me to send it to him now.  ASAP in fact."  I ripped off the page and stuffed it in my purse.  I handed the pen and paper to him and leaned forward, kissing him briefly on the check.  
 
"Thanks for the invite, Todd.  Sorry I couldn't stay for the movie."
 
"Want me to come with you?"
 
God no!   "Awww, that's sweet, but no. I don't know how long it will take, or if Broward will want me to do other stuff there."  
 
I leaned down and patted Walker's head, silently thanking him with my eyes for being so damn noisy during our uncomfortable make-out session.  The dog lolled his tongue to the side, smiling at me.  I left while Todd was still sitting there, pen in hand, trying to process the sudden change.  I gave him a bright wave and firmly shut the door behind me, jogging down the front steps and hopping into my car before he could think of something to say.  
 
Holy crap.  I’m getting too old for this stuff.  I swore at that moment to stay away from men and to become a spinster, collecting cats and eating raw cookie dough till I got old, fat, and happy.  
 





 
 
 
 
CHAPTER
30
 
Rule 6: Brad is always in control
 
Thursday I started running out of things to do, a welcome problem.  I only got one email from Broward all day, he gave me his login information and asked me to print and fax some email attachments for him.  Five minutes later, with that task complete, I wandered over to Sheila, to see if she had any items I could help with.  I was determined to keep busy, and keep my mind off anything related to Brad.  Sheila happily handed over a few projects, and I locked myself into my office and busily worked away till the end of the day.  Twice my phone rang with Brad’s extension showing; both times I ignored the calls and pushed him out of my mind.
 
 
5:45pm. I wrapped up my last email, shut down my computer, and organized the files on my desk.  Time to go home.  I waved to Sheila and Beverly, and walked through the West Wing's double doors to the elevator lobby.  Brad stood in the lobby, his hands in his pocket, the elevator button illuminated.  Crap.  My steps faltered, but I couldn't turn back without looking like I was running.  I gave Brad a stiff nod and stood, a few steps behind him, and waited for the elevator.  I prayed for someone else to come out, but luck wasn't on my side, and the elevator opened to just the two of us.
 
We got in and Brad pressed the G button for the garage level.  As soon as the doors closed he turned to me.  Before a word could come out, I held my hand up.  "I'm not saying anything to you," I said tightly.  
 
"Julia-"
 
"No, Brad.  I mean it."
 
Brad gripped his fists tightly, then slammed one hand on the wall and punched the red Emergency STOP button with the other fist. 
 
In movies, when the elevator STOP button is pressed, the car comes to a gentle stop and the people have their tryst, or argument, or bank robbery, or whatever it is they stopped the car for.  That is not what happened here.  
 
The car shrieked - a painful squeal of metal on metal ten times worse than any nails on a chalkboard and we slammed to an immediate stop - my legs buckled underneath me and I had to grab the arm rails for support.  Pressing the STOP button also triggered the emergency sprinklers built into the ceiling, and caused a loud blaring alarm to sound.  The overhead light stayed on, but an Emergency light now illuminated, on and off, casting the car into alternating modes of red and white light.  Whoever designed this system did not take occupant hysteria into account at any point in the design process.  
 
"WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!" I shrieked at Brad over the sound of the blaring alarm.
 
"WHY WON’T YOU TALK TO ME?" he demanded, his eyes blazing and hands in fists at his side.
 
"BECAUSE I DON’T WANT TO TALK TO YOU.  WE AGREED TO STAY AWAY FROM EACH OTHER, REMEMBER?”
 
"WHAT IF I WANT TO RENEGOTIATE THE CONTRACT?"
 
"THE CONTRACT IS NOT UP FOR RENEGOTIATION!"
 
The water fell, heavy on our heads - not a gentle mist but buckets of liquid, cold and probably unfiltered.  I couldn't hear myself think over the blaring sound of the alarm, and I glared at Brad through the spray of the water.  Somewhere inside the car a phone rang.
 
"IS THIS ABOUT TODD?" he yelled, over the sound of the alarm and phone. 
 
"NO!  THIS IS ABOUT YOU, BEING A DICK, AND A SLUT, AND SOMEONE I HAVE NO BUSINESS HANGING OUT WITH!" I yelled back, our faces now inches apart, close enough for me to see the hurt in his eyes.  So the monster bleeds.  
 
The phone continued ringing, insistently, and Brad broke the seal of our stare and fumbled on the side of the car, finally finding a door, opening it, and grabbing a phone.  
 
"HELLO,” he yelled, holding one hand over his free ear, trying to hear the person on the other end.
 
"IT’S DE LUCA."
 
"NO. NO EMERGENCY.  CAN YOU TURN OFF THE FUCKING LIGHTS AND WATER?”  At that sentence the alarm died, thought the red lights continued, as well as the unrelenting downpour of water.
 
"Yeah.  And take the car down to the service level.  I'm not walking through the damn lobby like this."
 
He hung up and turned, looking at me through the water, his handsome face turning red and white with the changing lights.
 
"What's this really about Julia?"  He said the words quietly, almost inaudible over the sound of rushing water.
 
I sank against the wall of the car, the cold water chilling me to the bone.  "Broward told me."
 
He stilled.  "Told you what?"
 
"What do you think!  About you, his wife.  Six years ago."
 
"How much did he tell you?"
 
"I didn't ask for details Brad.  I didn't need any.  There's no excuse for that."
 
The emergency lights died and the water began to diminish, until it was just dripping from the overhead spigot.  My last sentence hung in the silence.  The elevator began to move, lurching at first, then resuming its normal, smooth ride.  The car came to a stop and the doors opened to a level I had never seen, full of large machines and pipes.  Water gushed out the open doors, and two maintenance workers in blue coveralls stood there, waiting for us.  The first guy stepped forward with a smile, until he saw the somber look on both of our faces.  I ran a hand through my drenched hair, and accepted his outstretched hand, stepping out of elevator.  "Thanks," I said.
 
I approached the second man, and asked him how to get to the garage level.  He pointed to a stairwell, and I banged through the door and headed up the stairs.  Brad called out to me, but I didn't stop, trying to keep from getting emotional and just wanting to be dry at home, in my bed.  I heard his heavy steps on the concrete stairs behind me, but I didn't stop, just kept moving.  Hitting the garage level, I reached for the handle and pulled.  The door was stopped by his big hand, pressing it closed.  I gritted my teeth and looked up into his face, now above me, his eyes frustrated and his jaw set.
 
"What?" I ground out.
 
"I don't know what to say Julia, except that it was a mistake I made a long time ago.  One I've spent the last six years trying to make up for."
 
"I did the math Brad.  You were MARRIED then.  If it wasn't bad enough."
 
"I told you I had been unfaith-"
 
"Stop it Brad.  Please.  I know I'm young, but I'm not out fucking around for a good time.  I know you see sex as a cavalier passer of time, but I don't.  I'm looking for him - the one.  Someone I can marry, and have kids with, and not worry that he's out fucking half the town while I'm washing his fucking laundry.  And he's not you.  I haven't seen a more clear-cut case of NOT THE ONE in a long time.  So I realize that me ignoring you is a black mark on your fucking conquest record, but I don't really give a damn.  Because I am looking out for me.  And you are nothing but a time bomb ticking on my well-being.  PLUS *I felt tears start welling and my voice cracking and fought to keep composure* these are BRAND NEW Manolo Blaniks, which I spent a lot of fucking money on, and you and your stupid dramatic elevator act ruined them!  They're suede and now they are fucking ruined!"  I sagged against the steel stairwell door and sobbed, my tear ducts fully opened now, my beautiful new shoes the final straw. 
 
He caught me, and lifted me easily, setting me down gently on the top step, and sat next to me, looking out, thinking.  He pulled off his soaking wet suit jacket and folded it over his lap.  
 
"Your right, Julia.  I'm not any good for you, and you're smart to stay away.  I'm sorry, I wasn't thinking."
 
My sobs subsided a bit, and turned into sniffles as I tried to get my emotions under reasonable control.
 
"I guess the issue is, I want happily ever after too.  I don't want to be living alone in my big house, eating breakfast with a housekeeper that doesn't have more than 15 English words in her vocabulary.  The parties and trips are to keep me distracted from realizing that I have nothing, nobody.  I don't ever want to live a dull life.  But I need some stability, I want a partner who can enjoy this lifestyle with me."
 
"So marry.  I'm sure you have a waiting list a mile long.  Just go through your client list."  I fought to keep a smile off my face at the subtle dig.
 
He laughed, briefly.  "It's complicated.  The trophy wives waiting in the wings don't get my sexual needs.  And the girls that do, aren't ones I want to grow old with, or spend a Saturday afternoon at the house with."
 
"Your sexual needs being the need to go and sleep around, cheat?"  I huffed into my hands, trying to dry at least one part of my body.
 
"No.  I don't want to get into it with you."
 
We sat for a minute, not speaking.
 
"So many of the divorces I deal with, are for superficial marriages.  The couple marries out of loneliness, or fear of being alone, or for convenience, or for status or money.  Then they just end up, two people, living their separate lives in the same house until one of them cheats, or one of them decides they want something more fulfilling."
 
I looked at my ruined shoes and sighed.  "I think that's what my parent's marriage is like.  They never fight, and they've been together forever, but they just seem… I don't know.  apart, I guess.  Mom has her work, and when she's not there she's doing stuff with friends.  Dad spends all his time out at our lake house fishing, or fixing stuff in the garage.  That's what I grew up knowing, and I don't want that for my life.  I want someone I can't stay away from, who I want to spend every free moment with.”  I hugged my knees and rested my chin on them.  “Maybe it's an unrealistic expectation."
 
He groaned, and reached over, fingering a piece of my wet hair.  I flinched, but didn't push his hand away.  
 
"What if what we're looking for is each other?" he asked quietly.
 
I turned and stared at him.  "You've got to be kidding me."  In his eyes I saw a flicker of vulnerability, but that disappeared before I could grab hold of it.
 
"Look, we're both looking for a soul mate, right?  And I know you want your prince to come riding up, all perfect and unmarred, but this is real life.  Typically the best things come from the most screwed up circumstances.  How do we know we aren't the person we both are searching for?"  I began to fluster, spitting out words in quick succession, but he held up a hand, quieting me.  I glared at him.  "Build a case - Give me supporting evidence,” he said, with a challenging look.
 
"Fine.  Next time don't give me such a cakewalk for my first assignment."
 
He raised an eyebrow at me.  "Don't underestimate your opponent, Ms. Campbell."  
 
I rolled my eyes and started.  "First off, don't get offended by anything I'm about to say.  I'm stating the facts, and if you don't like them, tough shit."
 
He grinned at me.  "My skin is very tough Julia.  I promise to not get my feelings hurt."
 
"Oh-kay, there are multiple reasons why you would not be my sole mate."  I faltered slightly as I tried to organize my thoughts.  "One, you have a proven history of being unfaithful.  Two, you are deceitful.  Three, you have control issues.  Four, you seem to have some mysterious sexual ailment that you refuse to discuss.  I folded my arms and looked at him, waiting for his response.  
 
"Well, first off, I have more life experience than you, and have seen what infidelity and deceit can do to a relationship.  I therefore have more awareness of the gravity of unfaithful actions and would not be susceptible to temptation.  A younger, or less sexually experienced man, would not have the bearing or grasp of the consequences and would be more likely to succumb to temptation outside the marriage."
 
I snorted in response to that load of crap.  
 
"In response to your earlier statement that I am deceitful, that is absolutely incorrect.  I have never mislead you or lied to you.  I have been nothing but honest to you, regardless if it caused your opinion of me to be diminished."  He paused, waiting for an argument from me, but I shrugged.  He got me there.  He was a pig, but he was an honest, or rather unapologetic pig.  
 
"We are compatible.  We get along well, enjoy each other's company, and desire a similar lifestyle.  I believe in living life to the fullest, and as my partner you wouldn't have to worry about me burying myself in work."
 
"I don't think anyone in this building is worried about that happening."
 
"I believe that sex is crucial to a relationship, and have never met a more gorgeous, sexual women."
 
I punched him in the arm.  "Oh my god, how many women have you said THAT to?"
 
He turned and looked me dead in the eye.  "I'm serious.  You have all of the physical traits I look for in a woman.  Most women I pick apart in my mind, wishing that this part or that part of them was different.  But I don't do that when I’m with you.  Even your imperfections I find attractive."
 
"I don't have any imperfections."
 
He leaned over, his lips hovering over mine.  "No, you don't."  He closed his eyes and waited, asking my permission.  Despite my better judgment, I leaned forward, closing the gap, and pressed my lips to his.
 
They were soft, and salty.  He opened his mouth and grabbed me with his free hand, sliding me until my body was sandwiched into his.  His tongue met mine in perfect harmony, and there was nothing to think about, no moves to make with the kiss.  It just happened, perfect and hot, and passion grew with every second that our kiss lasted.  I pulled away, gasping, and looked into his eyes.  Dark and full of fire, I felt like Alice, falling into the rabbit hole, getting sucked further and further down.  I looked away quickly and tried to scoot back, but his strong arm kept me there, kept me still.  
 
"Okay," I said quickly.  "We have established that you find me attractive."
 
He shook his head, and tried to find the track he had been on.  "What else…  oh, the control issues.  I like to be in control.  If we were dating, exclusively, I am sure that I will occasionally tell guys to back off of you.  I'm not naive enough to think that that is something I can control.  It is hard-wired into my body; I am a strong, aggressive person.  If that is a deal-breaker for you, than I understand that.  But don't take my control habits as jealously.  Jealously can be an evil, two-headed snake.  I understand that, and stay away from it.”  He pulled at the back of his soaked dress shirt, and looked over at me.  “Anything I missed?"
 
"Yeah, that gigantic elephant in the room - your secret sexual need that no normal women can fulfill.  What, you need it like eight times a day?"
 
He laughed softly, and removed his arm from around me, placing his palms together and thinking.  Then he turned and faced me head-on.  
 
"Before we go into this, if I didn't have any sexual hang-ups - would you date me?  Would you be my girlfriend?"
 
"I don't know.  I don’t really want to answer that question yet."  
 
---
 
He didn’t respond to that, just thought quietly, mulling something over.  Then he turned to me, his eyes burning with intensity.
 
“I know that I have what many people would consider a fucked up view of relationships.  But for me, it just comes down to being honest with myself, and with my partner, about what turns me on.  
"I thrive on competition.  I want to know that I am pleasing a woman better than any other man.  The idea of my wife only having sex with me for the rest of my life doesn’t feed that competitive streak.  I love to watch.  What you did with Montana - at Safirre.  Like that, but typically the game goes a lot farther than that.  It would turn me on to see you with women and other men, to share you sexually."
 
I didn’t say anything but all my mind could think was what the fuck.
 
He refolded his jacket, and then started talking again, his voice deep and measured.  “Our than it being what turns me on; I also don't think humans are engineered to be monogamous.  It’s against our basic instinct to be tied to one person for the rest of our life.  It is a losing concept, that we fight hard to keep because it is what society expects.  I believe, for a couple to value their partner and learn their sexual needs, they need to occasionally sample sex with other people.”
 
I spoke for the first time, my words careful and measured.  “So you’d want me to let you go around fucking other people every once in a while?"  And he wonders why he can’t find a good wife.
 
“Not just me, you too.  But not alone, it would be something we do together, as a couple.”
 
“I don’t get it.”
  
“I'm part of a group that meets occasionally.  You and I would attend, and if you were attracted to any of the guys there, you could fuck them.  The same with me and women at the party.  Or, if you wanted to hook up with me and another women, or with two guys - anything that turns you on is available.  But we fuck together, either in the same room or in a threesome scenario."
 
I put my head in my cold hands and groaned.  “Oh my god.  I can't believe I had sex with you without a condom.”
 
“That's your response to this?”  He shook his head and pressed his hands together, looking at them and then at me.  “Don’t worry about that.  Everyone wears condoms at the parties.  Safe sex is a non-negotiable.”
 
“So that's the big thing.  You're a swinger.”
 
He winced, making a face, then nodded.  ”Yes, though I’m not crazy about the word.  And my girlfriend, or soul mate, or wife, would need to be part of that lifestyle as well.  It is the only way I know that I will stay committed.”
 
“So it's a Non-negotiable?”
 
“Yes.”  
 
He grabbed my chin, tilting it to him so that he could see in my eyes.  I tried to pull away, but he held strong, forcing me to meet his gaze.  His eyes looked turbulent, tortured.  I wondered what he saw in mine.  “Julia, nothing would turn me on more than to watch you fuck.  A guy, a girl, it doesn't matter.  Just to watch you cut loose and succumb to your deepest fantasies, for me to be a part of making that happen.  Whether you know it or not, you are an incredibly sexual person.  You drive men crazy and I would love to watch you with a group of them."
 
My mouth dropped open.  All the things I had imagined, whatever it was that I thought he was into, group sex hadn’t been it.  My head spun from the assault of concepts on my brain.  I shivered.
 
"I'm wet."  The minute it came out, I realized what it sounded like.  "From the sprinklers.  Wet and cold.  I need to get home and shower."
 
"Come home with me.  It's closer, and you can shower there."  I was too overwhelmed by everything to argue, so I just nodded, and he stood, offering me his hand and pulling me to my feet.  
 
I drove my own car, planning on leaving Brad's after I had a chance to shower and to talk.  Though I wasn’t sure talking would solve anything.  I didn't know what to think, what to do, but could tell you right away I wasn't interested in the prospect of orgies.  Within five minutes of pulling out of CDB's parking garage, we were driving down Brad's oak-lined street.  The other night, in the dark, I couldn't see much, but in the daylight, the impressive homes set back from the road gave quite an impression.  Brad had a big, plantation style home with big white columns in front and an ivy-covered privacy fence enclosing the sides.  His driveway ran down the side of the house, and I rolled in slowly after him.  He had a three-car garage set back on the lot, and as we pulled up one of the doors opened and he drove in.  I parked my car to the side and left my keys in it.  I'd be lucky if it got stolen in this neighborhood; Brad's homeowner’s insurance would probably replace it with a Mercedes.  
 
Brad emerged from the garage and we walked up the back steps.  I glumly carried my shoes in my hands, my wet bare feet leaving tracks on his stone floor.  He unlocked the door and held it for me.  "Thanks," I mumbled, entering the house, which was freezing cold.  Jeez.  And I came here to warm up?  I rubbed my arms with my hands.  "Where's the shower?"
 
He paused in the wide hall.  "You want to use mine or the guest shower?"
 
"Whichever one's nicer.  And no, you won't be joining me in it - in case that makes a difference."
 
He scoffed playfully.  "Julia, give me credit. I am a gentleman!"
 
"Sure.  Where's the shower?  I'm about to turn into a popsicle."
 
"Upstairs.  The master is on the left.  I'm pretty sure you'll be able to find the shower once you get there."  I moved past him, trotting up the wide staircase, leaving wet footprints behind me.  When I hit the top of the stairs my feet hit plush carpet and I wiped my wet feet on the carpet just for spite.  It was marginally warmer up here and I paused on the landing, my eyes locking on the thermostat mounted on the wall.  I stood on my tiptoes and looked at the display.  Whoever had installed the thing had put it ridiculously high up.  68 degrees.  Good lord.  And this level was warmer than the bottom floor?  I reached up and pressed the up arrow until it read 74.  I then went exploring.  
 
The second floor had a master, second bedroom, office, and media room.  The whole floor had the impersonal, perfect feel of interior designer stamped all over it.  I stood still, trying to get a feel for the house.  It just didn't seem like Brad.  I went into the master - a huge room with blackout shades that put the room in darkness.  I flipped on some lights and looked around.  This room had more of a masculine feel - a heavy California King bed with lots of pillows and a cream duvet.  Some incredible landscapes were framed and illuminated with small lights.  I wandered over and looked at them closely, marveling at their beauty.  "Peter Lik" was signed on the corners of the photos, a name I didn't recognize.  But, the real focal point of the room was above the bed.  A nude woman, photographed on her side, her eyes looking directly at the camera, her mouth in a sexy pout.  She had large breasts and big nipples, a flat stomach and a small patch of hair between her legs.  She radiated confidence and sex.  I wandered into the master bath and stared at my drenched appearance in the large framed mirror above the double sinks.  My hair hung damp and stringy, my face pale.  I had big black splotches under my eyes from my mascara, and any other makeup had washed off.  My white cardigan looked dingy and the silk blend dry-clean only Banana Republic sheath dress underneath was wrinkly and stuck to me in weird places.  Ugh.  Remind me not to look at the vixen back in Brad's room.  
 
I shut the bathroom door; thought for a minute, then locked the handle.  I stripped, not even bothering to lie my clothes flat, and opened the shower door.  Brad's shower rivaled the Bellagio's - a huge steam shower with two rows of body jets, a rain head, and an adjustable handheld.  I figured he'd probably be showering somewhere else in the house, so I resisted turning on every nozzle and instead stuck with just the rain head, turning it on full force and giving it a minute to heat up.  While I waited I looked around, my nosy tendencies in full force.  The bathroom had marble and granite covering every surface, and was decorated in navy blue and cream.  He had a large, jetted tub and a toilet room.  I wandered into the toilet room to pee and stopped short.  A gun of some sort was sitting on a windowsill in the room.  I approached it gingerly, picking it up in my hand and feeling the heft of it.  I set it back down, peed quickly, then left the room.  Who needs a damn gun in the bathroom?  Back in the bathroom I saw about 40 towels, all plush white, rolled into neat coils and stacked in a large shelving unit set into one wall.  I pulled two towels out and, seeing a towel warmer installed into the lower half of the unit, opened it up and set both of the towels inside.  Turning the dial to 15 minutes, I pressed Start, then got in the shower.  
 
I stayed under the hot spray for 10 minutes, my head pressed against the cool marble, the water massaging my back and head.  Finally, I quit wasting time and opened Brad's giant jug of man soap, squirting a big blob on my hand and soaping up my body.  I looked through the three lonely bottles in his rack and choose the only option for shampoo - some Italian sounding brand that looked expensive.  The man didn't have conditioner, so I settled with clean hair and turned off the shower. I opened the door, grabbed a hot towel out of the warmer, and wrapped my body in it.  I turned, headed to the sink, and almost ran into Brad. 
 
His big arms caught mine as I started to scream.  Seeing it was him, my screams died down, and I instead reached out, punching him in the stomach, aiming for the solar plexus.  I must have missed, because he didn't flinch and instead smiled down at me.
 
"Seriously?" I asked, moving past his body and making my way to the sink.  "Did you NOTICE that the door was locked?  Ever heard of privacy?"
 
"Sorry babe," he said, shrugging out of his dress shirt and unzipping his suit pants.  "I should have mentioned that that lock is broken."
 
"OR, you could have knocked.  Novel idea, I know."  I started washing my face and avoided looking at him, knowing he was now naked, standing at the shower door. I heard the door open and close, and I relaxed, rinsing my face and patting it dry.  "Who's Lady Godiva in your bedroom?"
 
"That's Stephanie.  A girl I used to date."  I didn't say anything.
 
"I should have taken it down by now, but haven't found anything to replace it with, or taken the time to think about it."
 
"How long did you date her?"
 
"About a year.  Off and on."
 
"Did she, ah..  you know…" I trailed off, not sure what the proper lingo was.
 
"Yeah."  Brad's tone was casual.  "We had a few threesomes, two with girls, one with a buddy of mine."
 
"And she liked it?"
 
There was a long pause.  "Julia, the entire point of the threesome is for the women's pleasure.  That's what gets me off.  I wouldn't have done them with Stef if she didn't like it."
 
"So why did you break up?"
 
"We enjoyed sex, but not much else.  We were too different."  There was a squeak as he turned the nozzles, and then the sound of water stopped.  He cracked the door and hot steam billowed out.  I opened the warmer and grabbed the extra towel that I had put in there.  I looked away and held it out for him.  He stepped out, pausing and looking at the outstretched towel.  Then he flashed me a gorgeous grin and grabbed the towel, flicking it out and wrapping it around his waist.  I tried not to, but caught a glimpse of thick meat hanging between his legs and inhaled sharply.  
 
"Okay." I said.  He tilted his head at me, confused.  
 
"Okay?"
 
"Okay.  I thought about it.  I'll try it one time.  Then I'll decide about us."
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A giant grin broke out on his face.  "Really?"
 
"Yes.  But if I want to back out at any time, I can.  And if I have a billion stupid questions, you have to answer them all.  And-"  he silenced me with a firm kiss, grabbing my waist and lifting me up to him, moving his hands to my ass so that I was forced to wrap my legs around his waist, our wet skin touching.
 
"Yes.  Whatever you want, yes.  You make the rules."
 
He gave me another kiss and set me down gently, trying to bust a move by pushing me towards his bed and pulling on my towel, but I spun out of his reach and ran to the closet, him tackling me halfway there.  We went to the floor and he pinned me, resting his weight on his elbows on either side of me and giving me a long, deep kiss, then rolled off of me and jumped up.  I propped myself up on my elbows and smirked up at him.  "I need clothes.  Mine are soaked."
 
"Hmmm… Everything I have is my size.  How about a big v-neck tee?"
 
"As long as it's clean, I'll take it."  I frowned, rethinking that.  "Actually, do you have a sweatshirt too?  Your house is really cold."  He offered me his hand and hefted me to my feet.  Turning on the light in his closet illuminated rows and rows of Italian suits, pressed shirts, and polished shoes.  The back half of the closet held his casual clothes, and he grabbed a Gold's Gym sweatshirt and plain white tee, tossing them to me.  He pulled a shirt over his head, and some gym shorts on.  
 
"You seriously don't have a stitch of women's clothing in this house?  No niece, ex-girlfriend, or friend has left any clothes here?"
 
"If they did, Helga or Martha put them somewhere.  I'll have to ask them where in the morning."
 
"They’re your maids?"
 
He paused, in the middle of flipping through some shorts.  "Helga is, part-time.  Martha more runs the house.  If you call her a maid she'll bit your head off and I'll be eating burnt food for a week."
 
The walk-in closet had a granite counter and I hoisted myself up on it, pulling the shirt and sweatshirt on once I was seated.  "What time does Martha get in each day?"
 
"Typically around 6:30; really whenever she gets out and about.  She lives above the garage, in the carriage house apartment." 
 
I stopped swinging my legs.  "She lives here?  Why don't we just borrow some clothes from her?  It's only like, seven o'clock."
 
He raised his eyebrows and looked at me.  "I'll wait for you to meet Martha.  She's not someone you want to borrow clothes from on her time off.  She commits 40 hours a week to me and has made it very clear that living on property does not make her available to me after hours.  I have to respect that."
 
I raised my hands.  "Okay, it was just an idea.  Obviously, not a good one."
 
He had pulled a set of shorts out of the stack, and handed them to me.  "These are the smallest I got.  They have a drawstring, so you can probably tighten them to a point where they won't slide off.  They'll look ridiculous, but I won't tell anyone."
 
I pulled the shorts on and jumped off the counter, pulling them the rest of the way up.  I cinched the string as tight as I could and tied it.  
 
"So, you gonna feed me, or should I pick up fast food on my way home?"
 
He grabbed me, lifting me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and I giggled as he jogged down the stairs and into the frigid downstairs.  He deposited me on the kitchen counter and headed to the fridge.  
 
His kitchen was built with three materials - stone, granite, and stainless steel.  It was commercial grade, though I was pretty sure cooking wasn't in his skill set.  As if he was reading my mind, he spoke from behind the open refrigerator door.  
 
"I don't cook, but Martha always leaves more than enough food.  Let's see, we got chicken and rice, vegetable soup, and meatloaf.  Any of those sound good to you?"
 
"They all sound great.  I'll take some chicken and rice if there is enough."
 
He pulled an armful of Tupperware containers out, stacking them on the counter.  I could see the meals he mentioned, plus a few vegetables and a salad.  One container looked like banana pudding.  My stomach growled.
 
We ate at a small round table in the kitchen, on paper plates and with disposable silverware.
 
"You and Martha typically eat together?"
 
"No.  She likes her space."
 
I raised a brow.  "Antisocial?"
 
"Sort of.  She's like the grouchy neighbor everyone stays away from.  We have an understanding.  I stay away from her, and she keeps the house running and fridge full.  She respects my privacy, and I respect hers."
 
"Sounds a little cold."
 
He looked up at me while waiting on his soup to cool.  "A lot of people are overly interested in my activities.  It's nice to have someone who keeps their distance."
 
I toyed with a piece of broccoli.  "So, about your activities…I have some questions."
 
"Shoot."
 
"What would happen?  I mean, explain the scenario that would occur."
 
"That would all depend on you.  The purpose of the meeting is for your pleasure.  What are some things that turn you on?"
 
"You know, normal stuff."
 
"Normal stuff?"
 
"Yeah."
 
He sighed.  "Julia, we are kind of doing this backwards from a normal flow.  Typically, we would grow in our relationship until we are at the point where you would be comfortable sharing your fantasies with me - no matter how sick or slutty or dirty you may think they are.  Then we would find a way to play out those fantasies, together.  I want you to know that you don't have to do any… activities right now.  We can have a normal, typical relationship until we build the level of intimacy where you can share those fantasies.  Then we can act on those.  I only brought this up now because I didn't want to sideswipe you with my lifestyle late in the relationship.  I wanted to be honest with you now, in case it was a deal breaker for you.  I don't want to waste your time, or mine."
 
"And I want to find out now if this is something that I would not be okay with.  So I won't waste my time or yours if it is something that I can’t handle."
 
"Understood."
 
"So, going off of the understanding that I am turned on by basic, vanilla stuff, how would the scenario play out?"
 
He spoke carefully, not taking his eyes off me, as if walking through a minefield.  "There are a few ways this can play out.  First, we can either go to a club and pick a partner, or you can describe to me what you want, and I can give you a selection to choose from - their applications if you will.  Then I would bring that person to you."
 
"What would happen once they are here?"
 
He shrugged.  "Whatever you are comfortable with.  I would suggest we stick with heavy petting or oral as an expectation.  If you want to take it farther than that, you can take it as far as you want.  I would expect, given how sexual you are, that you would get into the experience once it begins.  I would also suggest we set a time limit for your first time, like fifteen minutes.  After fifteen minutes, I would get us alone and ask you if you want to stop.  The goal is to make sure you are comfortable the entire experience, that nothing occurs that you don't want to.  You would be in control until you are ready to turn that over to me."
 
I had tilted my head to the side, listening to his words and trying to envision the meeting.  It sounded… fine.  Not anything I couldn't handle.  I looked up, into his expectant eyes and nodded.  "Okay.  I can handle that."
 
We cleared the table and did the few dishes in comfortable silence.  Apparently Martha had trained Brad well, he seemed diligent about following her rules, a fact I found funny since he seemed to break every other rule.   As I dried a glass, a sudden thought popped in my head and I started to laugh.
 
"What?"
 
"What was up with that elevator?  The alarm, lights, sprinklers?"
 
"Sorry - I had a hand in the building design and specs.  I pretty much used the philosophy “Go big or go home” with most of the building’s options."
 
"You knew that would happen?!"
 
"No!"  He started laughing.  "I didn't read the damn manual - I just told them to get every option available.  In retrospect, it might have been a slight waste of corporate dollars."
 
"Well, at least I know never to pull a fire alarm in the building."  
 
He grinned and handed me a bowl to dry.
 
---
 
At 10pm, Brad walked me to my car.  The moon was out, and frogs everywhere were croaking.  Other than that the road was silent, lights off in the surrounding homes.  He invited me to stay the night, but I declined.  I needed my own bed and some alone time to think.
 
We stood by my car, his hands in his pockets.  I still had his gym shorts and enormous T-shirt on, my dress clothes were in a plastic bag hanging from my hand.  I started to unlock the door and stopped, turning to him.
 
"What happened with Broward's wife?"  I need to know.
 
He sighed heavily.  "I don't have any big fancy excuse.  There is absolutely no justification for what happened.  We were on a corporate retreat, in Aspen.  I was down at the bar, drinking, and Claire showed up.  They had had a fight about something, and she was pissed, downing drinks faster than me.  As time passed, she got less pissed at Kent, and more friendly to me.  I should have said no, or called Kent, or done anything other than what I did."
            
"Had sex."
 
"Yeah.  Had sex. We went to my room.  It was over fast, I didn't even finish.  We both knew it was a mistake and stopped.  She went back to her room, immediately told Kent."
 
"I didn't know you guys had corporate retreats."
 
He laughed wryly.  "We don't anymore."
 
"What happened after that?"
 
"The next morning, Broward had a meeting with Clarke.  Told him what happened, said he wanted me gone.  Clarke disagreed, told Broward if he wanted me gone, he'd have to buy me out himself.  Broward didn't have the capital."
 
"So you stayed."
 
He nodded, his face grim.  "So I stayed.  I know Broward hates me, and I don't blame him for that, but the firm is my home too.  I'm not leaving unless I'm pushed out, and I won’t leave without a fight.”
 
“Shocker.  And you seem so docile.”
 
"Hey, go easy on me.  It's been a long day."  He moved close to me, pining me against the car and grabbing my waist with his hands.  He bent down and gave me a long, deep kiss, squeezing my waist.  I threw my hands around his neck, kissing back and tugging on his coarse hair gently.  
 
"It has been a long day, Mr. De Luca."  I pushed him off of me gently and opened my car door, getting in.  He backed away and watched me, waiting until I backed out before he turned and headed in the house.
 
God, I was a glutton for punishment.
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I knew the girls would judge my decision harshly, so I invited Alex, my roommate, to a late fast food run.   Alex grew up the son of hippies, and his parents took the concept of free love to heart.  Alex often wanders naked through the house, and I have seen him date men and women, from young to old..  I knew I could freely discuss just about anything short of bestiality with Alex and wouldn't be judged.  I called him on my way home.  At the first mention of a free Whopper combo, Alex was game, and he was standing outside by the time I pulled up.
 
"Nice outfit, Jules." he said, crawling in my passenger seat.  Alex is a six foot tall blond, who would probably be attractive if it weren't for the shoulder length dreads piled high on his head.  
 
"Thanks," I said, not bothering to explain the attire.  I pulled out of our driveway and headed for BK.  We rode in companionable silence as I tried to organize my thoughts.
 
"How's your new job?" Alex asked, scrolling through my radio stations.
 
"It's good.  Complicated.   How's Julian?"  Julian was Alex's current hook-up partner, a tattooed pothead who didn't believe in bathing regularly or shaving.
 
"She's good.  I don't know how long we're gonna last.  She's starting to get all bitchy on me, nagging me about stuff."  I tried to look interested, but I was shocked they had lasted as long as they had.
 
"How's your love life?  Luke still being all stalker on your ass?"  
 
"I haven't heard from him in a while.  I changed my cell and he still hasn't found out where I live, so I think I'm in the clear."
 
"Who you dating now?  You went to Vegas with some guy, right?"
 
"Yeah.  I wanted to get your advice on that actually.  The guy I'm kinda seeing… he's into like, threesomes and stuff."
 
"And your not."
 
"I don't know.  He's asking me to try it and I told him I would.  One time."  The words were out of my mouth and I cringed, wishing I could take them back.
 
"Good."  Alex nodded.  "Good for you, Jules."
 
"Really?"  I risked a glance at him, while putting my turn signal on and preparing to turn into Burger King.  He was tapping his knee with a finger and looking out the window, his face unreadable.
 
"Shit yeah.  Why wouldn't you?  You want to have plain old boring sex the rest of your life?  Everything gets old after a while Jules, everything.  You need to try stuff like this now while you’re young and unattached.  Try everything, just to see what you like.  You've got the rest of your life to be a married, boring, stay-at-home mom."
 
"I guess.  It just seems so…wrong."
 
"That's because society says we should all be monogamous and have missionary sex three times a week." Alex drawled in a monotone voice.  “You got to say “F you” to society Jules, and do what floats your boat.”
 
The car in front of us moved up, and I ordered a Whopper combo with a Coke for Alex.  I added a medium strawberry shake for myself.  
 
"Have you every had a threesome?"  I asked.  We were now parked in the restaurant’s parking lot.  Alex had his food, and was noisily sucking on his Coke's straw.
 
"Yeah.  A couple."  He stuffed a few ketchup-laden fries into his mouth.  
 
"Did you like it?"
 
"One experience was really hot - one wasn't.  A lot depends on who you do it with - kind of like sex.  You know - like how you can have missionary sex with two girls and one is fucking hot and I come in two minutes, and the other one I fall asleep during?"
 
"Well I don't know exactly what that's like, 'cause I've never fucked a girl missionary-style, but yes, I understand your point."
 
"So when are you doing it?"
 
"I don't know.  I guess in a week or so.  I don't really have any reason to wait.  I'm kind of using this experience to decide if I want to date the guy."
 
"Like a test?"
 
"Like a qualifier."
 
Alex shook his head.  "Man, I don't understand women."  
 
This coming from the guy who was eating post-nooky breakfast with a 60-year old woman last Monday.  I shook my head with a smile and started the car, headed home.  
 
---
 
Friday Broward returned.  I rode up the elevator, noticing brand new carpet beneath my feet, nervous about seeing him.  I felt like something had changed between us since he told me about his wife, but that may have been me feeling paranoid because of my actions with Brad.  The wing buzzed with activity all day, everyone working on the normal workload plus the documents related to the mediation settlement.  Brad called my office around 3pm, and I smiled when I saw his extension show up on my phone. 
 
"Yes.." I said coyly.
 
"Got dinner plans?"
 
"No, but I don't plan on doing anything with you until I can make a decision about us."
 
"You mean you want to skip the cheap talk and go straight to bed?"
 
"Theoretically speaking," I said.
 
"Well, I need to find out what you want so I can set it up.  We can either do that over the office lines, or you can bear the pleasure of my company for some brief time."
 
I thought for a minute.  "Fine.  How about breakfast at your house this Monday.  Then we'll do the dirty deed on Saturday night."
 
"Why Monday?  Why not Saturday or Sunday?"
 
"No.  I want my weekend.  Plus," I added wickedly, "I want to meet Martha."
 
---
 
The weekend passed quickly, mostly due to a MTV Real World Marathon, in which I watched the entire season of Real World Hawaii and ate about nine bags of butter popcorn and three Digornos pizzas.  
 
Monday morning I rang Brad's doorbell at 6:30am.  I was dressed in a grey knee-length pencil skirt and black sleeveless sweater.  I had black pumps on, cute but not too sexy.    The door was answered by an African-American woman in her 50s, my height but about 250 pounds.  The woman was dressed in a faded red shirt, jeans, and white tennis shoes.  She crossed her hands over her huge breasts and made a show of looking me up and down, blocking the doorway.  
 
I gave her my friendliest smile.  "Good morning.  You must be Martha."
 
"Uh-huh."  She lifted her chin slightly then twisted slightly, calling over her shoulder while she kept her wide body blocking the doorway. "Bradley!  That girl is here for breakfast!"  She turned back to me, her face unmoving, holding her bodyguard pose till Brad appeared over her shoulder.  He patted her and she moved, grudgingly, taking a few steps back and continuing to stare at me.  Talk about the Gestapo.
 
I stepped inside, and offered my hand to her.  "I'm Julia."  She looked at my outstretched hand like it was a piece of diseased meat.  Finally, with Brad staring at her, she shook my hand.  "Nice to meet ya," she muttered, then turned and waddled into the kitchen.  Brad smiled at me, stepping forward, and giving me a quick kiss.  "Brace yourself," he whispered in my ear.
 
I sat at the island counter next to Brad, Martha on the other side of us, loudly banging pots and pans and doing a lot of muttering under her breath.  From my seat next to Brad I could smell the soap from his shower, and see a small nick where he cut himself shaving.  Martha said something that included my name and turned to look at me.
 
"I'm sorry, what was the question?"
 
"Your eggs.  How do you want them?!" she demanded, giving me a strong look that indicated what she thought of my intelligence level.
 
"Scrambled please."  I shot Brad a dismayed look and he tried to hide a grin under his hand.  I poked him under the counter. 
 
Martha served us at the counter.  She had prepared eggs, bacon, grits, and biscuits.  The woman may be a tad prickly, but she could cook.  I dug in.
 
"I'm going upstairs.  I'll let you two eat and be back down after you leave for work.  Just scrap the plates and put them in the sink."
 
"Will do.  Thank you Martha." Brad said, spreading grape jelly on a biscuit.
 
I smiled and waved goodbye at her.  "The food is delicious."
 
She glared at me.  "Thank you Miss."  Ripping her apron from around her neck, she hung it on a hook by the door and left, the screen door hitting with a loud smack behind her.
 
Brad and I looked at each other, then burst out laughing.  "I told you," Brad said, starting to choke on his bite of biscuit.
 
"And you pay her?  Is it just me or is she like that with all of your women?"
 
"She's like that with any women - though she's only met a few.  Most of the time I try and keep them away from her."
 
"I can see why!"  I took a big gulp of milk and fanned myself, trying to clear her hostility from the air.  
 
"Okay, getting down to business," Brad said, scooping up a pile of eggs.  "Have you decided what you want to do on Saturday?"
 
I blushed, and focused on my breakfast plate.  "Are we sure Martha's gone?"
 
Brad raised himself off his stool and leaned over till he could see through the double window above the sink.  "Yeah.  I can see her sitting on her balcony."
 
"Okay.  In Vegas, what I did with the girl from the strip club…" I trailed off.
 
"Montana." he prompted.
 
"Right.  Montana.  That turned me on, but not because of her, though she was really hot.  What, ah, turned me on was the group of people.  Around us.  Like, watching.  So, anyway, what I'm trying to say is that I don't think I want to be with a girl.  That doesn't really do it for me, at least not on its own."
 
"Okay.  That's good to know.  So you liked to be watched.  Do you want a group of people watching?
 
“God no - not right now at least.  I was thinking just you me and someone else, for starters.
 
Okay.  So you want to be with a guy?"
 
I looked up from my ohsoexciting grits and bit my lower lip nervously.  "Is that…okay?"
 
"Of course.”  He spooned eggs into his mouth like this was a completely normal conversation.  Which, for him, maybe it was.  “Do you want to go to a club and pick a guy, or do you want me to give you a choice?"
 
"Well, if its at a club, we won't know anything about the person, right?"
 
"Right."
 
"Is there anybody you've done this with before?  That you could..use again?"
 
He kept a straight face and considered my question.  "I have a guy that you might like.  He's good - quiet and respectful, very…ah… well endowed."
 
I kept a neutral look on my face and nodded.  "Then let's go with him.  I just want someone who knows what they're doing, since I don't.  And someone who isn't, you know, sleazy or dirty."
 
He leaned over and kissed me gently, so gently I felt pain at the quick release, I wanted more so badly.  "So we're good to go Miss Campbell,” he whispered.
 
I shoveled eggs into my mouth and looked at him nervously.  Good to go.  I guess.
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I lay, naked and face down in the darkened room.  Two candles were lit and I smelled their fragrance, mixed with the lavender scent of the expensive sheets I laid on.  There were two presences in the room, and I felt them, though I cannot explain how.  Someone got on the bed; it sank beneath their weight, the springs sighing softly in the dark.  I stiffened, not sure what was going to happen, my eyes wide open beneath my blindfold.  
 
A hand touched my calf and I flinched, surprised at the contact, then relaxed.  The hand ran up my leg and I felt another hand, this one on my other leg.  There was a sound I couldn't identify, and the hands briefly stopped, disappearing, then touched me again, this time with the lubrication and warmth of massage oil.  I felt a third and fourth hand, rubbing my arms and back.  I groaned softly, enjoying the wonderful feel of the four hands on my body.  A man's voice sounded in the darkness.
 
"God, she is hot."  I couldn't tell which set of hands the voice belonged to, but though it was deep, it wasn't Brad's.  The stranger.  One set of hands that were rubbing my lower back separated, wrapping underneath my stomach and moving up, until they cupped my breasts and gently squeezed, kneading my breasts.  I moaned again, louder this time, and rose off the bed slightly, wanting more.  A hand pushed me down and the hands on my breasts released, coming up the sides of my body.  I felt my legs being pulled apart till I was wide open, exposed, and my breath hitched a little in my throat.
 
Fingers ran up the inside of my calves, past the back of my knees, my thighs, and then to the slit between my legs.  Hands grabbed my ass and gripped the checks firmly, spreading them.  I felt warm breath hit my ass and blow down, lower, and wetness pooled there.  A finger followed the breath and ran from my ass to my pussy, and back again, rubbing, teasing, making my stomach curl and pleasure grow.  I moaned and tried to push against the finger, wanting, needing penetration.  The finger dipped inside me for a brief moment, and was then gone again.  I panted, and arched my butt up in the air, offering my slit to whoever was in between my spread legs.  Someone moaned, and then a face was pressed to me, a hot wet pulsing sensation *tongue* on my clit and dipping in me.  I bucked on the bed, my fingers gripping the bed and my mouth opening in silence ecstasy.  There was a voice in my ear, quiet and strong.  Brad.
 
"Is this okay?" he asked, his voice husky.  I nodded furiously, my hands reaching out till I felt his muscled skin.  I gripped it tight.  He moved, out of my reach, and I moaned.  The mouth between my legs was doing incredible, twisted things to me, and I felt my body flexing and arching in the swells of pleasure.  I pressed against his mouth and bit my bottom lip.  I heard a zipper in the darkness, close to my head.  The tongue on my clit slowed, then stopped.  I spread my legs further, begging with my body for more.  
 
"Flip over."  Brad's voice.  Authoritative.  I instantly complied, desperate for more stimulation.  There was a slight breeze, and I heard a door click shut.  My eyes flipped open under the blindfold.
 
"Julia, it's been fifteen minutes.  Do you want to stop?"  his voice came through the darkness to me.
 
I had never heard a more ridiculous question in my entire life.  "No," I gasped.
 
"Do you want to take it to the next level or keep it here?"
 
"Next level." I whispered, almost moaning the words.
 
He moved. I heard fabric rustle and floors creak and then there was a flicker of air and the stranger was back.  The door clicked shut again.
 
On my back I waited, unsure of what to do.  Hands came, two at my head and two at my feet.  The two at my head ran down my arms squeezing them gently.  The hands at my feet spread my legs wide and played with my soaking wet pussy, gently cupping me and sliding a finger in and out.  A hand grabbed one wrist, then the other and held them above my head.  With my hands out of the way, a hot mouth nibbled my neck, kissing and sucking, traveling down to my breasts, encircling a nipple and gently tugging on it.  I bucked against the hand holding my arms back and raised my chest, finally wrenching a hand free and grabbing the back of a head, holding his mouth against my nipple then guiding him to the other one.  The fingers in me stilled, then withdrew.  I froze, the head under my hand also moving away then I felt the bed move as both men climbed up onto it.
 
---
 
Their weight was on either side of me.  I reached out with my hands and felt them kneeling.  One was clearly Brad, the one on my left.  His thick muscular thighs gave him away.  I explored with my other hand, curious about the second man.  His lower thighs were thinner, average.  Tentatively, shyly, I moved my hand higher on his bare thigh till I brushed -  Wait.  I frowned and paused.  That couldn't have been… I moved my hand again.  It was.  His cock, but in a place I didn't expect it, much lower than it should have been.  Jesus.  The cock was thinner - not the huge girth of Brad's, but ridiculously long - easily over 10 inches.  Circus cock.  I heard Brad chuckle and tried to fix the shocked look I must have had on my face.  Bolder, I moved my hand over the cock, grabbing it tightly.  It was hard, rock hard, and his hand was still wrapped around its shaft.  He moved his hand away, and I stroked it firmly.  My other hand moved on Brad, stroking him also, loving the feel of both of them hard in my hands at the same time, their shafts both hanging above my blindfolded face.  While I jacked them off, their hands moved, one on my tits and neck, one reaching down in between my legs.  After a minute or so Brad moved, leaving my side and moving to the bottom of the bed, between my legs.  He raised my legs, pointing my feet to the sky and tested my wetness with his finger. 
 
"God you are so wet," he breathed, removing his finger.  I felt him moments later, the head of his dick bumping, then sliding into me, filling me in every way.  The second man tightened his grip on my breast, and Brad moved slowly, sliding in and out of me.  I groaned and brought the hand holding the cock close to my mouth, licking my lips.  The man above me gasped, then grabbed his dick and pressed it against my open mouth.  "Please," he said, his voice thick.  
 
I obliged, grabbing him with my hand and sucking it hard, forcing the length of it down my throat and gagging on its length.  Brad groaned between my legs.  "You look so fucking hot," he ground out, and increased his thrusts, burying himself inside me.  The increased speed and friction from his width caused me to clench inside, and I could feel the swells of pleasure start to grow.  I sucked and pumped, increasing the speed of my blowjob.  I reached with my other hand, grabbing his balls *hairless* and gently tugging them.  My orgasm came, strong and sudden, and I yanked my mouth off the stranger, crying out loud and arching my back, pointing my feet; the orgasm ripped through my body, taking every coherent thought out of my mind.  I heard the man above me moan, and the slick sound of him jacking off, hard and fast above my face.   "I'm about to cum," he said, his voice quickening.
 
"Julia - where do you want it?"  Brad's voice came from between my legs, where he still fucked me, hard and fast.  
 
"Oh me, please."  I gasped.  The man grunted and the sound of his hands stopped, briefly, then started again.  I grabbed my breasts and squeezed them, arching and offering my body to him.  As my body shook from Brad's thrusts, the cum rained, covering my breasts and hands, and spraying my throat.  I felt a few drops hit my lips and I licked them, tasting his sweet cum.  I pulled my hands to my mouth, licking the drops off my fingers, and sucking them hard.  Brad groaned and yanked his cock out then, moving swiftly up on my body until I felt him in front of me.  I reached forward eagerly, found his cock and sucked it quickly, jacking off the shaft with my hand.  It twitched and he came, filling my mouth with hot squirts.  I swallowed hard and fast, continuing to jack him off until I was sure he was empty.  
 





 
 
 
CHAPTER
34
 
Rule 7: Once it is over, leave quickly.  We will want to be alone.  No goodbyes are necessary. 
 
I lay back, and felt the bed lighten, first by one body, then the second.  I heard the man leave the room, then felt Brad next to me on the bed.  He gently pulled on the edge of my blindfold, sliding it off.  My eyes opened, and it took a moment for me to see in the candle-lit darkness.  Brad laid on his side, his muscular torso looking ridiculously tempting in the darkness.  I turned on my side, so that we were facing each other.  Brad smoothed my hair back and smiled at me.
 
"Well." he said softly.
 
"Well."  I said in response, with a smile.
 
"What'd you think?"
 
I thought for a minute, playing with his chest hair with my fingers.  I searched myself for a pang of regret, but felt nothing but extreme sexual satisfaction.  I stretched luxuriously, and Brad's eyes traveled down, to my swollen nipples and my shaved crotch.  He bit his lip and gave me a suggestive look.  I rolled my eyes, pushed his hand away, and covered up with the sheet. 
 
He leaned forward and kissed me, then tilted my chin up, looking into my eyes.  "Tell me, what'd you think?  Are you gonna take off running now?"  His eyes were concerned, vulnerable, pools of dark need.
 
"Straight to baby," I whispered.  
 
"Straight to you."
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				The man was sinful. It wasn’t just the looks that made him dangerous, it was the cocky confidence that dominated every move, every touch. And the frustrating yet ecstatic fact about the whole package was that he could back it all up…

				Julia Campbell never knows what to expect with win-at-all-costs Brad De Luca. And she’s starting to like it that way. She gave up safe, conventional relationships when she let the elite divorce attorney seduce her into his world. Now that he’s determined to strip her naked of every inhibition, she’s in danger of falling too deep and too fast.

				But their affair begins to feel even more dangerous when a murder leaves a trail of suspicion that points straight to the mob…and Brad. Trusting a man with a bad reputation and a past full of secrets seems like a mistake. But when she’s forced to make a choice, the consequences will take her further than she could ever have imagined.
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walks through cotton fields, and your unwavering acceptance and support.

				I love you.
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				Having two men at one time is a strange experience. My first time in a threesome, I was blindfolded, my senses heightened and restricted to touch, scent, sounds and taste. Touch. The feeling of their hands on my bare skin, caresses, grips, slaps and fucks. God, those long strokes of pure animal ownership. Scent. Fresh linen, candles, Brad’s unmistakable combination of God knows what that drove me absolutely crazy, my own sweat, the strange new scent of the stranger in the room. Sounds. Their ragged breaths, my own heartbeat pounding in my head, a primal groan, whispered words of reverence, the sound of flesh on flesh, of my own wetness. Taste. Tight, stretched skin in my mouth, Brad’s mouth on me, my own taste on their tongues, the eroticism of it all. And finally, the taste of completion when I milked them dry, the flavor of victory and carnal satisfaction. I had done it. I had gone there. And I had loved every minute of it.

				

			

			
				One

				“So, what’s next?”

				I turned my head, glancing at him, his dark profile hiding the grin that I knew played over his features. I reclined in the passenger seat of his car, snug against the warmth of the seat heater. He reached his hand over, offering it to me, and I grabbed it, running my hands over his huge palm and strong fingers. “What’s next with tonight?”

				He chuckled, the sound unfairly sexual. The man could make a sneeze sound carnal if he wanted to. “I’m taking you home with me tonight, unless you have an objection to that. I meant in regards to us.”

				I yawned. “Your home sounds good for tonight.” Yes, his huge home with its big, luxurious bed, worth-giving-up-carbs-for shower and stocked fridge would be welcome tonight, especially since a night in that wonderful bed normally led to a morning of orgasms. “As far as with us, that’s in your ballpark. I tried the threesome, and I’m cool with that if that’s what you need to be faithful.”

				“You’re ‘cool’ with it.” His wry tone elicited a frown from my side of the car. “You seemed a little more than ‘cool with it.’”

				I rolled my eyes. “Fine. I loved it, can’t wait to do it again, I will worship at the shrine of Brad from this day forth. Happy?”

				The light changed in the car, and this time I could see the grin that stretched over his face. “Well, if you insist. You know I strive to please.”

				Yes, you certainly do. I never thought I would appreciate one singular quality so much. Competitiveness is great in a partner. Sexual competitiveness, I’ve learned over the last several weeks, is holy-freaking-God amazing. I watched the curve of his mouth, loving the transformation it caused to his powerful features. “So, tonight was it, right? That’s the sexual extent of your freakiness?”

				“Well...” He shrugged, glancing over at me.

				“Well?” I sat up, turning in my seat to fully face him. “Well what?”

				“I will never need anything more ‘freaky,’ as you like to say, than what we just did. But the point of this is not just my pleasure. It’s to awaken your sexuality, to find what turns you on and to explore that. Chances are, tonight wasn’t your single perfect fantasy.” I shifted slightly at the statement. Uh, yeah—it pretty much was. “As we grow in our relationship, you may find you like completely different things than you do now. As your sexual boundaries expand, your preferences may change.”

				I smirked at him. “So, what you’re saying is, if I keep dating you, in three years I’m going to be licking whipped cream off a bearded lady and loving it?”

				He laughed. “If it reaches that level, you’re not going to be still dating me.”

				I relaxed back into the seat. “Well, for now, that was plenty hot enough for me. I don’t know how much more sexual exploration my mind can take right now.”

				“So, if I receive any invitations, I should turn them down?”

				I paused, midsnuggle into the leather cocoon that the BMW’s seat had become. “What? What kind of invitations?”

				“You know, parties, cruises or threesomes like we just did.” His offhand tone was ludicrous considering the events that he was so casually discussing.

				Parties? Cruises? I swallowed, unsure if I was ready for more. Brad read my silence and looked over, the passing streetlights revealing concern on his face. “Too much?” he asked.

				I braved a smile. “For now. Let’s take it one freak show at a time, okay?”

				From the other side of the car came that delicious chuckle, and I clenched my core in an involuntary response.

				The car slowed, making the turn onto Brad’s road, and I looked at the stately homes that passed, each one more impressive than the last. Then we pulled into Brad’s drive, the suspension smoothing the rough ride of the pavers below us, and taking us to his home.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				I entered the lobby of Clarke, De Luca & Broward on Monday morning at seven-thirty on the dot. Waving at Ancient Dorothy, I pressed the elevator call button and waited for the car. My early morning wait was interrupted by a clattering of heels from somewhere behind me. The clattering had speed and determination that made me tense in anticipation. I risked a glance over my shoulder and came in full eye contact with an Amazon of a woman. I was wearing three-inch heels and she still towered a good six inches above me, coming to an abrupt halt so close to me that I was forced to look up just so my face wasn’t buried in her breasts. I smiled hesitantly in greeting and stepped to the side, turning back to the bank of elevators, now in the awkward position of whether or not to make polite conversation on the ride up. I was already terrified of this woman, and didn’t know why, other than the fact that she was clearly sizing me up and not being the slightest bit shy about it. I almost expected her to ask me to open my mouth so she could inspect my teeth.

				The doors slid open, and after standard overtures, she stepped onto the car, her strong mass dominating the elaborate space. My inner turmoil over whether or not to converse with her was solved by the moment the doors closed.

				“So,” she announced with gusto. “You’re Julia.”

				“Beg your pardon?” I asked.

				“Julia Campbell,” she said, grinning at me, her face beautiful despite the extra weight it carried. As a failed makeup study, I recognized quality makeup when I saw it, and this girl had enhanced an already beautiful face to model-quality, an attribute that many men probably overlooked because of her size. “That’s you, right? I hacked into H.R.’s file and got a copy of your driver’s license. Your pic is a few years old, but pretty damn close.”

				If there had been room to take a step back in the elevator, I would have. If I had been scared of her before, I was sweating bullets now. “I’m sorry...I don’t believe we have met. You are...?”

				She laughed. “Sorry. I’m Rebecca. Brad’s assistant.”

				Brad’s assistant. Suddenly I could breathe a little easier. “Oh. I thought all of his assistants were...” I tried to find the words to describe the three secretaries that reigned over Brad’s wing of the firm.

				“Old, wrinkly bitches?” She grinned at me as the doors opened, and I burst out laughing at the description, one that probably fit the three elegant senior citizens that had stuffily dismissed me the one time I had dared to approach their desk. We stepped out of the elevator together and she followed me as I pressed on the door to the West Wing. Surprised, I glanced over at her. “You coming over here?”

				“Just for a sec. Brad wanted me to introduce myself, and a thirty-second ride won’t do that justice.”

				I doubted a three-day road trip would do that justice, but I smiled at her and unlocked my office door, ushering her in. It was early, but the rest of the staff would be filing in soon. I hoped she wasn’t planning on staying long. Rebecca’s presence was as subtle as a giant sign screaming I’m dating Brad De Luca! hung outside my door.

				“I can’t stay.” Her quick words made me wonder how transparent my inhospitable thoughts were. “Let me just get your email address and I’ll be on my way.”

				“My email?”

				“Yeah. Your personal one. I’ll need to send you some stuff that shouldn’t go over the company intranet.”

				I blushed, hoping the attachments weren’t of the adult variety and wondering how much Rebecca knew about our relationship. I scribbled down my email address, passing it to her with a smile that I hoped communicated my friendly intent. “It was nice to meet you, Rebecca.”

				“Hey, you, too. Maybe I’ll see you around.” She waved cheerily and swung out the door, her heels pounding down the hallway, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I heard the double doors close behind her. I plopped down in my chair, spinning slightly as I stared at the ceiling. Rebecca sending me “stuff.” This would be interesting.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				“Julia, can I borrow you for a moment?” Broward’s voice floated through the open doorway into my office, four hours later. He had politely used the office phone system for the first three weeks of my internship, but had abandoned that practice and now simply yelled for me, like I was his puppy roaming somewhere in the house, looking for a place to pee. I sighed, sliding back from my desk and working my bare feet into heels and standing. I was in his doorway a moment later, barely in time to stop another interoffice yell, his mouth already opening in preparation.

				“Yes, Mr. Broward?” I asked politely.

				“Come in, Julia, and please shut the door.”

				I cringed, stepping forward and grabbing the handle, pulling it closed behind me. Broward seemed to have this misconception that “closing his door” actually afforded him some measure of privacy. While the heavy, oak door probably did have excellent sound-deafening qualities, the one-inch gap that ran along the bottom allowed almost every word to come through in crystal-clear quality. This had to be about Brad, and thanks to this poorly hung door, someone was bound to walk by and hear the entire conversation.

				“I’d like to extend your internship, assuming you are interested.”

				My jaw literally dropped, an involuntary relaxation of muscles that I struggled to contain. Okay—guess this isn’t about Brad. “Extend?” I said dumbly.

				“Yes. I’ve been very impressed with you so far, and would like to expand your duties here, maybe bring you to court, let you see more than just the inside of a file.” He grinned at me, a worthless exercise of muscles, because as soon as he had said that word, everything else had disappeared.

				Court. The word hung, in gold glittery letters, above my head, blinking on and off like a Vegas sign advertising half-priced buffets. I tried not to lick my lips but could feel saliva pooling, and my jaw started itching to do that damn dropping motion again. “That would be wonderful, but I—um...I just need to check my class schedule for next semester.”

				He shrugged at my response, picking up his phone and cradling it to his ear. “Check your schedule and let me know. I’ll speak to H.R., see if we could take you on part-time, give you some hourly rate that would make it worth your while.”

				Monetary compensation? Court time? I smiled at him and turned quickly, wanting to get the hell out of there before slobber shot in all directions out of my mouth. I fled his office and collapsed into my chair, an expression somewhere between a grin and a grimace contorting my face. My excitement over the job prospect fought with the predicament it would cause. Court. Money. Brad. Broward. Certain disaster. Court. Ugh. I laid my head on my desk and groaned.

				* * *

				IT WAS 4:00 p.m. before I thought to check my personal email, remembering that Rebecca was going to send me something. I had one new email, from Rebecca Cray, titled INFO. I opened the email, and read the one-line message.

				



				When you get a chance, please complete the attached and scan it back to me. Thx—Rebecca

				



				I opened the attachment, an Excel spreadsheet, and scanned it quickly, my eyes narrowing the further down the document I read. No fucking way. Then I printed it, closed out the email and picked up the office phone, dialing Brad’s extension and waiting.

				He answered in a way that expressed he was not alone. That was fine. I had aspirations for my bitch-out session, and the minimum requirement was that it be in person. “Dinner, tonight? The bistro on Sixty-ninth at six. Okay?”

				“Do I have a choice?” His voice held a hint of wariness.

				Damn. I had wanted to blindside him with my tantrum. More dramatic that way. “Not really.”

				“The bistro is fine, at six, but be aware that I don’t do subservient very well.”

				His voice was almost dangerous in its authority, and my feminine side swooned a little despite my best efforts to project more of a dominatrix side.

				I tried to come up with a witty response, but struck out. “Whatever,” I finally snapped, hanging the phone up glumly, feeling, as I often did with him, that I had been outmatched.

				Then I stood, going to ask the other dictator in my life if I could run out for thirty minutes at six. I really needed to do something to get the men in my life under better control.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Four

				“What, pray tell, could I already be in trouble for?” In the brick-walled restaurant, Brad’s face could only be described as pained as he ended a call and stood from a four-top at my approach, stepping aside and pulling out my chair.

				I sat, accepting the kiss he placed on my cheek, a kiss that moved, traveling down my neck before I pulled back with a squeal, a smile fighting me tooth and nail to reach my mouth. “What makes you think you are in trouble?” I purred, crossing my legs and reaching forward, dipping a carrot in some hummus and crunching down on it, Brad looking at me in barely contained disgust. “What?”

				“That stuff. It looks disgusting.”

				I snorted, all sexy purrs now gone. “Disgusting? You ordered it!”

				“I ordered it because women everywhere seem to eat it, and I was trying to find something you’d like in this granolified tent that they call a restaurant.”

				I smothered a smile, looking around. He had a point. Birkenstocks and deodorant-free patrons seemed to be the vibe this place was going for. It had been a recommendation from my roommate Alex, and was one of the few downtown restaurants that was avoided by the staff. Now I knew why. “No steaks on the menu?”

				“Barely any meat on the menu. One free-range chicken dish, the rest all vegetarian. I’ll eat at home, but you need something. Here.” He pushed a laminated menu across the small table, and I scanned it quickly, fighting my own urge to curl an upper lip. The items were all healthy, all organic, and all...unappetizing. I spotted vegetable soup and decided to go with that, setting the menu aside and looking at Brad.

				The man was sinful. Tan skin, thick black hair, with bits of silver littering it. Dark brown eyes that held every emotion possible, with the tendency to smolder and cloud at just the moment when it drove me the craziest. Strong features that worked perfectly together to make every grin, grimace and glare heart-stoppingly gorgeous. But honestly, you could run his face through a blender, shave his head bald and starve the man out of his amazing, too-built-for-mortal-men build, and he would still be stop-you-in-your-tracks sexy. Because it wasn’t the looks that really made him sizzle; it was the pure sex that reeked from his pores, the cocky confidence that dominated every move, every touch. And the horrible yet ecstatic fact about the whole package is that he could back it all up with mind-numbing sexual prowess. He knew what he rocked beneath those dress pants, and he knew exactly how to use the damn thing. It was, as I had thought a thousand times before, ridiculously unfair.

				“Stop smirking at me.” I spoke through a half-eaten carrot, hoping that my mental drool-fest hadn’t shown in my face, which I fixed into an irritated scowl.

				“I’ll smirk at you until you tell me what I have done wrong. I assure you, I have not fucked anybody since you left my house last night.” He leaned back, placing his hands in his pockets, his legs spread. He looked relaxed, which was the last thing I wanted him looking.

				Our waitress, an overall-wearing blonde, swung by and I handed her the menu, requesting the soup and a glass of ice water. Then I took him out of his not-even-present misery and reached into my bag, pulling out the spreadsheet Rebecca had emailed me and slapping it onto the table.

				He leaned forward, his hands still in his pockets, and glanced at the document before leaning back and shrugging. “So?”

				“So? That’s your response? Do you know what this is?”

				“Yeah. It’s the questionnaire. Rebecca sends it to all of the important women in my life.” He gave me a grin that indicated that I should thank my lucky stars and dance around hugging myself, so grateful that he graced me with receiving his ridiculous spreadsheet. I wanted to take the hummus and shove it all over his face.

				“Let me read this shit to you, Brad. Birthday, time of monthly cycle, favorite authors, favorite clothing store, shoe size, bra size, name of four closest friends, favorite band—”

				“Where are you going with this, Julia?” he interrupted my rant, which was too bad, because I was just getting to the good stuff.

				“I’m not telling her—or you—all this shit! This is Lazy Boyfriend 101. This is her cheat sheet so that she can buy all the right presents at all of the appropriate times! Text you during social events, reminding you of my friends’ names. This is the stuff we are supposed to discover about each other during dates—things that you are supposed to care enough to find out, and then remember!” I slammed my hand on the table, the noise loud in the small restaurant.

				He didn’t move, studying me from his seat, his head tilted as his eyes burned through me. “Okay.”

				“Okay?”

				He shrugged. “Okay. I’ll tell her to throw away the list, as far as you are concerned. You’re right.”

				My mouth threatened to drop open again. That was easy. From the man whom I had expected to fight me tooth and nail, on principle and stubbornness alone.

				My astonishment must have shown; he gave a quick laugh and leaned forward. “Rebecca doesn’t know, okay? I told her I was dating someone, and she probably assumed you are like the other girls. I don’t need that list, I know half the shit on it already and will know the rest soon enough. Forget it. I’ll talk to Rebecca and make sure she leaves you alone from here on out.” He grinned at me, reaching across the table and grabbing my arm. “Now, am I forgiven?”

				I tried to glare at him, but my anger had abandoned me somewhere around his admittance of fault. My face contorted in a variety of expressions before I finally returned his grin, accepting the tug of his hands and meeting him across the table for a quick, panty-melting kiss.

				We parted, the connection broken, and he grinned at me as he settled back into his chair.

				“What?” I asked warily, leaning back as the waitress set my soup down.

				“Boyfriend.” My quizzical look caused him to elaborate. “Lazy Boyfriend 101—you referred to me as your boyfriend.”

				My soup steamed hot before me, and I broke saltines into it and stirred, avoiding his cocky stare. “You’re reading too much into my word choice—I was trying to explain, in simple caveman terms, your gross error in judgment.”

				“I’m ready to be exclusive.”

				The statement surprised me, and I looked up to find his eyes on me, serious and intense. “Really? Now?”

				“Yes, now. We had wanted to see if you were okay with my sexual lifestyle. You’ve had a chance to experience it, you enjoyed it, so let’s move on.”

				“Together,” I said, my word more of a question than a declaration.

				“You seem to have trouble grasping this concept.”

				“I have no problem grasping the concept. I’m just shocked you are pushing the subject. You seem like the type to run from commitment, not seek it out.” I took a sip of soup and watched as he shifted in his seat.

				“Julia, what I said to you three weeks ago in the stairwell was true. I don’t like being alone. While I enjoy the flirtations of being single, I would prefer to be in a committed relationship.”

				I grinned at him. “So the promise of a relationship wasn’t just to trick me into ditching my inhibitions?”

				He had the good grace to look wounded, reaching over and tugging on my hand. He brought it up to his mouth, kissing it gently and looking at me. “I am a man of my word, and ready to commit fully to you. With the obvious exceptions.”

				“The exceptions being our group sex partners, not random women you screw on the side.”

				His mouth twitched under my fingers and he nodded, returning my hand. “Correct.”

				“Fine, I’ll accept your offer of servitude,” I said, glancing at him while blowing on the soup, his amusement visible through the steam. “Since that grants me the power of possession, exactly how many women does Rebecca have a dossier on?”

				He shrugged. “Not many. I’ve had five or six extended flings that have stretched for a few months. Rebecca has files on those women.”

				I growled through the first spoonful of soup, wanting to march up to her office right now and feed those spreadsheets through the shredder myself. Not that I, with my still-had-the-tags-on-it new relationship, had any right to be territorial. “Well, I was going to hire a pushy assistant and have him, for the sake of invasiveness, send you an STD pee kit, but I guess I’ll cancel that, seeing as you have agreed to drop the questionnaire and keep your pit bull of an assistant at bay.” I grinned at him and dipped my spoon back in the bowl.

				“Oh....speaking of that.” The hesitancy in his voice caused me to look up, my body tensing at whatever disaster was lurking.

				“Speaking of what?”

				“STD tests.” Crap. I was afraid that’s where he was headed. “If you are going to be part of this lifestyle, we need to get you tested.”

				Never mind, not where I thought he was headed. “Me?” The incredulity in my voice caused another grin to cross his face.

				“Yes, oh patron saint of virtue. You. I know you are probably clean, but for future planning purposes, and in order to get access to the elite clubs and parties, we have to know for sure, and be able to provide documentation.” He lowered his voice, leaning forward. “Everyone, and I mean everyone, wears condoms, but you have to be clean in order to participate. Do you have a doctor that you use?”

				Gynecologist. That had been one of the blanks on Rebecca’s spreadsheet, and I had planned on its being my argument’s grand finale—a shining example of the utter invasion of privacy that the questionnaire had been. Now it made a little more sense.

				“Yeah,” I muttered, scooping up a combination of noodles and vegetables.

				“Do you mind?”

				“Not particularly. I mean, I want everyone else there tested, but...” My mouth curved on its own, my own mind realizing the double standard that was about to come out of my lips. “No. I need to do it anyway. I’m due for an annual exam.” I glanced at my watch, swearing at the time. “Damn, I gotta go.” I stood, grabbing my bag, and leaned over, kissing him briefly before glancing at the table.

				“I got it, babe. Go. Call me when you’re done for the day.”

				I thanked him with my smile, trotting out the front and onto the downtown sidewalk. I made a mental note to call my gyno and see if I could get in to see her this week. As I stood at the busy street and waited to cross, I realized that I hadn’t mentioned the job offer that Broward had extended.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Five

				The invitation came, as so many did, by private messenger, a tuxedoed male with the bone structure of a model. He wound through the halls of Clarke, De Luca & Broward with familiar ease, taking the elevator to the fourth floor and swinging through the heavy doors of the East Wing. Approaching the elevated semicircle of secretarial desks, he stopped in front of the middle one, waiting patiently until the elegant women raised her silver head and looked at him.

				“Yes? What can I help you with, sir?”

				“I have a courier item for Mr. De Luca, ma’am.”

				“You can hand it over. I’ll be sure that he gets it.”

				“I apologize, but I am under strict instructions to deliver it only to Mr. De Luca.”

				The woman pursed her lips, fixing him with a stern gaze that did nothing to alter the confident grin on his face. “I believe you have been here before, Mr....”

				“Martin. And yes, I have made deliveries here before.”

				“Then, Mr. Martin, you are quite aware that Mr. De Luca is a very busy man. I will try to reach him via phone, but if I fail, you will have the option of leaving the item with me or returning at another time. I will not have you wandering around this lobby waiting for his return, understood?”

				His grin still in place, he nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

				She turned, the wrinkles in her neck smoothing for one moment, and placed the phone to her ear.

				* * *

				BRAD WAS MIDSWING in the third stroke of a par four when his cell rang, vibrating inside his pocket, the one distraction he didn’t need at that point in time. He swore loudly as he watched the ball fade to the right, headed exactly where it shouldn’t, a loud splat confirming his error. He yanked his phone from his pocket and glanced at the display. “De Luca.”

				“Mr. De Luca, there is a gentleman here, a Mr. Martin, who has an item that he will only deliver to you.”

				“Let me talk to him, please.”

				There was a rustle, silence, then, “Hello?”

				“This is Brad De Luca. Who is the item from?”

				“Beverly Franklin, sir.”

				Brad chuckled. “Okay. Just a moment.” He lifted his chin, going through the possibilities, then came to a decision.

				“I’m going to give you a set of instructions, but I want to make sure that the secretary in front of you does not hear them. Do you understand?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Leave the wing you are in and return to the elevator banks. There will be an entrance there for the West Wing—Kent Broward’s name will be visible on the door. Enter there and ask for Julia Campbell. You can deliver the item to her. Just her.”

				“Gotcha, Mr. D. See you later, sir.”

				“Thank you.” He hung up the phone and approached the cart, nodding to the three men standing there. He would give anything to see Julia’s face when she opened the card.

				

				I WAS ELBOW deep in transcript review when Chace Crawford, in a tuxedo, appeared in my doorway. Okay, so it wasn’t the Chace Crawford, but enough of a lookalike for me to momentarily forget Drueit vs. Pace Contracting, which was a feat unto itself. I collected myself and waved him in.

				“Can I help you?”

				“I’m looking for Julia Campbell.”

				“I’m Julia.” I stood, stepping forward and shaking the hand he extended.

				“I’m Jeff Martin. I have a couriered item for Mr. De Luca, but he isn’t in. He said that I could give it to you.”

				I looked at the embossed envelope he extended, my fingers reaching out and taking it before my mind had a chance to process the situation. “Thank you,” I said, smiling at him.

				“Certainly.” He gave a small bow and smiled, turning and leaving the room.

				I sat back down, leaning the envelope against my computer monitor and staring at it for a brief moment. Being Brad’s girlfriend was turning into a full-time job.

				I ignored the envelope and returned to the depositions, reading line after line of transcripts until my contacts started to dry out and I leaned back to take a break. The envelope stared at me, beautiful calligraphy dancing beneath exhausted eyes. I reached for my phone and called Brad’s cell.

				* * *

				BRAD PARKED HIS cart, tipping the bag-drop boy and stepping up the wide steps of the hundred-year-old clubhouse. It had been built at a time when opulence and masculinity ruled the design world, and every ounce of the building reeked of old money and tradition. He walked through the wide hall, oil paintings and trophy cases, seeing his group of friends at the entrance to the cigar bar. His phone rang and he paused, glancing down and seeing Julia’s name. That took longer than expected. He smiled, holding up a finger to the men and stepped aside, leaning against the wall and answering the call.

				“Hello, beautiful.”

				“Hey. You got something.”

				“And...did you open it?” He raised his eyebrows, waiting for her response.

				“No,” she said indignantly. “It has your name on it.”

				“Well, I had the courier bring it to you for a reason. It’s an invitation to a party.”

				“And...?”

				God, the woman was feisty. “And I’d like you to come with me.”

				She sighed into the phone. “As your secret girlfriend, I think I’m exempt from any of the boring social events you old people go to.”

				Brad smiled at her words, moving off the wall and stepping forward. “It’s an orgy.”

				Her breath caught, and he wished he were having this conversation in person. “Oh.”

				“But...if that’s too dull and old-mannish for you, I can invite someone else.”

				She hissed into the phone, “You wouldn’t dare.”

				“Oh, I most definitely would.”

				There was silence for a minute and Brad stopped walking and waited.

				“Where’s the party?”

				“Does it matter?”

				“Humor me.”

				“I’m assuming it’s at the hosts’ home. In Irongate.”

				“Oooh...fancy. Do you know anyone who will be there?”

				“I know the hosts. They typically throw a relatively small party, fifteen or twenty couples, a few singles. There will be group play and private rooms. If you feel up to it, we could just observe, maybe hook up with a single or a couple in a private room if you want. Or we can just stop in, let you see how it works and leave.”

				There was a pause, rustled papers, then an abrupt response. “Okay.”

				Her agreement came quicker than he expected, and he grinned into the phone.

				“Okay. You officially have a date. Read the invitation. We’ll talk later.” He smiled into the phone, then looked up as one of his friends walked by, slapping him on the shoulder. “I have to go.”

				“Okay. Wait!” The urgency in her voice made him pause.

				“What?”

				“It’s this week, which doesn’t exactly give me time to shop. What’s the dress code?”

				“Something sexy. No panties.” He hung up the phone and walked forward, sliding it into his pocket.

				* * *

				I MURMURED SOME form of parting and hung up the phone, flipping the envelope over and running my fingers over the wax seal. I grabbed a letter opener and worked it gently under the flap, careful not to rip the paper as I opened it. I slid out a card, stiff and folded, Brad De Luca printed in perfect calligraphy on the front. Dropping the envelope, I opened the card, almost afraid of what was inside.

				Big surprise, an invitation. I pushed away from my desk, spinning the chair in a small circle as I read it.
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Well, this is convenient. Twenty-four hours after Brad mentions a sex party, a hot man shows up in my office, envelope in hand. I tapped the invitation against my desk and thought. I had shot out a response to Brad, not really thinking through the implications of what I was signing up for. I wasn’t ready for this. A threesome was one thing. A masked orgy was something entirely different. I had to remember what Brad had said. We could just stop in, see how it works and leave. I could handle that. Piece of cake.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Six

				Broward kept me at the office until ten that night, and every night that week, promising me a short day on Friday. Friday, the night of the party. It loomed, mysterious and expectant before me, and I was filled with equal parts anticipation and nerves. By the end of the week I was exhausted, having stumbled inside my house each night, ignoring the crowds that sometimes filled my living room, even the sounds of Zach’s thumping bass failing to delay my immediate slumber. I’d spoken to Brad sporadically, quick conversations squeezed in between Broward’s incessant orders, and Brad kept me fed and hydrated, sending in catered meals every night. The evening deliveries raised more than a few eyebrows, but as soon as everyone realized there was enough to share, the brows dropped and chewing began.

				I was able to sneak out for a doctor’s visit on Wednesday, a nerve-racking thirty minutes in which my most private areas were explored and a vial of blood was drawn, with results promised in twenty-four hours. I returned unnoticed, the never-ending pile of work marginally bigger. Broward was abnormally irritable, working with his door closed, moving files out of my line of sight when I would enter his office. Something was wrong, but I couldn’t figure out which case was the source of his angst. From my side, everything seemed to be moving smoothly. He didn’t mention my job future once, a fact I was grateful for, since I hadn’t had time to come to a decision. Thursday, the doctor’s office called, giving me a clean and unencumbered bill of health. And, before I knew it, it was Friday at 6:00 p.m. and I was stepping outside, the dusk light unfamiliar, Broward’s promise of an early day fulfilled. I walked through the garage, glancing toward Brad’s spot, bare pavement meeting my quick-to-roll eyes. Shocker.

				A glance at my watch got my mind off Brad’s absence and focused on the night ahead. Brad had texted me that he would pick me up at nine-thirty. Three and a half hours didn’t seem like nearly enough time to physically and mentally prepare for the evening’s activities. I increased my pace, headed for my Camry, a small quiver of excitement running recklessly through my body.

				* * *

				I STARTED IN the shower, begging each roommate to leave me and the bathroom alone for the next hour. I shaved my legs, underarms and all but a thin strip down below. I exfoliated vigorously, soaked in a hot bubble bath for twenty minutes, then exfoliated again. Getting out, I wrapped a towel around my body and put light makeup on. I then went to my closet.

				The idea of a sex party was foreign and, as much as I hated to admit it, exciting to me. Images from Eyes Wide Shut filled my head, though I doubted any event of Brad’s would be as cold and reserved as that scene had been. He said we could stop in, see how it works and leave. That was what I needed to keep in mind. That this was a sightseeing expedition and nothing more. My mind wandered back to the threesome that Brad had orchestrated a few weeks ago. How I had agreed to “try it” for ten minutes and at that point I’d be given the opportunity to back out. How, when that time frame had been reached, and his voice had come through the darkness, offering me an escape, I had never been so aroused, and the thought of stopping had seemed pure insanity. I suddenly realized how drug addicts became addicted. The threesome had been my gateway drug, and I now hovered at the edge of the cliff, ready and willing to jump into the dark depths below. More than willing, soaking wet at the thought of it. I knew, without even entering the party, that I would stay.

				Nothing in my closet screamed Sex Party, so I aimed for club wear instead. I chose a red minidress that was tight on the bottom, loose and flowing on top. I ignored Brad’s directive and put on panties, a black lace thong. Slathering my legs in lotion, I was spritzing on perfume when I heard the doorbell ring. I grabbed small faux diamond studs and a black clutch, then headed for the door.

				My roommates Alex and Zach were smoking weed on the couch when I walked through the living room and opened the front door. Brad stood there, dark, delicious and sexy in a white button-up shirt and dark dress slacks. His dark hair and tan stood out in stark contrast to the white shirt. I leaned against the door frame, and his eyes swept over me with an appreciative grin. Stepping forward, he braced a hand on the frame and kissed me, trailing his free hand down my open neckline.

				I pulled away from the kiss and blushed, flicking my eyes inside at my roommates. He chuckled and put his mouth to my ear. “You know people are going to see a lot more than that tonight.” My cheeks burning, I waved to my roommates and pushed him out, toward the limo idling at the curb.

				“Good night, gentlemen,” Brad called out. Alex and Zach giggled in response, and I shut the door, taking Brad’s outstretched hand. We walked to the car, his hand exploring my bare back and short dress along the way, and I swatted his hand as we arrived at the car. Brad opened the door and I ducked inside.

				* * *

				“YOU SHOULD MOVE.” I turned to look at him, confused. We were moving, the limo driving north through town.

				“What? Why?”

				“Your roommates. Weed? You don’t need to get caught up in that.”

				“I’m not gonna ‘get caught up’ in anything.”

				“If the cops bust your house, you are just as likely to be arrested as they are.” I glowered at him, avoiding his reasoning by opening my clutch and pulling out lipstick.

				“I don’t think cops ‘bust’ houses over weed. Besides, I like my house.”

				“Really? What’s your favorite part? The mildew in the shower or the worn-out carpet?”

				“It’s the finicky hot water pressure I adore, thank you very much.”

				I stuck out my tongue at him, uncapping the lipstick and carefully applying it.

				He laughed, grabbing my knee and squeezing it gently. “We have a stop to make on the way.”

				“What kind of stop?”

				“Hair and makeup.” His cell rang and he straightened his legs, reaching in his pocket to pull it out. Glancing at the screen, he silenced the phone and put it back in his pocket.

				“Hair and makeup? I already did all that.”

				He glanced at my worried face with a reassuring smile. “And you look absolutely gorgeous. This is more for the mask aspect of the party. Jessica and Marco are masters of creative disguises. As much as I hate costumes, it does add to the ambience of the party, as well as relax a lot of inhibitions.”

				I gripped my purse and thought of the peephole mask I had tucked inside. Not the sexiest thing in the world, it was the only thing I had that would be considered a mask. I was grateful for the opportunity to choose a different one. “I’d think you would have a closet full of swinger costumes. You know, velvet capes, top hats, canes?”

				He fought a smile and leaned over, brushing my lips with his, the brief contact not nearly enough for me. “I prefer a more discreet approach. And that is pimp attire, not swinger.”

				“Oh, that’s right. Swingers wear suspenders and fedoras, right?” My smart response earned me another silencing kiss, and I grinned against his mouth, stealing an opportunity to grip his hair and deepen the kiss.

				“So.” I tilted my head and looked at him. “You’ll be fine with us just popping into this party, watching some stuff and then leaving?”

				He turned in his seat, my eyes finding mine and holding them hostage. “Of course. Are you getting cold feet?”

				I frowned. “Not cold feet—I’m just a little nervous.”

				“Okay. That’s normal. What are you nervous about?”

				I shrugged. “Just the fact that it’s an organized sex party. I get uncomfortable at being approached. I don’t like the pressure of turning someone down. I think that’s what stresses me out.”

				“First of all, all of Beverly’s parties have one cardinal rule. Women do the instigating. Men can’t approach you, and you will make any decisions about what will occur. Think of it as a feminist’s wet dream.”

				I turned that over in my head, leaning against him and trying to figure out what I would want if it was all going to be up to me.

				He frowned, running a hand down my hair and rubbing my neck gently. “I don’t want you to be stressed. This party, this lifestyle, is about enhancing our sex life—not causing it or you discomfort.”

				“But if I’m not okay with the swinging, then we break up.”

				“I don’t expect you to be okay with everything from the get-go. You can ease into this. We are taking the fast route, and we don’t need to do that. I just didn’t want you to miss out on this party and have to wait three months for the next one.” He frowned at me. “We don’t need to go. I have no issue with saying ‘screw the party’ and going home.”

				I shook my head. “I’m not going to know if I’m okay with it until I’m there. I want to go, but I want you to know that I’m not going to want to do anything that I don’t feel comfortable with.”

				He stifled a laugh and quickly brought my hand to his mouth, kissing it quickly. “I have no interest in scaring you away. If you want to leave, we’ll leave. If you want to stay, we’ll stay. Tonight, you are the boss.”

				My eyes flashed at his in the darkness. “Hmmmm.... I like that.”

				He laughed. “I’m sure you do.”

				I watched his face as he ran his lips over my hand, squeezing it briefly before dropping it to his lap. “Will this work out?” I asked suddenly, shifting in my seat to face him fully. “You and me, exclusive?”

				“At this party?”

				“No—in normal life. Us having an exclusive relationship, with you being so...” I grimaced, trying to find the right word. “Slutty,” I finally managed.

				He smiled, his gaze traveling over my face, the depths of his soul staring out through those dark, confident eyes. “This isn’t my first relationship, Julia. I know you think I will whip my cock out at the first woman who breathes my way, but I assure you—I can handle commitment.”

				“As long as you have additional stimulation. Beyond me.”

				“Well, there is that, yes. But your involvement in the activity is what makes it so stimulating.”

				I snorted at that. “Bullshit.”

				He cocked his head at me. “The other night, if I hadn’t been involved in that threesome, would you have enjoyed it?”

				I frowned. “If you hadn’t been there, I never would have had sex with him.”

				“Ignore that logic for a moment and envision the situation as two different possibilities. One, just you, me and him. Then imagine the situation with you, him and another guy. Would the experience have been the same?”

				I leaned back against the seat, closing my eyes and envisioning the scenarios. When I removed Brad from the equation—my trust in him, his sexual presence that made every touch electrifying, his ability to somehow know exactly how much I could take, how far to push my boundaries in order to give me the most mind-shattering experience that I was willing, at that point in time, to experience. I finally sighed and opened my eyes, meeting his. “No. It wouldn’t have been the same.”

				He grinned, pulling me in one quick motion onto his lap. “And you make things different for me. You don’t know it, but you captured me quickly, with your faux innocence, the nerdy-glasses, pencil-skirt look that you were trying to pull off. When I saw you later, dressed to the hilt, pure sex from your stilettos to your hair, I didn’t believe it. Saw you as playing a part. But—” he breathed, reaching out and trailing a finger over my open lips “—you are pure sex. When you are in your element, which is typically when you are stuffed full of cock, I’ve never seen a more sexually perfect being in my life.” His mouth twitched, and he pulled me to him for a soft, gentle kiss. “I fell for the feisty, smart-ass Julia that calls me on my shit. But I’m owned by the vixen that you become behind closed doors.” My response was lost in his next kiss, a heady, desperate kiss that consumed both of us, hands fisting in hair, an erotic fusion between two captive souls. I was glad that he took my response, because I didn’t have a coherent thought in my head.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Seven

				Our kiss was interrupted by the limo’s slow turn into a short driveway, the suited chauffer waiting an appropriate amount of time before opening our door. The makeup stop turned out to be a small bungalow in an established neighborhood, a black Porsche Boxter in the driveway. Lights were on in the house, and Brad rang the doorbell, holding my hand on the front porch.

				“Be patient with Jessica,” he whispered. “She gets a little excited if given too much free rein.”

				I laughed. “Patient? Every woman wants free rein with a makeup professional. I’ll just try not to have too much fun.”

				“Hola! I’m Marco!” A small muscular man in skintight black jeans, a white tank top and a hot-pink boa opened the door with a dramatic flourish. Behind him, I could see a curvy brunette, tattoos covering her arms and neck, and she waved enthusiastically. They moved aside for our entrance and between the hugs, handshakes and introductions, I discovered that the two were roommates, and seemed to be familiar with Brad; he headed past them to the living room.

				Talking a mile a minute, Jessica pulled me into the dining room, where she had a long table covered with every makeup, hair care and skin product known to man. I saw what looked like the entire MAC lineup, as well as half of a Sally’s Beauty Supply store. I was shocked the table didn’t cave in under the weight of it all.

				Brad collapsed into the living room couch, crossing his ankles and settling in. He picked up a remote and starting flipping through the channels, Marco scurrying around him, fluffing pillows and chatting him up excitedly. I saw a brief look of pain cross his face, and then I was gently pushed into a chair by Jessica. She turned on a mirrored spotlight, illuminating my face, examined it closely, then sat back with a satisfied smile.

				“What look do you want to go for tonight?”

				I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never been to a party like this before. Won’t the mask hide a lot of the makeup?”

				She clapped her hands and smiled at me excitedly, and turned and grabbed a thick binder from a nearby stool. “Tonight, the mask is going to be the makeup. Let me show you some examples. Then you can pick out what you like.”

				Fifteen minutes later, I was ready to move in with Jessica and Marco. She was a freak of makeup nature, able to create distinct and beautiful masterpieces on ordinary faces. I did my best, but was torn between six different looks in her binder. I couldn’t decide—they were all so beautiful and different—but finally chose the one that I thought would camouflage my looks the most.

				Marco had given up on Brad, and stood at a clothing rack that was pushed against a back wall. He was going through clothes, occasionally pouncing on an item and bringing it to Brad. Brad so far had rejected all of Marco’s suggestions, which was causing increased agitation to the small man. “How can you like none of these?” he complained. “I am showing you some beautiful pieces!”

				Brad called to me from the living room. “He wants me to wear a jeweled thong, Julia! Talk some sense into the man.”

				I frowned at Marco and shook my head, causing Jessica to swear at me. I went back to being still and tried to behave while she continued to apply eyeliner.

				“I’ll just wear the same thing as last time,” Brad called to Marco.

				“There is something wrong with a man as beautiful as you hiding your face. If you’re going to go that route, then at least let Jessica bejewel you.”

				“Real men don’t get bejeweled,” Brad said, turning up the volume.

				* * *

				FIFTY MINUTES LATER, with air kisses and monetary gratitude expressed, we left the small bungalow different people than had arrived. If I can say so myself, I looked amazing. Not Julia anymore, I was now a mysterious, exotic siren. I still wore the red dress and strappy silver stilettos that I had been picked up in, but everything else had changed. Jessica had added extensions, thickening and lengthening my dark brown tresses. On my face, she had created an eye mask, with shadows, liners and a faux lace pattern. She added fake lashes and had painted my lips movie-star red that she promised would stay on “no matter what I did with my mouth.” I planned on testing out that theory.

				Brad looked, well, exactly the same. Gorgeous, sexy and feral, and the closer we came to the party, the more intense his eyes became. He was aroused, I realized. He had taken only one item from Carlos, a black executioner’s hood. I was both scared and excited to see what it would look like on.

				We got in the car and I waited till the driver shut the door before I turned to him. “I—”

				His mouth was on me before I got the second word out. He cupped my chin in his hand and took my mouth with his. He pulled hard on my neck and I leaned forward, his other hand grabbing to pull me onto his lap. I straddled him, grinding against his crotch while we kissed. His hands gripped my ass and then traveled in between my legs, and he pulled away from my mouth with a sexy scowl when he felt my panties.

				“What’s this?” he murmured, sliding a finger underneath my thong and dipping inside me, causing my eyes to close and my breath to hitch.

				“I think they’re called panties,” I whispered, pushing against his hand, wanting more than his finger inside of me.

				“You are already wet...” he breathed in wonder, sliding a second finger in with the first, stretching my pussy tight around his digits and moving them together in wonderful unison.

				I groaned and ground against him, and he slowly withdrew his fingers, sliding his wet fingers over my clit and then away, and my eyes popped open, missing the pleasure. I pouted down at him.

				“I want to keep you hot for the party,” he said gruffly. He looked up at me, smiling in the darkness. “You look so different.”

				I tilted my head, grinning. “Good different?”

				“I like the normal you better. This is good, though, makes me feel like I’m with a strange woman.”

				I bit my lip and looked at him deviously. “Strange women can be bad.”

				“I like bad,” he whispered, and I felt his fingers brush my sensitive skin, once again tugging at the lace of my thong.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Eight

				The limo came to a stop at a large metal gate, monitored by a valet with a clipboard. After he’d conferred with our driver, the gates opened and we moved forward. Brad pulled on his hood, and I shivered at the transformation the simple black fabric created. All I could see was his eyes, and I hated not seeing his mouth. He expressed so much with it, from the tightening of his jaw to the curve of his grin, and I felt lost without that road map. I reached up the neck of the hood and felt his lips, curved, and I smiled back at him. He pushed my hand down and I looked out the window, fascinated by the upcoming events.

				The driveway was curved cobblestone and lined with lit palm trees. Pieces of the house were visible, but it wasn’t until the limo came to a stop that we saw the full home. It was a huge, sprawling, Mediterranean-style estate, with an ivy-walled courtyard and a modern fountain in front. Two more men with clipboards straddled the entrance to the courtyard, though I think they were there more for effect than purpose. Brad gave them a name, “Ano,” and we were waved through.

				“Ano?” I whispered, gripping his huge biceps tightly and trying not to trip on my heels.

				“It’s an alias. One I use for swinging. You should think of a name to use tonight.”

				I wrinkled my forehead, trying to think of a name that sounded sexy, but still realistic. There are so many pronounced differences between men and women. If I had attended this party with a woman, she would have given me ample time to prepare for something as important as my false identity. I should have asked more questions. A dozen names flitted through my mind, but they all sounded wrong. I finally discarded the task, figuring I’d have time to pick an alias later.

				The courtyard was gently lit by the flames of two white stone fireplaces, one on either side. We walked through the dramatic area, going up a few steps and entering the home through two large ornate doors. The party was apparent as soon as we stepped inside.

				Brad had mentioned fifteen or twenty couples, but there had to be at least fifty people in this room alone. It was a wide room, with huge columns and towering ceilings, colorful silks and lace tented above us, creating a ceiling of passion. The room had two dark leather sectionals, facing each other, with big gold and cream pillows scattered on them. A food bar was on the left side of the room, a wet bar on the right. Beautiful people were everywhere, wearing everything. Masks ranged from small black cat eyes to huge feathered ensembles. Women wore everything from sheer dresses and lingerie to Oscar-worthy evening gowns. The common denominators seemed to be rich and beautiful. Huge diamonds glittered from ears and fingers, and the normal factors of life—wrinkles, cellulite, imperfect features—seemed to have left these women alone. I wasn’t sure if it was the low lights or the masks, but everyone looked beautiful here. At close examination, there were wide hips, small breasts, and big noses, but those imperfections turned to perfect individuality beneath the overriding wave of sexuality and confidence displayed.

				We seemed to have arrived at the precipice between friendly mingling and hot sex. As I watched, a woman pulled two men to a sectional and knelt between them. I quickly adverted my eyes and heard Brad chuckle next to me. “You don’t have to look away. They want to be watched. Otherwise they wouldn’t be here.” He grabbed my ass, sliding his hand up my dress and squeezing my bare skin. “You look stunning.”

				I smiled at him, glad for the reassurance. He reached for my hand, and we entered the crowd. Brushing through the crush of bodies, we approached the bar, manned by a shirtless Adonis wearing only a bow tie and dress pants. He smiled appreciatively at me and nodded to Brad.

				Brad asked for two glasses of champagne and we walked out the French doors to the pool, a massive blue-lit expanse of carnal opportunities. There was a couple already inside, naked bodies latched together in the lit water. I blushed and we walked to a lounge set and sat, looking back at the house and the crowd inside. More people were starting to spill outside, and soon we would have company. But for now it was quiet, except for the moans of the couple in the pool.

				Brad pulled off his cloth hood, his hair mussed and sticking up, looking adorably hot. He took a swig of champagne and ran his hand down my bare back.

				“You okay with this?” he asked quietly.

				“Yeah.” I flashed him a smile. The party felt refined, classy with a strong undercurrent of sex. “What’s the deal with the party, the hosts?”

				“The hosts.” He smiled. “Dan and Beverly. I represented Beverly a few years ago in a divorce. We fucked a few times during the process. When she married Dan she reached back out to me. Figured this would be up my alley. They host a few parties a year and are very selective about their invitation list. That’s what I like.”

				“Do they personally know all of the guests?”

				“I’m not sure. They probably met most of them through AFF.”

				“What’s that?”

				“It’s a social networking site. Think Facebook for Swingers.”

				“Are you on it?”

				“Not right now. I go through phases, depending on what’s going on in my life, who I’m dating.”

				“Everyone here is so attractive. I kind of expected...”

				He laughed at the uncomfortable expression on my face. “There is an application process involved to be invited to events such as this. Photos are one requirement.”

				I tilted my head, raising my eyebrows questioningly.

				He smiled, running his hand through his mussed hair. “I didn’t send any photos of you, not that I have any. They know my taste, and trust that I wouldn’t bring an unacceptable guest.”

				Unacceptable? I shifted uncomfortably, playing with the hem of my dress. “It seems like a lot of money in there.”

				“Dan and Beverly are kind of snobs in that respect. Money also weeds out a lot of the crazies.”

				“Good. I don’t let crazies fuck me.”

				He laughed and pulled me to him, kissing me deeply. “Let’s go back in. If you see something you want to do, just let me know. This will be a good test for us.”

				“In what way?”

				He stood, towering over me, and flashed a grin, pulling his hood back on. “Because I plan on enjoying the party also.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Nine

				We walked back into the house, my stomach in nervous knots. I was glad for the disguise, for the layer of protection it gave me. Brad held my hand firmly, guiding me as we moved through the noisy crowd, chatter, laughter and murmurs surrounding us. There were a few long glances, a few friendly smiles, but no one approached us or said anything as we passed, and I was grateful for that. I needed some time to adjust and figure out what was going on. We left the packed foyer and walked down a few steps into a darkened great room. The couches were set at different angles, some facing the windows, some open to the center. A round stage had been set up in the middle of the room, a chrome stripper pole coming out of the middle and stretching all the way to the top of the vaulted ceilings. Two women, both nude, danced on the stage, twirling around the pole and caressing each other. This room had a definite club atmosphere, laser lights creating a harmony of colors on the ceiling and techno music pumping from speakers. A woman untangled herself from a sea of bodies on a couch and stood, walking over to us. She had fire-engine-red hair and wore a black leather mask and matching minidress. I took a discreet peek at her feet and tried not to swoon. Black spiked Louboutins. She gave me a big smile and wrapped Brad in a tight embrace, brushing her hand lightly over his package in the process.

				“I’d know this hunk of meat anywhere, even with that creepy hood,” she cooed. Reaching out a hand to me, she gave me a blatant once-over, causing a blush to spread over my face. “I’m Beverly Franklin,” she said, with no trace of snobbery. “I must say, you are utterly gorgeous. Not that I’d expect Brad to show up with anything else,” she added with a grin, squeezing his big arm. “Brad, you go sit down, I’m going to give your friend the grand tour.”

				I had a brief recollection of a strip club tour, one that had conveniently pulled me away from Brad a few weeks earlier. My eyes flickered around the room, at the numerous sexual possibilities in front of him. I felt momentary panic at the thought of being alone, away from him, and him away from me. “I, um...” I faltered, looking to Brad for rescue.

				“Stick to her, Bev,” he said, stepping backward, his face impossible to read behind the black cloth. “She’s new. Remember that.” He nodded at me and lifted his glass, and I frowned at him, swearing that I could see his shoulders shaking in a laugh. I turned to Beverly and smiled tentatively, downing the rest of my champagne with a strong gulp.

				* * *

				BEVERLY, THOUGH IN her forties, had an ass like a supermodel’s, and the leather clung to her perfect body as if it had been painted on. She was bubbly and friendly, not the stoic and snobby host I was expecting. She wrapped her arm in mine and navigated us out of the laser-filled great room.

				“I didn’t catch your name, sweetie.”

				I tensed, my thoughts bumping around in my head until I grasped a hold of a name and blurted it out. “It’s Jessica.” The tattooed makeup artist had unknowingly rescued me.

				“Jessica, Brad said you were new. Is this your first party?”

				“Yes. At least, of this sort.”

				She laughed, a musical giggle that floated away as we walked through the kitchen, a granite-filled masterpiece, full of chefs and shirtless men who were filling hors d’oeuvre platters. Off the kitchen was a hall, and she pulled me down it, the lighting discreet and dim.

				“This is what I call the sex hall—there are four bedrooms off it, and if you want to play privately, or with other couples, these rooms are available.” We peeked in the first room and I froze.

				A man knelt, naked and beautiful, his back a chorus of tanned muscles, candles throughout the room creating flickering shadows on his skin. In front of him stood another man, black and naked, a dark leather mask, similar to Beverly’s, obscuring his face. The black man was huge, Brad’s size, but not as cut or defined as Brad. His cock was long, dark and in the kneeling man’s mouth. A woman, stunning, dressed in an azure-blue floor-length evening gown and a huge feathered mask, stood on the other side of them. Her elegant attire was contrasted by a leather riding crop, gripped tightly in one hand. As I watched she stepped forward and slapped the kneeling man, hard along the buttocks. Her voice, calm, controlled and authoritative, rang out in the quiet room.

				“Suck it harder. All of it.”

				The man obliged, and the black man groaned, his legs tightening. I saw a cock twitch in the darkness and realized the white man was hard. Very hard.

				I felt Beverly tugging on me, and I blinked, stepping back, but not before my eyes locked with the woman in the room. She smiled, slowly and securely at me, and then I heard her speak to the men. “Now. Get up, both of you, on the bed. I want you to use those hard cocks on me.”

				I tried to stifle a gasp, and followed Beverly, her hand tugging, pulling me to the next room. For a reason I couldn’t explain, I felt my panties sticking to me, wetness pooling.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Ten

				Brad leaned against the wall, obscured by the shadows, invisible. He watched the two women walk away, watched Julia, her face as she looked in one of the bedrooms with Beverly. He saw her expression change and wondered what she saw. Maybe it had been a mistake bringing her here. Maybe she wasn’t ready.

				Movement in his peripheral vision caused him to turn and he watched as a girl entered the room. Alone, wearing white, her face covered with a veil. Even in the dim light he could see through the sheer fabric of her dress, erect nipples and bare skin underneath, nothing else. She was nervous, tentative. She gripped a glass of white wine tightly in her hand and looked around the room. He stood upright and moved out of the shadows, his steps sure and confident.

				* * *

				“I’M SORRY, WHAT did you ask?” I had missed whatever Beverly had said, my mind still filled with images from the first room.

				“I was saying that we decorated the four bedrooms in color themes—kind of to fit different fetishes. Me, myself, I just like straight sex with different men. I don’t travel too far outside that box. But I like watching all sorts of things. That room back there was the red room.”

				I nodded, vaguely remembering that the room had a red theme—dark red walls, cream carpet, red lamps and bed coverings. In another world it might be considered designer disaster, but in this setting, it fit the mood of excess.

				“This next room is the blue room. I find more mellow couples tend to use this area,” she whispered, pushing the door open farther. We peered in.

				Now, aware of the color schemes, I noticed the room itself first. It sported robin’s-egg pale blue walls, white furnishings, and large abstract art on the walls. There was discreet uplighting, but the room was mostly lit by candles. Two couples occupied this room, one on the bed and one on the floor, cushioned by large pillows. Both couples seemed to be caressing and kissing each other, hands gently moving everywhere. We moved on, me needing less encouragement this time.

				The black room was next. “Whips and chains?” I asked, reading into the color choice.

				“Not here,” she laughed. “S and M is a whole other culture, one we don’t participate in. Not because we don’t agree with it. It just has its own groups and parties. What you saw in the first room—that’s as dominant as it gets here. The black room is mostly for GB stuff. It’s the largest guest bedroom we have.”

				I didn’t have a chance to ask what GB stood for, and didn’t need to, once we peered in. Six men surrounded one girl. She was voluptuous, with large natural breasts, a soft but slim stomach and wide hips. She was bent over, on a large bed, two men at her feet, one in her pussy, another in her ass. She screamed, loud and in pleasure, and they both moved in unison, fucking her deeply, then pulling slowly out. She supported her body with one hand, and used the other to jack off a skinny man who knelt, naked, before her. The other men touched her, squeezing her breasts, smacking her ass or waiting impatiently for a chance at her mouth. Everywhere I looked in the room, there was movement, skin-on-skin, mouth-on-skin, and sounds filled the space. Slaps, moans, muttered phrases.

				I watched, transfixed, as the woman came, long and loudly, her body shaking with the exertion and clear juice squirting from her pussy. The man who had been fucking her, a thin man with a cock like a fucking Clydesdale’s, swore in amazement at her gushing pussy and pulled out, using his fingers to finish her off. He wore a dark green mask, and pulled the mask up to get a better view. His handsome face was filled with desire and wonder and sex, and I felt sudden familiarity, as I realized that my emotions matched his. What was I doing? Standing here gaping! I had an image of what I must look like and turned away suddenly, ending the view of the room and my hidden fantasy.

				* * *

				KATE WAS RUSSIAN, in the States on a six-month visa. A visa that could be extended if her boss—and sponsor—Mr. Gunter, agreed to continue her employment and fill out the necessary paperwork. Mr. Gunter had strongly suggested that Kate accompany him tonight. Her hesitancy at his request had displeased him, and the request had turned into a demand, complete with consequences if she did not comply. So she had yielded, and now here she was.

				Earlier she had stood in front of him, naked, washed thoroughly by his staff, and he had picked out this outfit, a ridiculous white mesh dress that showed every part of her, and a white veil that did nothing to disguise her young face. He had dressed her, slowly, touching her skin and groping her curves as he pulled the material over her body. He had not tried to have sex with her. Not yet. But tonight must be the night. Here, at this party, where Americans were having sex everywhere, on couches, in pools, against the wall right next to her. She saw movement in the shadows; then a hulk of a man appeared, stepping into the light.

				He had impossibly broad shoulders and muscular arms that his expensive dress shirt couldn’t hide. Standing, silent and sure, he looked straight at her, waiting. She took a few steps forward, tentative, wanting to see more but needing to be closer to do it. He turned slightly and was fully illuminated by the light.

				He wore a black hood, simple dark loose fabric with two eyeholes cut out. She wasn’t sure if it was the hood or his body, but danger radiated from this man. His eyes, the only part of his face she could see, were dark brown pools of sexual intensity, blatant arousal in them. She paused, scared of him and the sexual heat that emulated from him, even with ten feet between them. Then she felt a hand on her back.

				Mr. Gunter’s voice purred in her ear and she stiffened, closing her eyes briefly. Thin hands ran down the sides of her body and then moved up her front, squeezing her breasts and massaging them. She opened her eyes, looking into the eyes of the hooded stranger briefly, then looked away, ashamed, her lip trembling. She tried to be strong, tried not to cry. The hands moved up and gripped her neck, turning her face, and she felt Mr. Gunter’s pursed lips on hers.

				* * *

				I WHIRLED, RUNNING into Beverly’s big breasts, our faces almost colliding, and she took a step back with a wince. “Sorry,” I whispered. “Are you okay?” The girl’s squirting pussy was imprinted in my mind, and I clenched my legs together, wanting Brad here, now, instantly.

				“Sure,” she said slowly, looking at me intently. “Is this too weird for you? It can be a lot to take in—”

				“No,” I interrupted her, shaking my head and trying to smile. “I like it here. I just remembered something I wanted to ask Brad about.”

				She shrugged. “Okay. You don’t need to see the last room. I can just tell you about it.” She looped her arm through mine and leaned close, her breast touching me. “It’s called the snack room, and is a lot of fun to visit during the party. It has lots of fun food you can eat off each other, or you can lie on the buffet table and have everyone nibble and lick things off you.”

				I smiled politely, trying to listen but not able to get my mind off the woman in ecstasy and the circle of hard, waiting cocks.

				The bedroom hall led back to the crowded foyer, and as we eased through, Beverly was stopped by several people. I finally leaned to her and whispered in her ear that I would see her later. She nodded gratefully to me and started chatting up a couple by the bar. I moved quickly through the crowd, avoiding eye contact and beelining for the great room. I stopped at the entrance, my eyes adjusting to the change in lighting, trying to find Brad in the dark, pulsating, room.

				I saw him, alone by the window, huge and imposing, and felt a flood of relief. He was watching a couple on the couch—a young blonde with an older man—Brad’s eyes unreadable but dark. I quickly walked to him, and he slid an arm around my waist, pulling me to him.

				“How was the tour?”

				“Good. Interesting.”

				“Good. Interesting,” he mocked, his hand trailing down my hip, teasing the skin at the bottom of my dress.

				“Stop that,” I muttered, trying not to lean into his touch. “Yes, it was interesting. Beverly is very sweet.” A breath caught in my throat as his hand traveled higher, pushing up my hem. His attention was focused on me, thoughts of everything else disappearing, and the intensity was unnerving. “Why don’t we find a private place and—”

				He grabbed me, shoving me hard against the wall, yanking my dress up till my lace panties were exposed, and spread my legs expertly with his knees. I sputtered a protest, but all that came out were whispered curses, my desire to not draw attention to us overriding my need to get him to keep his fucking hands to himself.

				“Why don’t we skip the private place?” he said, his voice strong in my ear.

				He slid two fingers in me, his eyes flickering at my soaked wetness, his fingers moving in and out, his thumb gently making delicious circles around my clit, the sheer fabric increasing the pleasure. I protested, quietly but fervently, but my words dropped off and my legs weakened. Sagging, I let my head drop back as I entered an unworldly plane of pleasure and arousal. He pulled on my dress, sliding the red fabric off my shoulders, and I felt the silky material fall away from my skin, leaving my breasts exposed, my nipples puckering in the open air. I looked around desperately, worried about who might see. My eyes met with one man, then two, who watched with aroused interest before my head dropped back and I felt an orgasm hovering.

				Brad did incredible things, his fingers and thumb making my clit stand hard and juices ooze from between my shaking legs. I gasped, gripping his shoulder and looking gape-mouthed into his smoldering eyes. “Do you like people watching you?” His voice was authoritative, demanding, and my rebellious side tensed at the tone. I protested weakly, my words turning into unintelligible moans, his words ringing true in my slutty core. “Do you?” His voice was now a rough whisper, and I moaned, opening my eyes for a moment, long enough to see another face, another pair of eyes on me. A man walked by slowly, close enough to hear, and I let out a strangled cry despite myself.

				His fingers disappeared for a moment; then I heard a ripping sound as my panties became victim to his strength. I sagged against the wall, waves of pleasure growing in time to the vibrating bass, the slow circle resuming around my clit, the fingers sliding back inside my soaking pussy.

				“God, you are wet,” he growled in my ear, and I could hear the wetness, the slick sound of his actions. “Almost as wet as I’m going to make that sweet little blonde on the couch.” Opening my eyes wide, I saw carnal activity all around and tried wildly to focus, to see who he was talking about. Perverse snapshots of different possibilities battered my mind. Brad with me, Brad’s hands, cock, mouth on someone else, her pleasure, my possession. My mind desperately tried to grasp on any form of sanity, but the sexual need, the slutty side of me that was in full unadulterated glory, took the thoughts and savored them, the competitive side of me feasting on the challenge. Then I saw her, the young blonde on the couch, her body lying back, perfect cream tits exposed. The sight, the thought, the jealous arousal sent me over the edge, and an explosion of pleasure erupted in my core, my screams bursting out, unable to control myself.

				My orgasm was long, hard and insanely good—visions filling my head, my eyes opening intermittently, seeing faces, hearing words, knowing that a room was watching—the knowledge stretching out the orgasm, and I was close to sobbing when it ended, my body collapsed against him, legs useless.

				I sagged in his arms, my thighs wet, body quaking. I had just come, in front of this whole room, men staring, my breasts hanging out, my panties ripped and tossed on the floor. I should have felt like a slut, a dirty whore. But instead I felt liberated, aroused. It was an interesting discovery, to know that I liked being dirty. I wanted to be stared at, pointed to, to have men lining up to fuck me. Inside, I felt a release of some tie, some leash undone, and I knew my descent into sexual awareness was just now starting. I wasn’t sure if I could ever tie it back into orderly place.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Eleven

				Kate watched the hooded man as he stood in front of the brunette beauty. She slumped against the wall in front of him, her legs shaking, small breasts heaving. Her scream had broken through Kate’s mental block and caused her to look over, to see his fingers inside her, his mouth at her ear. Her face a masked vision of orgasmic pleasure.

				The image caused Kate to tighten, aroused despite herself, and Mr. Gunter groaned, feeling her body twitch. His hands on her breasts, squeezing and pinching them, moved downward, and Kate winced, shutting her eyes tightly. “No,” she said softly, too softly, and he laughed above her. “No!” She said it louder, pushing on his shoulder, and began to cry a bit in spite of herself, her body shaking and tears beginning the path down her face. She tightened her eyes, and willed herself to be strong.

				When she heard it, loud and clear despite the noisy room, she froze, body stiff and rigid. The sound of him unzipping his pants, the rustle of clothing as he pulled out his cock. She glanced down, whimpering slightly, his thin, stubby dick already hard, sticking out like a dagger from his body. He was leaning over, his hands at her opening, preparing it for his bareness, and then he was gone. She blinked her tear-filled eyes, and saw the hooded man.

				He had Mr. Gunter by the throat and was pressing him back, against a column at the entrance to the room. He whispered something in Mr. Gunter’s ear, something that made the old man’s eyes go wide in response. Kate sat up, pulling the sheer dress quickly down and standing, the room spinning briefly from the sudden movement. She sat, willing the room to still and searching for the strength to be able to go over, stop him, fix this. Whatever the big man was doing, he had to stop, had to leave Mr. Gunter alone. She couldn’t go back to Russia. Couldn’t go back to her family.

				The brunette, beautiful, her eyes still glazed in euphoric pleasure, her skin flushed, sat down next to her, taking her hand. “I tried to stop him,” she whispered. “When he saw your face...” There was a loud crack and they both looked up. The big man stood over Mr. Gunter, his hand bloody, Mr. Gunter limp on the floor. A redheaded lady appeared and spoke urgently with the hooded man. The brunette put her arm around Kate and gripped her tightly. “Don’t worry,” she whispered.

				They carried Mr. Gunter away. Kate saw him move, in their arms, and wondered what was going to happen now. The big man appeared in front of her, his eyes dark, and Kate felt a curl below her stomach, a tightening in her body. He bent, a question in his eyes, and when she nodded, he picked her up, cradling her small body against his. He carried her through the party and out the back doors.

				* * *

				BRAD CARRIED THE blonde, her head curled into his chest, her hand gripping his large biceps. She was Russian, from the sound of her accent. He took her outside, down the side of the pool, and headed to a pool house at the end. I opened the door for him, and we walked inside miniature opulence. The pool house was a baby version of the mansion, identical in style and appointments. There were two bedrooms, and he laid her on the bed in the smaller room. I hung back, not sure what was going to happen next.

				Brad’s earlier words, his muttered threat to pleasure the Russian, now, in the elegant light of the bedroom, seemed as insane as the bloodied man that they had carried away. So much had changed in that one instant. He had been standing before me, my eyes struggling to focus, legs trying to stand. Then a sound had come from behind us, a cry. Out of place, asexual in tone. Brad had frozen, his eyes meeting mine, face hardening below his hood, a coldness coming over his entire being. Who he became, in that instance, was almost scary. It was a hardened Brad, the light gone from his eyes, his hands turning unintentionally rough. He had lifted me, helping me find my balance, ensuring that I could stand on my own. Then he had turned, taking in the scene in one glance, as did I. Then he was gone, a blur of movement, violence and protection.

				What I had envisioned during the throes of my orgasm, the images of Brad and the Russian that had taken the fire of my arousal and doused it with gasoline, wasn’t this. Wasn’t her lying damaged on the bed, him as her protector. I had actually wanted him to be with her, wanted to see how I felt when his hands touched her skin, when his lips brushed hers, the feeling of possessiveness when I watched his cock claim her tight body. I had, as ridiculous as it sounds, embraced the opportunity to watch him, to feel that competitive drive as it warped my arousal into new levels. But this, his concern, her vulnerability, was too personal, and I felt the evil tendrils of jealousy snake into my mind. He could fuck her, but he couldn’t care. My psyche wouldn’t allow that, despite the compassion I felt for her.

				Lying back on the bed, she stared up at him, confused and wary. He started to speak, his words muffled, then reached up and pulled off the mask.

				* * *

				KATE INHALED INVOLUNTARILY. The black fabric pulled away to reveal an Italian god. He had olive skin and a thick head of black hair. Strong, handsome features, he would have been too beautiful if it weren’t for the overwhelming strength of his features. The man smelled intoxicating, and reeked of masculinity and sex. He spoke, his voice deep and gruff.

				“Beverly said you can stay here. Get some rest. In the morning she will help, find you a new place to stay. It will be okay. Are you Russian?” His voice had gentled but was still dangerous to her, to any clear thoughts in her head.

				She nodded. “My visa is almost expired.” Her voice sounded weak, broken, and she hated her stilted English.

				He nodded. “That’s fine. Don’t worry.” He brushed his hands lightly, almost accidentally, over her as he pulled a blanket over her body. She pushed herself up, grabbing his shoulder, a question in her eyes, and he shook his head.

				“I’m not here for that. I was just trying to help.” He pushed her gently down, his fingers caressing her almost imperceptibly and she inhaled, his touch sending desire in hot streaks throughout her body. He turned, his strong silhouette filling the doorway, and closed the door gently, sending the room into darkness. She lay back and stared at the ceiling, her thoughts jumbled and fighting for attention.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Twelve

				We spoke in hushed tones, in the second bedroom of the pool house. Beverly had joined us, hanging up her cell as she entered the room. I paced, worried. “Is that man okay? Did you really need to punch him? Are the police being called?” I asked rapidly.

				He leaned back against a dresser, his arms crossed, looking impossibly sexy despite his bloody knuckles. “Julia, everything is fine. That scumbag will be fine, and will not press charges.” His wry tone calmed me down somewhat, but my nerves were still on edge. “Beverly, can you assist her in the morning? Get her clothes and breakfast, give her a ride?”

				Beverly straightened, fixing Brad with a glare. “I’m not tossing her out like a lost puppy. She can stay her indefinitely. The guesthouse is available. I can always use someone to help out around the house.”

				“If you need my help...”

				Beverly waved off Brad’s offer. “Stop that, Brad. You’re a guest! I never should have allowed him to come with her. The invitation was a favor to my husband, and we didn’t know who he was bringing. This is my fault, and I’ll fix it.” She covered her mouth with a manicured hand, thinking, and then walked over to us, kissing me briefly on the cheek and squeezing my arm. “I’ll let you two enjoy the rest of the party. Brad, I expect a bill for your security services.” She winked at him and left the room, closing the door behind her.

				I walked over to him and he took me into his arms, holding me tightly, and I relaxed against his chest. I wondered if he was still in the mood. A noise caused me to turn and I rotated in his arms, still pressed against his body.

				The Russian stood, now naked, in the doorway. Her tight body and firm tits were goose-bumped in the cool room. Her eyes were pools of dark want and she stood, unsure, nervous in cheap heels. “I need you,” she said clearly, only a slight accent in her voice, her eyes locked with Brad’s. “Please.” I felt his thickness harden against my body and I stepped aside, watched him walk forward and stop in front of her. Guess that answers my question.

				Brad looked down at the girl, his eyes sweeping over her naked body before coming to rest on her face. Her lips were full and pink, her eyes dark and longing. She licked her lips, her tongue lingering before disappearing in her mouth. He grabbed the back of her hair gently and pulled, tilting her head back so that she looked into his face.

				“Why?” he whispered.

				She frowned, confused. Her lips moved without speaking for a moment, and just a small gasp of air escaped her mouth. He loosened his grip on her, and she relaxed slightly, then spoke.

				“Why what?” The accent was still there, her voice young and sweet.

				“Why do you need me?”

				“I don’t know. I just, watching you, with her in the other room...” Her eyes darted to me, then returned to his face, her expression searching him to understand. I understood. I knew the effect that Brad had on me, how I yearned for his touch, for the release he could give me. But I also knew what Brad was asking, what he was worried about.

				“You don’t owe me anything,” he said, his hand releasing her hair and traveling down, trailing on her skin until he broke contact, almost brushing her nipples. She sagged a little, exhaling softly, staring into his eyes.

				“This isn’t for what you did. I wanted you earlier, thought of you then. Please,” she begged, her small hands reaching up and unbuttoning his top button. “Please,” she whispered again, moving down to the next button, her hands exploring his strong shoulders and sweeping under his shirt.

				Yes. This was what I had wanted. I understood his concern, his desire to not take advantage of her vulnerable position. But I wanted my Brad back, I wanted the sex god who had taken my innocence and turned me into this deviant slut. I saw the need she had and my pussy panted for him to fill it, to be the man who I was falling uncontrollably for.

				I took control, making the decision for him, closing the door and locking it, the loud click causing him to look up and meet my eyes. Staring at him, I tugged on one strap and then the other of my red dress, sliding it down my hips until it dropped to the floor, nothing but me underneath. Stepping over to a plush chair set in the corner of the room, I sat, facing the bed. Spreading my legs, I ran my hands over my inner thighs, squeezing, then gently teasing my already wet slit. I raised my chin and stared defiantly into his eyes. I know you are in there, baby.

				He looked at me darkly, his eyes following the motion of my fingers, then studying my eyes, reading them, my confident stare meeting his. A slow, sure smile spread over his features. He shook his head, looking upward as if to heaven, then down at the petite blonde still grasping his shirt.

				He walked her around to the far side of the bed, laying her backward onto it, her bare skin creamy white against the bloodred duvet. He ran his hand down the center of her body, her skin quivering from his touch, and she gasped as his fingers reached the place where her legs met. My gaze felt physically glued to the scene, and I blinked, the intensity of my stare drying out my eyes. I looked inside myself, tried to read the swirl of emotions that filled my core. Had I been right? Was this what I wanted? Jealousy was there, a hint of it, wandering outside the peripheral of my mind, trying to decide if she wanted to join in on this party. But a stronger emotion, lust, was first and foremost. It was like watching a disaster, and not being able to turn away. You know you shouldn’t look, but you ache for it so badly. Yes. I wanted to watch. A perverse, competitive part of me wanted to see him in action, to watch, and then join in the passion. Brad lifted his hand from her body and spoke, his words quiet, commanding. “How many men have you been with?”

				She stiffened, tried to speak, then licked her lips, and words came out. “I never been with a man.”

				Uh-oh. This might be a problem. My dreams of a hot and heavy sex fest faded slightly. Brad’s eyes darkened at her response, and he looked over at me, meeting my eyes, his face unreadable. Don’t stop, baby, I begged with my eyes, taking my fingers and pushing them inside me, my breath increasing in time with the thrusts of my fingers. Please. Just give her something.

				He reached forward again, running his hand from her knees, up her inner thigh, past her apex, over her stomach, and brushed it lightly over her breasts, her nipples standing at attention under his strong hands. He exhaled deeply, placing a hand over each breast and squeezing them, watching them swell under the pressure. She gasped, arching her back a bit, and a sound close to a whimper came out. He straightened, looked at me again and beckoned with his hand.

				“Julia. Come here.” I shook my head at him, my fingers moving slowly inside me, and he frowned, his expression unyielding. I finally stood, stepping over the crumpled pile of my dress and crossed the room until I stood next to him, and looked into his face questioningly. He turned, looking down at my nakedness, my breasts upturned to him, my heels tilting and displaying my body in a way that made beautiful all my curves. He ran his hands over me, not gentle and discovering, as he did with her, but possessive and demanding. Yes. He grabbed me as though he needed me, as if he were a man in the desert and I were his mirage. He pulled me tight to him and feasted on my neck and mouth, and when we finally separated, we were both panting. “On the bed,” he ordered, and I kicked off my heels and climbed onto the softness, brushing against the soft skin of the girl. On my knees, moving farther onto the bed, I paused, over her body, our eyes meeting.

				There is something extremely sensual about eye contact. It is often more penetrating than physical sex. I looked into the pale blueness of her, and saw only wanton need. Need that, ever since I met Brad, I was very familiar with. I smiled, and her mouth curved in response, her eyes glued on me. Then she gasped and they shut, our connection severed. I looked back and saw Brad, his fingers moving with slow and steady precision in and out of her.

				I turned, straddling her body, facing him, my ass to her head, and looked into the depths of his eyes. He was aroused, and I smiled at the dark look on his face. Possessiveness and desire lay in the lines of his face. I leaned forward, claiming his mouth with mine, and ground softly against her writhing stomach, my pussy leaving wetness on her skin. I felt small, soft hands tugging from behind me, pulling me back, and I parted from Brad, staring into his eyes as I allowed her to pull me, and lay back, atop her, my back hitting her soft breasts.

				Her hands explored me, and I felt her lithe fingers running down the gully of my stomach, up the curve of my breasts, squeezing the flesh of my nipples. She was unashamedly curious, and her soft pants increased in cadence with Brad’s fingers, her body arching beneath me.

				“Switch places.” The order was gruff, and Brad’s eyes were black with need. “I want to fuck you.”

				I rolled off her, and he unbuckled his belt, watching us hungrily as she climbed on top of me, not lying as I did, but instead faced me, her knees on either side of my stomach. Brad groaned, his pants gone, moving close to us, and pulling me slightly so that my pussy lay flush against the edge of the bed. He ripped open a condom packet, his cock popping hard and ready, and my world went black when he entered me.

				I came up for air, my senses reengaging all at once, her beautiful face above me, her breasts soft against my mouth, long hair tickling my neck. My legs, up in the air and spread, Brad inside me, then out, then in, the delicious friction of his pelvis on my clit. She moaned above me, eyes closed, and I realized he had fingers in her once again.

				“God, she is so tight.” Brad’s voice floated down to me, and I looked up at the girl, her moans growing as she rocked her body above me. She looked down, her eyes meeting mine, then focusing on my mouth, and she hesitated, then leaned down to me. Brad’s statement was so erotic, the sum of all things present too much for me, and as her breasts touched mine, her mouth so close, I came, one of those stiff, tight, every-muscle-in-my-body-is-immobile orgasms. I gasped against her mouth, tightening around his cock, and he groaned my name as he increased his speed. It was long and hard, and I lost reality for a while before coming back to earth. My senses regained, I reached up and pulled her head down to mine.

				She tasted like peppermints, her tongue small and delicate in mine, so different from the possessive kiss I had shared, moments before, with Brad. Then her body stiffened and her mouth was gone, and she threw back her head, her rigid body telling me what was coming.

				When she came, it was strong, her moans turning to yells, a string of Russian words that we instinctively knew the meaning of. Brad somehow managed to keep up the furious rhythm with his fingers till she collapsed, shaking and quivering, ragged breaths on top of me, and he never stopped the delicious rhythm of fucking me, his speed increasing once she rolled off my body. He reached the point of pounding, my body shaking with the force of it, his face beautiful in its sexual intensity, and I was close to coming again when she finally recovered from her climax. She propped herself up, watching me, watching my face as it clenched and I bucked, and as my hands reached out to grab on to something, anything, she was there, her hands on mine, her greedy mouth on my nipples, and I exploded again, every muscle in my body tensing as waves of pleasure rocked my core.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirteen

				After Brad thoroughly touched, licked and coaxed the Russian through three orgasms, she fell, exhausted, on the bed, a smile plastered to her face. She reached for me, pulled me to her lips and kissed me once, gently. Her hands turned my head and I felt her breath on my ear, her accented voice speaking. “Thank you. For sharing.”

				I tried to think of an acceptable response, but my mind was useless, drugged with champagne and sex. I smiled, and she rolled over, reaching for the blanket and pulling it over her body. Brad gathered our clothes and pulled my arm, tugging until I was upright and naked in front of him. He looked down, staring at my nakedness, then leaned over, kissed me gently along my cleavage, scooped me up and carried me out of the room and into the other bedroom. He avoided the bed, setting me on the floor, and I looked up at him in puzzlement.

				He lay on top of me, completely bare, his arms keeping him light on my body. “I haven’t come yet,” he whispered.

				I smirked. “I know. But I’m a little tired. I was thinking about going to bed.”

				He nuzzled my neck, biting it gently while he pushed against me, his shaft sliding up between my legs, almost inside me, but a fraction too high. I groaned, untangling my legs from underneath his body and wrapping them tightly around him, my pussy now impossible to avoid, my need wet against him.

				“Going to bed, huh?” His arrogance in my ear, my moan in response. His cock, so close, so teasing, there but not yet inside, lying hard against my ass instead.

				“Maybe I’ll stay up a little longer.” I gasped as he was finally there, just the tip of him inside me, and I dug my heels into his back, panting, trying to push him farther in. He leaned down, whispered something against my mouth, then kissed me, softly, sweetly. As un-Brad-like as anything I could imagine. He tasted my mouth, trailed kisses along my jaw, sucked gently on my bottom lip. And when I finally relaxed, finally surrendered to his mouth and kiss, my legs going slack, he pushed his cock all the way in, taking my breath. I almost orgasmed right then, my need had been so great, then so fulfilled, his cock insanely perfect inside me. It took about a minute of deep slow strokes, almost painful in their perfection, and then I was done, shattering into pieces in his arms, my mouth open, frozen, as the swells washed over me. I was whimpering by the time I was done, and he held my face in his hands, looking into my eyes, his fire burning into me.

				What had just happened, in the other room, that had been us, an experience we had shared, the blonde somehow an extension of our union. But now, alone in the room with each other, I was captivated, held in his arms, him filling me, his strokes quickening, our eyes locked in identical pools of lust. Then he took in a quick breath, closed his eyes and buried himself deeper, his thrusts stronger. I wrapped my arms and legs tight around him, riding his wave of orgasm, burying my face in his neck, his strong heat inside me.

				He rolled over, pulling me with him, and I lay limp across his chest. I ran my hands down the clefts of his body, his skin damp with sweat, his muscles tight from exertion. His eyes were closed, and I pulled myself up until my face was above his. I ran my fingers lightly over his face, awestruck at the beauty in his strength. God, I was in trouble. In more ways than I could count. I didn’t know what I would become if I stayed with him, to what further depths I would plunge inescapably into, a slave to his sexual drugs. And I didn’t know what I would become if we parted, and how I would ever again find sexual satisfaction without the man.

				We could just stop in, see how it works and leave. I made a mental note not to fall for that one again.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Fourteen

				The limo moved quietly through the dark streets. Curled into a ball in Brad’s arms, my body limp, weakened by orgasms, four-inch heels and champagne, I watched passing streetlights flickering by, softened by the car’s dark tint. I closed my eyes and let my body go limp, kept warm by Brad’s jacket tented over me.

				A few minutes later, on the verge of sleep, I heard him talking, softly, and my ears strained to catch his words.

				“I need you to take care of something.” Brad spoke into his cell, looking out on the passing lights.

				“What, a body?” The voice laughed roughly, loud enough that I could hear it. He shifted, and I saw his jaw tighten, face hard.

				“There’s a Russian girl, at 42 Hemingway Drive. In the morning, have Maria call Beverly Franklin—I’ll text you her number. Tell Maria to offer assistance to Beverly, see if there is anything she can do to help out with the girl’s situation. Have her mention our contacts in immigration.”

				There was silence for a moment. “You fucking this girl?”

				“No. Not that it matters.” Brad’s voice changed when he was on the phone. Softer in volume, but harder in tone. The smooth cadence and cultured voice were gone, replaced with a rough brogue and steely tone. He ordered rather than asked.

				“Okay, okay. I was just asking.”

				“If I was fucking her, I wouldn’t have left her there. Just tell Maria and call me when it’s taken care of.” Brad ended the call, tapping his phone to his mouth and then looking down at me.

				I shifted, turning onto my back and gazing up at him. “What’s going to happen to the girl?”

				He smiled down at me. “Don’t worry. Beverly won’t abandon her. She will be fine.”

				“Who’s Maria?”

				He looked away from me, out the window for a brief moment. “My sister. She is the saint of our family. She is the one person I would trust with something like this.”

				“Why don’t you just take care of it? Doesn’t someone in the firm deal with immigration?”

				He shifted underneath me, looking down again, locking me into his stare. “Julia, one danger of our type of relationship is the risk of getting involved with a sexual partner. I don’t ever want to worry about you falling for someone that we meet with, and vice versa. We have to be very careful to separate ourselves emotionally. What happened tonight, everything that went on, it was too much already. I shouldn’t have touched her, shouldn’t have done that.”

				I frowned up at him. “Because you’re worried you have feelings for her?”

				He chuckled. “No. It is very rare for me to have ‘feelings’ for anyone, which is what makes my relationship with you unique. But I’m not the only person involved in a threesome, and other people don’t have the same cavalier opinion of sex that I do. I shouldn’t have done anything with her because of everything else that went on. The fact that she was a virgin was a whole other moral issue, but in her state tonight, upset and scared, there was more of a chance for her to take that experience as more than it was. All I’m saying is that there are a billion people out there for us to meet with, to fuck. We have the means to be picky, to isolate our experiences, to only be with other people or couples who are emotionally safe. Some couples in this lifestyle like to ‘hang out’ with their outside partners. I don’t follow that philosophy. I feel like that is a dangerous game, not to mention a colossal waste of time. I don’t want to ‘care about’ or ‘become friends’ with the people in this lifestyle. That leads to nothing but problems.”

				I laughed at his serious expression. “Yeah, you like to skip the talk and go straight to sex.”

				He leaned over, pulling me up to him for a kiss. “When I can.” He laid me back down and ran a hand through my hair, snagging my extensions, and I winced. “Sorry.”

				I swallowed, closing my eyes and trying to focus my mind on anything other than what lay beneath my head. I liked what he had said. The “getting involved” part seemed to be what my feminine jealousy had the most trouble with. I relaxed, pushing my hands underneath his legs, the warmth of his body comforting. “I didn’t know you had a sister. Just one?”

				“Yeah.” His tone was short, and the stress in it caused my eyes to open again. I turned to him with a question in mine. “I have two brothers.”

				It didn’t answer my question, but I sensed the land mine behind the simple statement. I reached up, capturing his hand before it went through my hair, and brought it to my mouth, kissing it softly. He ran his fingers over my lips, and then looked out the window again.

				“You mentioned that you rarely have feelings for anyone. What did you mean when you said I was unique?”

				He looked at me carefully, his eyes a cluster of competing emotions. “You are unique in that I am developing feelings for you.”

				“Developing.” I pursed my lips and looked at him.

				“Fine. There may be a few already developed. Little ones.”

				I rolled my eyes and shifted, burrowing deeper into his lap and putting his hand back on my hair, his fingers obediently resuming their movement. Little, barely developed feelings, he said. I did a spot check of my own warm and fuzzies. Hmmph. Well, Mama always said I developed ahead of the others.

				I closed my eyes, the gentle feeling of his fingers wiping any thought from my head. I must have fallen asleep, because I woke up in Brad’s arms, being carried like a small child, up the inner stairs of his home. At the top I untangled myself, standing up and stumbling to the bathroom, where I ran hot water over a washcloth and wiped down my face, turning his white terry cloth nine shades of colors. After thoroughly rinsing my face, I flipped off the light and shuffled toward the bed. His grip stopped me, and his hands brushed down my body, grabbing my dress and pulling it up and over my head. He then helped me into bed, pulling the covers up and over my naked body.

				I awoke when he got in the bed, sometime later, smelling of fresh soap and toothpaste. He wrapped his arms around me and we fell asleep, our bodies spooned together, the hum of the fan the only sound in the dark room.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Fifteen

				Brad’s hand was on my cheek. He traced the curves of my face, gently, light, his soft touch a strange contrast to his muscular hand. I smiled, my eyes still closed, and felt his fingers move to brush my lips. I opened my mouth and sucked on a finger, opening my eyes to find his handsome face, close to mine, his eyes on mine.

				I gave a contented sigh and closed my eyes again, his fingers leaving my mouth and traveling back up, smoothing my hair back and tracing their way down my shoulder and back.

				“It’s late.” His voice, husky and dry, sounded in my ear as he leaned over and gave me a soft kiss on my neck. I pulled the blanket over my head in response, burying down deeper into the soft down. He tugged on the blanket, trying to pull it off, but I held firm, locking my fingers tight and using my body to pin the edges down.

				I was no match for him, though he went easy on me to begin with. My giggles finally lost the battle for me, and when I finally came up for air he was there, playful and sexy, pushing me back on the bed and smothering my body with his hard bare chest. I kicked and screamed, pushing against his hard chest, and he leaned down, silencing me with his mouth and tongue, till my muffled screams subsided and I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist, losing myself in the kiss.

				Then, in the soft sheets and morning light, I had my seventh, eighth and ninth orgasm in twelve hours.

				* * *

				“I DON’T UNDERSTAND the problem,” Brad said.

				I sipped my lemonade and looked at Brad over the rim of the glass. We had driven three ridiculously short blocks from Brad’s home, and now sat beneath teal umbrellas at a restaurant on the edge of a large park. “There isn’t really a problem, per se. Not now, at least. But it’s only a matter of time before someone finds out about us. I am one week from that no longer hanging over my head. If I stay on, and Broward finds out...” I couldn’t finish the sentence, the idea too bleak to even consider. Brad’s snort brought me out of my pity party and I looked up at him, frowning. His bemused expression only increased my exasperation. “Don’t give me that look—you have no consequences if they find out about us. He already hates you.”

				“He won’t find out. How long is this...extension he offered you?”

				“I don’t know. This next semester, I think.”

				“He’ll still get a new intern. We all do. So, if he’s keeping you on, it probably means that he’ll expand your duties.”

				I nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, he mentioned expanding my duties, and even bringing me to court.” I couldn’t help it; reverence entered my voice at that word, despite my best efforts to contain myself.

				He smiled at me. “You know I take Todd to court with me at least once a week. It’s not that big a deal.”

				I slapped my hands over my ears. “Don’t tell me that! I barely got over that fact the first time he rubbed it in my face!” I glared at him, his damn mouth twitching in response.

				He leaned forward, tugging my hands away from my ears, holding them in between his. “What do you want to do?”

				I leaned back, snatching my hands away from him before his damn sexuality hijacked my common sense. “I don’t know. I want the additional experience and money without worrying about death by a Broward staff firing squad.”

				“So work for me instead.” His impossible-to-read eyes stared at me, a relaxed expression on his face as he signaled for the waiter.

				“Like that would work. We both know you wouldn’t be able to keep focused on clients when my delicious self was in the same wing.” I grinned at him confidently.

				He laughed. “Right. That’s me. Easily distracted by beautiful women.”

				I twisted my mouth at him. “No. One beautiful woman. Remember? You’re committed now.”

				“Oh, that’s right. How could I ever forget?” he asked, snaring my hand and bringing it to his mouth for a quick kiss. “So. What’s your decision?”

				I sighed, trying to decide whether the risk was worth the reward. The issue was, I was dealing with multiple risks and multiple rewards. Broward’s wrath, a law school recommendation and my professional reputation all hovered menacingly above me. But those threats paled against the danger that had been worrying me the most lately. My heart, and the danger those inexplicable dark eyes brought to it.

				* * *

				MONDAY MORNING, I waited in Broward’s office, watching the top of his head as he scribbled on a notepad. He paused, processing my sentence, before responding. “That’s great, Julia. Good to hear.” His voice did project an air of enthusiasm, an emotion I was grateful for, though my mind was still filled with trepidation about my decision to accept the job. “Human Resources will send you the paperwork, and you may have to take another drug test, but we’ll get you in the system by next Monday. How many hours a week can you give me?” A loaded question, since I had no doubt he would push the limits of whatever answer I gave him.

				“Twenty hours, sir. I have classes on Monday, Wednesday and Friday, so I can work on Tuesdays and Thursdays.” It wasn’t my fault that those were the days he frequented the courtroom. Okay, so maybe I had shifted my classes around a bit.

				“Great. You’ll work out the rest of this week?” He looked over his calendar, making a notation.

				“Yes, sir. And in a few weeks I’ll have a form from my professor that I will need you to complete.” I shifted in front of his desk, the new heels I wore rubbing a blister on the back of my ankles.

				“Great. Just print it out for me when you get it.” He nodded at me, a quick smile crossing his features. Then his cell rang. He looked at it, the now familiar stressed look returning to his face. I gave him a quick wave and backed away from his desk, turning and stepping into the hall.

				“Julia, please shut the door,” he called out. I obliged, grabbing the knob and pulling it tightly closed. The instant the door clicked, I leaned down, loosening the strap of my shoes and unbuckling them, anxious to get the damn things as far away from my ankles as humanly possible. I was working on my second stiletto when I heard Broward’s voice, cold and irritable, a hateful tone that I had never heard from him, seep out from underneath his set of double doors.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Sixteen

				Brad had dialed the number unsure if Kent Broward would answer. It had been years since they had had a civil conversation.

				“My wife’s not here, if that’s who you are looking for,” Kent answered.

				Talk about holding a grudge. Brad sighed heavily. “Cut the shit. We need to talk about your work.”

				“Unlike you, I’m in the middle of it. Bring up any complaints you have at next quarter’s meeting.”

				Brad spun in his chair, looking out on the city view. “Not CDB work, Kent. Your extracurricular clients.”

				Kent’s voice tightened. “What about them?”

				“I came to you three years ago, when I first found out what you were dealing in. You told me then, in simple enough terms, to stay the fuck out of your business.”

				“I remember it, quite clearly. What’s your point?” Kent’s voice was hard, a tone that didn’t match the spineless intellectual that was on the other end of the line. A man who was playing tough with the wrong person.

				“This is the Magiano family you’re dealing with now. And I’m telling you to stay out of their business. You were being stupid then, but you’re being suicidal now. You will never be good enough for them, and you are just one mistake away from them no longer needing your services.”

				“Your compassion for me is heartwarming. But I’ll tell you the same thing I told you three years ago. The last thing I need from a piece of shit like you is advice. Don’t be pissed just because some of the biggest names in town are coming to me for representation. The Genovese turnover was handled perfectly, and I haven’t heard any complaints from the Magianos so far.” His smugness was infuriating, if only for its stupidity. It was unbelievable that this level of self-destructive egotism came from someone with an Ivy League education.

				“This isn’t a dick-measuring contest, Kent. This is about being smart. Fuck our history, forget your hatred for me for one humbling, intelligent moment. You need to get out. Before they take you out.”

				Kent snorted, and then there was pure silence for one long, sobering moment. When he finally spoke, there was an equal level of sadness and disgust in his tone. “I don’t know if that’s even possible.”

				Brad didn’t know if Kent was referring to his ability to forget their history, or his ability to quit his current clients. It was a moot distinction, because he was right on both counts. It probably wasn’t possible.

				* * *

				THE SECOND SHOE off, I crouched in my bare feet on the soft carpeting, my head tilted toward the door. My blistered ankles forgotten, I tried to understand what Broward was so angry about. This man speaking, the cold, scornful tone, wasn’t the Broward that I knew. And he had mentioned the Magianos as though he was working with them—or for them. I realized it had been a while since Broward had spoken, and I rose, suddenly panicked, and moved silently down to my office, settling in behind my desk and placing my heels on the floor. Then I leaned back in my chair, looking up at the ceiling and thinking.

				The Magianos. It could be a different family. It was probably a common enough name, but in this town, that name translated to one thing: sleeping with the fishes. Broward, with his fastidious flossing, his perfect 2.5-kid family, was as far from a mob attorney as I could ever imagine. Must be a different client, or I had misheard the conversation. I pushed aside my fears and sat up, unlocking my computer and diving back into work.

				* * *

				SINCE IT WAS the last week of interning, the eight of us decided to grab lunch together on Tuesday. Broward had left at ten that morning, stopping briefly in my office on the way out. His face had been hard, no reason offered for his departure, and I had nodded meekly and returned to my work, waiting for the sound of the wing doors to close. Then I had stood, trotting down the hall to his secretary Sheila’s desk.

				“Mr. Broward just left, but he didn’t say how long he’d be gone. Do you know when he’ll be back?”

				She turned, her face scrunched, an expression that amplified all of her wrinkles. “Julia. I don’t know where he headed. He had me clear all of his afternoon appointments. Why? Do you have a question regarding one of the files?”

				I blushed. “No, just wondering if I could join the other interns for lunch. We were going to run up to the Chinese restaurant up the block.”

				She smiled. “I don’t think he’s coming back until this afternoon. You go on and have a good time.”

				I shot her a grateful smile. “Thanks.”

				“Oh, and, Julia?”

				Something in her tone made my stomach clench. “Yes?” I asked casually.

				“I want to apologize. I was a little cold to you when you started, but you have been an excellent addition to our team. I was wrong to judge you, and I’m very excited about you staying on.” She smiled brightly at me and I somehow managed to nod in response.

				“Thank you, Sheila. I appreciate the opportunity.” I fled her office before she had a chance to say anything else, moving quickly to my desk and sinking into my chair. Getting accolades for not living up to her expectations felt a little sour when I had gone exactly where she had hoped I wouldn’t. Flat on my back, underneath Brad De Luca’s gorgeous, sinful body.

				* * *

				LATE THAT AFTERNOON, I worked in my office, typing up corporate documents at a furious rate. I wanted to leave relatively early, if at all possible. The girls and I were going out for drinks at nine, and in the interest of keeping their friendship, I really wanted to be on time. Finally, I reached a stopping point and stood.

				Broward had returned around three, walking straight to his office and closing the door. After a lunch out, I didn’t really have grounds to ask for an early night. But there was a chance he wasn’t aware of my lunch. I shifted on the soft carpet, trying to get up the courage to go into his office.

				“Julia!”

				That ended my internal debate. I stepped quickly out into the hall and into his doorway.

				“Yes, sir?”

				“Will you tell Sheila to dismiss the staff at seven?”

				“Today?” A stupid question, but this was so far out of normal behavior that I was confused. Talk about good luck.

				“Yes, Julia. Tonight.” He gave me a pointed look, his face irritable, and I hesitated before speaking.

				“Just the support staff, or the paralegals also?”

				He waved his hand in the air dismissively. “Everyone. The whole wing. She’ll know what to do.”

				“Certainly. Is there anything you need me to take care of before then?” I shifted my weight, knowing that I should get the hell out of there before he changed his mind.

				“Your normal duties. Just tell Sheila.” Irritability was definitely in his voice now. Great.

				“Yes, sir.”

				He grunted in response, and I fled his office, doing a little dance when I reached the privacy of my own. I reached for the phone and dialed Sheila’s extension.

				* * *

				AT 8:05 P.M. I leaned against the linoleum counter in my kitchen and rolled my eyes at my roommate. “I don’t give a damn if she was a bad lay—you don’t abandon a chick and then expect Zach and me to babysit her all day.”

				“I would’ve given a bad lay a ride, Jules. This girl was crazy! She was talking wedding plans!” He pounded his fist on the counter to emphasize his point, and a spoon bounced off the counter and landed on the dirty floor just as my phone began to ring.

				Through a mouthful of chips, I answered on the fourth ring.

				“Yes?” I said playfully.

				“Nice to talk to you, too,” Brad’s smooth, sexy drawl sounded through the phone.

				I grinned, the motion carrying through my tone. “Don’t give me that. I’m in the middle of something very important.”

				He chuckled. “Likely. Are you at the office?”

				“No. Broward let me off at seven! Can you believe it!”

				“So, are you coming over tonight?” His voice had taken on a suggestive lilt, and I smiled into the receiver.

				“Yes, but I plan on getting sloshed with the girls first. I’ll leave my car at the restaurant and either take a cab or beg my boyfriend to come pick me up.” I winked at Alex and grabbed another handful of chips, chomping noisily on them.

				“Good. He can join me in defiling you later on.” The sex in his voice was delicious, and I couldn’t fight the shiver that shot through me.

				“Oh, I don’t think you want to mess with him. He’s a big, scary guy, ripped with muscles, that type of thing—he can be quite intimidating,” I teased.

				“Well, call your manly boyfriend when you are done at the bar. I don’t want you catching a cab.”

				“Fine, but be ready!” I playfully snapped, and hung up the phone. I looked up at Alex.

				“That your sexy man?”

				“The one and only,” I said, grabbing a final handful of chips and checking my watch. “I have to get ready. We’ll take up this conversation later,” I promised, giving him a quick hug and skipping down the threadbare carpet to my room.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Seventeen

				“So, give me the scoop on Brad.” Olivia gripped a cold bottle in her hand and smiled at me over the dark rim. Olivia was my closest friend, though I’d never admit it to Becca, who sat to my right.

				I blushed and picked at the label on my own beer, a Michelob Ultra. “Nothing much to tell,” I said, evading her direct gaze.

				“Come on!” Becca said, tossing her perfectly cut and dyed hair over her shoulder. “We just listened to a fifteen-minute snooze fest on O’s history class, for God’s sake. Give me something good. Are you guys official yet?”

				“Yes. As of last week, yes.” I set down my beer and looked into their expectant faces.

				Becca squealed and clapped her hands; Olivia’s response was, as expected, less enthusiastic. “Are you sure about this, Jules?”

				I met her eyes squarely, loving the fire behind them. “Yes, I am. Why are you so against it?”

				“Yeah, O, Brad is, like, awesome!” Becca chimed in, though I didn’t know that Becca’s endorsement was going to help my case with Olivia. If there was a disaster on two legs anywhere in a five-mile radius, Becca would be going after him and frothing at the mouth.

				Olivia sighed, setting down her beer and squaring off for confrontation. “First, you don’t know much about him. You met him two months ago. Second, you were warned by at least five people to stay away from him, that he was a philandering sex addict. Has anyone who knows the man suggested he has any redeeming qualities?”

				I blinked, unsure of how to respond. The girl made some good points. There was a reason she, along with Becca and I, would be headed to law school after graduation. I hadn’t been completely honest with the girls about Brad, for more reasons than one. But I wasn’t sure if giving full disclosure would help or hurt their opinion of him.

				“Olivia,” I began, trying to formulate a reasonable response. “While I work at CDB, I have to keep our relationship a secret. So I haven’t met many people who would vouch for his redeeming qualities. But you’ve known me three years. Do you think I have poor judgment in people? I’m not blindly throwing myself into this relationship with stars in my eyes and blinders on. I’m approaching this hesitantly, and seeing how it goes.” I shrugged. “If it doesn’t work out, I haven’t lost anything but a few weeks of my summer.”

				“I would have followed that reasoning if you were about to end your internship, but you’re taking a job there now. You can’t keep this relationship a secret and expect it to work.” She had gone past concern and moved into preaching, a transition I wasn’t crazy about since her logic was sound.

				“Ignore her,” Becca said, waving a hand dismissively in Olivia’s direction. “Tell me about the sex—and don’t think about holding any details back!”

				Olivia butted in, intent on ruining any fun. “Yes, tell us about the sex. Are you using protection?” Her eyes narrowed, and she watched me closely.

				Jeez. “Yes, Mom, I am using protection,” I spat out. Becca elbowed Olivia and then leaned forward.

				“Jules, I say do as much with that beautiful man as you can. And when you are done with him, pass his number on to me!”

				I grinned at Becca and stuck my tongue out at Olivia. “Lighten up on me. I’m twenty-one. I’m allowed to make a few mistakes.”

				Her eyes sharp, she took a swig from her beer and met my offhand look head-on. “I just don’t like it. He seems...dangerous.”

				* * *

				KENT BROWARD HEARD the elevator ding and looked up from the legal brief, listening for a hint at who had arrived. He hoped it wasn’t a member of his staff; privacy was needed for tonight’s meeting. His palms perspired, and he wiped them quickly on his dress pants. He clenched and then relaxed his fingers, willing the tension to leave his hands. Shit had officially hit the fan.

				The man walked down the carpeted hall, headed for Broward’s open door. He glanced in dark office doorways, the wing silent and still. It was as the attorney had said—empty. He held a briefcase loosely in his right hand, an expensive suit hanging perfectly on his muscular frame, the fabric swooshing slightly as he walked. An air conditioner clicked on, the cool air welcome on his hot skin. He was always hot. His stride was relaxed; no tension tightened his body. Killing was not new to him.

				The man walked into the office without knocking. Broward was sitting at his desk, his head cocked, and he jerked to his feet when the man entered. The man turned, closing the door, and Broward spoke as soon as the lock clicked into place.

				“Jesus Christ, what are we going to do about this?” Broward ran his hands nervously over his shaved head, and covered his face. “This is bad, this is very bad.” He pointed to the man. “You. You got me into this!” His voice had reached a shrill level.

				“No.” The man’s deep voice filled the well-appointed room. “The money got you into this. Don’t blame me for your poor decisions.” He set his briefcase on Broward’s desk and unclipped the latches.

				Broward wrung his hands and looked at the man. “Look, as soon as you told me, I closed the accounts, I hid the trail. Now you gotta get me out of this. Permanently out. I don’t want anything to do with this business or this family anymore.”

				The gun came out of the briefcase, fast and deadly. The man saved his witty comeback and made his statement by squeezing the trigger.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Eighteen

				Kent Broward’s body was found in his office Wednesday morning at six-fifteen by Sue Mendoza. Mrs. Mendoza had cleaned the fourth floor for the last three years. It was the first dead body she had ever seen.

				His body was facedown on the plush cream carpet, a pool of blood surrounding his head and torso. He had been shot twice, twin holes of death marring an otherwise average body.

				When Sue Mendoza discovered the scene, she promptly fled the room, locked herself in the nearest office and called her priest. Three minutes later, she dialed 911.

				6:30 a.m., Wednesday

				“YOU HAVING PANCAKES ALSO?” The rude voice of Martha interrupted the conversation I was having with Brad. I looked into her wide eyes and pursed lips and shook my head. Pancakes sounded good, but it was obvious from her stance and tone that she did not want me to have pancakes.

				“I’m fine with just eggs and grits, thank you.”

				“Good. Brad, I fixed three. That should be more than enough for you.” She unceremoniously dumped three delicious-looking flapjacks on a plate and slid it across the island to Brad, who was sitting one bar stool over from me. Brad winked at me, grabbed the maple syrup and poured a generous amount over the top of the pancakes. Martha fixed my plate, giving me a scant helping of eggs, grits and bacon. I hopped off the stool and went to the fridge, grabbing orange juice and two glasses from the cabinet.

				“There. You two should be taken care of. Brad, you know what to do with your dishes.” The round woman glanced at me, wrinkled her nose slightly, then pulled off her apron and hung it by the door. Without a parting word, she swung open the back door and stomped through, letting it slam shut behind her. I let out a breath of air and poured the juice.

				“I know she can cook, but doesn’t her grouchiness get a little old?” I called over my shoulder as I put the lid back on the juice.

				His hands grabbed my waist, startling me, and I jumped a little. He stood behind me, nuzzling my neck with his soft lips and scratchy stubble. I giggled a bit, set the juice on the counter and pressed back, feeling my ass fit perfectly against his hard body.

				“Easy,” he growled, running his hands up and down the sides of my body, then cupping a breast in each hand and squeezing gently. My nipples instantly hardened against my bra, and I pushed harder against him. He spun me around and used his hands to grip my ass, pulling me tight against him. I grinned, looking into his face.

				“What?” he asked, smiling down at me.

				“You know Martha’s going to inspect our plates as soon as you leave for work. Are we eating, or are we...” I reached down and grabbed his crotch, rubbing it suggestively, feeling his flesh grow under my hand, the outline now visible in his pants.

				“You really have to ask that question?” he said, inhaling when my hand gripped him firmly. He suddenly released me, and I wobbled, caught off balance. His eyes were dark, aroused, and he took a few steps back, unzipping his dress pants.

				“The sink. Bend over it.” His voice was authoritative, deep, though I could hear a slight hoarseness to it, verifying his need.

				I wore a black pantsuit, and removed my jacket, shivering slightly in the cold house. I met his gaze, seeing pure authority there. I took two steps to the left and turned, facing the sink and looking out the window that hung above it. Darkness still blanketed the street, and the kitchen light no doubt illuminated the room to anyone on the two-lane road. “Brad, the light—”

				“Unzip your pants and drop them around your ankles.” His order came from behind me and I heard his footsteps sound on the stone floor. I hesitated, but felt the need twitch inside me, the twinge when my cunt squeezed tight and begged for stimulation. As I heard the familiar rip of foil, I unzipped my pants and pulled both them and my already wet panties down around my ankles. I bent over the sink, resting my elbows on the edge of the counter, and arched my back, offering myself to him.

				I felt his rough hands, sliding down the curve of my skin, traveling closer, closer to my apex, and my eyes closed when he reached the wet area between my legs. “God, you are already wet,” he breathed, tracing my opening with a finger. I flinched at his touch, tightening my inner walls. He ran his finger over my taint and the place where it met my wetness, playing with that skin, and I gasped, gripping hard granite with my hands. I pushed back against his fingers, wanting something, anything inside me.

				Brad pressed against me, putting a hand up my dress shirt. He bit my neck gently, then sucked at the skin, and I tilted my head back, opening my throat to him. “Put your fingers in me,” I whispered.

				He sucked on the soft lobe of my ear, then whispered into it, the tickle of his stubble driving me crazy. “We don’t have much time. I’m gonna have to make this quick.”

				Before I could formulate a response, his fingers were gone and he shoved himself inside my wet, tight core. I called out in surprise, a twinge of pain hitting me. Recovering, I fucked him back, pushing on the sink with my hands, welcoming the fullness inside me, moaning from the feel of it.

				I grounded out a moan, flipping my hair over my shoulder and looking behind me, into his eyes, steel traps of passion. My juices, flowing out around his stiffness, lubricated our movement, and I gritted my teeth and bounced off his hard thighs, pulling my body on and off his cock. He took over, moving both hands under my bra till they cupped my bare tits and squeezed, pinching my nipples in a way that was half pleasure, half pain. I gasped, my head tilted back, and he rammed me over and over in quick succession. I could see our reflection in the window before me, our two faces, his fierce and masculine, mine breathless and on the verge of ecstasy. Knowing that anyone on his quiet street was seeing us lit a fire in my body, and a surge of arousal shot through me. I let go of the sink and ripped open my shirt, grasped the front clasp of my bra and undid it, exposing my pale breasts, the curve of my chest, twin blurs of pink. I saw Brad’s hands, clear in the reflection, pinching my nipples, and the image made my legs weak.

				He moved in and out of me, long, measured strokes, my body aching with every outward pull. Then he slowed, burying his hardness inside so deep, so strong, and I clenched my eyes tight with the pain of his depth. Then he slowly withdrew, my muscles tensing, squeezing him tightly, feeling his girth as it traveled out and then I was empty, needing, gasping from the vacancy. I pushed back, wanting him again, desperate for the heat and sensation of his cock. But his hands held me, and he bumped me gently, teasing me with the tip. “Do you like me fucking you?” Brad’s voice, deep and dark in my ear, his breath hot. I met his gaze in the reflection, his face strong and in control, mine desperate and unrestrained.

				“Yes,” I gasped. “I need it, dammit.”

				“Louder.”

				“Yes!” I screamed, the effort giving me a burst of adrenaline, and I shoved harder, searching for more of him, needing all of it, instantly, like an animal in heat.

				He rammed, my tight wetness welcoming the invasion, squeezing the length of him as he filled every pore of me. I whimpered from the release, the feeling of his skin inside me almost painful in its perfection. He moved a hand, letting go of a nipple and wrapping his hand around my neck instead. He squeezed and my eyes widened, asking his reflection a silent question. He released my neck and instead grabbed my hair, wrapping my ponytail around his hand and pulled, hard and firm, on it.

				I could feel my orgasm coming, my walls clenching around his thickness. “I’m close,” I gasped, and he grabbed my hips, fucking me without restraint, his balls slapping my clit with a furious rhythm. The orgasm came and took with it every ounce of my self-control. I lost it, crying out and bucking, my legs shaking and hands slipping, my reflection making a ridiculous face before my eyes clenched shut and pleasure racked my senses.

				He fucked me through the orgasm, pounding over and over until I could feel his cock twitching, him close to his own explosion. He smacked my ass hard, and I cried out, my spent muscles liking the stimulation. He spanked me again, and then yanked out, jacking his cock fast and hard.

				“On your knees,” he gritted out, and I turned quickly, trying to navigate with my pants still bundled around my ankles. I knelt in front of him and grabbed his cock, peeling off the condom, taking over the motion, and looked up into his gorgeous, intense face.

				His mouth opened and he groaned softly, looking into my eyes and my upturned face, then focused on my lips, his eyes intent.

				“Open your mouth.”

				I did and turned my eyes to his swollen head, bobbing in and out of my clenched hand. I added my second hand, wrapping both of them around him, and jacked him and his orgasm into my open and waiting mouth.

				The first spurt came—hot and white and on my tongue. Tasting it, I dove onto his cock, sucking it hard and taking it as deep as I could. I continued jacking, sucking his come and gagging on the hardness filling my throat. Brad moaned and clenched his legs, grabbing the back of my head and pulling it to him. I continued sucking, sliding my mouth up and down. After a few seconds, his hand loosened, and he stepped back, resting against the island and sliding his cock from my wet mouth. He leaned forward, grabbing me under the arms and picking me up. Spinning, me lifted, he set me on the island, sliding dishes and food out of the way and laying me down. I relaxed on the granite, a smile overtaking my face, and he leaned over, spreading open my shirt and laying soft kisses on each of my breasts and then down my stomach, ending at the top of my legs. He breathed in my scent, then placed his mouth softly on me and I moaned, pushing him off with one foot. “Enough,” I breathed.

				He laughed and traveled back up my body, kissing me and smoothing my hair back.

				“Thank you,” he whispered.

				“Back at ya,” I said, grinning at him, delirious with contentment. I closed my eyes, a smile stretching across my face, totally exposed to him, feeling his eyes on me as his fingers trailed off my skin.

				“What do you have today?” Brad’s voice was muffled as he rounded the island, his voice changing in location.

				I opened my eyes, staring at the ceiling. “Another twelve-hour day of secretarial duties.”

				Brad tugged at my arms, pulling me to a seated position, my limbs lazy and unresponsive. I smiled at him while he buttoned my shirt, looking up into my face as he spoke. “My offer still stands. You could start next week in my wing. You can come to court...watch me work.”

				I made my eyes as huge as possible. “Wow, really? You are so big and important, Mr. De Luca.”

				He stole a kiss on my neck, nipping the skin gently with his teeth. “If you won’t let me steal you permanently, let me borrow you for a day. Let me speak to him. I’ll tell him I’m swamped on a case and need more help.”

				I laughed, taking over my buttons. “Like that would fly. He’d accuse you of wanting another sex toy and would keep me under even more of a lock and key.”

				He frowned, grabbing my waist and sliding me off the counter. “You’ve got to get over your hang-up on Broward. If you expect our relationship to have any type of a future, eventually he’s going to find out about us.”

				“Regardless of whether we have a future, I need you to keep us secret for now.” I grinned at him, hoping my thoughts didn’t convey through my often-traitorous eyes. Did I expect us to have a real future? It was certainly something I wanted, but Brad was a wild card. He had professed his intentions, vowed that he could remain faithful as long as I participated in his lifestyle. But I wasn’t putting too much faith in him until I saw actions to back up his words. I leaned forward, kissing him lightly on the lips before pulling away, his frown deepening, and he grabbed my head, taking me back to his mouth, his tongue taking mine until he’d had his fill. With a confident smile he released me, crouching down and grabbing my pants, sliding them up my legs, his fingers teasing me the entire way up.

				Somewhere in the background, a phone rang.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Nineteen

				The call was from Hugo Clarke. Brad took the call from his partner in the living room, and I ate my cold breakfast while trying to redress. I glanced at my watch. Five till seven. I was good on time, assuming that I left in the next twenty minutes.

				Brad appeared in the doorway, and I looked up with a smile. My face froze when I saw the somber fix of his features. “What’s wrong?”

				“You should sit down.”

				I paused, setting down my fork, my mind trying to figure out what Clarke could possibly have said that would have this effect on Brad. “I’m fine standing. What is it?”

				“It’s Broward. He was found in the office this morning, dead.”

				It took a moment to register his words, and I ran the phrase through my head a few times, the unfamiliar concept fading in and out of reality until my vision began to spot in front of me. Maybe I should sit down. I gripped the counter, reaching blindly out for a stool. Brad was suddenly there, his hand gripping mine, and he led me to a chair, my legs giving out the moment my ass hit wood. “Bullshit,” I finally whispered, a part of me hoping, wishing, that this was his sick version of a joke.

				“No.” The tightness of his face made the situation real, and I physically swooned for a moment, fainting now a real possibility. He sat down across from me and held my face, forcing me to look into his eyes, to focus on him.

				“Suicide?” I whispered, Broward’s strained face, his obvious stress, all of the signs, signs I should have seen, flooding my mind. Guilt settled on my shoulders, heavy and judgmental.

				“No.” He leaned briefly away from me and rubbed his temples. “Murdered. Shot in his office.”

				The guilt, for a brief moment, took a hiatus. It might have skipped Julia-town and landed in Brad-ville; he certainly looked as sick as I felt. His face pale, he stared forward, his body tense. Wherever he was, it was miles from here, miles from me. I reached out, touching his shoulder, and he turned to me, our eyes meeting, a sudden connection forming. I fought to stay still, to not react, but the look in his eyes when they met mine—it scared me. His face was dark and brooding, but his eyes? They were intense, fiery. They screamed pure fury, sparks flying from them, his temple jumping, and I realized, my eyes traveling over his body, that he was a tight coil of barely restrained rage.

				Rage? Not the reaction I would expect when someone finds out his business partner is dead.

				“Are you okay?” I asked softly.

				He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them and looked at me. And just like that, it was gone. The madness dissipated and he was calm and in control. The transformation scared me more than the fury had. He reached out, grabbing my hand reassuringly. “I’m fine. Just trying to understand it.” He stood, moving away from me, and yanked open a drawer by the door, grabbing his wallet and keys, his back to me.

				My thoughts returned to Broward and the unexplainable situation. Murdered. In his office. My mind grasped at straws, trying desperately to convince itself that this was a random act of violence. “Was it a robbery?”

				“They don’t know. I have to get to the office. The police want to talk to me.”

				“To you? Why?” I stood up and walked over to my shoes, grabbing them and pulling them on.

				Brad ignored my question and came up behind me, his strong arms wrapping around me tightly. “Are you okay?”

				I turned to him and sank into his chest, gripping his shirt with my hands. “I don’t know. Yeah. No. I’m just trying to understand it.” I looked up into his worried face, searching it, the lines, his mouth, his eyes. They stared back at me, concern and compassion filling them, no hint of the fury that had monopolized them just moments earlier. I didn’t know what I hated more, when his eyes were unreadable or when I didn’t like what I read in them. I wiped away tears that were swelling and stood on my tiptoes, kissing him gently on the lips. “Let’s go.”

				Brad turned to follow, his hand finding the small of my back, the slight support appreciated. He grabbed the door, pulling it closed behind us and locking it. “The police will probably want to talk to you, too.”

				“Me?” I stepped off the porch, going carefully down the back steps. Why would they want to talk to me?

				“Yeah. If he was shot last night, you may have been the last person to see him alive.” He paused. “Other than, of course, the killer.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty

				We decided to just leave my car at the bar, my nerves way past the level of safe driving. Brad drove us to the office, watching me closely the whole time, as if I were a piece of china with a hairline crack.

				We didn’t speak on the drive. I was shaken, trying to put the pieces of what was happening together. It was as if the last twenty minutes had uprooted my world and set it back upside down. I had too much to think about, too much to process. My mind flipped back and forth between an image of Broward’s body, and the words I had overheard on Monday. The Magianos. It couldn’t be, there must be some other explanation. Not in our office, not with Broward. I clenched my eyes shut and sat back in the seat.

				“You okay?” Brad’s voice, coming through my thick cloud.

				“Yeah,” I mumbled, my eyes closed, the feeling of his hand on mine, gripping my palm, a soothing thumb caressing my wrist.

				The car slowed and I heard a turn signal. We must be close. I wasn’t ready to face the office and all this day would entail. My stomach tightened at the thought of being questioned. I needed to figure out what to do.

				* * *

				BRAD ENTERED THE East Wing of the fourth floor of Clarke, De Luca & Broward. The East Wing was his domain, the area where expensive marriages came to die. Divorce Central. He was God in this wing. He noted that, despite this morning’s events, business was still being conducted. Both conference rooms were full, and two groups of clients waited in the lobby’s leather seating clusters. He walked through the elegant space and up to the three elevated secretarial desks that were the focus of the lobby. The only sign of trouble glistened from the blotchy faces and red-rimmed eyes of his secretaries, who rose at his approach. The three women, who ran the wing with iron, liver-spotted fists, were all in their late sixties, and all had been with him for over ten years. He stopped at their desks and nodded a hello.

				Carol Featherston, the center and head secretary, spoke first. Never one to mince words, she skipped over pleasantries. “There is a detective waiting to speak with you.”

				Brad nodded. “Give me a moment in my office, then send him in.”

				“Certainly.” She swallowed hard, her wrinkled neck stretching and straining. “Brad, we were so sorry to hear about Kent. Despite your history, I know this must be a difficult time for you.” Her two clones, Diana and Beatrice, nodded in unison, both murmuring soft condolences. Brad nodded and walked around their desks, entering his large office set against the east wall of the building, a million-dollar view of downtown stretching its length. He paused for a moment, collecting his thoughts, then walked behind his desk. Opening up a side cabinet, he set his briefcase inside, then sat in his dark leather chair. He closed his eyes briefly and collected his thoughts. There was a knock at his door, and Carol opened it, ushering in a tall, thin man, with short gray hair. The detective.

				Let the games begin.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-One

				The West Wing was chaos. Our front lobby was filled with employees, and I was stopped just inside the doors by one of the firm’s security guards. “Julia,” he said, recognizing me. “All employees are asked to wait here. The police are conducting interviews in the offices, and the hall with your office and Broward’s is closed for the investigators.”

				I nodded and moved past him, into the waiting area. Looking around, I saw almost every employee of the wing, some huddled in small groups, some standing alone, and others pacing on cell phones. I sought out Sheila. Seeing her leaning against her desk, at the rear of the room, I walked over and touched her shoulder. She whirled at the contact, her elegant appearance marred by her tear-soaked face and shaking hands.

				“Oh, Julia!” she gasped, grabbing me and hugging tightly. We separated, and she wiped under both of her eyes, straightening up and trying to remain composed. “I just don’t know what to do without Kent.”

				“I am so sorry, Sheila. I know how close you were.” I didn’t know if close was the right word, but Sheila had been an admin for Broward since he began at CDB eleven years ago. His death had to be hard on her, more so than anyone else in this room. I felt as though I were falling apart, and I’d only known the man two months—she had to be destroyed. “Have the police already questioned you?” I asked, squeezing her cardigan-encased arm.

				“Yes. Right when I came in. Now that you’re here, I’m sure they will want to speak to you, too.”

				“Do you know anything? Know what could have caused this...?” Anything other than the largest mob family this side of Chicago? I let the question trail off, her watery eyes sharpening in response, looking more like the Sheila I knew.

				“No. Absolutely not. But I didn’t have a hand in all of his cases. Not like you.”

				Like me? What cases did I work on that Sheila didn’t? I didn’t bother arguing with her. She grabbed my arm and pulled, almost dragged me, to a uniformed officer standing by the wall. “This is Julia Campbell,” she announced, pushing me in front of him. “Broward’s intern.”

				The man consulted a clipboard, then nodded to us. “Detective Parks will want to speak with you. Come with me.”

				I followed him down the hall, grief and confusion heavy in the air around us. He took me into the conference room, opening the door to reveal a heavyset man in a cheap suit, papers, notes and coffee scattered on our normally pristine conference table. I sat in front of the man, who said nothing to me, scribbling furiously on a form. The officer left us alone and I wondered where Brad was, and what he was doing.

				* * *

				THE OFFICE WAS long, impressive, a view of the city filling the ornate space with light. “Detective Wilkes.” Brad stood and shook the detective’s hand over his large leather and wood desk. “I’m Brad De Luca. Please, sit,” he said, indicating the chairs that faced his desk.

				The detective sat, opened a notebook, uncapped a pen and stared at Brad, assessing him. “Good morning. I’m sure you are quite...busy, so I’ll skip the pleasantries and barge into questions. I assume you were close with Kent Broward?”

				Brad tented his fingers, looking over them at the detective. He shrugged. “Define close.”

				The detective sighed deeply, stretching out the action until he was certain Brad picked up on his irritation. “Knew him well. And don’t ask me to define well.”

				“I have known Kent for eleven years, but I do not have more than a business relationship with him. We are not friends, we do not confide in each other, we do not see each other unless it is at a quarterly partnership meeting or in passing.” Brad paused, picking up a pen and slowly tapping it on his desk. “Does that answer your question?”

				The man’s mouth tightened. “You seem irritated, Mr. De Luca. Has Broward’s death inconvenienced you?”

				Brad looked somberly at Wilkes. “Grief is not a prerequisite for innocence, Mr. Wilkes.”

				“Detective Wilkes.”

				“Sorry,” he said shortly. “Look, I am happy to answer your questions, but whether it be insensitive or not, I am a very busy man, and I do have appointments waiting.”

				“Like it or not, your partner is dead, and I need to ask you some questions.”

				Brad waved his hand, indicating for the detective to go on.

				“Why were you not friends with Mr. Broward?”

				“For several reasons. I considered him dull. He worked constantly, and probably didn’t have any friends to speak of. Plus, as you have probably heard from other staff members, Broward didn’t like me.”

				“Was the feeling mutual?”

				“I didn’t really care whether he liked me. I have enough friends. I respected his work ethic. That was all I needed from a business partner.”

				“Why didn’t Broward like you?”

				Brad smirked. “You probably already know the answer to that question.” He sat back in his chair and resumed the slow tap of the pen on his desk.

				“I’d like to hear it from you.”

				* * *

				I SAT NERVOUSLY in the big space, the same conference room where I had eaten cold pizza with Brad over six weeks ago. Back when we didn’t know each other, and all I had heard were rumors and warnings. The table was where he had talked me into a trip to Vegas, a trip that had begun the erosion of my sexual boundaries and opened up the possibility of a relationship. The same conference room where Broward had opened up to me, sharing his true hatred of Brad and all that he encompassed. The weight of the memories lay like irons on my shoulders, conflicting emotions driving me wild. It seemed surreal, for me to sit here, questioned by police, an overheard phone call I couldn’t get out of my head. I never should have eavesdropped, never should have blatantly dismissed Broward’s heartfelt warnings, and never should have deceived the good man who now lay dead. Guilt from every angle hit me, but even as I sat there, bemoaning my traitorous actions, I wanted Brad, needed him here, his strength, his arms around me. I was officially a horrible person. I can’t believe he’s dead.

				“Ms. Campbell?” Detective Parks in the cheap suit, sitting across from me, had asked a question.

				“I’m sorry, can you repeat the question?”

				He raised his eyebrows, but looked back down at his notepad. “I said, how long have you been employed at Clarke, De Luca & Broward?”

				I wondered if the firm name would change. “I’m not technically employed. I’m just a temporary intern. I’ve been here a little over two months. But I will be employed—part-time, starting next week.”

				“And you have been an intern assigned to Kent Broward for that entire time?”

				“Yes.”

				“How close were you to him?”

				I frowned at the question. It seemed a little odd. “I worked with him every day for ten to twelve hours. We discussed business, little else.”

				“So, a strictly business relationship.”

				“Yes.”

				“Sheila Ponder says you are intimately familiar with his current caseload.”

				“I would agree with that. All of his current cases I am familiar with.”

				“I will need a list from you of which cases or clients might have endangered his life.”

				I laughed, a small, awkward sound. “You’re kidding, right? Didn’t Sheila tell you about our cases? We have the most lame, unexciting files on the planet. No one is killing anyone over anything Broward was working on. We deal with corporate documents, real estate transactions, civil litigations.” I shook my head emphatically. “Whatever happened to Broward couldn’t have had anything to do with a client.” At least, not a CDB client.

				“Hmmm.” He wrote something down. Hmmm? What does that mean?

				“At least no clients that I am aware of.” I rushed out the words, anxious to speak before my conscience took a convenient vacation.

				He set down his pen. “What do you mean by that?”

				“Just, ah, if there were other clients, ones I wasn’t aware of, maybe they had something to do with it.” I was sounding like a complete idiot, a fact I was sure he was picking up on.

				He flipped back a page, looking at the notes he had scribbled down. “You just said that you were familiar with all of his cases and clients. So, in theory, there shouldn’t be any clients that you aren’t aware of.”

				Shit. This was it, time to put up or shut up. I took a deep breath and told him about the conversation I had overheard two days before. He sat quietly, his pen placed beside his notebook, and listened. When I was done, he tilted his head and looked at me.

				“I’m not understanding where you are going with this, Ms. Campbell.”

				Was the guy daft? “Broward pretty much stated that he was providing some type of services to the Magianos. Then he’s killed one night later!” My voice had left the calm and rational level and was now in full-blown hysterical female mode.

				“And you think the Magianos are...” He lifted his chin and met my teary eyes head-on.

				Was this a damn current events quiz? “The Al Capone of this generation? The most powerful crime syndicate in the Southern U.S.?” I leaned forward, smacking my hand on the table, eliciting a frown from the detective.

				“First of all, Ms. Campbell, we don’t know that the ‘Magianos’ that Mr. Broward mentioned is the same family that you are referring to.”

				I tried to remind myself this was an officer of the law and not someone I could flick off at will. “He’s dead. He didn’t stumble over a gun and get shot licking stamps! How can you not think that the Magianos had something to do with this!”

				“Ms. Campbell, lower your voice. You haven’t even explored the possibility that you misheard Mr. Broward. He was on the phone. You were outside his office, with the door closed. You could easily have misunderstood what he said.” His voice was firm, his gaze direct, and I looked at him helplessly, my hysteria close to returning.

				I opened and closed my mouth, trying to put intelligent words into action. I didn’t get a chance; he returned pen to paper and went to his next question.

				“Are you aware of any upset clients, or anyone who disliked Mr. Broward?

				“Other than the possible Magianos?” I asked sarcastically.

				“Yes. Answer the question.”

				“No. No one that I can think of. Broward is...” I paused briefly, closing my eyes. “Was a likable guy. I’m sure you will find that out by speaking to all of the staff.”

				He nodded. Then he set down his notebook and looked at me.

				“Ms. Campbell, where were you last night, between 8:30 and 10:30 p.m.?

				“Last night?” I was suddenly tense.

				“Yes. Are you aware of what you did last night?”

				I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “Yes. Broward dismissed everyone early. I went home, changed and met my friends for drinks at nine. We stayed at the bar until about eleven.”

				“I will need to speak with your friends and verify this.”

				I sat back and folded my arms. “Are you verifying all of the staff’s alibis?”

				Parks paused and looked at me appraisingly. “Alibi is probably too strong a word, at this point. But to answer your question, no. Not all of the staff.”

				* * *

				THE AIR HAD gotten hot in Brad’s office. He sighed. “Broward doesn’t, or didn’t, like me for a few reasons. The main one, and what I assume you are hinting at, is that I once slept with his wife.”

				The man cocked an eyebrow at him, but didn’t move otherwise. “You seem awfully cavalier about that—sleeping with another man’s wife.”

				Brad shrugged. “I sleep with a lot of women. I regret that specific experience, because he was my business partner, and because it complicated an already strained relationship.”

				“Strained how?”

				“He was...irritated by me. By my large income and what he considered to be lack of work ethic.”

				“Did you dislike him?”

				“You already asked that. No.”

				“Hmmm.” The detective wrote something down.

				“Where were you last night, Mr. De Luca?”

				“At home.”

				“When did you arrive home?”

				“After work. I am unsure of the exact time.”

				“Take a guess.” The irritated voice of the man had turned harder.

				“I would guess six or seven.”

				“And you stayed in your home all evening?”

				“Until about eleven.”

				“Where did you go at eleven?”

				“Do I need to re-create my entire evening for you? I was told the time of death was before 10:00 p.m.”

				“By who?”

				“Hugo Clarke. Am I done here?”

				“Just answer the question, Mr. De Luca. Where did you go at eleven?”

				“To pick up a female friend, and no, I will not reveal her name.” He stared at the detective, a tic beginning in his cheek.

				“Are you aware of any of Mr. Broward’s current projects?”

				“That’s it.” Brad leaned back in his chair. “I’m not going to answer any more questions without a lawyer present.”

				Wilkes snorted, then laughed softly, shaking his head. “I thought you were a lawyer.”

				Brad said nothing, just stared at him over the desk.

				“Fine.” The detective snapped the notebook shut and stood, scraping his chair backward. He snapped his fingers and pointed at Brad, a stern look on his face. “I’ll see you soon,” he promised.

				Brad smiled and lifted his chin in response, but did not stand. Wilkes turned and stalked out of the office, and Brad watched him leave through the heavy glass. He frowned, then opened his center drawer and pulled out a cell phone that he kept in the back, behind paper clips and Post-its. He dialed a number and waited, listening to the ring in his ear.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Two

				With Broward dead, we milled like ants through the lobby, everyone unsure of their duties. CSI staff, police and detectives were everywhere, and it was whispered that Broward’s body still lay in his office. Finally, the police moved us all to the East Wing, Brad’s domain, to get us out of the way. We filled his lobby, the ornate room now a sea of black suits and boring neutrals. I felt a hand tug mine, and turned to see Todd Appleton, six feet of blond and blue-eyed concern. He tugged on my hand, pulling me into a hard hug, his arms wrapping around me and hugging me tightly to his chest, white shirt and black suit smooshing comfortably against my face. A sudden sob welled in my throat, an unexpected breakdown of the walls I had fought all morning to control. He shushed me, bodies and voices crowding us from all sides. “I’m so sorry, Julia. So sorry.”

				I pushed gently on his chest, stepping back and wiping at my eyes, sniffing back snot and tears. “Thanks, Todd. I’m still trying to work it all out.”

				He raised his voice to be heard over the crowd. “There were cops everywhere when I arrived, but we haven’t heard any updates over here—they’ve all been in your wing till now.” He looked a little too enthusiastic about the drama, the earlier concern replaced by excited curiosity. The wing doors opened and a new group entered, causing the room to go from crowded to packed. There was pure bedlam for about two minutes, and then Brad appeared at the head of the room, calling out and bringing the room to silence.

				“Everybody, go home. Sheila and Beverly, you both stay and use Conference Room D to reach out to clients and reschedule appointments. Everyone else, please leave. We will email you tonight regarding tomorrow’s schedule.” He sought out and met my eyes but gave nothing away, turning and heading back to his office. There was silence; then the din of the room resumed, and we moved as one giant mass to the double doors that led to the elevator lobby. I met Todd’s eyes, moving away with the crowd as he stayed in place. I gave him a crumbling smile and waved, turning and looking to the exit. As nice as Todd’s embrace had been, I needed a stronger set of arms, the steadiness and security of Brad.

				I avoided eye contact and conversations as I moved with the crowd. I wanted nothing more than to be at home and alone with my thoughts. What would happen with our wing? Who killed Broward? Was I a suspect? Was the Magiano family involved? Was I in danger? Most of my thoughts and questions were selfish, and I scolded myself as I moved with the crowd. Beside the elevator was one of the firm’s chauffeurs, and he tapped my shoulder lightly.

				“Ms. Campbell. My name is—”

				“Jeff. I remember. You took me to lunch one day.” Me and Brad, but I wasn’t about to say that in the crowded lobby.

				“Yes. I’ve been asked to take you to your car. Or to your home, whichever you prefer.” He ducked his head toward the elevator, and I nodded, moving forward when the doors opened. My car. I had forgotten about it. It was, no doubt, still two blocks down from the bar, in a metered spot, the windshield littered with tickets.

				We avoided the crowd and walked through the lobby. I looked at my watch as I stepped into the morning light. Only nine. The shortest workday on the planet. The town car was idling in one of the reserved spots in front of the building, and we moved toward it. I wondered what time they would email us. Brad would undoubtedly keep me in the loop.

				“Ms. Campbell?” Jeff held open the car door, a questioning look in his eyes.

				I murmured an apology as I stepped into the car, hugging my purse to my chest. I waited until he got in and started the car, then spoke. “I’d like to be taken to my car, please.”

				His eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “Okay. Where is it?”

				I gave him the location and we moved, pulling up to the car before I had a chance to collect my thoughts. He was out of the car and opening my door, his pale hands gathering the two orange envelopes off my windshield as I stepped out. I winced, holding my hand out for them, but he shook his head, stuffing them in his pocket. “Mr. D said for me to bring any citations to him.”

				I opened my mouth to object, thought better of it and smiled at Jeff. “Thank you for the ride. Please pass on my thanks to Mr. De Luca.”

				He grinned in response and tipped his hat, walking jauntily back to the driver’s side. It was as if Jeff was completely unaware that anyone had died. I frowned, getting into my car, the familiar smell bringing a sense of normalcy back into my life. I started the car and headed for home.

				* * *

				THE HOUSE WAS quiet when I unlocked the front door, my roommates still asleep. Their social life didn’t accommodate waking before noon, a norm that I was grateful for this particular day. I took out my contacts and changed into sweats and a baggie tee from three boyfriends back, a giant soft number that advertised a fundraiser and would one day soon completely disintegrate in my hands. I crawled into bed, flipping on my TV and scrolling through the stations. I finally stopped on VH1, piling on blankets and adding pillows until I was completely surrounded, in perfect pity-party settings. Then I added a box of tissues and let myself go.

				My depressed wallow didn’t last too long. Two hours later, my house, in full glory, awoke. I was typically not home when this happened, more by design than default—my lesson learned last semester when I had to endure the morning ritual twice a week because of poor course scheduling on my part. Zach and Alex waking was similar to some type of aboriginal male bonding. One would start blasting music—Insane Clown Posse-style, make-you-want-to-pull-your-hair-out screeching, until it woke the other roommate, who would respond in kind by blaring his own form of musical madness—hard rock. My room was, unluckily enough, right in between the two centers of musical expression.

				Three layers of pillows did nothing to soften the effect. I stared up at the ceiling, the frame above my head rhythmically vibrating against the wall. I could scream, yell and pound on doors until they shut the hell up and went about their day, but that typically only started a fight. It was easier to just ignore it for the fifteen minutes it lasted, and then deal with the boys once they had caffeine in their systems.

				I sat up, looking around, until I spotted my laptop. Crawling over, I grabbed it off the floor and plugged in some headphones. Putting on a Top 40 playlist to join in the noise, I checked my Facebook account, campus email and then my personal email. All three sites were in sore need of attention, and two hours passed before I logged out of the last account. I shut my laptop and rolled my neck, needing a break. I got up, stretching, my legs asleep and my back aching. Hitting the kitchen, I stole one of Zach’s TV dinners, halfway read the directions and popped it in the microwave. While it cooked I flipped through the mail, which had been left on the counter. Junk, bills and more junk. Yippee. The microwave beeped, shrill and annoying, and I grabbed the hot plastic dish and pulled it out.

				Alex appeared, his dreadlocked head captured under a wool beanie. “What up, chica?” he said, wrapping his arms around me and giving me a quick kiss on the cheek.

				“Too much to get into right now,” I mumbled, ripping the plastic wrap off the lasagna dish and tossing it into the trash.

				“I would stay around and wade into that land mine, but I have class in twenty, so you’ll have to lament your woes to me some other time,” he said, grabbing a granola bar and snagging his backpack off the floor.

				“Thanks, roomie,” I called out sarcastically.

				He waved, pounding on Zach’s door on his way out. “Zach!” he yelled, then spun, giving me a quick grin and jogged out, slamming the door behind him.

				Zach appeared thirty seconds later, pulling a baseball cap on his head. “What’s up?” he said, eyeing my lasagna as he walked past me into the kitchen. I leaned against the counter and stuck a fork in the dish, waiting, my mouth full of Stouffer’s pasta.

				He opened the freezer, glanced inside, then looked at the box, sitting on the counter. He raised his eyebrows at me, then his hands. “From the look on your face, I’m not even going to go there. Take as many as you want. I’m not hurting for the three dollars right now.”

				I grinned despite myself. “Thanks, Zach. Alex just left—he’s the one who called for you.”

				He nodded, opening a cabinet and pulling out a bag of Doritos. Undoing the tie, he grabbed a handful of chips and hoisted himself up onto the counter. Tilting his head at me, he studied my pajamas. “Is your internship already over? I thought you had one more week.”

				I opened the trash, chunking the remaining lasagna into it. “They let us go home early. My boss was found dead this morning in the office.” I moved past him to the sink, washing my fork, my peripheral vision catching his shocked expression. Even in my fragile state, I could appreciate the shock value of my statement.

				“No shit,” he breathed.

				“Yes shit. All sorts of crazy shit. Hence me, in my pj’s, eating your lasagna. Which, by the way, sucked. You should buy a different brand.”

				“It’s better when you cook it in the oven,” he said through a mouthful of chips. Crunching loudly, he stared at me as if I had something poignant to say. I stared back, our eye contact stretched out until he finished chewing. “Sorry.”

				“About the lasagna, or about Broward?”

				“Broward is, or, sorry, was, your boss?”

				God, I really needed to have better lines of communication with these two. “Yes.”

				“Then I’m sorry about him. Are you gonna start crying or something?” He looked terrified, as if my tears might cause him physical harm.

				I fought a smile. “No. Not right now, at least. Though you do seem so adept at comforting.”

				There was a soft cough behind me, and I turned to see a tall redhead, clad in pink panties and a white tank top. “I can’t find my pants,” she whispered, as if there were someone else in the house who might hear her. “I think they’re in your car...?” She looked to Zach for help.

				I turned back to him, fighting a grin.

				“Oh—right. Let me go get those for you.” He hopped off the counter, tossing the Doritos bag down and bending down to give me a hug. “Find out her name,” he whispered in my ear, then bounded out the front door, leaving me and the girl alone. She looked out of place and blushed, covering up as best she could with her hands.

				I stepped forward, smiling brightly, and held out my hand. “I’m Julia—Zach’s roommate.”

				“Jen,” she offered shyly, shaking my hand. “I met Zach last night, at a party.”

				“Can I get you anything to eat?” I offered, gesturing toward the kitchen. “There’s some really shitty lasagna if that rings your bell.”

				“No—I’ve got to run, but thank you,” she said, smiling politely.

				Zach saved us then, stepping back inside with a pair of white jeans in his hand. Skinny jeans, from the look of them. I had newfound respect for her flexibility if she was able to get out of those in his coupe. I squeezed past them, headed for the hall. “Zach, I’ll give you and Jen some privacy. I’ve got to get some stuff done on the computer.”

				I closed my door to his grateful look, fighting the urge not to flick him and his slutty ways off.

				Ten minutes later, I was snuggled under a heavy down blanket with an eye mask on. I had set the alarm for two hours, closed the blinds in my room and turned my television to the History Channel. I closed my eyes and tried not to think of Broward’s intelligent face, or the grace in which he had handled the clumsiness of my first day. I remembered Brad’s eyes, finding mine in the crowded lobby, his face calm and in control while Broward’s body lay in a body bag somewhere. Broward. My mentor, my slave driver. A tyrant that I now, suddenly, missed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Three

				I was in the middle of one of those incredible dreams, the kind where you win the lottery, then find out your yard boy is Channing Tatum, and he has just decided to prune your hedges naked, when my cell rang. I reached out blindly, knocking over half of the items on my bedside table before I hit the silence button. I drifted back, seeing his gorgeous profile, his muscular arms reaching up, up—and my damn phone rang again. I reached out, this time connecting with it the first time, silencing it so quickly that dream redemption should have been easy pickings.

				I floated down, down, into absolute nothing. My subconscious searched wildly, searching for a fragment, a tendril, anything. I would have been happy with Channing Tatum’s chest hair at that point, not that the man had any. But...zilch. It was gone.

				I opened my eyes to dark silk and reached up, yanking the eye mask from my face. Shit. I groaned, reaching over and grabbing my phone, grumbling as I unlocked it to display my call history.

				Brad. Two missed calls. I traded one imaginary hunk for a real one. It should be a good thing. Channing Tatum never brought me to my first orgasm, though I had certainly tried hard enough before chucking my first vibrator into the trash. But seeing Brad’s name brought back reality, and reality brought back Broward’s dead body and the Magianos’ probable involvement. An involvement that Detective Parks had dismissed without a second thought. No matter what he said, I knew what I had heard. And despite Broward’s strong words, there had been fear in his voice. And then he had been killed. The circumstances were too strong to ignore.

				The phone rang again, startling me.

				I rolled my eyes, my mouth curving despite myself. “Whaaaat?” I groaned into the phone, fighting to keep the smile out of my voice.

				“You’re starting a habit, answering the phone like that.” His deep voice weakened my flimsy shield, and I giggled despite my best intentions.

				“You’re starting a habit of power calling.”

				He chuckled. “You can’t be busy, seeing as how I gave you the day off.”

				I smirked into the phone. “Don’t even start thinking along that path. I’ll report to Clarke before I’m under you.”

				“There are so many places I could go with that statement, but seeing as I’m not alone, I will keep it clean. How are you doing?”

				“I’m okay.” I stretched, stifling a yawn. “Right now I’m waiting with bated breath to find out what my day will look like tomorrow. Has anyone sent out an email?”

				He swore under his breath. “Shit. I’ve got to have someone do that.”

				“Sounds like a Clarke assignment to me. He seems by far the most responsible out of the remaining two partners.”

				“You’re right. I’ll call him next.” There was noise in the background, and then he was back on my line. “Are you mine tonight, or should I make other plans?”

				“I’m thinking about it.”

				He made an unintelligible sound, somewhere between a snort and a groan. “Whatever. I’ll take that as a yes. Pick you up at seven?”

				“All right. Let me get back to my warm bed. Talk to you soon.”

				“Bye, baby.”

				I ended the call, halfheartedly attempted another return to Tatum-land, then gave up, swinging my legs out of bed and standing. Stretching, I headed to the shower, determined to wash away the day’s ugliness.

				At 5:12 p.m., an email from Lisa Strong, Clarke’s secretary, titled “Broward Staff” hit my in-box. It was brief, listing the day and time of Broward’s funeral—Sunday, 3:00 p.m. It also stated that the Broward staff would be off on Thursday, but was expected to work normal hours on Friday.

				I skimmed the email and then packed an overnight bag. A good dinner, sleeping late in Brad’s bed and a home-cooked breakfast sounded pretty good right now.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Four

				Over thirteen hours later, I woke up in Brad’s bed. The smell of bacon was in the air, and I was naked, his thousand-thread-count sheets cool against my body. The shower was running, and I glanced over to the clock. Six-forty a.m. We had stayed up late, talking over dinner, and then, later, sweet, sensual sex, an incredible joining that had given me an emotional connection when I desperately needed one. I fought the desire for bacon and closed my eyes, feeling my body drift back toward dreamdom. The sound of the shower door halted my descent and I rolled over, propping a pillow underneath my head and watching the door swing open, steam billowing out. I smiled when I saw him emerge, butt naked and utterly gorgeous, ripped muscles surrounding nine inches that had become my full-time obsession. I drank him in, his head obscured by a white towel, his hands rubbing it over his head and then down his body. He turned and paused, meeting my eyes, a smile creeping over his face. He dropped the towel and came to me, halting by the side of the bed, my eyes now in perfect eye level with his cock.

				I rolled back, looking up into his face, a lazy smile spreading over my own. “Good morning.”

				He leaned over, resting his weight on the bed and kissing me with a mouth that hinted of mint toothpaste. “Good morning, beautiful. Go back to sleep. I’ll be out of here in a few minutes.”

				I frowned, propping myself up on one elbow, my face close to his. “Fine. If you absolutely refuse to join me.” I tilted my head up and he closed the distance, planting a soft kiss on my lips. Then I curled back into the sheets, my eyes closing before he even walked away, sleep beckoning me from afar.

				I was wakened by a loud woman’s voice.

				“I know you don’t think I’m going to clean around your lazy ass!” I cracked open one eye, then two. Martha stood at the foot of Brad’s bed, her hands on her hips and a glare on her face. I propped myself up on one elbow and held the blankets against my body.

				“I wasn’t aware that you did clean, Martha.”

				“What is that supposed to mean!”

				“It means that I thought Helga cleaned, and you ‘managed.’ And it’s...” I looked at the clock. “Only eight-fifteen. Not exactly grounds for calling me a lazy ass.” Though I had planned on sleeping till at least ten. So much for sleeping in late with a home-cooked breakfast.

				She threw up her hands and looked to the ceiling. “Lord Almighty, you test me with these women....” She stopped cursing whoever was above the ceiling and pointed a finger at me. “I’m not gonna have you talk to me like that!”

				That did it. I threw my legs off the bed and stood, dragging the blanket off with me. “What is your problem?!”

				“My problem?”

				“Yes, your problem! You have been horrible to me since the first day I met you! I thought it was just ‘your way,’ but now I think it’s something you personally have against me!”

				She pointed at me again and I wanted to reach over and break that finger off. “You’re just like all of his girls. You think you’re special, but you’re not. Why should I bend myself backward to kiss your ass when, two months from now, you’ll be back at home, crying over the man?”

				I stared at her and pulled my own finger out from behind the sheet. “First, Martha, you don’t know a damn thing about me. I am fucking special, and I don’t cry over men. If I am back at home in two weeks, or two months, or two years, it’s because I want to be there, not because a man got tired of me and kicked me out. But while I am here, I’m not gonna tiptoe around your grumpy ass. I’ll treat you with respect, and don’t think it’s ridiculous to ask for it in return. Now, since you, as far as I know, don’t clean, how about you give me some privacy!” I turned on my heel, hoping I didn’t get tangled in the blankets, and flopped back down, throwing the covers over my head and praying to God, Martha’s God, that she wouldn’t throw something large and pointy at me.

				I heard her laughing, a cruel, mean laugh that grew in volume, and I flung the covers off my head and glared at her.

				“Next time you throw that high-and-mighty routine, don’t do it under a photo of another naked woman. Just a tip there, Julia baby.” She sniffed, laughed again and sauntered off, slamming the door shut behind her.

				I flopped back on the bed, glaring up at the gorgeous naked beauty framed above my head. The life-size portrait was of an ex of Brad’s, something he told me he hadn’t had the time or effort to replace. I’d have to push that higher up on his to-do list.

				I rolled over to the other bedside and grabbed my phone. Eight percent battery. Figures. I called Brad, hoping he was still in the house but knowing he wasn’t.

				“Hey, beautiful.”

				“Martha is a bitch, you know that?”

				He chuckled, sounding way too sexy for 8:00 a.m. “I can’t talk now. What do you need?”

				“I’m stranded here with your crazy excuse for a... What is her job title again?”

				“Ruler of Everything in the House. Martha is part of the package, babe. You’re going to have to learn how to get along with her.”

				“She’s the one who’s being difficult! She marched in here yelling at me this morning!”

				“She’s being territorial, Julia. Take whatever attitude she gives you as a compliment. Most women she doesn’t even bother being rude to.” His soothing voice did nothing but irritate me further. Especially since I now realized whose side he was taking.

				“Whatever. I’ll let you get back to work.”

				“Just hang out at the house.”

				“No, thank you. I hang out at the house any longer and me and her are gonna come to blows. And I’m positive I’ll lose that fight.”

				“Julia, she’s not that bad.”

				“To you! The one who pays her!”

				“Look, if you want, I’ll have Jeff or one of the other drivers give you a ride.”

				I slumped back. “Let me figure out my day, and I’ll let you know. Maybe one of the girls can give me a ride.”

				He said something to someone else, then was back on the phone with me, dropping his voice now. “You sure you don’t want to just stay? I like the idea of having you there, and I can give you a ride at lunch.”

				“I’ll think about it,” I muttered.

				I hung up, lay back and stared at the ceiling. Damn Martha. Then I closed my eyes and fell back asleep.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Five

				The third time I woke up, it was to a quiet house. I lay in Brad’s bed for a minute, listening for Martha, but heard nothing. I got up, checking my phone. Two missed calls, Becca and Olivia. Becca never called before noon. Something was up. My three percent battery didn’t afford me the luxury of calling her back and I crawled out of bed in search of my phone charger. I dug through my overnight bag, not altogether certain I had packed it, and sent a silent prayer upward when my fingers closed around it. I plugged it in, then warily headed downstairs.

				The house was empty, the kitchen wiped down and countertops empty, void of anything that could be considered breakfast food. I opened up cabinets, finding cereal, and poured a bowl, sitting at the counter and munching away. The day stretched before me, and I had absolutely no idea of what to do with it. I had lazed away yesterday, doing nothing but feeling sorry for myself, a hobby I was already sick of. I finished off the Frosted Flakes, hefted myself to my feet and washed my bowl, drying it carefully and placing it back on the shelf. Anything I could do to stay on Martha’s good side. I returned the cereal box, then headed back upstairs.

				I killed two birds with one stone and conferenced Becca in as soon as Olivia answered.

				“It’s Jules. Was it coincidence, or did you both call because you love me?”

				“Ha. The police called me this morning,” Becca snapped. “At ten freaking a.m.!”

				“Don’t be dramatic, Becca. It wasn’t the police, it was a detective. Detective Parks, right?” Olivia said.

				“I don’t know what the damn man’s name was!” she retorted.

				“Wait, he actually called you guys?” I interrupted their useless spat, my head hurting from the new information. I thought that the detective’s request for alibi verification was a line on a form of his, not a lead that he would actually follow up on. Didn’t he have more important things to check on? Like the Magiano family? Since when were college interns the most likely murder suspect?

				“What happened, Jules?” Olivia’s tone was serious, her words cutting into the rant that Becca was starting back into.

				“Nothing,” I mumbled, grabbing my cosmetics bag and walking into the bathroom. “Well, too much to go into now. What did you tell him?”

				“We told him you were at the bar with us until around eleven.” Becca’s voice was unsure. “Is that okay?”

				“Of course. Did he ask you anything else?”

				“That was all he asked me,” Olivia said. “He just verified, several times, how long you had stayed at the bar.”

				“Same here,” Becca said, her voice subdued.

				“Good.” I exhaled a sigh of relief. “Then everything should be fine.”

				“Except that we don’t know what’s going on, and I was woken up at ten in the freaking morning!” Becca’s fire was back, and I wouldn’t be able to avoid it this time.

				“Fine. Meet me for lunch, and I’ll explain everything. Deal?”

				“Deal. But you’re paying,” Olivia said, “in exchange for us keeping you out of the gallows.”

				“The what?”

				“Nothing, Becca. Mellow Mushroom, noon. Work for you both?” I asked.

				They agreed, Olivia offering to pick me up, and I hung up the phone with at least one part of my life figured out. I stripped, piling my clothes in the middle of the floor, and turned on the jets of Brad’s shower, brushing my teeth as the room filled with steam. Then I stepped in and shut the door, losing myself in the gloriousness of hot water.

				* * *

				“TELL ME THIS isn’t about Brad.” Olivia had barely allowed me to get both feet in the car before she jumped on me, her tone that annoying level of nag.

				“This isn’t about Brad,” I recited dutifully, digging through her glove box until I found a pair of sunglasses and sliding them on, checking my reflection in her mirror. “But I’m not telling you anything more till we get to lunch. Becca will hack me to pieces if I tell you what’s going on before I tell her.”

				She glanced over, grinning at me, the open window whipping hair over her face. “You always tell me things before you tell Becca. Why change now?”

				“I don’t always do that.” I searched my memory for a leg to stand on and, finding none, moved on. “This has jaw-dropping potential, and I don’t want your reaction to look fake. We all know your acting skills leave something to be desired.” I studiously avoided her gaze, opening my purse and digging around in it, needlessly organizing and reorganizing it until I felt the coast was clear. I sat back, glancing over at her, a small smile on her lips. Our eyes met and she rolled her eyes.

				“I’m going to go easy on you because it’s obvious you are having a less than perfect week.” She reached over, turning up the radio, and I sat back, happy to avoid conversation, preparing myself for the interrogation that would meet me once they were both in front of me.

				I came, I ate cheese pizza, I conquered and I left. Olivia dropped me off at my house, drunk on carbs and gossip, and I stumbled across the yard and through the front door, collapsing on the couch.

				The girls had wrung every juicy detail out of me, save the juiciest of all—my walk down eavesdrop lane. They had different theories for Broward’s murderer, ranging from his secret gay lover to Sheila, in the study, with a revolver. I hadn’t uttered the Magiano name, visions of severed horse heads and smashed kneecaps floating above the Parmesan cheese in front of me. My brooding was noticed, and the girls did their jobs, turning the conversation toward men and shopping, and the second half of the lunch passed by in a sea of lighthearted chatter.

				I stared up at the ceiling, feeling the weight in my stomach settle. Maybe the mob wasn’t involved. Maybe the detective was right, and I had imagined the conversation. But just to be safe, I was going to keep the information close to my chest and see what Detective Parks discovered.

				Speaking of which...I sat up, my full stomach protesting, and reached down, grabbing my phone and flipping through my wallet, till I found the detective’s business card. I dialed his number and waited, stretching out on the couch and staring at the ceiling.

				He didn’t answer, and I left a polite but firm message, giving my cell number and asking him to call me. I stewed, my eyes roaming the spiderwebbed corners of the ceiling, going back over the words I had heard that day, the tension in Broward’s voice. There was part of the conversation I couldn’t recall, some name that had slipped in before the Magiano bomb had been dropped. I pulled deep within, trying to grab the words that had passed through that door. A takeover that had gone well, a name—something that sounded like lasagna. I thought, scrunching up my forehead, and no doubt creating three new future wrinkles in the process. Ugh. It probably didn’t sound anything like lasagna. It was probably Smith, or Jenkins, or something that had no correlation to the crusty TV dinner box that sat in our kitchen trash.

				I dragged myself to my feet, the weight of my current situation too great to handle without endorphins. Carbs certainly hadn’t helped; maybe running would clear my head.

				The name came to me halfway through lacing up my tennis shoes, as clear and perfect as if it had been stamped on my Nikes. Genovese. Or Ginovase. Italian names always proved difficult, but Google straightened me out, and I stood in my room, spandex-clad, and scrolled through search results, trying to find anything on the turnover that would give credence to my Magiano hypothesis.

				Bingo. Eighth result down, a news article dated nine months ago, TAKEOVER, all caps, in the title.

				



				MAFIA FAMILY TAKEOVER, BLOODY FUED ERUPTS

				Associated Press, March 16, USA TODAY

				In one of the major Mafia restructures of this decade, longtime mob patriarch Vincent Genovese is dead, murdered in his home. Genovese, who has been the subject of a three-year multi-bureau investigation for money laundering and extortion, was found Tuesday morning by his wife, Maria Genovese. The victim was stabbed repeatedly in the chest and died from loss of blood. One anonymous source stated Lino Genovese, a cousin of Vincent, had been questioned by police. Lino, who has been slowly moving up in Genovese power circles, has reportedly taken over several family businesses in the last few months. The anonymous source confirmed that family strife due to Lino’s increased interest in their business ventures had grown to a breaking point. Police refused to comment on Genovese’s death or Lino’s involvement, stating that it was an ongoing investigation. As of press time, no suspect has been arrested.

				* * *

				HOT FUCK. BROWARD had stated that the Genovese takeover had gone well, and that he hadn’t heard any complaints from the Magianos so far. I wasn’t really up on legal negotiations, but I was pretty sure that two bullets to the head might classify as a complaint. My head spun with the new information, and I straightened, shutting the laptop and thinking. I placed another call to Detective Parks, left another voice mail, then grabbed my house key and left, hitting the pavement outside at a strong pace.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Six

				The detective entered the East Wing, heading for De Luca’s main secretary. He flashed his badge to the elegant, mature woman behind the middle desk. “I need to speak to Mr. De Luca.”

				The woman didn’t blink but fixed the detective with a pointed glance. “Your name?”

				“Detective Wilkes. Homicide.”

				She nodded pleasantly but didn’t make a move to her phone. “I don’t believe that Mr. De Luca is in, Detective Wilkes, but if you take a seat I will try and contact him.”

				“You do that.”

				Her brows raised, she looked pointedly at the nearest seating cluster. He shook his head and sauntered over to the seat, collapsing into it with a loud sigh.

				She picked up her phone and dialed an extension.

				“Brad De Luca.”

				“Detective Wilkes just came in, unannounced. He is asking to speak to you.”

				“Fine. Send him in, then interrupt us after ten minutes.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				* * *

				I RAN, QUICKER than my normal speed, but I needed justification for my pounding heart. Broward assisted in the Genovese family turnover. Broward was working for the Magiano family. His words, strained and hateful, not the man I knew. “Some of the biggest names in town are coming to me for services...Genovese turnover was handled perfectly...I haven’t heard any complaints from the Magianos...” No wonder he was dead. I jumped curbs, climbed up and pounded down Stadium Hill, my breath coming fast, a cramp in my side, my legs screaming in protest, until I finally wound down, coming to a sudden, gut-wrenching stop. I bent over, feeling slightly nauseated.

				What was I doing? Why was I digging into this crap, trying to find proof of the Magianos’ involvement in Broward’s death? Why was I power-calling Detective Parks to make sure that he explored that angle? Broward, my mentor, a man I had respected, had apparently run a full-page ad in the mobster Yellow Pages. He had wanted the business, bragged about it. And then he was killed. I needed to get the fuck out of this situation and start minding my own business. I had to stop thinking of Broward as an innocent bystander and recognize his part in his own demise. I needed to stop thinking about the entire situation.

				* * *

				“DETECTIVE.” BRAD SHOOK Detective Wilkes’s hand and sat on the edge of his desk, arms crossed. “I have a meeting shortly. I will only be able to give you a few minutes. Any luck finding Kent’s killer?”

				“We’re working on that.” The man looked at Brad appraisingly. “Diligently.”

				“Last time we spoke, I believe I informed you that I would not answer questions without my attorney present.”

				“Humor me.”

				Brad said nothing, just met the detective’s eyes.

				“We have discovered large amounts of funds deposited into Mr. Broward’s bank account over the last three years.”

				“CDB does very well, I would expect Kent to have a healthy bank account.” Brad crossed his arms and looked down at his watch.

				“Not from the firm. From other accounts, foreign, untraceable accounts. Do you know where those income streams would have originated, or why?”

				“Are you asking Clarke these questions?”

				“No.”

				Brad spread his arms, exasperated. “Then why me? Why assume I know anything about Kent and his money, his clients? I don’t have anything to do with Kent or his business. And as you so clearly pointed out, he despised me!”

				“Clarke doesn’t have ties to organized crimes.” Wilkes’s eyes glittered triumphantly, as if he had found the cure to cancer.

				Brad turned, walking behind his desk. “My family has nothing to do with me, or my business. Don’t drag unrelated items into this discussion. If you want to investigate my family, go right ahead. You will have my full cooperation. For now, get out—unless you have something to arrest me for.”

				There was a knock on the door, and then Carol Featherston appeared. “Mr. De Luca, we need to leave for court.”

				Brad nodded and turned to the detective. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Wilkes. Carol will see you out.” Without waiting for a response, he turned and walked out, shoulders relaxed, but his hands in fists in his pockets.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Seven

				Detective Parks sucked; it was official. Either he had no concept of how to return a call, or he had no intention on following up on the Magiano lead. Either way, as I had decided on my return jog home, I would leave him one final voice mail, telling him about the Genovese connection, and then I would be done with it. No follow-up calls, no reading the papers, no digging through Broward’s stuff. I completed the task, speaking clearly and slowly into the phone, laying out everything I knew in one, concise, forty-seven-second voice mail. Then I hung up, pressing the end call button with reluctance.

				Ending that call felt so final, as if I had taken a step off a cliff and couldn’t stop my descent. Giving up on Broward felt traitorous, as if I were weak and running from his killer. But I needed to be smart. I had passed on the information to Parks. Now I needed to get back to the land of the living.

				* * *

				I THREW LISA Strong’s instructions out the window and decided to go to the office. After reorganizing my jewelry box and flipping through every television station I had, I was going stir-crazy and actually contemplating cleaning, a sure sign that dementia was only a few steps away. I threw on a pullover and grabbed my keys, my mind skipping ahead to the half-finished documents that were currently wasting real estate on my desk.

				I walked into the CDB offices at 5:00 p.m., hoping to get into my office and into my work without being seen. Once I knocked out the half-finished items, I could sneak back out. I wasn’t sure how tomorrow would play out, or if our cases would get transferred, and I wanted to get a few tasks wrapped up while I had the chance.

				Lights were on in the other two wings, but all was dark on our side of the building. Every cop show I had seen prepared me for crime-scene tape and black fingerprint powder, but the halls and offices looked normal, ordinary. I was almost disappointed by the lack of drama. I left the lights off and went straight to my office, unlocking the door, the click sounding loud in the silent halls. Going inside, I pulled the door behind me, leaving it ajar so I would be able to exit in a quiet fashion.

				Starting up the computer, I skimmed over the open files on my desk. About an hour of work. Just enough to distract me, without committing me to this office all night long. My computer chimed, loading the desktop, and I leaned over, typing in my credentials and logging on.

				I quickly became engrossed, finishing the open files and reorganizing the folders without even noticing. I was starting on a fresh case when the voice came.

				“Julia.”

				I jumped, my breath catching, and straightened, looking at the door to my darkened office. A huge silhouette filled the doorway, and quiet masculinity crept into my small office. Brad.

				“What are you doing?” His voice was dark and still. Definite.

				“Nothing. Working.”

				He walked toward me, his hands in his pockets, the expensive suit hanging perfectly on his large, muscular frame. His eyes, dark and intense, picked up the light from my monitor and glowed blue in the darkness.

				“On what?”

				“Filing, typing. Why? Does it matter?” His authoritative tone irritated me, and I pushed away from my desk and folded my arms, my eyes narrowed into a stern look. His tie loosened, a day’s worth of growth on his chin, he looked like the perfect late-night distraction. Too bad it was only—I snuck a look at my computer’s display—6:30 p.m.

				“You aren’t supposed to be here.”

				“Says who? This is my office.”

				“Says the office email that you received.” His voice commanding, he continued moving forward until we stood inches apart. For no good reason, I was suddenly pissed, mad at his invasion of my office, a space he seemed to control and command whenever he damn well pleased.

				I looked up at him, feeling ridiculously short in my tennis shoes. He was close enough that his scent invaded me, and my insides quivered traitorously. “Oh, now you want me to follow the rules!” I lifted my chin, meeting his stern eyes, but my response was weakened, standing this close to the damn stern sexiness of him.

				We stayed there for a moment, our eyes locked on each other. He looked exhausted, and his eyes finally broke from mine and traveled down my body, his mouth twitching slightly as he took in my tank top and running pants. When his eyes returned to mine, they were almost pained, twin fires flicking hot and cold. “I hate how you make me feel,” he whispered, his voice tight.

				I recoiled from the intensity in his voice. “What does that mean?”

				He grabbed my neck, sliding one hand back and grabbing my ponytail, pulling it hard and tilting my face to him. I growled, low in my throat, and glared at him. I struggled against him, but he held me easily. “Take your fucking hands off me,” I said.

				He ignored me, walked me backward by my ponytail, hard, until I slammed against the back wall of my office, the chair rail pressing into my back. He released my ponytail and ran his hand firmly and slowly down my body, his eyes burning into mine, his hands groping and squeezing my breasts, stomach and ass as they traveled down. His hands, slow and deliberate, said more than his mouth ever could. He owned me, I was his to do with as he wanted. Fuck, I hated that I liked it. He bent down to kiss me, and I turned my head, evading his mouth and trying to push him off with my hands.

				They met only rock-hard, unmoving muscle. I employed my best defense and brought up my knee, swift and hard, aiming for his nuts. He grabbed my wrists and jumped back, a hurt look in his eyes. Then he smiled, slow and confident. Slamming my wrists against the wall, on either side of my head, he leaned in close, catching my mouth in his. I stiffened, my body unyielding. Taking my mouth, he kissed me, long and deep, and I sagged a little against the wall. He pressed his body against me, pinning me to the wall, and I felt the hardness of his cock.

				“Get off me,” I whispered, trying to stay firm.

				“No.”

				“I am not fucking you in my office.”

				He laughed, kissing my neck, and over his broad shoulders I noticed my office door was still open. I pushed hard against him. “Brad, the door!” I whispered urgently.

				“Fuck the door,” he growled, grabbing my shorts and yanking them down, exposing my white cotton thong.

				I squirmed against him, thoughts running through my mind, too many and too quickly for me to focus on. The dominant and only thought I could grab was the image of his thick cock fucking me right here, right now.

				He yanked me forward a step, then grabbed my face, looking at me hard, breathing fast, a tortured look in his eyes. “Please.” The word, which should have been a plea, was somehow an order, and I resisted, now for the sheer perversity of it.

				I pushed him back and tried to grab my shorts, to pull them up, but he caught my hands and spun me around, grabbing my hips and pushing me forward, till I was bent over in front of him. The speed of his movement caught me off balance, and I reached forward, trying to grab something, anything, to stop me from falling. I grabbed the wall and pushed on it, the motion inadvertently arching my back and pushing my ass against Brad. He chuckled, and I heard a zipper and then felt his fingers, working fast, a ripping sound of condom wrapper, my thong pushed to the side. I realized what was happening and was opening my mouth to object when he shoved hard and was suddenly inside me.

				My objection stopped in my throat, quivered there and died. He was so big, so thick, so hard. He pushed deeper, and grunted when he was fully inside me. My hands flexed against the wall and I groaned, low in my throat. He squeezed my ass, hard, then slapped it, the sound loud and animal in the darkness. Then the fucking started, hard and fast, our bodies slapping loudly, too loudly, in the quiet office. All I could think about was the floor full of people, my open office door. What would happen if someone walked by and saw me, bent over, being fucked relentlessly, workout pants bunched around my tennis shoes? The thought turned me on so much that I instantly tightened, an orgasm building around Brad’s stiff rod.

				He groaned, continuing his fast, furious pace. “What you do to me, Julia, your fucking sassy mouth, your tight little body...I want to make you do such bad things.”

				I moaned softly, my tits shaking from the pounding he was giving me. He took a hand off me and slapped my ass again, hard, the pain intensifying the pleasure that was growing in my pussy, expanding, taking over.

				“Spank me again,” I said, breathing hard, needing the release I knew was coming.

				He reached down and grabbed my neck, squeezing it. “Beg me,” he ordered.

				“Please!” I cried, louder than I intended, and I dropped my voice. “Spank me! I need it! Now!”

				He spanked me in rhythm with his fucking, and I arched my back, raised my head and dissolved in perfect ecstasy as I exploded around his cock. I screamed, the pleasure overtaking every sense in my head, and he immediately clasped his hand hard over my mouth, muting the sound. He fucked me through the orgasm, until my legs could no longer stand it, my body weak from my release, and he laid us both down, him hovering over me, his body and face a dark silhouette against the light from my screen saver. I kicked off my shorts and wrapped my legs around him, and he moved inside me, long, deep, slow strokes. Leaning down, he kissed me, soft and sweetly, then stronger and more possessively. Our lips finally separated, our breaths ragged, and he rose, looking down at me, his strong face unreadable.

				“What?” I whispered, my lips burning from his rough kisses, my body relaxed from the orgasm.

				“You look beautiful.”

				I smiled, meeting his dark eyes. “I thought you wanted to make me bad.”

				“Oh, I will, Ms. Campbell. I will make you very, very bad,” he whispered, his hand gently tucking my hair behind my ear, his cock still moving slowly, deliciously in me. His fingers rubbed my swollen mouth; his thumb caressed my lips, then dipped inside my mouth. I sucked on his thumb, enjoying the light in his eyes as I flicked my tongue over it. I propped myself up on an elbow and thrust my pelvis, squeezing with my legs and burying his cock in me. Staring into his eyes, I spoke deliberately.

				“Stop talking and fuck me.”

				A grin broke out on his face and he growled, pressing down on my chest, flattening me to the floor. He leaned over me, grabbing my wrists and pinning them above my head, then fucked me, hard and fast, pounding me into the plush carpet, my legs popping loose and spreading, his muscular thighs trapping them into place. He was still fully clothed, his dress pants rough against my bare legs and his clothing caused wonderful friction against my clit. I tried to hold off my orgasm as long as I could, but came, my legs bouncing, my arms fighting against his iron grip on my wrists. I moaned, biting into his neck to stop my screams from erupting, the waves of pleasure shaking me from head to toe. He shoved, hard and deep, his strokes continuing. A minute later, he groaned into my neck, his thickness twitching inside me, and I felt his body stiffen as he came.

				* * *

				JULIA CAMPBELL’S REPEATED calls to Detective Parks were acknowledged, discussed and decided upon, her being one small pawn in a game with much bigger fish. She had become annoying, bothersome, a pesky itch in a hard-to-reach spot. And at 5:52 p.m. that Thursday, while mid-orgasm beneath Brad’s body, her fate was decided. She was as good as dead.

				The man’s phone rang, the bright display illuminating on his dash, and he pulled over, answering the cell. “Yes.”

				“I need you to take care of something. It’s regarding Broward.”

				“I finished that job.”

				“Yeah, there was an overlooked detail. It’s a girl, his intern. She’s been calling Parks. She knows we are involved and won’t drop it. She lives in some piece-of-shit house near the university and probably has roommates. I’ll send you the address. I’m sure the police will make the connection, but try and make it look like an accident.”

				“Okay.”

				“Also, find out if she talked to anyone.”

				He was silent a moment, running his hand along the leather steering wheel. “You want me to make it look like an accident, but torture her in the process?”

				“Be creative, Leo. Just get it fucking handled without anyone calling the cops. I don’t care if you burn the whole shithole down with the roommates inside.”

				“Okay. Tomorrow night.”

				* * *

				HE STOOD OVER me, zipping up his pants, my monitor now a galaxy of stars. I lay, weak and spent, still on the floor, not wanting to get up, to have to move in any way.

				“How much longer will you be working?” His dry voice held an edge of sarcasm, and I bristled, raising myself up on one elbow.

				“Well, I would be done working, if it wasn’t for your interruption.”

				“You can work tomorrow.” His tone had an order to it that I didn’t like.

				“I want to finish up here.”

				He sighed, frustrated. I reluctantly moved, rolling over and sitting up, and looked around for my shorts, finally seeing them in the corner of my office. I stood, pulled them on and yanked out my disaster of a ponytail, finger-combing my hair.

				“You need to get out of here.” I spoke quietly, worried that we would be caught.

				His mouth twitched, but he nodded. Collected, his hands in his pockets, he didn’t look as if he had spent the past half hour banging the intern. The thought struck me as funny, and I fought a giggle. He shook his head wryly at me, then turned and left the office.

				I sank into my office chair, half giddy with pleasure, half furious at myself for yielding to his sexuality. Good God, I am in trouble.

				I wrapped up the filing, shut down the computer and grabbed my cell and keys, locking my office door and moving quietly through the dark halls, down the back stairwell and into the parking garage. There was a note on the windshield of my Camry. “Call me.” Unsigned.

				I started my car and headed for home, my stomach growling along the way. I dialed Brad’s number, and he answered on the second ring.

				“Hey.”

				“Hey.”

				“Do you have dinner plans?”

				“No, but I think I’ll eat at home. I already got what I needed from you,” I teased, putting on my signal and changing lanes.

				He laughed, and I heard road noise in the background. “Despite that, let me take you to dinner.”

				I hesitated for a moment, my heart well aware of the nosedive it was taking into the pool of love. Love that, knowing Brad’s history, would never be returned to my satisfaction. I should refuse, fight to keep what distance I could until I figured out what the hell my long-term plan was. “Okay. But somewhere casual.”

				“Pick you up in fifteen at your house?”

				“See you then.” I grinned despite myself, hanging up the phone. Yep. Nose-diving straight into those dark depths. At least I saw my demise coming. For whatever that was worth.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Eight

				Brad was, as always, irritatingly punctual, and I slid into his white BMW in a pair of faded jeans, flip-flops and a scoop-neck white shirt. He gave my outfit an appraising glance before putting the car in reverse and backing out of my driveway.

				“I’m sorry, is there a problem with my outfit?” I asked innocently.

				“Only that I want to tear it off you,” he growled, leaning over and kissing me. I pulled away, playfully smacking him. “Watch the road!”

				He laughed and leaned back in his seat, his face dark in the car, lit occasionally by oncoming traffic. I fastened my seat belt and watched him. He seemed distracted, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel in tune to the radio. He glanced over, catching my eyes. “You shouldn’t have been in the wing alone. Not after what happened to Kent.”

				I frowned. “I’ve been in the office countless times that late.”

				“I know, but normally there is other staff around. Just, given the circumstances, you should have told security.”

				“If I had told security, they probably wouldn’t have let me up there.”

				He laughed. “Good point. So what, pray tell, was so important?”

				I leaned back into the seat. “I don’t know. I was just sick of being at home. I needed a distraction.”

				“Which you got.”

				I turned to him, grinning. “Yes. Thank you, oh great one, for my distraction.”

				He squeezed my hand, then released it, putting both hands on the wheel, his face distracted.

				“Thinking about Broward?” I asked.

				He stopped drumming and looked over at me, his expression serious. “Yeah.”

				“You don’t seem very upset.”

				“I’ve had two days to absorb it, Julia. But you already knew that Kent and I weren’t close.”

				I closed my eyes briefly, sitting back on the plush leather seat. Yes, I knew he and Broward didn’t get along. We had had that discussion early on, when Broward told me that Brad had fucked his wife, Claire, six years ago on a corporate retreat. The information had caused me to step away, and almost meant the end of our budding relationship.

				“I know. Still. You were so...mad when you found out, and were so quiet yesterday. It’s just been an odd course of reactions.”

				He reached over and grabbed my hand, squeezing it reassuringly. “Julia, I have my own way of dealing with things. I don’t want to ruin any more time I have with you.”

				I ran my fingers lightly over our clasped hands, loving how small and delicate my hand looked in his.

				We pulled up to a strip mall that had one end occupied by a restaurant. Navigating the crowded parking lot, he pulled up to the front, lit by a neon light, to let me out. I opened the door and stepped out, moving through waiting patrons as he pulled away to park. I was smiling in anticipation as I pulled open the door and walked into pure, crowded deliciousness.

				Despite my Scottish surname, I’ve always secretly wanted to be Italian. Though no Italian blood runs in my veins, I have gone ahead and adopted their food, lovemaking and overall passion for life. The cheap, strip mall door opened to a wave of noise and smells of Parmesan cheese and marinara. I could barely squeeze in the door, a small crowd filling the small lobby. I took a half step in and waited, trying to see through the crowd for a hostess. I finally saw one, and caught her eye.

				“Two. De Luca,” I said, and she scribbled it down on a pad.

				“You guys sitting in, or out?”

				I didn’t see any outdoor seating, but the night was unseasonably cool, so I let that be the determinant.

				“Out.”

				“Your car?”

				My face must have shown my confusion because she smiled and elaborated. “What kind of car do you have?”

				“Oh. White 7-Series.” She wrote something else down, and moved to the next person in line. I squeezed my way back through the entrance and into the night air. I saw Brad walking up from a side lot obscured by trees, and met him halfway.

				“The place is packed. I said we’d sit outside, but I don’t know how long the wait is.”

				He nodded, flashing a quick grin at me. “Good. If we are sitting outside, then there isn’t a wait, they’ll serve us out on the car.” He gave my waist a quick squeeze and nodded to the parking lot. “Why don’t you sit on the hood and I’ll grab us drinks? What do you want?”

				“White wine—something fruity. Riesling, if they have it.”

				He nodded and headed in. I wandered to the parking lot. It was a makeshift lot—with cars parked in all sorts of directions, but most facing the overlook. I saw Brad’s, the “B D Best” vanity tag clearly identifying it. It was parked close to the edge, and I climbed on top of the hood, which was still warm from the drive. The view from the hood was cut from every sappy movie I’d ever seen—a rainbow of city lights at night—and sitting on the hood I felt like a nervous teenager about to make out. It was almost pitch-black out here, half of the neighboring cars silent and empty, half with couples perched on the hood, or tucked inside their expensive frames. I yawned and lay back, the hood uncomfortably hard but the night sky clear and beautiful. Crickets chirped, and I waited expectantly for the first mosquito to find my juicy self.

				Brad appeared from the left side, a red Solo cup in his hand. I sat up, my abs protesting, and grabbed the cup, peering inside. White wine. I looked at him quizzically.

				“What—you only drink from fine glassware?” The darkness hid his face, but I heard his smile.

				I took a sip. It was chilled, fruity and sweet. Perfect. “No. Just not typical De Luca.”

				He clinked his bottled beer to my plastic cup and sat on the hood next to me, the car noticeably sagging. We sat in comfortable silence for a minute, looking out on the view.

				“Are you working tomorrow?”

				“Yeah. Lisa Strong emailed everyone, telling us not to come in today, but to be there tomorrow.”

				“Lisa is Clarke’s secretary?”

				“Yes.” I took a sip of my wine, smiling. “I can’t believe you don’t know that.”

				He smirked. “I barely keep my own staff straight.” He sobered, thinking of something, then turned to me.

				“I met with Clarke today.”

				I stayed quiet, waiting for him to continue.

				“We were never interested in a fourth partner. We always wanted to keep it to three. With Broward...gone...we needed to figure out what was next. If we would stay just the two of us or not. I—”

				“Broward’s not even in the ground yet!” My voice came out louder and harder than I intended, and he closed his eyes and sighed.

				“Julia, I—” He stopped, interrupted again, this time by a thin redheaded waitress in a white button-up, black tie and black pants.

				“Excuse me. I am Amber, your waitress. I have your drink orders from the bar. Is there anything else you’d like to drink?” She set a citronella candle on the hood and lit it, depositing two cloth rolls of silverware next to it.

				“I’ll have bottled water, with dinner,” Brad stated, and looked at me.

				“I’m fine for now, thank you.”

				“Would you like to hear the menu?” she asked. I nodded in response, and Brad gave a curt nod.

				“It’s pretty basic. We have spaghetti, chicken parmesan and lasagna.” I waited for more, but from her pregnant pause, that was apparently it. I ordered the spaghetti, and Brad asked for both chicken parm and lasagna. The waitress left, and I looked at Brad, the candle now illuminating his handsome face.

				“So they’ll serve us out here? On the hood?” The idea seemed preposterous but fun, if not a little messy.

				He nodded. “The inside restaurant is pretty small. It fills up quickly. When they first opened, and word started spreading about their food, the line would snake through the parking lot. They started taking drink orders from the waiting crowd...then things just progressed to where they’re at now. I should have asked if you like Italian. Their menu is so limited...”

				I waved my hand, erasing his concern, and took a sip of wine.

				“So. Broward?” I prompted him.

				“Right. I understand that it seems cold to you, us discussing this so quickly after his death, but it is a business situation. We can mourn his passing after work, but this is a decision we needed to make quickly. There are clients and cases to contend with, not to mention the necessity to sell his shares so that we can settle with his estate. Claire will need and appreciate the money.”

				My eyes clouded a bit at the mention of Broward’s wife, and I wondered, briefly, if Brad had been in contact with her.

				“So, what did you decide? You and Clarke?”

				“We decided not to absorb Broward’s interest, but to allow an outside attorney to purchase his shares. We don’t have the time or expertise to take on Broward’s clients, and don’t have any junior partners ready to fill his shoes. Today we chose a replacement and extended an offer, which was accepted. Tomorrow we’ll make a formal announcement and will introduce him to the team.”

				I turned it over in my mind, thinking. “Why are you telling me this?”

				“Whoever takes his place will be your new boss. There is a chance that he or she won’t want to train a new employee—in that case H.R. will either reassign you or terminate your new position.”

				Terminate my new position. The phrase just screamed law school rejection. I sipped my wine slowly. “So. If I was to be reassigned, it would probably need to be to an attorney with a large caseload, someone who would need an additional hand.” I looked up at him suggestively, a wry smile crossing his face as he leaned over and looped his arm around my waist, bringing me to him, his lips pressing gently on my head.

				“Well, I would love to have you under me.” His words, a growl against my hair, made me smile. “But, as much as I would enjoy that, we both know I am the last attorney Human Resources would assign you to.”

				I sighed, his logic solid. “Okay, so scratch my transfer to your office. You’re saying if Broward’s replacement decides I’m gone, then poof, I’m fired?”

				“Look at it from his standpoint. A new attorney, coming into a strange office, trying to retain his current clients, plus take on Broward’s, learning the staff—he is not going to want to train a new employee or bother getting to know you if you are leaving in a semester. I wouldn’t. You would be the first person on my cut list.” His face serious, he looked down at me, his brown eyes clear and straightforward.

				“But...you’re a partner—the biggest one! Can’t you keep me there?”

				“You mean, since you’re sleeping with me?” His voice had a hard edge to it, and I recoiled, glaring at him.

				“Fuck you, Brad. This opportunity could pave my way to law school acceptance, not to mention a possible job after graduation. You understand my predicament—I’m asking you to help! I’ve never asked you for anything!” I fought to keep my voice from rising, but wanted to throw my damn fruity wine in his face.

				He met my furious eyes and smiled, disarming me in an instant. The damn man had the most annoying habit of making me want to laugh when I should be choking him. “Julia, anything I do to help you will only shine light on us. As far as they are aware, I don’t even know who you are. I can’t start campaigning for you without drawing undue attention on us. You are the one so bent on keeping us a secret. I have been, and will continue, going to bat for all of Broward’s staff, including you. But I can’t make any promises. I just want you to understand that it is important to make a good impression.”

				I blew out a frustrated breath and kicked off my flip-flops, watching them bounce of the bumper and land on the grass. “Okay. I’ll try to make a good impression.”

				He leaned over and kissed my neck, his delicious scent making me weak. I reluctantly turned my head and we kissed, his hand coming to my chin and his mouth owning mine. I scooted a little closer and our tongues clashed in perfect contrast, his strength meeting my own fiery spirit. He moved his hand lower, played with my breast through my thin T-shirt and then slipped a hand inside the neckline, teasing my nipple with his strong fingers. There was a soft cough and we parted, my face flushed. Oh my God.

				The redhead was back, this time with a teenage boy who locked his eyes on my chest and caused me to look down, seeing my neckline askew and slight cleavage showing. I hurriedly fixed my shirt and Brad cleared his throat.

				“You need something?” he asked the teen, his inflection causing the boy to snap to attention and deposit three foam containers onto our hood, looking everywhere but at me. I felt the urge to laugh, and instead focused on the waitress, who placed two ice-cold bottled waters in front of us. She pulled a wine bottle from under her arm and asked if I wanted more. I held out my cup and she gave me a generous refill. Then they both made a hasty retreat.

				Brad smiled and I laughed, and we dug into the containers, opening all three and sharing the contents. The food was delicious, authentic Italian, and I ate quickly, moaning every once in a while at the taste.

				After ten minutes, I leaned back, stretching my stomach out, Brad still eating beside me. I hadn’t even considered the fact that Broward’s death would affect my employment status. And what if his replacement was a jerk? Or didn’t want me? I didn’t know which would be worse. Somewhere else in the lot, a car radio started, and strands of an Alabama song drifted over to us.

				Brad finally leaned back also, and I leaned against him, my head on his shoulder.

				“So, tell me about this new guy,” I said grudgingly.

				“His name is Scott Burge. He has the same area of focus as Broward, and should bring some big clients over to CDB. He seems very intelligent, if a little boring.”

				“So, basically a clone of Broward.” A clone who, hopefully, had better judgment when it came to choosing extracurricular clients.

				“Maybe. You never really know what someone is like until you work with them. As I said, he’ll be introduced tomorrow, though he won’t take full office hours till next week.”

				“So I’ll meet him tomorrow.”

				“Yes. I’d dress to impress.”

				“Is he a horn dog?”

				He snorted. “Not that he mentioned in our meetings, but no, he doesn’t seem the type. Boring, yes. Sexual, no.”

				Burrowing into his warmth, I didn’t feel like talking, and he seemed content, planting a soft kiss on my head. We sat there, quiet and looking at the city lights and listening to muted country music, till the candle flickered and died and the bugs came and found us.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Nine

				I stood nervously in the conference room, dressed in a black sleeveless turtleneck, tweed pencil skirt and black peep-toe heels. I had spent an extra fifteen minutes that morning making sure that my hair and makeup looked professionally perfect. The entire West Wing staff, which I still thought of as “Broward’s staff,” was assembled in the room, ready for an 11:00 a.m. meeting. There was expectant silence in the room as the wall clock clicked to 10:59 a.m.

				The conference room door opened. A man in a gray suit strode up to the podium. He was traditionally handsome, the blond-haired, blue-eyed variety that fills every department store flyer in the Sunday paper. He wore glasses, which he adjusted before looking out at the room.

				“Good morning. My name is Scott Burge. I would first like to extend my deepest sympathies to you for the loss of Kent Broward. I was personally acquainted with Kent, and had nothing but the utmost respect for him. I know that he has left big shoes to fill.”

				I studied him carefully, trying to decide what I thought of him. His clothes hung well on his frame, and his face had just enough strength to be attractive, almost abnormally so.

				He paused, clearing his throat and straightening his tie, a gesture I recognized as a nervous one. “That being said, I have come to a partnership agreement with Attorneys Clarke and De Luca, so I will be a permanent fixture in this firm, and the firm name will now be Clarke, De Luca & Burge. I will only be in the office for a few hours today, but will start full-time next week. I would appreciate all of your patience and assistance in familiarizing me with the current caseload and statuses of all ongoing litigation.” He nodded once and then closed his notebook, apparently done. There was a scattering of applause, no one knowing whether or not to clap, and Burge left the room.

				Chatter started all around me and I moved, heading to the restroom and then to my office, passing Broward’s old office on my way. I paused, unsure, and then knocked lightly on the open door, waiting for Burge to look up. He did, and beckoned me in.

				The office looked strange without Broward’s bald head behind the desk. The office had always been packed with file boxes. That hadn’t changed, but now different prints hung on the walls, and Broward’s family photos had disappeared. New carpet was underfoot. Probably because of the bloodstains.

				“Can I help you?” His voice was authoritative, strong, and he looked up at me with clear blue eyes, his skin tan and smooth, his eyes passing briefly over me before they returned to my face.

				“I’m Julia Campbell. I was the intern and, starting next week, will be a part-time assistant for this wing. I just wanted to introduce myself.” I gestured awkwardly to the doorway. “My office is adjacent to yours. If you need anything, just call out.”

				He stood, and I realized he was Brad’s height, taller than me in my three-inch heels. “Are you in law school, Ms. Campbell?”

				“No.” I flushed. “I’m an undergrad. I’m still two semesters from graduation but have already started the process of applying to law schools.”

				“And what did you do for Broward?”

				I sensed a hint of sexual innuendo in his question, but brushed it off, meeting his eyes with professionalism. “I worked mainly with corporate document prep. Any basic filings, annual reports, meeting minutes, operating agreements, he would send to me. I prepared them and then sent them back for his approval.” A slight exaggeration of my duties.

				He nodded, looking pleased. “And you had experience in this previously?”

				“No, Broward taught me.” I crossed my fingers behind my back, hoping God would give me some leeway given the situation.

				He nodded thoughtfully and then smiled. “Thank you, Julia. I look forward to working with you.” He reached his hand across the desk and I shook it firmly.

				“Likewise, sir.” I smiled and left his office, my self-confidence patting my back and smiling broadly. I entered my office and sat down, attacking my work stack with renewed enthusiasm.

				* * *

				THE SOON-TO-BE EX-MRS. Windthorp sat in Brad’s large office, facing his desk. She was exquisite, born beautiful and enhanced by the city’s top plastic surgeons. She wore a tight white tube top with a cashmere cardigan over it, and had long tan legs barely contained with a black miniskirt. Brad flipped through her file, glancing at her occasionally over the top of it. The file listed her age as thirty-seven, though she didn’t look over twenty-six. Her husband was Brett Windthorp, a silver-spoon trust fund baby who had intelligently quadrupled his family’s wealth. His current net worth was listed at seventy-two million dollars. Married six years, no children. No prenup. Brad closed the folder.

				“Mrs. Windthorp, why—”

				“Call me Lisa.” A cultured voice, probably from a pageant-queen childhood.

				“Fine. Lisa, why do you want a divorce?”

				“I’m unhappy.” She folded her arms, enhancing her perfect cleavage in the process. Brad looked away, back at the file.

				“We’re going to need more than your unhappiness to go to the judge with. Tell me about Brett.”

				“What about him?” She sounded almost petulant in her response.

				“Just give me a synopsis.”

				She delicately sighed, her breasts heaving. “He’s boring. All he does is work, and expects me to entertain myself all day. When he’s not working, he’s either playing golf or spending time with his friends, who he wants me to entertain, as well. It’s just not what I expected marriage to be.”

				Brad met her gaze, her response verifying all of the reasons why he never wanted to remarry. “Okay, so irreconcilable differences. And what do you want from the settlement?”

				She seemed surprised by the statement. “Why, everything, of course. I thought that was what you did.”

				Brad flexed his hands under the desk, hating his job at this moment. Being good at it made it even more difficult at times. He leaned forward. “You are not going to get everything. You’ll be lucky to get half. You have no children and have been married less than seven years. You need to take a realistic look at this marriage and reassess your expectations.”

				The beautiful blonde uncrossed her legs, flashing Brad an eyeful of red lace, and stood, moving forward and leaning on the desk. She tossed her long hair over a shoulder and stared at him, smiling slightly. “Mr. De Luca, I typically get exactly what I want.”

				I bet you do. Brad reclined in his chair and lifted his hands, shrugging. “I’m not the judge, Lisa.”

				She sniffed and straightened. Patting her hair into place, she lifted her chin at him. “Then make sure you are friends with the one we get.” She turned, grabbed her purse and walked out. Brad watched her tight ass as it moved out his door, then shook his head. Women.

				Reaching forward, he picked up his phone and called Julia’s extension.

				“Julia Campbell.”

				“Hey.”

				“Hey.” There was a muffled sound, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “Let me shut my door.”

				Brad said nothing, watching through the glass wall of his office as Mrs. Windthorp—Lisa—conversed with Diana, one of his secretaries. Then Julia was back.

				“I met Burge.”

				“And?”

				“I think he’s going to keep me on. He seems fine. Not as nice as Broward, but not an asshole, at least not yet.”

				“Good. What are your plans for the evening?”

				There was silence for a spell, and then she spoke. “I don’t know. I had assumed that I’d be working.”

				“Your slave driver is gone.”

				“A fact I feel guilty profiting from.”

				“So feel guilty. There’s a concert downtown tonight that Rebecca got us tickets to. Come with me.”

				“Well, that would depend on who’s playing.”

				“Dave Matthews Band. If that is hip enough for you.”

				She giggled, a sound that made his cock hard. “You are unhip just from use of the word hip. Please, please stop, before you age yourself further.”

				“So you’ll come?”

				“Yes. What time’s the concert?”

				“Nine.”

				“I’ll be ready by eight.”

				“I’ll get a driver and see you then.” He hung up the phone, shaking his head and fighting back a grin.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty

				The concert was insane. Held at a small, hole-in-the wall bar, it was intimate, fifty of us and him—straddling a stool and holding his guitar as if it were an extension of his arm. We dined on finger-size portions of bar food while Dave Matthews told stories, joked around and crooned songs I had committed to memory. In the dim light of the bar, with Brad’s grin and Dave’s lyrics, it was like being in a dream. I reached over, trailing a hand over Brad’s arm, his mouth pressing gently against my neck, strands of sexual harmony floating through the air, a hand sliding up my bare leg.

				Dave took a half-hour break and we escaped the smoky air, stumbling into the dark alley behind the bar, inhaling the cool breeze, my cheeks red from too many drinks, Brad’s eyes dark embers lit by night streetlamps. We were laughing over some stupid thing, my body folding into his, his strength encasing me, when he gripped me, picking me easily up and setting me on the hood of a parked car, his hands separating my legs, his body sliding perfectly between them.

				I laughed at the cold metal against my bare skin, the thin fabric of my dress now bunched around my waist. He growled against my throat, his mouth kissing and suckling it, making its way up to my mouth as his hands explored my body. My laughter faded as need overtook it, and my hands traveled also, stealing underneath his shirt, feeling the cut of muscles and abs, feeling the shudder of heart underneath my palm. I withdrew my hands, capturing his face in them and planting soft kisses on his cheeks and forehead. There was a strum of music behind us and I heard a voice over the microphone.

				“Time to go back,” I whispered.

				He protested, pulling me tight to him, his need obvious, even through jeans.

				“Later,” I promised, wrapping my arms tight around his neck, and he lifted and spun me, my legs releasing him and finding ground. Then we ducked back into the bar, the crowd, smoke and music engulfing and drawing us in.

				* * *

				BRAD HAD PURCHASED a CD, and the strands of music danced through the dark limo. I was officially drunk, having polished off five beers along with about two thousand calories of nachos, wings and potato skins. Brad grinned down at me, somehow completely sober despite doubling my alcohol consumption. His image blurred, and I closed my eyes briefly, hoping that a wave of nausea wasn’t next.

				“You okay?”

				“I’m good,” I mumbled. “Did I mention I love Dave Matthews?”

				He chuckled. “Several times, in fact.”

				I opened my eyes, his image focused before me. “You did good, De Luca. Even without the cheat sheet.”

				I felt his fingers, tracing the outline of my lips, rough skin against soft. The limo slowed, turning a corner, and my mind focused. “You’re taking me home, right?”

				His fingers froze. “I thought you would stay with me tonight.”

				“I didn’t pack a bag, and don’t want to go all the way home just to get stuff. Why don’t you just stay with me tonight?”

				He snorted, the sound causing my eyes to pop open and my vision to sharpen, focusing on a look on his face that could only be described as offensive. “I don’t think so.”

				I sat up, propping my arm against his crotch with more force than was necessary, and glared at him. He winced, shifting in the seat, trying to move my arm. “What, the big fancy lawyer can’t stay in my crappy common dwelling?”

				He tilted his head to the side and then nodded. “Yeah, that sounds about right.” His cool dismissal infuriated me, spawning a sudden surge of anger heightened by my drunken state. Regardless of how much sense staying at his house made, I wanted the upper hand in the relationship, and him giving in to my unreasonable demands was part of that hand.

				“I stay at your place all the time!”

				“It’s hardly a comparison. I live in a nice house, with air-conditioning and running water and—”

				I shoved on his crotch, aiming for balls, but must have missed the mark, since his expression didn’t change. I gritted my teeth, my chin rising defiantly. “You are such an ass. Now I’m staying at home purely out of principle.”

				He laughed, grabbing my arms and trying to pull me closer. I fought him, my drunken arms sluggish, and finally untangled from his grasp, moving to the front, to the window that opened to the chauffeur.

				“Sir?” I poked my head through the window, scaring the man and causing him to swerve slightly on the road. He shot me the most dignified irritated look I had ever seen, and I giggled at the expression. “Sorry. Really, I’m sorry. Can you drop me off at the same place where you picked me up?”

				He gave an almost imperceptible sigh, nodded stiffly and put his turn signal on, preparing to turn off on my exit. I was pulling back through the window when he spoke. “Madam?”

				I stuck my head back through the opening, causing him to wince again. “Yeees?”

				“There is an intercom button back there for your use. So you don’t have to crawl through the window.”

				“Gotcha.” I smiled brightly at him in response, no doubt enforcing his perception of me as the village idiot.

				By the time I navigated the slippery leather seats back to Brad, his huge arms were crossed and he had fixed me with a stern look. “Why are you being difficult?”

				I blew out a breath, trying to organize my woozy thoughts into a coherent response. “You are the one being difficult. It would do you good to sleep one night in a real, imperfect house, without someone making you breakfast or fluffing your pillow.”

				“Are cockroaches and mildew part of the humbling experience?”

				I blew out an irritated breath and rolled my eyes. “Whatever. You’re going to regret it when you are sleeping alone tonight.” The limo turned down my street, squeezing its way past cars until it was in front of my house. I leaned over, kissed Brad briefly on the lips and pushed open the door, spilling out of the car, my bare feet hitting the pavement, my shoes and my purse clutched tight in my hand. He followed me out of the car, the night air ruffling his hair, his white shirt gaping at the neck.

				“You’re staying?” I asked, surprised.

				He chuckled. “No. Just making sure you get inside safely.”

				I pouted at that, moving past him down my driveway and up to the front door. There was a voice from the limo driver, who still held the car door. “Sir, I will need to move the car. I’m blocking the street.”

				Brad turned. “Park in the apartment complex across the street. I’ll walk over there when I’m done.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				I unlocked my front door, pushing it open to darkness and turning to Brad. “You can go with him. I made it in safely.” I folded my arms and leaned in the doorway.

				“Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

				“Nope. It’s an all-or-nothing thing, babe.”

				He tugged at my dress, pulled me a step forward and slid his arms around me. “Come home with me. Stay in luxury tonight.”

				I set my jaw, shaking my head. He kissed the soft curve of my neck, and I pushed back on his chest. “Go. You don’t want your fancy house to get lonely.”

				He sighed, taking a step back and looking at me. “Why are you being stubborn?”

				“I’m not the one being stubborn. I’ve stayed at your place a bunch of times. You’ve never stayed here and it’s the principle of it. This is my house. You should be happy to sacrifice personal comfort for the chance to spend the night with me.”

				“I’m too old to spend a night in a drug-filled home that might fall around my head if I lean too hard against a wall.” He took a step back and stood, the finality of the motion closing the argument.

				I shrugged, turning on my heel and wiggling my fingers at him. “Fine. See ya.” I shut the door on his handsome frown, flipped the dead bolt and moved through the darkness to my room.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-One

				The man drove down unfamiliar roads, following the map in his head until his headlights illuminated the tin green sign for Cambridge Road. He slowed, turning right and moving slowly down the road, passing the dejected mailbox with the number 2105 pasted on the side. He examined the house carefully as he passed. It was dark, three cars in the drive. One the tan Toyota Camry, which the DMV had verified as belonging to Julia Campbell. Once he passed the house he accelerated, following the road until it circled back to the main street. He took a left and then turned back onto her road, this time looking for a place to park.

				* * *

				BRAD RETURNED TO the limo, waving off the driver and opening the door himself. He climbed in and sat, looking out the window at the concrete block house, sitting beneath a lone streetlight, looking even more pathetic in the fluorescent yellow glow, like an old bald man, his head shining and face in shadow. He could see a ripped screen hanging off a front window, limp and dirty, as if it had just given up one day. A car turned down the street and drove slowly by, obscuring his view for a brief moment. This was a shit neighborhood. She shouldn’t live here. She should live somewhere with at least a sliver of privacy, of safety.

				A voice spoke, and it took him a minute to realize that the driver was speaking to him. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

				“I asked if I should return to your home, Mr. De Luca.”

				“Just wait a moment. I may stay here after all. Just let me think.”

				“Take your time, sir. I have all night.”

				He blew out a frustrated breath, looking at that damn house. Why should he stay there? He didn’t have his car, not that he would leave it parked in this neighborhood. She herself had told him that the place was barely habitable. She was being stubborn, and reminding him of why his life was easier without a relationship. Then that car was back, the same one as before, and he focused on it now, watching as it slowed, braked, then moved forward, pulling into an empty spot on the street, two houses down. Probably a neighbor. But the vehicle didn’t fit, not in this street filled with Hondas, Fords and Mitsubishis. This car, a black Audi sedan with tinted windows hiding the driver, was wrong. He watched it, leaning forward now, a sense of foreboding birthing in his psyche.

				* * *

				I WASHED MY face, standing in the bathroom, rubbing my skin with cold water and a rough washcloth. The light was bright, harsh in my eyes, and I rushed through the process, taking out my contacts and skipping the whole dental hygiene obligation. I pulled off my dress, swaying slightly from the action, and flipped off the light, opening the door to the hall and stepping into the blackness, lukewarm air hitting my bare skin.

				* * *

				THE AUDI SAT for a long minute with the engine off. Brad watched it, glancing at his watch, willing the damn person inside to get on with his night so he could leave in good conscience. Fuck staying at Julia’s tonight. He needed to regain the upper hand in this relationship, something he lost the first damn time he saw her. If she was going to be stubborn and insist on staying here, he wasn’t going to fall all over himself to accommodate her senseless demands. The driver door finally opened and a tall, thin man stepped out.

				Brad could instantly tell from his stance and stride that this was not a college student. The man had a developed build and a bearing built on years of confidence and experience. Brad’s foreboding grew, its arms and legs gaining strength and fortitude. The man moved, walking casually to the back of the car and removing a small bag from the trunk. Puzzled, and with a nagging sense of familiarity, Brad opened the limo’s door, leaving it ajar, and moving quietly out into the night air. The man shut the trunk and ambled toward Julia’s home.

				The coincidence of the whole situation struck Brad as remarkable. There was a chance that this man was not going to her home, but that would be solved soon enough. Regardless, wherever he was headed, he needed to be stopped. What was odd was that this man was here, in this neighborhood. The man was a professional, that much was obvious. A professional didn’t hunt for sport, and a job shouldn’t bring him to this college neighborhood. Brad moved through the shadows of the street, lengths from the man. The fact that Brad was unarmed brought him considerable frustration. He watched the stride of the man, studying his gait, his eyes sharpening, a sliver of something snaking through his mind. Then the man twisted his leg, a quick popping motion that brought Brad to a sudden stop, the motion familiar. The sliver in his mind turned solid. Recognition. The realization hit him hard, and he turned his back to the man, leaning against a nearby tree and attempting to wrap his head around the fact. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his cell and dialed a number. Then he turned and watched the man.

				The man glanced casually at the dejected mailbox and stepped over the curb, moving onto the grass and across the lawn, heading to the front door. Julia’s front door. Brad cursed, listening to the phone ring, his eyes glued to the man.

				* * *

				MY PHONE WAS ringing, the sound muted by my clutch, and I stood in the dark room, feeling around blindly, trying to remember where I had put the damn thing. I felt for the light switch, following the wall, when my foot bumped into my purse. I crouched, opening the metal clasp and pulling out my cell. Ha. Big surprise. Brad had cracked first. I smiled, answering the phone with a sexy drawl.

				“Where are you in the house?” Brad’s voice was quick and quiet.

				“My bedroom,” I whispered, matching his tone and trying to inject the proper level of husky sex into it.

				“Do not turn on any lights. Do you have a gun?” His voice was too calm to ask that question, but so calm that I knew something was wrong.

				“No. What’s wrong?”

				“I don’t know yet. Stay inside and hide. I’m going to try and take care of it from this end. Turn off the ringer and keep your phone on you.” There was a click, and he was gone. I crouched, fumbling with my phone until I had the ringer switched off. I listened, hearing nothing but the wheeze of our air conditioner. I was painfully aware of my nakedness, and had a vision of me running outside stark naked with half of the neighborhood watching. I groped around the floor until I found my discarded dress, pulled it on and crawled on my knees to my closet.

				* * *

				THE STREETLIGHT HAD illuminated for a quick moment the man’s features, confirming Brad’s suspicion. He knew who the man was. What he was doing outside Julia’s house was the fucking question of the century.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Two

				The man reached the dark stoop, trying the loose handle of the front door, then stepped quickly off the porch and moved around to the side of the house. Brad increased his pace, and entered the dark corridor of the side yard right when the man exited it, stepping into the light of the backyard. The man stopped short, his head tilted a brief moment, and then he turned, slowly, facing the darkness he had just left.

				Brad cursed his own size. Cursed his inability to move anywhere without sounding like a herd of elephants trampling through a forest. He stopped, the element of dark on his side, and spoke, a brief staccato of words in Italian.

				“Bullshit.” The man spat out the curse, his free hand sliding behind him, and pulled out a gun.

				Brad stepped forward, close enough that his bulk was seen, his features partially revealed in the partial shadows.

				“Wow. It really is you. Brad...De Luca, is it?” The last name was said mockingly, the man’s tone playful.

				“What the fuck are you doing here?” Brad’s anger was tightly controlled but seeped through in every word, and he stepped forward, advancing on the man.

				“I suggest you stay where you are.” The man, his features, the sharp angles in his face, his coarse salt-and-pepper hair, all so familiar. He stiffened, raising the gun toward Brad, who stilled, scoffing and spreading his arms in incredulity.

				“What. You’re going to kill me? That’s not going to work, Leo. You know who I am.”

				“Look, Brad—I’m here under orders, and I’d like to do them and then get the fuck out of here. I don’t know how you stumbled upon this, but let me do my job.”

				Brad’s eyes glinted and he flexed his hands, trying to stay under control. “Who’s your job?”

				“Some delicious little bitch from your office.” He started to lower the gun, turning to the house, then paused. “Wait. Is that why you’re here? Sampling the fucking help?”

				Brad stepped forward, ignoring the gun, and stopped a foot from the man. “I’d watch how you speak to me.” He locked eyes with the man, who stepped backward.

				“Look, like I said, I’m just here under orders.”

				“Why her?”

				“She overheard some conversation of Broward’s. Been calling the cops, wanting them to investigate the family’s involvement.” He smirked, disdain all over his face. A face Brad wanted to pound into the fucking ground.

				Brad turned his back to the man, his mind racing, and put his hand on his mouth, rubbing the rough skin. Something Julia overheard. Julia and the cops. Julia on the family’s radar. This was bad, very bad. He looked back. “Well, fuck the orders. They’ve changed. Call whichever piece of shit sent you over here and let him know.”

				The man hesitated, and Brad lifted his chin, stepping forward a few more steps until they were eye-to-eye. “Understood?”

				The man looked away, his mouth working, hatred in his eyes. “Yeah. But you understand if I come back.”

				“Hey, business is business.” Brad put his hands in his pockets and stretched his neck, keeping his eyes on the man. The man hesitated, then turned, sliding his gun back into place and walking past Brad, back into the darkness, his duffel bag rocking gently at his side. “Oh, and, Leo?”

				The man paused, his back stiffening. “Yeah?”

				“Don’t ever fucking talk to me like that again.”

				The man hesitated, then continued, his feet making no sound on the dead grass. And then he was gone. Brad waited in the light of the backyard, till the Audi drove past him and made the turn onto the main road. Then he walked back to the limo, pulling out his wallet and withdrawing a few bills. The backseat door was still open, and the limo idled quietly in the parking lot. He closed the door and went up to the driver’s side. The window rolled down and revealed the driver’s lined face.

				Brad held out the bills. “If I’m not back out in fifteen minutes, then head home.”

				“Yes, sir, Mr. De Luca. Understood.”

				Brad turned, stepped away from the limo and pulled out his cell.

				* * *

				I HUDDLED IN the corner of my closet, an area that I was sure roaches and rodents frequented. My heavy coats hung above me and created a comforting, if not stifling shield around me. I had heard something outside, voices, muffled by the concrete wall of the home. Now all was still, and I tried to control my breathing, which sounded loud and ragged in the tiny, hot space.

				My cell, which was clutched in my sweaty hand, vibrated. I answered it quickly, holding my hand over my mouth to quiet my words.

				“Yes?”

				“Everything is fine. Can you unlock the front door?”

				“Are you sure? Are you being held at gunpoint?”

				He sighed. “I’m positive. Open the fucking door. Please.” Then there was a beep, and he was gone. Damn man. I shoved wool garments aside and tried to crawl out, but my drunken mind tangled my feet and I fell in an uncoordinated heap on my floor. I groaned, pushing myself to my feet and hobbling—damn, I hurt my ankle—to the hall, moving through the darkness till I reached the front door and unlocked the dead bolt. Brad stood, a dark silhouette in the doorway, no one else nearby. I flung myself into his arms and he gripped me tightly, sliding me backward until he could shut the door and turn the lock himself.

				“What happened?” I asked as soon as the latch was turned. “Were we being robbed?”

				He reached over, turning on the lamp that sat by our front door, the warm light illuminating his face, which looked stressed. “Is that a common occurrence?”

				“It’s happen twice, but both times during the day when no one was home. Is that what it was?”

				“No. I need to think a moment. Where are your roommates?”

				“I don’t know. Asleep.”

				“I want to take you home. To my home. I’ll sleep here another night, or tomorrow night, or whenever you want me to—but I need to be home tonight, and I need you there with me. I’ll explain more later.”

				I blinked, confused. Confused over whether there had been any threat of danger at all, confused over the change in his behavior, confused over why he kept running his damn hands through his hair and looking so...worried. I walked over to him, running my hands over his chest and kissing his cheek softly. “Okay. Let me pack a bag.”

				He nodded, his face tight, his eyes lingering on me. “Thanks. Grab a couple of things, outfits, I mean. In case we go out tomorrow.”

				I turned, headed to my room, then stopped, the fucked-up-ness of the situation suddenly hitting my drunk mind. Brad calls, tells me to hide, then knocks on the door and wants to take me to his house. I couldn’t figure out if this was his ridiculous method of getting his way, or if something serious had occurred, and he was intentionally keeping me in the dark. I turned back to him, my brain working through the events, trying to formulate an intelligent question, a demand for information. Then the room swayed, and black spots momentarily appeared in my vision. Whoa. I stumbled, then focused, my eyes meeting Brad’s concerned ones. Fuck it. My interrogation would have to wait till later, when I was relatively sober.

				I turned away from those watchful eyes and entered my room, grabbing a duffel bag and stuffing a few outfits into it. I went ahead and changed into pajamas, twisting my hair into a bun and working my feet into flip-flops. I was ready in less than five minutes, and flashed him a smile as I entered the living room. He didn’t respond, the same tense look on his face, and my smile fell as I followed him out, locking the door behind me. I headed for the limo, but he grabbed my elbow, steering me toward my car. “Give me the keys. I’ll drive.”

				“My car?” The idea was so preposterous I almost giggled.

				“Yeah. You’ve been drinking.”

				Oh, right. I tossed him my keys and looked at the limo. “But what about—”

				“Get in.” He held open the passenger side, and I ducked in, shooting him an irritated glance and sliding a pile of random crap onto the floor.

				My car moved noisily through the city, Brad cramped behind the wheel. He said nothing, so I leaned back in the seat and stared out the window, watching dark homes and empty streets zoom by.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Three

				With arms of lead, Brad drove, glancing at Julia occasionally. He tried to remember the last time things had gotten this fucked up. It had been a while. Before law school, before Hillary, before life as he knew it. Back when he was a rebellious teenager, and didn’t know who and what to stay away from.

				She was in trouble, more trouble than she could imagine, trouble he might not be able to get her out of. His blood ran cold at the thought of something happening to her. He had experienced a lot of death in his life, had been perversely conditioned at a young age to accept it, to hold his emotions at bay. But God help him, if something happened to her...he looked over at her still body, slumped against the gray cloth of the seat. She held so much power in her small frame, so much control over his emotions. As much as she scared him by pure existence, the thought of losing her was incomprehensible. It was something he might not recover from. It was a realization that hit him hard, and it, combined with Julia’s situation, would keep him up most of the night.

				* * *

				I MUST HAVE fallen asleep, because I woke up in Brad’s arms, being carried like a small child, up the inner stairs of his home. At the top I untangled myself, standing up and stumbling to the bed, which I started to crawl into. His grip stopped me, his hands reaching for my glasses, pulling them gently off. He helped me into bed, pulling the covers up around my body.

				I awoke when he got into the bed, sometime later, smelling of fresh soap and toothpaste. He wrapped his arms around me and I fell back asleep, our bodies spooned together, the hum of the fan the only sound in the dark room. Behind me, his face buried in my neck, I could feel Brad’s thoughts churning.

				* * *

				I WOKE UP to a quiet room, so silent that I lay there for a moment, my eyes adjusting to the room, nothing but blurry colors in front of me. I reached out, patting the bedside table until I felt my glasses, and slid them on, bringing the world into focus.

				I rolled over, stretching, my body bumping warm, hard skin, and I turned to see Brad, lying on his side, his eyes on mine. My gaze traveled over his skin, a muscular stomach leading to a glorious upper body, and came to rest on his dark, sinful eyes.

				Something was different. His brown eyes were pensive, staring at me with something akin to vulnerable confusion, his soft lips parted, face tight. I felt as if he was on the verge of...something, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what. Our eyes stayed locked together, and my smile slowly faded as my mind tried to catch up with the change in the air. On impulse I leaned over, grabbing his head and kissing his lips, trying to change whatever was happening with the distraction of sex.

				He finished the kiss but pushed me down again, flat on the bed, and I giggled involuntarily at his determination. He trapped me between his arms and stared at me again, as if trying to figure out a riddle.

				“What?” I whispered, staring back at him, at his intent eyes.

				“You are someone I could fall in love with.” His words were surprised, unsure, words that had probably been shelved in a forgotten closet for quite some time.

				I flinched and immediately saw vulnerability shudder through his eyes, then disappear. I moved my lips, willing for some intelligent, coherent thought to come out, but apparently my lips were stuck in the same black hole that my brain was taking a break in. I gave up and stared, unmoving, into his face. His jaw tightened, a tic beginning to pulse in his right check.

				I reached up, touched the tic and breathed, willing my brain into action. Slowly and rustily, the gears began to turn and I was able to speak. “I love you already, Brad.” His eyes closed briefly, resolutely, then opened again, and the tic increased, his jaw flexing. I laughed, my stress gone and my cobwebs clear in my stubborn head. Touching his face, I collected myself and tilted his face to mine, forced his eyes to stare at me.

				“I’m not telling you in order to hear it back,” I said. “I’m letting you know how I feel, so that you don’t have to wonder. I don’t need to know how you feel, or care if you love me right now. I just thought you and your delicate ego might want to know.” I rolled, his once stiff arms yielding easily, and I was on my feet on the carpet in seconds.

				I heard movement in the bedsprings and turned to see Brad sitting upright, staring at me in barely disguised frustration. He spoke slowly, irritated. “What do you mean you don’t care if I love you?”

				I walked back to the bed, rubbing my arms, already cold in the bedroom chill. “I believe I said I don’t care if you don’t love me right now. You will fall in love with me.” I turned, heading for the bathroom, and stopped just before the door, turning to him. “But, Brad?” He looked at me, eyes dark. “Just because I love you doesn’t mean I won’t leave you.” I opened the door and was starting to turn on the light when I heard his voice and turned. He stood, gorgeous in tight black boxer briefs and nothing else, his tanned and ripped body looking incredible. I wondered why we were talking and not fucking.

				“Why are you so certain I will fall in love with you?” His voice was low, irritated.

				I smiled patiently at him. “You just met me. I’ve had over twenty years to get to know me. Trust me, you will. You’re too smart not to.” Shutting the door on his scowl, I turned down the lights, turned on the shower and put a towel in the warmer. Stepping into the shower, I buried my face in the hot spray.

				It might have been a mistake to show my cards. To tell him how I felt. It was the first time the realization had occurred to me, and the words had kind of popped out. It had been the vulnerability that had shown briefly in his eyes, the confession he had given. You are someone I could fall in love with. I hadn’t expected it from him, and it had triggered the moment of clarity in me.

				I soaped up my hair and body and tried to analyze my feelings. I had certainly thought I had been in love before. Had talked myself into it twice, been convinced enough to accept a marriage proposal just over a year ago. But something had been wrong, wrong enough that I was able to walk from the relationships without tears or regret. True love seems as if it would be a hell of a lot harder to get over. With Brad I just knew it was real, that this was what love was really all about. I was as sure of it as I’d ever been of anything.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Four

				When I came downstairs, clean, towel-dried and dressed in a yellow skirt and white tank, Brad sat in the kitchen. His head was in his hands and he looked up at my approach. “I need to talk to you. Sit down.”

				Unsure of what was coming, I grabbed an apple from the fruit basket and sat down at the large teak table, sitting cross-legged in the seat next to him.

				“We need to talk about what happened last night, so you are aware of your situation, but first I need to know what you overheard Broward say, the conversation that you spoke to the police about.”

				I was halfway through a big apple bite when he spoke, and I froze, the unexpected words catching me off guard. I finished the bite, chewing loudly and buying myself some time. Holy. Shit.

				He continued, keeping his eyes on mine. “Since you haven’t mentioned this to me already, I’m assuming it’s because you recognized the danger that exists in that knowledge. Unfortunately, it is too late to avoid that. The implicated parties are aware of your involvement. They know who you are and where you live. They came to your home last night, presumably to kill you.”

				I swallowed, a jagged piece of the fruit getting painfully stuck in my throat, my mind trying frantically to catch up with this information. “Last night. The break-in...or whatever that was.” I stopped, my mind following the evening’s events, Brad’s call, us leaving the house. “So...what happened?”

				He frowned at me, his brow lined. “You got fucking lucky. I was unarmed and in the parking lot when I saw the man. By some incredible twist of fate, I knew the son of a bitch.”

				“You knew him?” I stood, gripping the nearest chair, and turned to stare at Brad, my frantic eyes meeting his calm ones.

				“Yes.”

				I tilted my head, trying to process the billion thoughts that were fighting each other for my attention. “I’m sorry—how did you know about what I told the police?”

				“The man, last night. He told me that the reason he was there, why he had been sent, was whatever you told the police.”

				The police...I frowned at that information. “So, what—you just said ‘please go away’ and he did?” My voice arched and I raised my brow at him, unconvinced.

				He shifted uncomfortably. “He was sent by the Magiano family. I have some connections to his boss. I delayed him.”

				Magiano family. My worst fears, realized. “Delayed him. So he’s going to come back another time and kill me. Shouldn’t we be in a police station right now!” I released the chair and spun, pacing a short path in front of the table.

				He laughed, a bitter, short sound. “Sure. Going to the cops worked so well for you so far. Julia, whoever you spoke to at the police station, they are just one cop on a lengthy list of dirtbags. The police cannot, or will not, protect you.” His eyes met mine, a hard stare with an edge of despair. Just enough despair to send me onto another level of panic.

				“Shit! Then what? I wait around to get whacked?” My heart felt as if it were going to come out of my chest and I stopped pacing, leaning on the table and focusing on breathing. Magiano. The biggest crime family within a thousand miles. What the fuck was I thinking?

				He stood, his strong hands gripping my shoulder and turning me to face him. I looked up, into his face, stress lining the beautiful lines of it. “Julia. Calm down. I have connections. Let me find out how fucked we are. Go to Martha’s. Tell her something has happened, and you need to stay up there for a bit. I’ll call my contact at the police, then check on a few things, see what I can find out.”

				“Why do I need to go to Martha’s? Can’t I just stay here?”

				His hand fell from my shoulder and he studied me with his eyes. “I just dropped a whole lot on you. I’d rather you not be alone, have someone to talk to if need be.”

				“In case I flip the fuck out?”

				His mouth twitched, and he chuckled once before the hard look returned, taking over his face. “Yeah. Or in case you decide to run. Which, I can tell you right now, is a bad idea. The safest place for you right now is on my property.” The authoritative tone, one that would normally cause my hands to clench and my voice to rise, was somehow comforting, and I leaned on its strength. I dreaded the thought of spending any time with Martha, but I nodded, my eyes searching his, looking for reassurance, confidence. I found only grim determination and steely resolve.

				“Fine,” I said, turning on my heel and throwing open the back door. I pounded up the stairs to her carriage house apartment, my shoes making a racket on her iron stairs, my panic growing with every step I climbed. She opened the door with an irritated expression before I even knocked, a small thermos bag in her hand and her purse over her shoulder. Her mouth was open, a smart-ass comment ready, when she saw my face. She paused, her eyes narrowing; then she opened the door wider.

				“Aw, hell,” she said, her big shoulders slumping and her purse hitting the floor with a thud. “Let me guess, that man got himself in trouble.” She gestured with a hand. “Come on in.”

				Martha’s apartment consisted of a small living room, a galley kitchen and two bedrooms. The furniture was functional, the space tidy and sparkling clean. I looked around but saw no family photos, nothing to give me a sense of the woman in front of me. She moved past, closing the bedroom doors with a look that told me to mind my own business, then ushered me to the couch.

				She sat across from me in silence, the two of us studying each other for a moment. Her expression was wary, examining me with a look that resembled motherly concern. She pursed her lips and then spoke.

				“You eaten?”

				The words were so unexpected that I laughed, a welcome emotion. My eyes threatened to water and I blinked back the tears, shaking my head at her. She stood, briskly moving to the kitchen, having bacon and eggs sizzling in minutes. I leaned back on the couch, trying to process my current situation. My mind meandered down different paths, all which ended at similar dead ends—me, deceased, my funeral sparsely attended. Running seemed to be the best course of action.

				I turned, wanting something, anything to distract me. Martha stood at the stove, flipping bacon. She seemed relaxed, a calming presence in my new state of anxiety. “Have you worked for Brad long?” I asked. Silently, she went to the fridge, bending over and pulling out a carton of orange juice. I almost repeated the question, but she answered while pouring us both a glass.

				“Honey, I been working for Brad since he was twenty-six, but I’ve known the boy since he was a teenager. I worked for his father before him.” She brought the two glasses to the coffee table and slid one to me, setting the other in front of a recliner. I pushed off the blanket and stood, following her to the kitchen. She fixed two plates, passing me one, and we took our food back to the living room, sitting back down. It was weird to be sitting this close to Martha, in her apartment. She was a lot less scary up here, but that was probably thanks to my meek demeanor. The other morning I had been all bitchy attitude. Now I was a scared Chihuahua. A Chihuahua that was incredibly grateful for her kindness, especially given our volatile history.

				“Do you like working here?”

				She smiled, tilting her head at me, her full face smooth, impossibly ageless. “Oh yes. Me and Brad have worked ourselves into a comfortable life. It takes time, for two people to find their place, and we’ve gotten so we understand each other just fine. I give him his privacy and he gives me my space.”

				“Have you ever been married?” I got up and grabbed the orange juice, pouring more for both of us.

				She laughed and shook her head. “I’m a loner, Julia. Besides, Brad handles any heavy lifting or odd jobs around the house, and that is enough to keep me from missing a man around.” She took a bite of bacon and sat back, rocking. “So. What’s our boy done now?”

				I toyed with my eggs, thinking about how to answer the question, not knowing what information to give. She watched me, clasping her hands on her large stomach, her head tilted, face calm. “I’ve been in Brad’s life a long time, Julia. There was a reason I left his daddy. I believed in Brad, believed in the good in his soul. I saw a lot of things at his daddy’s house, kept a lot of secrets for that family. Secrets I’ll be taking with me to the grave.” She nodded at me, a stern brow arched, and continued her rocking.

				Something about the way she spoke made me think that the secrets she kept might be of the caliber of this. And I needed to talk to someone, needed to unload. I took a sip of orange juice and met her unmoving gaze. “Brad hasn’t done anything. It was something I did.”

				“You? You have a lot of stress on your face for something you did. What, you fail a midterm or something?”

				I laughed, setting my juice down on the coffee table, shocked at the sudden urge I had to burst into tears. I swallowed hard. “No. I was snooping, listening to something I shouldn’t have—and then Brad’s partner, my boss, was killed. Now the people who killed him are after me.” My voice broke on the last sentence, and I tightened my eyes, determined to hold my emotions in check.

				She sighed deeply and closed her eyes. “Oh Lordy,” she said, shaking her head. “And let me guess, he’s going to try and save you.”

				I shrugged. “I don’t know. He wants me to stay up here for a bit. You think I’m in danger right now?”

				She, for some reason, found this inexplicably funny. “Up here? Lord no. No one is gonna harm you on this property, I can assure you of that. This is sacred ground, as far as most of the criminals in town are concerned.”

				We sat in silence for a minute, me trying to pick up the pieces of what she had said. “What do you mean?”

				She exhaled, pushing the arms of the chair, and stood, tottering over to the kitchen and running water into the sink. She spoke over her shoulder, without looking at me. “Julia, I know you think you and Bradley are going to skip off into the sunset, and be together forever, but what you don’t get is that every woman who’s walked into my kitchen during the last five years has thought the same thing, has had the same stars in their eyes. And he has left each one of them before they get too close, before they get any piece of his heart. And as good as he protects his heart—he protects his secrets even better. And that man has a whole heaping lot of secrets.” She turned, a dishrag in hand, and wiped her palms, looking dead in my eyes.

				“And death threat or not, I’m not sharing any of his secrets with you. It ain’t my place. I’m sorry, but some things you got to get from him, or go without knowing.” She stared at me, silence between us; then she turned and started washing dishes.

				I sank my head back on the soft couch. After a few minutes she wandered over and clicked on the small TV set on a side table, flipping through the stations till she found the one she wanted. On the small screen a preacher stood at a pulpit, gesturing wildly and shouting words of redemption and praise. I watched as she settled into her chair, pulling an afghan over her legs.

				Sitting in her cozy living room made me think of home, and my parents. I stood, pulled out my cell and glanced at Martha. “I need to call my mom,” I said softly, over the words of a sermon.

				“You can use my guest room, if you’d like,” she said, nodding with her head to a closed door and preparing to hoist herself to her feet.

				“You sit,” I whispered, moving around the couch and heading for the room. “Thanks.” I dialed as I walked, quietly opening the door and pressing Send before I stepped inside.

				For a woman who had initially seemed inhospitable, she had certainly made her guest room comfortable, with a recliner, neatly made twin bed and thoughtful items placed around the room. I curled up in the chair and listened to the phone ring in my ear.

				* * *

				TO SAY THAT I am an independent daughter would be putting it nicely. In actuality, I pretty much walked across the graduation stage, accepted my high school diploma, then left town in a cloud of dust, happy to never look back, adios familial responsibilities and obligations. That might be a bit of a dramatization, but not by too much. And now, after three years away from home, college had become the justification of the bridge between my parents and me.

				When I was a child, my mother blamed the emotional distance on my intelligence. She referred to me as an “old soul,” blaming our lack of connection on my mature, wise-beyond-my-years outlook. In my teens, our distance was blamed on hormones, my friends or my heavy academic schedule. It’s not that she and I fought; we just didn’t speak, at least not about anything emotionally fulfilling. We were two opposite souls, coexisting in a home with my wonderful father, who robotically went about his day while trying his best to not irritate my mother.

				A death threat seemed like a valid reason to break the silence. I’d spent the first three years of college acclimating my mother to accept occasional calls as normal college student behavior. Initially, our lifeless conversations occurred weekly, then biweekly, then monthly. It had been a while since I had called home, longer than usual. I leaned back in the chair, trying to think of the last time we had spoken. It had been over two months, the extended silence my doing. I hadn’t yet figured out how to break the news to her that I had ended my engagement. Mother had adored Luke, my ex-fiancé, and would not take our breakup well. So I had handled it as immaturely as possible, by simply avoiding the conversation.

				The ringing stopped and voice mail picked up. I frowned, wondering what to say, then left a generic message, asking them to call me back.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Five

				An hour later, I again sat at Brad’s kitchen table. He had come up to Martha’s, finding her reading and me pacing. Now, after fifteen minutes of discussion, I looked at him with something akin to panic.

				I had told him everything I knew—Broward’s angry words, Genovese, Magiano, the connection I had made to mob activities, the voice mails I had left Parks. In return, he had told me nothing. It was beginning to really piss me off, and I told him so, my hysteria held off by my anger.

				He groaned in exasperation, leaning back and looking to the ceiling as if for help from God. “Julia, the little that you know—that alone almost got you killed! Are you stupid enough to want to know more, to endanger yourself further?” He slammed his fist on the table, his dark eyes smoldering.

				I stood quickly, my chair scraping against the stone floor, and snarled at him across the table. “According to you, I’m on the kill list regardless. I think I deserve to know what the fuck I’m being killed for! And you! In case you forgot, with all the hit men, and dead partners, and police interviews—I’m in love with you. You, who I apparently know nothing about. I know you think because I’m young that I don’t know what love is, that I attached myself to you because of your big dick and fancy house, but that is bullshit! I know that I should run, run far away from your untamable sex drive, your Mafia friends and your pain-in-the-ass self. That is the logical, sane thing to do. But I’m not! I’m sitting here, in your fucking kitchen, waiting for the next person to walk in and blow my brains out! For you, you selfish prick. Because I love you!” I was screaming now, my mind emptying out through my mouth, my throat hoarse from the effort, and I leaned on the table, taking a deep breath, waiting for his response.

				He looked at me, started to say something and stopped. Then, “Julia, you don’t want to fuck with these people.”

				I sat down, looked at him across the table, begged him with my eyes. “I need to know more.”

				He cradled his head in his hands, then looked at me. “All you need to know is that Broward was helping one family gain power. It was supposed to be done discreetly, without alerting those who the power was being taken from. Something went wrong, and the situation was discovered too early. Broward was collateral damage, killed to erase all evidence of their involvement. He was a weak link, someone who would have yielded easily to persuasive questioning.”

				Persuasive questioning. Torture. “So now I’m the weak link,” I said softly.

				He nodded, his face grim, handsome features almost pained in their seriousness.

				“And you are involved...how?”

				He ran a hand through his thick hair, and the traces of gray in it picked up the light. “I have a lot of...connections to local organized crime families. I was originally approached for a family takeover a couple of years ago. I was not interested, wanted no part of it—plus, corporate structures are not my area of expertise. When I refused, they looked elsewhere.”

				Genovese. “Broward.”

				“Yes. I’ve heard about a few other clients of this variety he has taken on. I approached him, several times, telling him to refuse the business, to get out of this situation, but he has always shut me down. Whether it’s because of our history, or his own ego, I don’t know.” He blew out a burst of air and looked at me, frustrated. “From the sound of the conversation you overheard, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was me he was speaking to. We just argued last week about it.”

				I nodded, absorbing the new information. “Will they know I’m here?”

				“They’d be idiots not to, and they are not idiots. Dangerous, impulsive, but not stupid. By now they know everything about you, and that is the biggest problem we have.”

				“Will they use you to find me?”

				He laughed wryly. “Not in the manner you might think. But, Julia, you are looking at this the wrong way. There is no way to hide. If they don’t already, they will soon have your Social Security number, your car registration and know when your next period is due. There is no point in hiding. There is only one thing to do.”

				“What?” Hope had entered my voice, a small glimmer, and I was afraid of giving it too much credence.

				“It’s something I have to do on my end. It’s better if I don’t tell you any more.” He rose, taking his empty glass to the sink. I ground my teeth in frustration and rose, following him and grabbing his arm.

				“And what, I’m just supposed to be a sitting duck while you ‘try’ something out without clueing me in on it?”

				He growled, grabbing my wrists hard and pinning them together behind my back. His face, inches from mine, was tortured. He stared in my eyes, reading them, then lowered his mouth to mine, hesitantly at first, then harder and deeper, his hands releasing my wrists and sliding down my waist to my ass, which he gripped tightly, a hand on each cheek, squeezing and kneading the muscles there. I felt his emotions through his mouth, his kiss possessive, protective. I wrapped my arms around his neck and he lifted with his hands, picking me up easily. Our kisses frantic, I wrapped my legs tightly around his waist, my hands in his hair, and he carried me to the table and laid me down, leaning over me. His mouth left mine, me gasping, my hands reaching for him, but he held me down and trailed his lips down my body, pulling up my tank top and exposing my breasts and pink nipples.

				Hot breath hit my skin as his soft lips traveled, down my neck to my breasts, him planting small kisses along the way. He took his time on my nipples, being impossibly gentle with them, and I arched my back, pushing into his pelvis and lifting my breasts deeper into his open mouth. A small cry left my lips as he grabbed my tits, pressing them together and sucking them into his mouth.

				“Please,” I whispered, frantically reaching down, grabbing his jeans, trying to unbutton them, my hands grabbing and pulling anything and everything, the overwhelming need to have him inside me ruling out any logical thoughts in my head. “I need you.”

				“I don’t have—”

				I cut him off, moaning the words of my beg. “I don’t care. Now. Please. I need you to fuck all of this insanity away.”

				He lifted his head from my breasts and yanked open his fly, bunching my skirt around my waist and moving aside the cloth of his underwear. His cock popped out, hard and ready, a drop of precome glistening on its tip. I practically swooned, and before I could move, he was pressing the tip of it on my wetness, past my panties and shoving the thick girth all the way in.

				I gasped, entering some unworldly plane of delirium. The release of having him bare inside me, of having his strong, massive body over me, my legs spread and back flat on his kitchen table, was mind-blowing. He moved inside me, his mouth at my ear, hot breath on my neck. My hands pulled at his T-shirt, pulling the cloth over his head, exploring the tight muscles on his back, my body craving more, more, more of him. He moaned in my ear, fucking me faster, our skin slapping together, filling me completely, then leaving me wanting. Fill, want, fill, want. Words came out, jagged in my ear.

				“God, I need you, Julia, so fucking bad.”

				It wasn’t enough for forever, but it was enough for right now, and I held him tight and squeezed my muscles around his cock, him moaning in immediate response. At that moment, in his arms, I didn’t think about the danger, or my job, or any of the shit that was falling down around us. He gave me what I needed, and I took what I wanted. I came, dissolving in his arms, screaming aloud, releasing my fear and frustration in a wave of exquisite pleasure. The orgasm was strong and beautiful, and I went limp when it ended. He slowed his strokes, breathing hard and kissing my face, lips and neck.

				“I love fucking you,” he whispered, still moving inside me, slow and delicious, burying himself with every stroke. His words awakened my spent muscles and I moved, pushing against the table with my feet and rolling him over, straddling him for the first time, and gasping at the feel of him from this angle, his whole cock inside me. I rode him, pumping up and down, his hands traveling over my torso, his face strong and possessive beneath me. I leaned forward, my hair brushing his face, and buried myself deep on his cock, grinding my clit against his pubic bone, moaning at the pleasure it brought me. He took over, wrapping his arms around me and fucking me from below, fast and hard, our bodies slapping, slick and furious. The orgasm came, jarring me, taking my breath, an explosion of my world, and I screamed his name as his cock carried me through it. The last waves were still subsiding when he jerked out of me, his voice terse and quick.

				“Suck it.”

				I moved off him, as quickly as I could in my final stages of euphoria. Burying my fingers inside me, I moved them in and out while I took him in my mouth—gagging on his width, and sucking hard and fast, my free hand resting on the rough fabric of his jeans, still on.

				He came, filling my throat, his hand on my head with gentle pressure, his voice calling my name over and over until he was limp and drained. I rolled over, spent, next to him on the hard table, my skirt bunched and twisted around my body, my panties discarded somewhere on the floor.

				I laid there for a solid minute, then rolled on my side, resting my head in the crook of Brad’s arm, tracing a line on his abs. He spoke, his hair muffled in my hair.

				“That was incredible.” He kissed my head, then laid his head back on the table.

				“Yeah. But it doesn’t help my current predicament.” I sighed, tucking my hand into his jeans, into the hardness and warmth there.

				“It’s going to be okay, Julia.” His words were reassuring, his tone terrifying. It spoke of desperation and fight—as if he would somehow force the fate of my future. This shouldn’t be his fight, but I was powerless in it, an easy pawn that could be swiped off the game board without consequence. I said nothing, rolling over and hugging his hard body, wanting the strength it provided.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Six

				I needed a distraction, and Brad needed twenty-four hours to take care of whatever his cockeyed plan was. We argued, a discussion bordering on a serious fight, about his refusal to share his plan with me. It was an argument I lost, his face stern and unyielding. I was almost grateful. I didn’t know how much more information I could take. To be safe, we decided that I should stay in the house, out of sight. A ridiculous plan, but I didn’t have a better one. I called Becca, asking her to come by and hang out, promising mimosas if she would come and keep me company. I would have asked Olivia, but she would have sniffed out trouble before she even walked in the front door. Becca was a lot less observant.

				She arrived thirty minutes later, her silver Mercedes convertible pumping out music loud enough to cause the closest blueblood to have a heart attack. Becca doesn’t leave the house unless she is perfectly coiffed, so I wasn’t surprised to see her trot up the front steps wearing designer jeans, four-inch heels and a sequined gold top. Martha answered the door with a grunt, and I stepped out of the kitchen and waved Becca in.

				Seeing me, she squealed and jogged over for a hug, passing right by Martha’s death stare of a welcome.

				“Look at you, you sexy thing!” she said, giving my just-had-sex-in outfit a once-over. Evading her judgment, I grabbed her hand and pulled her through the house. Martha called to me as I was rounding the bend of the hall.

				“Don’t think I’m going to be waiting on you two!”

				I paused midstep, jogging back to the kitchen and grabbing the carton of orange juice and two cups she held out. She pursed her lips at me, and I grinned, bounding back down the hall and catching up to Becca.

				“She seems nice,” Becca said, nodding in the direction of Martha.

				I grinned. “She is,” I said, shocked at my own response. Maybe it takes drama to bring two people closer. I ushered Becca into the den, checked out the wet bar and found a bottle of champagne. Popping the cork, I poured us both glasses and settled into a plush recliner. She examined the champagne, then stood with her glass, walking around the room. I took a generous sip and leaned back in the chair.

				“This house certainly is manly,” she announced, checking out the framed sports paraphernalia housed in the built-in cabinetry. “Where’s the bearskin rug?”

				“You’re hilarious. I’ll be sure his decorator calls you for tips.”

				She shrugged, smiling at me over her glass. “Hey, he has good taste in women, right? That’s all that counts.” She raised her glass in a toast, and I leaned forward, clinking mine against hers.

				“Amen. So, what’s going on with you and Trey?” Trey was Becca’s latest boyfriend, a tennis-playing premed major who had all of the family credentials that Becca’s parents required.

				“Ugh.” Becca flopped into the closest chair, kicking off her heels and tucking her feet under her butt. “He is such a spazz. Did I tell you he took me to Applebee’s yesterday for dinner? Applebee’s. Like we’re fucking high schoolers.” She gestured wildly, as if the Apocalypse were imminent now that she had been forced to eat with the middle class. I stifled a laugh and nodded somberly, trying to emphasize with her difficulties.

				“So anyway, I think I’m going to break it off with him. He’s just so...young, you know? I need someone like Brad, someone mature. Has Brad ever taken you to Applebee’s?” She didn’t wait for a response, just sighed exasperatedly and sipped her champagne. “What about you two—how’s everything going?”

				I played with my glass, trying to figure out how to answer the question. I answered, as truthfully as I could. “It’s going great, Becca. Things are different with him, different than any other guy I’ve dated. I’ve never had a more stressful relationship—so much has gone on with us, but despite all that, I think he might be it for me.” I blushed, hating the words as they came out of my mouth.

				Her mouth dropped open. “It? Like love? Are you sure? You’ve only been exclusive, what? Two weeks?”

				“About that, and I am. When I’m with him, it feels natural, like he is the other part of me that I have been missing out on this whole time. He is so...everything. He makes every other guy I’ve ever met seem lacking.”

				“Wow. This is huge. I thought after the whole Luke debacle, you had decided to be single for a while. Now you are all ready to settle down for good?”

				“Don’t tell Olivia. She’ll get all weird on me.”

				Becca nodded, her eyes bright. “Don’t worry. That is so great, Jules, I am so happy for you.” She got up, leaning over to give me a quick hug, then perched on the arm of my chair. “So...does he have any cute friends?”

				* * *

				BRAD MADE THE call, to a number he hadn’t dialed in over nine years. The phone rang so long he expected voice mail, but then a gruff male voice answered.

				“It’s Brad. We need to talk.”

				“When?”

				“Tonight.”

				“Come to the house. We’ll talk there.”

				“Alone.”

				A sigh. “If you want.”

				Brad ended the call and tapped the phone to his lips, thinking. His father’s voice hadn’t changed much in nine years.

				* * *

				WE FINISHED THE bottle of champagne and then trekked to the front door. I hugged her goodbye, promising to set her up with a hot rich lawyer soon. Closing the door behind her, I turned to head upstairs and almost ran into Martha’s large mass.

				Arms folded over her chest, she looked at me with something akin to skepticism. “So, that’s your friend, huh?”

				I grinned at her, dipping sideways and around. “She’s...different. Don’t judge me because of her.”

				“Now what are you trying to say? I don’t judge anyone.”

				I stopped, spinning around, and gave her a look of skepticism. “Oh, puh-lease. I know Becca is an airhead. But she’s my airhead, so leave her alone.”

				She snorted, and I laughed, heading to the kitchen, which I had now decided, with its large teak table, was my favorite room in the house. Heading to the fridge, I opened the door and stuck my head in.

				Brad’s refrigerator was the most beautiful thing on the planet. Other than its Sub-Zero fanciness and brilliant blue lighting, it was perfectly organized, with matching stacks of Tupperware containers filling its shelves. Martha had the food organized by day, and though today’s spot was empty, yesterday’s leftovers included shrimp salad, pork tenderloin and baked macaroni and cheese. I was starting to see why, after fifteen years, Brad kept her around. That, and the fact that she apparently guarded a treasure trove of secrets. I grabbed the mac and cheese container and scooped half of it onto a plate, popping it in the microwave.

				Martha settled in on a stool, watching me. “Now, you know I’m about to fix dinner. You could just wait.”

				I licked the cold remnants off the spoon, watching the plate rotate in the microwave. “I’m just getting a snack. Don’t worry, I’ll eat your delicious dinner, too. What time are we eating?”

				“Oh, whatever time that boy gets home. Have any idea when that will be?”

				“I don’t think he’s eating with us. He said he wouldn’t be back till late.”

				“Oh. Well, in that case I’ll make jambalaya. You like jambalaya?”

				“Of course. I’m not big on spice, though.”

				“Oh, mine isn’t spicy, just good. I’ve been wanting jambalaya for months now, but Brad doesn’t like it, and it doesn’t seem right to do all that work for just me.” She slapped the counter, happy, and heaved to her feet, headed for the fridge.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Seven

				The doorbell rang at 6:00 p.m. Martha and I were in the kitchen, window shades drawn, laughing over a story she was telling about Brad’s teenage years, when we heard the chimes. We both froze, the grape I was about to eat dropping to the floor. A look came over her face, hard and determined, and she grabbed my arm. “You wait here.”

				“What?” I hissed. “Don’t answer it!”

				She waved me off, grabbing a hand towel and wiping her hands on it as she walked to the door. “Who is it?” she drawled, Southern and unintimidating.

				“It’s Stevie.” The voice was muffled by the heavy door, but understandable.

				“Stevie? Joe’s boy Stevie?” Martha demanded, standing by the door with her hands on her hips.

				Every gangster movie I had ever seen flooded through my mind, and I wished she would move away from the door before they shot through it. I tried to wave at her, but she ignored me completely, focused on the door.

				“Yes. Let me in, Martha.”

				She walked away, and pulled out her cell. Going through the phone, she pressed a button and waited, the phone to her ear.

				“It’s me. Stevie is here. You want me to let him in?”

				There was a pause, and then she spoke. “Okay.” She hung up the phone and opened the door, peering through the crack created by the safety chain. An alarm somewhere in the house started, a slow chirp, gradually increasing in speed. She seemed pleased with what she saw and she closed the door, removed the chain and then opened it again, ushering in a tall man with a muscular build, dressed in a black polo and dress pants, a large gray gun strapped to his belt. Martha shut the door behind him, relatching the chain and locking the dead bolt, and pressed a button on the alarm pad.

				She turned to the stranger, smiled widely and held open her arms. “Stevie, I haven’t seen you in ages! Come here for a hug.” It was the most enthusiastic welcome I had ever seen her give, and I moved closer for a better look.

				The man’s ugly face, scarred in places with a crooked nose, broke into a wry smile. He bent over, hugging the short woman tightly. I stood awkwardly behind them, waiting for an introduction. They separated, Martha holding him at arm’s length for a moment, looking him over critically. “You look thin, Stevie. We need to start having you over for supper, or at least get you a woman who’ll feed you.”

				He laughed, and turned to me, extending his hand. I stepped forward, shaking it, his grip firm and strong. Safe.

				“I’m Julia.”

				“Stevie. I’m Brad’s cousin.”

				“Here to protect us?” I asked.

				Stevie glanced quickly at Martha, who hustled between us with a laugh. “Come, let’s move to the kitchen! I’ve got food in the skillet that will burn.” Stevie gestured for me to go ahead, and we walked into the kitchen, which smelled of grilled sausage and chicken. I sat at the counter, but Stevie glanced around, uneasy. “I’m going to check the house out,” he announced, and left, his hand resting on his gun.

				I watched his exit, then turned to Martha, my brows raised. “What’s his story?”

				“Oh, Stevie and Brad have been close as brothers ever since Brad was born. They’re only four months apart in age. Brad said he sent Stevie over to keep an eye on us, just in case someone decides to stop back by. I doubt anyone will, but it’s nice to have an extra person in the house, especially one with Stevie’s skills.”

				She seemed ridiculously relaxed, given the situation. She added spices, chopped veggies and hummed under her breath. I told her my thoughts and she laughed.

				“Girl, I’ve seen a lot of things working in this house, and it always ends up all right. Besides, if it’s my time to go, it’s my time. But listen, I changed the diapers on most of these boys. They ain’t gonna touch me with a ten-foot pole.” She set down the wooden spoon and turned to me. “Now, you? You I worry about. There’s nothing stopping them from blowing your pretty little brains out.”

				My eyes widened, and I stared at her. “Is that your way of making me feel better?”

				“Honey, it’s me being honest. I believe women need to know what they’re up against. If you want sunshine blown up your ass, you picked the wrong black woman.” She turned back to the stove and turned up the heat, adding some more oil to the hot pan.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Eight

				Brad drove his car through the city streets, weighing the few options he had. He was dressed in a gray pin-striped suit, his shoes polished. His father would expect nothing less for a dinner at home.

				The car took the curves easily as he left the city and moved into the streets of old money, condos and skyscrapers stepping aside for brick pavers, Rolls-Royces and heavily staffed mansions.

				The estate had been in his family for over three generations. It was a fortress, surrounded by a fourteen-foot stone wall, stylishly covered by boxwood hedges, with security cameras positioned at regular intervals along the wall. The estate, for its pretentious address and luxury appointments, was small, only two acres, for ease in monitoring. Brad pulled up to a small guard shack and nodded to the uniformed man, a longtime employee, who manned it. Two other uniforms came from the shack and circled the car. Brad pressed the button, releasing the trunk, and waited as they shone their lights in the car and glanced through the trunk. Finally, the large, electrified gate in front of his car swung open, and he pressed on the gas.

				* * *

				STEVIE FINISHED HIS SEARCH of the house and entered the kitchen again, checking all of the windows and the locked door. He finally relaxed and sat at the island. Martha glanced over from the pot she was tending. “We could have just told you there was nobody in the house. And I checked all the doors and locks myself.”

				“Nothing wrong with a second set of eyes,” he said softly, looking into her caramel-brown ones. She sniffed disapprovingly, and went to the fridge, getting the pitcher of tea out and pouring him a glass.

				He smiled, looking like a teenage boy, and sniffed appreciably. “How soon before the food is ready?”

				“Aw, I’d say about twenty minutes. Can you wait that long, or do you need a snack?”

				“I can wait.” He took a big gulp of tea, then studied me over the rim of the glass. “So. What’s a pretty thing like you doing with the big ogre?”

				I turned to him, a smile in my eyes. “The big ogre being Brad?”

				“Of course. He doesn’t know how to treat a lady. Now, me, I could give you the finer things in life.”

				Martha laughed, her spoon hitting the counter. “Like what? A Milky Way bar and a six-pack of Miller?”

				He groaned, his hand to his heart. “Martha, how am I supposed to impress her when you paint me in that light?”

				Martha laughed and grabbed three plates from the cabinet. “Stevie and Brad always thought they had some magic quality with the ladies, used to call it ‘the Force.’ Stevie’s never mastered charm like Brad has—but that doesn’t stop him from trying it on every female he sees.”

				“Oh, just ’cause you never fell victim to it doesn’t mean it’s not there. I just went easy on you, didn’t want to give an old woman a heart attack.”

				“First of all, I wasn’t old back then. Second, every time you boys got into trouble, you’d be sitting in my kitchen, trying your best to charm your way into me sneaking you some food—so don’t tell me you haven’t tried to use it on me!”

				“Did they get into trouble a lot?” I interrupted them, curious.

				“When they were younger it was mostly just kid stuff—BB gun fights, sneaking into movies they had no business seeing, throwing oranges at cars. Remember that guy in the Corvette?” Martha’s eyes twinkled at Stevie, and he laughed, shaking his head. “Brad and Stevie were on a curve by the house, with about twenty oranges they had stolen from the groves around the pool. Every time a car would come around the curve, blam—they would peg the side of it with an orange. Now, most of the oranges were ripe and would splatter all over the side, scaring the bejesus out of whoever was driving and making a huge mess in the process.”

				Stevie broke in, taking over the story, his eyes lit with excitement. “So around the corner comes this red Corvette—beautiful car, so hot that we got distracted, just staring at the thing. Brad finally snaps out of it and grabs an orange and throws it at the car. There were two sounds at once,” he said, holding up two fingers to illustrate the story. “A horn—the driver laid hard on the horn, alerting everyone within two miles. And brakes. That guy slammed full force on his brakes, squealing and leaving burnt rubber all over the place.” He laughed, slapping his hand on the table. “The guy driving the car was one of these bald ugly guys, probably right in the middle of a midlife crisis. He threw open the car door before it even fully stopped and started screaming bloody murder and running for us.”

				“What did you do?” I leaned forward.

				“Took off! Brad was trying to carry the orange bag with us, but it was heavy and bouncing everywhere, so finally he dropped it, and we split up, running in opposite directions. We were on residential streets by then, in Brad’s fancy-ass neighborhood, so we stuck out like sore thumbs. And this guy was fast. I had slowed to catch my breath when, out of nowhere, the guy tackled me.”

				Martha held up a hand, stopping his story, and looked at me. “I’m gonna stop him right now before he starts blowing smoke into this story. Stevie starts crying like a little girl, screaming that they got the wrong guy, that he doesn’t have anything to do with oranges—basically admitting to involvement every time he opens his mouth. The guy wrestles him onto his back and pulls back his fist, telling him that he better fess up and give him both his and his friend’s name, or else he’s going to beat the hell outta him. That was back when a grown man could beat up a kid and, as long as he deserved it, no one gave two shits. So, what do you think Stevie did?”

				She had a hand on her hip, another one on the counter, and was staring at me as though she expected my prediction. “He told them?” I ventured hesitantly.

				“Well,” Stevie said, jumping back into the story. “As scared as I was of this middle-aged freak of nature, I was ten times more scared of Brad. But I wasn’t quick-witted enough to come up with anything on the fly.”

				“So this idiot,” Martha said, “just flip-flopped their first and last names.”

				“Hey—” Stevie broke in. “I was under pressure! I blurt out that I’m Steve Magiano, and that it was Brad Magiano who threw the orange, and that I had nothin’ to do with it.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Nine

				The names hit me like the middle-age Corvette owner’s fist, and my face must have shown it, for Martha flinched, then busied herself pulling out silverware.

				“Magiano? You mean De Luca. Brad’s last name is De Luca. Right?” I stood, breathing hard, and stared at Martha and Stevie, who had both found other items in the kitchen fascinating.

				“I fucking need honesty right now.” My voice was rigid and I saw Martha glance quickly over at me, and then look away. “What about women needing to know what they’re up against, Martha?”

				“It’s not my place,” she said quietly, as subservient as I had ever seen her, pain in the eyes she quickly averted from me.

				“And you?” I turned my wrath on Stevie, who was desperately trying to get a little more tea out of his empty glass.

				He set down his glass and turned to me, his face unreadable. I could tell from his eyes that I wasn’t going to get any information from him, and he felt no shame at that. This was a man who had no issue with confrontation, or with withholding information.

				Just minutes before, the kitchen had relaxed into a comfortable atmosphere, filled with the smells and noises of good cooking. Laughter, sizzles, pots banging. Now it seemed cold and foreign. I glared at both of them, then whirled and stormed up the stairs, hearing Martha’s sigh behind me. I flew onto the landing and turned, looking into Brad’s bedroom with the damn naked woman above his bed. She, in her black-and-white hotness, caught my fury. I strode in, climbing onto the bed and grabbed the large, canvas-wrapped frame and yanked it off the wall.

				* * *

				DOWNSTAIRS, MARTHA AND Stevie heard the sounds as Julia tore the portrait to shreds, slamming it against the door to break the wooden frame. He raised his eyebrows at Martha and she shook her head, turning off the burners and covering the rice. Dinner was finally ready, for all the good it did now.

				“I always told that man his secrets would undo him.” Martha set three plates on the counter, and spooned rice onto each one.

				“You act like he ever had a choice,” Stevie said, walking to the fridge and refilling his tea. He lowered his voice. “He was born, he grew up, he walked away from it as soon as he was old enough to make the decision. Why does it matter what she knows? You and I both know she won’t be around long, either by execution or him tiring of her. And she won’t tell anyone. Not now that she knows who he is.”

				“I don’t know,” Martha said, heaping jambalaya onto their plates. “This one might be different. I fought it, didn’t want to see it, but something is different in his eyes when he looks at her. And from the evidence—don’t eat at that table, I got to clean it—she can keep up with him sexually, which is a feat unto itself.”

				“So, what are you saying, he’s in love?” He spat out the words, incredulity coating the question.

				“Maybe not yet, but it could get there.”

				“Brad doesn’t fall in love. Even with Hillary.”

				“Well, I told that boy marrying Hillary was a colossal mistake. It’s not my fault he didn’t listen then. But he hasn’t asked me now. Probably won’t, given as hardheaded as he is. But I will tell you, if that girl gets herself killed, I’ll be upset. And Brad? He’ll start a war the likes of which the Magianos haven’t seen in a long time.”

				* * *

				I LAY ON the soft sheets of the guest bed, and fumed. I was mentally exhausted, and the stress of the day weighed on me like concrete bricks, pinning me to the mattress. To make matters worse I was hungry. But I’d be damned if I sat down there with those two and ate. I could smell the jambalaya, the scent somehow making its way up the staircase, down the hall and through the thick wooden door. I pulled the covers over my head and tried to push away the thoughts that were drilling through my head.

				So Brad is a member of the Magiano family. Those are the “connections” he mentioned. Hell of a connection. The Magianos, who killed Broward and tried to kill me. I’m sleeping with the fucking enemy. Even worse, I’m in love with the enemy.

				I rolled over, curling into a ball, snapshots of the last few weeks shuttering through my mind. He had opened me up so much, pushed me so far past my sexual boundaries, stolen his way into and consumed my heart. At a time when everything had gone to hell and I didn’t know where to turn, he had been my constant, my strength. The man I had trusted my safety to. And now this. Brad Magiano, not De Luca. A first name I loved combined with a last name I despised. The man I had turned to was the one I should have run from. I didn’t know what bothered me more, the new danger facing my body or the risk I had brought to my heart.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Forty

				“She has to die,” Dominic Magiano said in Italian. “I’m sorry, Brad, but she knows too much.” Words Brad felt he had overheard a hundred times before. Proper regret placed on the syllables, but compassion never truly behind them.

				Brad faced his father in the darkness. They stood on one of the many outdoor terraces of the home where he had grown up, facing the subtly lit and landscaped gardens. He said nothing, listening to the sounds of the night.

				“Are you close to her?”

				“Yes.” He said the word quietly, not needing to add anything more. Despite the estrangement, his father knew him well enough to understand the weight behind the response.

				The old man stepped forward, a crack of light uncovering his features, features that had aged since the last time Brad had been home. His father was a handsome man, with a full head of white hair, olive skin and strong, powerful features. His eyes differed from Brad’s; they blazed blue instead of brown, and had never failed to find weakness in an adversary. But the skin around his eyes had sagged, and age spots now covered his skin. He looked like an old man, though Brad would never dishonor him by pointing it out. From Brad’s reflection, the aging process had begun when his wife, Brad’s mother, had left. Now, over twenty years later, there was little life left in his bones. An old, stubborn man.

				They had eaten in the large formal dining room, a fire lit despite the summer month. His father, it seemed, was perpetually cold, an irritating condition for Brad, whose internal temperature was the exact opposite. They had been the only attendees to the meal, and sat at opposite ends of the ridiculously long table. Brad was grateful for the distance, if only because it put him farther from the fire’s heat. The dinner was long, five courses, and they were served by Abigail, a longtime employee of his father’s.

				There had been little conversation, because Brad refused to discuss his father’s business and his father had little interest in Brad’s caseload. Brad knew that any discussion regarding Julia would wait until after the meal. Over beef tenderloin with new potatoes, Brad had asked about his brothers.

				“Alfonso’s wife is pregnant again. They moved out of that townhome, they live in the Glades now, close to Dante. I wish you didn’t live so far away from the family. You isolate yourself, so far from the rest of us. You think you’re better than us?” He pointed his knife at Brad, his features dark.

				This was where the conversation always ended up. No matter how it started, whether it was discussing the Yankees, the weather outside or current stock prices, it always ended with that accusation.

				And now the night had finally climaxed to this point, cigars and whiskey on the balcony, Julia’s imminent demise.

				He spoke slowly in their language, barely containing the anger in his voice. “Explain to me why you would order a hit, to someone I know, without contacting me first.”

				“You assume too much. When I gave the order I did not know her connection to you. All we had was a name and location—her home.”

				“I’m not just talking about Julia. You killed my business partner without consulting me.”

				“It was business. He knew the risks, as did you when you refused the business. His work was sloppy. If it hadn’t been, our hand wouldn’t have been tipped before the takeover occurred.”

				“Do you not have enough power? Why are you going after other families?” He puffed on his cigar, blowing the smoke up into the night sky, willing himself to stay calm.

				“You know this business. We grow or die.”

				“That’s Alfonso talking. You letting him call the shots now?”

				His father’s features tightened. “Don’t forget your place, my son.”

				“Don’t lose yours. You still stand in control of this family.”

				His father’s face tightened around the lit cigar. He sighed, old again, and looked at Brad. “What do you suggest I do with this girl?”

				“Leave her alone. She’ll keep her knowledge secret in exchange for safety.”

				The older man scoffed, shaking his head at Brad. “You know better than that. Women cannot be trusted. As soon as you leave her, or scorn her, or she catches you with a whore, she will tell. She will forget the danger and do whatever she can to make you bleed.”

				Automatic sprinklers started in the gardens below, and Brad leaned on the railing and ground out his cigar in frustration. His father spoke again. “No. Death is the only way.”

				Brad straightened, turning to face his father. “I have stood aside and watched you ruin and take countless lives. You know my opinion of your business. I won’t dishonor you by voicing it in your home. But this is one time I am not coming to you and asking for compassion. I am demanding her protection. You have cursed me with this family. Now let me have one benefit from its association. If you come for her, you will be sacrificing me.”

				The eyes of his father deadened, black holes on gray skin. “You’ve been away too long, Brad. You’ve forgotten how I respond to demands. You may be my blood, but you are also the biggest indicator of my weakness. And everyone watches me closely for weakness.” He stepped forward, gripping Brad’s shoulder with his hand. “It’s the principle of it, Bradley. My priority is this family. A family you ceased being a part of a long time ago. And she risks that priority. So, as I said before, death is the only way.” He released his grip and turned, stepping back to the railing and looking outward, away from his son.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Forty-One

				Brad came home at 1:00 a.m. His cousin and Martha were in the den, Stevie watching TV and Martha dozing in a recliner. Brad leaned on the door frame, his hands in his pockets, and asked Stevie the question with his eyes.

				“She’s upstairs. Asleep, in the guest room.” At his words Martha stirred, then opened her eyes, seeing Brad and nodding hello.

				“The guest room.” Brad’s tone was quiet, questioning.

				Martha swung the recliner closed and stood, stiff-legged, and came over to Brad. “There was a slip of the tongue, Brad. She knows who you are.”

				Brad’s eyes showed his anger, but he patted Martha’s shoulder and kissed her head. “Thanks for keeping an eye on her. You go on to bed.”

				Her shoulders slumped, she walked over to Stevie, kissing his cheek and squeezing him hard. “See you soon, Stevie. Don’t be such a stranger.” Then she left, and Brad followed her to the back door, waiting at the window until he saw her enter her apartment. He locked the door, then swung by the fridge on his way back to the den.

				He rubbed his brow, stress evident on his face, and met Stevie’s eyes across the room. Walking forward, he set two cold beers down on the table, pushing one to Stevie. “Figured you might want one.”

				Stevie grinned, and used his shirt to open it, taking a big sip. “Didn’t want to take one earlier. Thought you might want me sober.”

				“You thought right.” Brad sank into a big leather chair, putting his shoes on the table and opening his own bottle, tossing the cap toward the corner trash can. It missed and Brad wearily closed his eyes, resting his head against the worn leather.

				“So, what’s the verdict?” Stevie asked.

				Brad opened his eyes in response, lifting his head and his bottle. He took a sip and then played with the liquid on his tongue, staring forward, thinking. Stevie let him think, knowing that he would get an answer eventually.

				“I am in a bit of a predicament.” Brad spoke slowly, deliberately, his deep voice filling the quiet room.

				“If you need help, you know you have my loyalty.”

				“This is not your fight.”

				“It’s not yours, either.” Stevie leaned forward, dropping his voice to almost a whisper. “She’s pussy, Brad. I know you hate collateral damage, but you need to let this one go. They will make it quick. She won’t suffer. And then all of this, the Broward mess, the family rift, the takeover complications, will disappear. And you can go back to your clean life and continuing pretending that you’re not numero due of the Magiano dynasty.” His eyes searched Brad’s and Stevie shook his head in disgust at what he found there. “Don’t give me that look. You know this world. I don’t know that girl, and I have no loyalty to her. My loyalty is to you, and I love you like a brother. You standing up on this—for her—it’s going to rip apart every bit of this life you’ve worked so hard for. She’s a fuck. Maybe a hot one, but one who ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time. These girls come and go—you know that.”

				Brad spoke, steel in his words. “Because you’re one of the few friends I have, I’m not going to break your fucking face for that statement. I’m also not going to dignify it with a response. Except for this. She’s not just pussy. I don’t know what she is yet, but she means something to me. You’re right. I know this world, and I know the risks involved. And I’ll tell you the same thing I told my father. If they come for her, they will have to go through me. And I have no problem dying in that fight.” His eyes cold, resolute, he drained the rest of his beer and stood, walking toward the kitchen. On his way out, Stevie spoke.

				“Martha was right.” His voice was bitter, quiet, and Brad dropped the bottle into a trash can and turned to face him.

				“Right about what?”

				“You love her.” He spat out the words as if they were dirty.

				“No.” He shook his head quickly, looking away.

				“Christ, Brad, you’ve known the girl, what, a month or two?” Stevie stood up, walked over to Brad, looking into his face, which was growing darker. “You, with the heart of steel and the unending supply of ass. You’re supposed to be the smart one!”

				Brad’s right fist connected with Stevie’s chin in a strong uppercut, his left hand grabbing the gun out of his holster. In one smooth motion, he flipped the gun around and cocked it, pointing it at Stevie’s head. The wounded man recoiled, and he glared at Brad, not bothering to wipe the blood pouring from his split upper lip. They faced each other, two experienced men in the game of war, one unarmed and knowing his weakness.

				“Get out.”

				Stevie laughed, cold and hard. “You need every friend you got right now.”

				“I don’t need any more bullshit right now. And you’re bleeding all over my fucking carpet.”

				Stevie walked slowly around him, eyeing the gun, leaving the study and heading for the front door. “When you’re over this shit, I’m gonna want that gun back.” Then he left, slamming the door behind him.

				Brad locked the doors and reset the alarm. Then he turned off the lights and walked upstairs.

				* * *

				HE CHECKED THE master bedroom first, hoping that she had moved there and was waiting for him in bed. But his bed was empty, the room silent. He turned to leave and then stopped, seeing something. Pieces of wood and ripped canvas scattered the floor and bed. He stepped forward, trying to distinguish the items in the dimly lit room. Then, realizing what they were, he swallowed a smile and headed to the other bedroom.

				He opened the guest-room door quietly, stepping over a tray of untouched food and walking silently into the dark room. Julia was sleeping, her breathing quiet and regular. She lay at an awkward position, her arms splayed, head tilted up by too many pillows.

				He watched her sleep, his mind thinking over Stevie’s accusation. Was it possible? Or was this his knight in shining armor instinct? He had felt things for her, had told her as much this morning. But it was way too soon for love.

				He felt out of sorts, a sensation that he was not used to and was uncomfortable with. He was used to being in control, to manipulating circumstances so that everything flowed to his liking. Staring at her, frustrated, he let the thought move around in his mind. Love. The thought floated, flipped, then settled. Maybe they were right. And in the realization, he saw light at the end of the tunnel.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Two

				I woke from the weight of his body, pressing on the bed as he pulled back the covers and climbed in. I felt cold air, then hard warmth pressing against my back, his arms wrapping my body and pulling me close to him. He moved one of the pillows underneath my head, and my neck relaxed into a more comfortable position.

				“I’m mad at you.” I spoke through the layers of fabric but didn’t pull away. Our bodies felt too perfect in the warm bed.

				“I know,” he whispered, planting a soft kiss on my neck. “As you deserve to be. But go to sleep now, and lecture me in the morning.”

				“I’m starving,” I said, my tired stomach growling, reminding me of my missed dinner. Thank God I’d had some mac and...

				“Do you want me to get you something?” Brad asked from behind me. But I didn’t answer. I was already back asleep.

				* * *

				MORNING CAME, WITH the normal warmth of sunshine filling the room, smells of bacon cooking and sounds of Martha downstairs. I kept my eyes closed, and tried to avoid thinking, tried to pretend for a little longer that everything was normal. Unfortunately, my mental defense system was weak and out of practice. My eyes opened, revealing the well-appointed guest room, and Brad stirred behind me, sensing my movement. I rolled over, still nestled in the cocoon of his arms, and stared up at him. His eyes, heavy with sleep, blinked, and he looked at me warily.

				“Good morning.” His voice husky and dry.

				I skipped the pleasantries. “Brad Magiano.”

				“Yeah, um, Martha told me that you found out about that.” His eyes held no shame but twinkled with something close to mischievousness.

				“And that’s funny? You being part of one of the largest crime families in the country? The family that’s hunting me down like a wounded deer?”

				“Hey, it’s better than me not having connections to the family that’s hunting you down.”

				I frowned at him, pushing away from his chest. “Stop being cute. This is a major problem. I would have left your house last night if I didn’t think I would be gunned down in the street!”

				He grabbed my arms and tried to tug me to him, a movement I wormed out of, propping my body up on an elbow. “I’m serious! What the fuck? You are the fucking enemy, and I have been sleeping with you.” The Julia Roberts reference popped out unassisted, and I hated the joviality it inserted into the conversation. But his face straightened, and I saw the seriousness enter his eyes.

				“Julia—I know I should have told you. There is no excuse for that, and I’m sorry.”

				I waited, expecting the declaration of no excuse to be followed by an excuse. “So? Why didn’t you?”

				He groaned, lying back and staring up into the ceiling, avoiding my eyes. “I changed my name when I was seventeen, when I left that life. I have no connection to my family other than traditional obligations. Their business, their lifestyle, I left all of that behind, as much as I could. Sometimes, like now, it is inescapable. I had hoped to handle it without you ever finding out.” He blew out a breath and turned to me, his eyes finally meeting mine.

				I narrowed my eyes at his, rolling away from him and standing up. “So you would have kept this a secret! You never planned on telling me!”

				“It’s not who I am. It’s what I was born into, and what I made the conscious decision not to be. I’ve been pigeonholed by it my whole life. I didn’t want that from you.” His eyes, frustrated pools of exposure, captured mine, and he held me there as he stood, the bed between us.

				“So you didn’t know about the threat? About Broward, about me?”

				“I’m not in their circle. I wasn’t consulted or aware of any of those actions. Please know that.” I saw truth in his eyes, in his desperation for my approval.

				“It doesn’t matter. I understand you not starting the relationship with that tidbit, but when the shit hit the fan—when one of your family showed up to kill me—that is when you should have told me this. We have enough hurdles to overcome in the relationship, Brad. Big hurdles that already scare the hell out of me. Your family...I don’t know how I would have taken that under normal circumstances. But now, in these circumstances...it’s a deal breaker, Brad.”

				He physically swayed from my words, his eyes closing and head dropping. He stayed that way for a moment, solid, unmoving steel. Then he raised his head and met my eyes. “A deal breaker.”

				“Yes.”

				“You. The woman who raised holy hell in my kitchen, who professed her love for me, love that seemingly had no bounds. You, who wormed her way into the life that I have so carefully constructed. Do you think I want this?” he asked harshly, his arms dropping, two tightly coiled expression of frustration.

				“Want what, exactly, Brad?” I spat out the words, stepping forward until I hit the bed. “What exactly have I done to make your life so damn hard?”

				“I didn’t want a relationship! Didn’t want to fall in love or be committed, or be required to share the intimate details of my life! But I’m here—with you, a curse of a woman who has taken all of my fucking walls and shredded them like fucking tissue paper in your tiny little hands! It’s been so easy for you, so effortless—and now, in the face of my darkest truth, you’re done. My family, the bane of my existence. A force I have battled my whole life, a fight I have won—and it means nothing to you.”

				I opened my mouth, tried to cut in—to end this horrid rant—but stopped at the look in his eyes. It was desperation, it was rage, it was pure, uncontrolled anguish. I shut my mouth and did nothing but stare at him wordlessly.

				“It’s not your fault,” he said quietly, his frame collapsing, the light fading from his eyes. “You’re young. You don’t know what love is. And this is a lot for you to handle.” He turned, running a hand through his hair, gripping his head with both hands, before releasing it and glancing back at me. “I grew up around this. I forget what it’s like for an outsider. I’m sorry.” He stepped to the door, opening it quietly, and then he left.

				* * *

				IT WAS TOO MUCH to take in my raw and confused state. The only thing I did know, among the fear, and stress, and frustration, was that the one solid presence I had, the man I loved, was leaving. The one thing I should be holding on to, I had pushed away. I ran after him, pushing open the bedroom door, seeing him on the landing, his body turned, our eyes meeting. He looked beaten and confused, a look that contradicted every ounce of the man I knew.

				“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I was wrong.” He raised his head slightly, wariness on his face.

				“I mean...” I stumbled, stepping forward until I stood in front of him, short in my bare feet. “You were wrong—you should have told me. But I was wrong for pushing you away for it. I do love you.” I rose on my toes, running my hand softly along the curves of his face, his eyes closing, face turning down to mine. “I need you right now, need you to tell me that everything is going to be okay, need you to be on my side of this. When I found about about your family, I thought that you were with them, against me. And I couldn’t take any more unknowns. I’m sorry.”

				He leaned down, catching my mouth, the kiss soft and forgiving.

				I closed my eyes, sighing into his mouth. “But no more secrets.” I pulled away, opening my eyes, seeing relief in his, his body moving, arms wrapping around me, pulling my body tight to his, his mouth lowering to mine, a tentative kiss that turned deeper at my acceptance. He gripped my body and walked us both backward, until my back hit solid wall, and he braced his arms on either side of my head, locking me into his frame, his hard body grinding against mine.

				When his mouth finally released mine, my hands tight in his hair, I looked up, shifting against him and eliciting a quick breath from his mouth. “So? Did your fabulous plan work last night?” His earlier joviality had to have been caused by something.

				“I’m working on it.”

				“Well, I don’t want to be a nag or anything, but I do want to live, to graduate, to grow old with someone.”

				“I know. Don’t worry, I will protect you. From now on, relax.”

				I sighed, leaning against the ridges of his body, resting my head on his chest.

				“What happened to the print?” His chest vibrated with the words.

				“The what?”

				“The print. Above my bed.”

				I snorted. “Sorry. It was a little dated anyway, don’t you think?”

				He laughed softly, pressing his lips against my hair. “You gonna replace it?”

				I wrinkled my nose, trying to imagine me, naked, on a fur rug, stretched out over Brad’s bed. “We can find a nice landscape or something to fill that space.” I heard Martha holler something from downstairs, and I straightened, leaving the warmth of his arms.

				“Come to bed,” he commanded. “I have plans for you.” I felt his hand move up, sneaking under my tank, and I ducked away, under his arm, eliciting a frown from him.

				I ignored his delicious body, lit by the morning sun. “I am about to start chewing on you if I don’t get something to eat. You can have your way with me after breakfast, if your ridiculous libido can make it that long.” I stepped backward toward the stairs, his expression changing and mischief entering his face. I spun and sprang to the stairs, thundering down them, his feet just steps behind, and we burst into the kitchen—scaring the crap out of Martha, my butt hitting a stool before he could get me.

				I smiled at him smugly, grabbing a fresh strawberry from a fruit plate and popping it in my mouth. He wore dark pajama pants, no shirt and a bemused expression. It was unfair how incredible he made the combination look. He took a seat next to me and we said good morning to Martha.

				Martha didn’t waste time in shelling out breakfast—warm French toast, bacon and cheese grits. I scarfed it all down, and she had seconds ready before I even had a chance to ask.

				“I grabbed that plate of jambalaya still at the top of the stairs. You didn’t eat it last night?”

				I shook my head sheepishly. “I was still pouting when you came up. I didn’t realize you had food.”

				Her mouth thinned into a line that could only be described as petulant. “That was good jambalaya you wasted.”

				“I’m sure it was. Any left over that I could eat for lunch?”

				“I’ll think about it.”

				“Think about whether there is any left over?”

				“Think about whether I’ll give you another chance at it.”

				We grinned at each other and she put another piece of toast on my plate. I looked at Brad. “So, what’s the plan for today?”

				He smiled at me, surprisingly cheerful despite our bleak situation. “Let me make a call. Then I’ll let you know.”

				He stepped outside, onto the deep back porch, his grin disappearing, a somber fix settling on his face. He walked down the steps and through the grass to the pool. Sitting down on one of the chairs that lined the blue water, he pulled out his cell. He looked at it a moment, thinking. He had gone to bed last night confident, his arms wrapped around Julia, content in recognizing his future. One with her. A woman who had unknowingly consumed him. Love, an idea he had tossed out with every other conventional theory, had tackled him unprepared. Tackled and possibly trapped him. Julia’s blowup had terrified him. In coming to terms with his feelings, he hadn’t considered the possibility of her leaving him. Now, having stared into that reality, knowing the effect it had on him, after only this short relationship...how would he handle it after six months of dating, or marriage, or kids? He had practically been brought to his knees upstairs. There was no way he’d survive it if he fell any further. She was so young. He barely knew love, almost missed it when it came and he had years of experience on her.

				She had bent. When he had lost it, failed to control his emotions, she had wavered. What would she do next time? When he failed her, when he stumbled. She would run, leaving him broken and alone.

				But this wasn’t a typical situation. He could either risk his heart or risk her safety. And, when it came down to that, the choice was easy. He closed his eyes, affirming his decision. Then he made the call.

				His father didn’t answer, the automated voice mail picking up instead. Brad ended the call and waited, sitting in the sun. After a few minutes his phone rang, showing a blocked number.

				“Hello.”

				“What is it, Bradley?”

				“There has been a new wrinkle you should be aware of. Tell the boys to hold off the bloodshed until we can talk.”

				“Every hour that passes is more risk, you know that. I cannot extend any more—”

				“Tomorrow morning. I’ll come over for breakfast. If you don’t think the information I give you then is worth your time, you are free to act. I will never give you my blessing, but I am asking you to listen to this information.”

				There was silence, crackly, then his father’s gravelly voice. “Tomorrow morning. After that you will have exhausted my courtesy.”

				“I understand.” Brad pulled the phone from his ear and ended the call.

				* * *

				THE MAGIANO PATRIARCH hung up the phone and looked into his reflection in the ornate gold mirror in his study. He looked older, his skin grayer than it should be. He decided to sit outside this afternoon, to get some sun. He needed to take care of himself, to ensure that he would be around for a long time. Long enough to convince Bradley to return to the family, to take his rightful place as head of the organization. He was the only one intelligent enough to keep it powerful. His other two sons had allowed power to corrupt them, had lost sight of proper business sense in the illicit world of blood, competition and status. Legitimizing the businesses would weaken them, but that would be Brad’s choice. He needed to mend fences with his son before it reached the point where Brad would have that powerful decision to make. This girl threatened that possibility, with both her life and her death. Brad had always needlessly involved himself in rescue plights, had always stood in the way of the family’s proper conduction of business. But this was a different type of stand. For Brad to put himself into the equation, to throw his life on the line, put him in a difficult predicament. Difficult, but an easy decision all the same. Family came first, and she was not family. He could not risk the entire family for one son and his temporary girlfriend.

				He spoke softly, but the two men in the next room heard the words. They appeared instantly, and waited to hear his orders.

				“Follow them. Make sure they don’t do anything stupid. Keep a constant eye on them—I want to know everything that happens between now and tomorrow morning.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Three

				Brad came back into the kitchen, the light not quite as bright in his eyes.

				“Everything okay?” I asked.

				He walked over and kissed me on the head. “Everything’s fine,” he said. “What do you feel like doing today?”

				I looked at him, surprised. “What can we do today? Aren’t we under house arrest?”

				“No. Your day will be free of danger. What do you feel like doing?”

				“Well, at some point I’d like to discuss with you the whole situation we are in.”

				He waved that off. “Other than that. I promise, we will sit down and discuss that.”

				“Okay...I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it. I need to do laundry and stuff.”

				He stared at me. “Laundry and...stuff?”

				“Yeah, like ironing, grocery shopping. I have to get ready for work tomorrow morning.”

				“First of all, we don’t know if you’re going to work tomorrow.”

				I held up my hand, stopping the stupid list he was starting. “Wait—you mean because I might be dead tomorrow?”

				“Well...you might be in danger.”

				“Okay, so not dead yet. And the whole update-me-on-the-current-status-of-my-own-mortality conversation is something you just kinda...” I waved my hand dismissively. “...tossed aside as something that we will do later. Whether you and your manliness realize it or not, I’d like to have some sort of input in the plot for my survival.” I had sidled over to him during the course of my speech, and I ended the statement by poking his iron chest with my finger.

				He grabbed my finger, his eyes dark. “Don’t do that.”

				I fought a grin and yanked my hand out of his. We faced off in the kitchen, his hands on his hips, my expression stern, before he broke. Sighing, he wrapped his arms across my stiff body, pulling me to him for a hug.

				It was an unexpected gesture, and I fought the embrace and stayed fixed, immobile, refusing to bend to his manly charm. He tried to wrap my arms around him, but they dropped, limp like spaghetti, unwilling to cooperate. He laughed at my stubbornness, his hands becoming playful, running through my hair, down my noncompliant arms, grabbing and squeezing my clenched butt. That broke me, and I smiled despite myself.

				“There you go,” he said, nuzzling my neck. “I know that you want to know what’s going on. But all I can tell you is that you are safe. They have promised to stay away until I speak with them in the morning. And in the morning, I will play a card that they don’t expect, and one that they will have no recourse against. I promise you, it will be fine.”

				“What, some secret body hidden somewhere? You’re going to blackmail them?”

				He scowled at me. “Nothing so barbaric, Julia. I’m the good son, remember?” He held up a hand, stopping my thought process. “Just let me handle it. Please. I ask for one day of secrecy.”

				“I thought we weren’t going to have any more secrets,” I grumbled into his chest. I didn’t like it, but twenty-four hours of freedom was more than I had fifteen minutes ago. I relaxed a bit in his arms.

				“It’s a good secret. So, what do you want to do today, other than laundry or some other menial errand?”

				I stood on my tiptoes and put my mouth on his earlobe, biting it gently, then releasing it and giving him a suggestive smile. He grinned down at me and then dipped me back, nibbling and kissing my neck. Then he threw me over his shoulder and bounded up the stairs.

				“I’m leaving for the day!” Martha called, up the stairs to Brad’s retreating back. “You hear me?” Not getting a response, she shook her head, then wiped her hands on a dish towel, grabbed her purse and headed out the door, locking it securely behind her.

				* * *

				BRAD DEFTLY NAVIGATED through the broken pieces of his ex and threw me down onto soft sheets. He pulled my legs to him, grabbing the waist of my skirt and sliding it and my panties down, leaving me bare and exposed.

				His mouth was instantly covering me, his tongue making incredible sensations that caused my toes to clench and my breath to catch. And when I came, five minutes later, it was intense, all of my tension and emotions spilling out, turning into delicious ecstasy and liquid, amazing pleasure.

				He kept his mouth on me, gradually softening the pressure from his tongue, until he did nothing but hold me in his mouth, my body occasionally twitching in postorgasm aftershocks. When he did lift his mouth, I lay useless on the bed—drained of any coherent thought or muscle response. He grabbed my skirt, using it to wipe his mouth, and I frowned at him through my euphoria. He landed next to me, and I rolled over groggily, reaching for him, for his hardness.

				He pushed me away, and I frowned at him. “Not now,” he said. “You can take care of me later.”

				I pouted, but relented, watching him walk to the closet. “Have you decided what you want to do today?” he called, sifting through clothes.

				“Got any well-hung friends?”

				He glanced over, a grin on his face, and I stuck out my tongue playfully.

				“I could certainly arrange that, if that is what you are in the mood for.” He emerged from the closet, dressed casually, pulling a baseball hat onto his head. Pressing me back onto the bed, he ran his teeth over my neck, nibbling on the soft skin until I giggled.

				“Stop—seriously!” I pushed him off and propped myself up on one elbow. “Ummm...what about an afternoon movie?” I glanced at the clock.

				He frowned, sitting next to me and reaching for the drawer of the bedside table. “So, no afternoon gang bang?” Pulling out a watch, he slid it onto his wrist and fastened the buckle. Not waiting for a response, he leaned over, giving me a quick kiss on the cheek before standing. “A movie sounds good to me. We can do some shopping and grab lunch first, if you want.”

				The word shopping instantly perked me up. “That sounds good.” I rolled out of bed and grabbed the bag of clothes I had packed. I rummaged deep in the bag, finding my makeup pouch and my toothbrush. I grabbed both and joined Brad at the long counter, and we brushed our teeth in companionable silence.

				“You ready?” he asked, after rinsing thoroughly.

				“Five minutes,” I mumbled, through toothpaste bubbles.

				He flashed a grin and headed downstairs. I flipped through the makeup bag, grabbing powder, mascara and lip gloss. Three minutes later, I stuck my phone in my pocket and bounded down the stairs.

				Brad was on the phone, standing by the full-length windows that showcased the large backyard pool. Hearing my heels on the floor, he quickly ended the call and turned, whistling at my appearance. “You look great.”

				“Great, but penniless. Can we stop by my house? Last time I was there, I didn’t grab my wallet.”

				“You don’t need it.”

				“That is so sugar daddy of you, but I like to have my wallet. That way I won’t feel guilty when I look at stuff. If you’re paying, I’ll refuse to look at anything and neither one of us will have any fun.”

				He shrugged. “Whatever. But I am going to buy you some things, so go ahead and start getting used to the concept.”

				“I didn’t say I won’t let you buy me stuff—just said I want my wallet also.” I grinned at him, sticking out my tongue and heading for the back door. He followed me, pressing the button for the garage doors, and we headed outside.

				“Wait.” I grabbed his arm and he stopped, his car about to pull out onto his street. “Should we have a gun, or something? Some kind of protection?”

				Brad pulled out, shaking his head at my question. “I do have a gun, in the center console, but I always have that there. No, we don’t need any protection today.”

				The situation reminded me of a gun I had seen before, in the bathroom of his master suite. “So, you have two guns?”

				He glanced over at me distractedly. “What? What do you mean?”

				“I saw a gun in your house before, in the bathroom. And you said you always keep this one here, in the car. So you have two guns?”

				He found my question amusing, and shook his head. “I’m not sure which gun you saw in my bathroom, but I probably have ten in the house, scattered about in different locations. Martha knows where they all are, as does Helga, who you still need to meet. I’ll have them show you the locations, just so you don’t accidentally knock one over at some point in time. Do you know how to shoot?”

				I found that question amusing and grinned at him. “I grew up in south Georgia so, yes—I am well aware of how to shoot. Though I have more experience with shotguns and rifles than I do handguns. Why do you have so many?”

				He shrugged. “I grew up in a house where guns were everywhere. If someone is going to come into my home to harm me, they are going to be armed. I’d like an even playing field.”

				I nodded at that, my nerves still on edge. He glanced over, his eyes sharpening when they met mine. “Julia, relax. We are safe. One thing my family does is keep their word. You don’t have anything to worry about today.” He smiled at me and gripped my knee reassuringly.

				Today. I sank into the soft leather, the contoured seat fitting my body perfectly. Yippee.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Four

				We stopped by my house on the way, Brad’s car, as always, looking ridiculous parked in my neighborhood. Seeing as it was before noon, my house was quiet, everyone still asleep, and he came inside with me.

				“Why don’t you grab a few things while we are here?”

				I heard his suggestion from my bedroom, and stuck my head out of the door. “Like what?”

				“Something dressy. In case we go out tonight.”

				I shrugged, flipping through the rack in my closest and snagging a simple black dress that would cover any fancy destination he felt the need to take me to. Or a funeral. The thought stopped me cold and I grabbed my wallet and ran out, running into him in the hall. “Brad—what about Broward’s funeral!”

				He frowned down at me, taking up way too much of the skinny hallway. “What about it?”

				“It’s today! At three. We have to go.” I couldn’t believe that, in the course of everything, I had forgotten about the funeral. About the fact that my boss had died. I had shoved it aside as if it could hang out in the back of my mind without proper consideration.

				He shrugged. “So? We’ll skip it.”

				I flinched at the suggestion. “Skip it? We can’t skip it. What will people think?”

				“What people? Broward? He’s not going to care.”

				I pushed him into the living room, away from my sleeping roommates, and cocked a hip, giving him my best stern look. “I’m well aware that Broward won’t notice our absence, but everyone else will. I was his intern, and you were his partner. We are expected to attend.”

				He put his hands on his hips and stared down at me. “Julia, I don’t give a fuck what people think. Some people might think that it’s disrespectful for me to attend, given that I had relations with his wife. She may not want me there. And besides that, we have bigger issues going on.”

				“With the whole ‘someone trying to kill me’ thing? Because you just said I was safe.” I tried to glare at him, but my smile broke through.

				He kissed my head and hid his grin as he escorted me out the door. “Point made. But we’re not going. I’m sorry. Thanks for yielding to my wisdom on this.”

				“Oh, I’ll find a way for you to pay me back later,” I intoned, climbing into the car as he held the door for me.

				“I’m sure you will,” he said with a grin.

				* * *

				WE PULLED INTO the Hillsdale Mall, the current favorite of local yuppies, and Brad circled around to the Neiman’s valet.

				“I can literally see a parking spot,” I pointed out as he unbuckled his seat belt and reached over to unclick mine. “Right there! Like, ten feet away.” He smiled at me, ignoring my logic, and climbed out, accepting the valet ticket from the teenager who opened his doors. I climbed out, expelling a big breath of air, irritated by the waste of money, and accepted Brad’s outstretched hand. “Look at it! Right over there. Beautiful spot,” I grumbled as we passed through the brass doors, held open by a suited Neiman’s associate. Brad ignored me, and we came to a stop at the escalators, the bulk of the store surrounding us.

				“Should we go upstairs to Women’s Fashion?” he asked, returning the flirtatious smiles of the Cosmetics girls.

				“No, we can just walk through to the main mall—unless you have something you wanted to look for.”

				“I think I owe you a pair of shoes.”

				“For what?”

				“The elevator—a couple of weeks ago. You seemed quite upset about it at the time.”

				“Oh.” I laughed. During a time when I was refusing to speak to him, Brad had inadvertently flooded an elevator in an attempt to foster communication. The stunt had ruined one of the few pairs of designer shoes I had actually purchased—ninety percent of my shoe wardrobe was donated by Becca—and I had dissolved in tears over the loss.

				“Manolo Blahniks—if I recall?” he said, smiling down at me.

				“Yes. I will allow you to replace those.” That pleased him, and he grabbed my hand, pulling me to the left, and we zigzagged through jewelry and perfume counters till we ended up at the section of my dreams, the Neiman’s shoe section. The softly lit cubbyholes showcased designer shoes as if they were Cartier watches, the attendants carried trays of champagne and there were pedestals of shoes everywhere, each more tempting than the next. It was how I imagined heaven to be.

				We spent about a half hour in the section. I found the suede Manolos that had been ruined, and tried them on, holding up my foot and critiquing them. They didn’t look quite the same. Maybe it was because I was envisioning the pair I had at home, the pair I had taken the hair dryer to in an attempt to dry them out. They now sat, sad and pathetic, high in my closet, with spots marring the coloring. I frowned and looked around. Then I saw them.

				True love can be described in a variety of ways. However you describe it, I was in love with those shoes from the moment I saw them. I think I gasped a little—something made Brad look up from his phone, and he followed my gaze to the simple black heels high on the pedestal. He gestured to the attendant, and she brought the pair over, pure magic in her fingers. The pair was basic and classy Christian Louboutin—red sole, high stiletto heel, peep toe with an ankle strap. Elegance in the lines, in the leather, in the details. Small silver studs accented parts of the shoe, giving a slight edge to the classic details. I sighed softly, and Brad ended his call and told them my size.

				I looked at him, troubled. “I didn’t look at the price, but I can pretty much guarantee you they cost double what my Manolos did.”

				“I didn’t see you orgasm over the Manolos.”

				“I kind of did, before. Back when I originally purchased them. Before I knew true love.”

				“I don’t care about the price.”

				I wanted to argue with him, wanted to take the replacement pair of suede heels that were already on my feet, but I couldn’t resist. I wanted them too badly to let pride and—what did my mother call it?—“social graces” stand in my way.

				“Okay.”

				He laughed at my easy surrender, and wrapped an arm around me, kissing my neck. “You want to try them on?”

				“Better, just to be safe.”

				Fifteen minutes later we left Neiman’s and headed to the food court. We decided on P.F. Chang’s, and lucked out with an immediate table, though it was crammed into a tight corner. Brad studied the small table with apprehension, then sat, his large body dwarfing the minute table. Add the ridiculously large bag that Neiman’s had put my shoe box into, and we were short on foot, arm and table room. I stifled a laugh and smiled at Brad, the discomfort visible in his eyes.

				“Want to wait for a bigger table?”

				“No, I’ll suffer through,” he said, picking up the menu and looking it over.

				We ordered, and once the waiter left I met Brad’s eyes across the table.

				“Uh-oh,” he said, watching me carefully.

				“What?” I asked innocently.

				“That look. What is it?”

				“I just have a lot to ask you—and this is the first time in a while we’ve been alone, undistracted...”

				“I can think of something to distract us.” He grinned, deviously at me, a dimple showing, and reached under the table, his hand grabbing my leg.

				“Stop that!” I whispered, tossing the crispy noodle I had in my hand at him.

				“Fine. As much as I will regret this—what do you want to ask me?”

				“I know you hit the main points this morning, but explain to me again your relationship to your family.” I stared at the menu, certain that he would be glaring at me from the other side of the table.

				“You would pick a crowded restaurant to have this discussion in.”

				“Skim over things. I don’t need to know where the bodies are buried.”

				“Fine. My father, Dom Magiano, is the head of the family. I was groomed to take over, but early on didn’t...conform as expected.”

				“It’s hard for me to imagine you conforming to anything.”

				“Well, imagine me as a rebellious teenager. At seventeen, I had a big argument with my father and I moved out, lived with my aunt’s family for a few months, then found an apartment. I applied to college, and from then on was estranged from my family. Not estranged in a typical American sense—the Italian family structure will allow for some disassociation, but only within reason. I still attend family events, weddings, birthdays, as well as the major holidays. But as far as the family business goes, which is everything to my family, I have no part of it.”

				“Do you like your family?”

				He looked at me quizzically—and in that moment, the waiter reappeared, setting our soups and appetizer on the already crowded table. When we were alone again, I tried to rephrase the question.

				“Do you respect them, enjoy their company, have fun when you are with them?”

				“With my family there is always respect. To not respect is to disonore, or dishonor both yourself and the other party. But I understand what you mean, though it will take a while to answer the question. Our family, I respect. They are extremely tight-knit and extremely loyal. There is great love in our family, and we are family first, business associates second and friends third. But I do not respect what they do. I understand why they do it—the need for violence in that business—but feel that the business structure could change to reduce the violent aspects. The big argument with my father, when I was young, was over legitimizing the businesses. I feel that he could remove the ‘mob’ aspect of our holdings, while still remaining profitable. He disagrees with that transition for several reasons, many of which are valid, and some of which actually reduce violence instead of feed it. But my father’s motives are not identical to his sons’.”

				“How many sons?”

				“I have three siblings. Two brothers and Maria.”

				“I interrupted you. Please go on.”

				“I always enjoy spending time with my family—and in true Italian form, it is a large one. I have over twenty cousins, and they are as close to me as my brothers. We all grew up together, a ‘pack of wolves’ my mother called us, and we were inseparable. I was the only one who left, and while I don’t harbor anger toward any of them, there is a group of relatives who has great bitterness for me.”

				“Why?”

				“For my independence, my life of freedom without fear of arrest or death. My wealth, though money has never been a problem for any of them. They feel slighted—rejected—like I have been disloyal, which I understand, though I have never crossed or harmed them by my independence. There are also some of them who have a streak of mean, of evil, if you prefer to think of it that way. They enjoy the brutality of the business. Unfortunately, the business, the money, the contacts—it all equals an environment where hatred and sadism can grow and expand, like kudzu, taking over anything good. Leo is part of that group, the angry, mean ones.”

				“Leo?”

				“The man who came to your house.”

				“To kill me.”

				Darkness flickered in his eyes, and he nodded. “Yes.”

				“If family is so important, so sacred, why would they not leave me alone, as a favor to you?”

				“Because of business. You are not part of our family. You are an outsider, a loose end. Someone who threatens the freedom and way of life of our entire family structure. They don’t know you—they only know me. And my track record with women is...” He shrugged.

				“Crappy.”

				The response brought a smile to his face. “If you want to put it so eloquently. Crappy. So, they assume that what typically happens with my other relationships will happen here—that I will grow tired of you, dump you—and in response you will do everything in your power to—what was the phrase my father used?—make me bleed.”

				I didn’t like the idea of his family carelessly discussing our relationship and its certain demise when they didn’t even know me. Clearly, I had already been judged and found wanting, therefore condemned to death. It felt like the fucking Middle Ages.

				I slumped in my seat. “Unfortunately, I see their rationale. I wouldn’t put much stock in you keeping me happy and unscorned either.”

				He laughed and grabbed my limp, depressed hand, bringing it to his lips. “Don’t worry. I have a plan that will supersede all of their rational thinking.”

				“What is it?”

				He started eating his soup, nonchalantly shrugging at me over the bowl. “Can’t tell you yet. But it’s a good one.”

				“What if it doesn’t work—what if you can’t convince them?” A little bit of panic had entered my voice.

				He met my eyes over the spoon. “I’m an attorney. Convincing people is my job.”

				And, as far as I knew, he was extremely good at it. It was the only positive thought I could find, so I latched on to it with a death grip.

				“Plus,” he added, watching me, “they won’t have an option. My father will know that when I speak to him.”

				* * *

				I DISTRACTED MYSELF with eating, and we both gorged ourselves, finishing off beef and broccoli, honey chicken and lettuce wraps by the time we left. We wandered through a few more shops, but were both dragging our feet, and we finally headed back to the red-vested valet.

				“What next?” he asked, when we were back in the leather-wrapped comfort of the car.

				“Home,” I mumbled, leaning back into the seat and stretching out my full stomach.

				He pulled out of the mall and gunned the engine, heading for the interstate, and the car lowered itself, hugging the pavement as we flew along.

				“Shit,” I said, ten minutes later, as we came in the back door.

				“What?” he asked, shutting the door behind him.

				“I totally forgot about the movie!” I said, disgusted with myself.

				“Why don’t we watch one here instead—use the theater room?” Brad suggested, grabbing a bottled water from the fridge.

				I frowned at him. “You have a theater room? Where?” I really needed to do a better job of snooping. Apparently there were entire sections of the house I had yet to explore.

				He laughed, tossing me a cold bottle of water. “Yes, oh young one. Come on, I’ll show you.”

				“What movies do you have?” I asked.

				“You can look through them and see. If you don’t see a movie you like, we can head back out, catch a later one.”

				I unscrewed the water’s cap, nodding my agreement. Two minutes later, I was standing in the theater room, mouth agape.

				To say that Brad had a movie collection would be a gross understatement. Imagine an entire video store—back when those still existed. That would be close to the selection that the damn man possessed. The walls of the theater room—walls that I had dismissed in my initial glance—were spring loaded. If you pressed the edges they popped open slightly, and you could then slide them to the side, revealing floor-to-ceiling shelves, all the height of a Blu-ray disc case. I rolled my eyes, amazed at the wealth of movies in a format that was relatively new. Brad handed me a large binder that was a catalog, the movies organized by genre, with small images of the covers and brief descriptions for every film, along with a notation of where they were housed. I quickly realized it would take hours to peruse the damn thing, and instead flipped to the index, scrolling down the titles.

				The first two I suggested—Bruce Almighty and Collateral—Brad rejected, but the third he agreed to, and I followed the indicated shelf/section notation and pulled out Good Will Hunting, handing it to him.

				We settled in, side by side, in the love seat–style theater seating, and I tilted my head toward the wall, now closed, the cases hidden from view once again. “You know that’s OCD at its finest.”

				“That’s called organization. Can you imagine trying to find a movie without a system in place?”

				I squinted at him, trying to imagine the big man painstakingly organizing the thousands of movies, cataloging them in proper order. That didn’t mesh with the Brad I knew—the Brad who couldn’t sit still for five minutes without his leg jiggling, or pulling out his cell phone. “And you organized it?”

				“Do you think I organized it? You know me better than that.” He turned up the volume, the previews beginning, and put his arm around me, pulling me to him. “One of the interior designers handled it all. I told her I like movies, to get me a big collection. They kind of went overboard, but I don’t mind.”

				“I just can’t believe we were about to pay to watch a movie when you have so many choices here.”

				He laughed, and squeezed my arm affectionately. “God, you have issues.”

				I looked up, kissing him on the neck. “I can only see one issue that I have right now. One big issue.” I poked his side.

				He looked wounded. “Not me!”

				“Shhh—we’re missing the movie,” I whispered laughingly, and snuggled close to him, pulling a soft fleece blanket over my body. Brad pressed a button on the remote, dimming the lights, and we settled in, forgetting for a brief moment the danger hanging over my head.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Five

				Brad sat across from the two girls, his expression pained.

				“Let me get this right,” the brunette said, her intelligent eyes peering at him with distrust. “You are proposing to Julia tonight. You haven’t bought a ring, you don’t have anything romantic planned and you have dated her for a grand total of, what, three weeks?”

				“It’s been almost two months—”

				“No, no, no,” she interrupted him, waving her hand. “I’m not counting all the time where you were chasing her, and you were both single, and you were probably fucking half the town at the same time. I’m talking about committed relationship time.”

				Three weeks was probably overstating that qualifier, but Brad wasn’t going to bother pointing that out.

				The other one, a petite beauty with breast implants, a nose job and, in Brad’s opinion, entirely too much makeup, slapped the girl’s arm, interjecting herself into the conversation. “Well, I think this is the most romantic thing ever! Do you have any friends—single friends? I need to find a guy like you, one who is ready to settle down.”

				“Becca, he is not ready to settle down. That’s the whole problem!” The aggressive one, who he thought was named Olivia, whipped out a finger, pointing it at Brad. “Why? Why propose now? Why not wait, get to know her a bit?”

				He wanted to leave, to say “screw this” to the two spoiled brats in front of him, get up and continue on his way. But these were Julia’s friends, her best friends, and he needed to stack the deck with every card he had if he wanted Julia to accept. He weighed how to communicate his intentions without bringing up the predicament they had found themselves in. The attorney in him looked at the angles available, the weaknesses of the jury. Reason might work with the pit bull; emotion would win the Barbie’s heart. The problem was, all he had was emotion. A foreign tool in his belt. He spread his hands in a helpless gesture and tried his best pitiful look. “Because I love her. And I don’t want to wait. I know, unequivocally, that she is the one for me.” The word love rolled off his tongue, convincing and believable, so smoothly that he almost missed its significance and weight. Love. A concept he had avoided for so long, and which now felt so right in his heart. Expanding, pushy, it took up unnecessary space, crowding out so many hostile emotions—anger at his mother’s abandonment, at his family’s business, at his own stubborn independence—he had harbored for so long.

				The tiny one practically came in her seat, dissolving into a sea of emotion and grabbing his arm in support. The brunette simply snorted, the word bullshit stamped clearly across her features.

				It took fifteen minutes, every iota of debate experience he possessed, Becca chiming in her support at every opportunity, but Olivia finally cracked. And, after their crab cakes, fruit plates and a bottle of champagne were finished, the two girls and Brad walked across the street and entered the jewel-encrusted, chandelier-lit elegance of Lorenzi Jewelers, in search of the perfect ring.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Six

				Brad already regretted his decision to involve the girls in this process. They had fully settled in at Lorenzi, taking charge as soon as the manager had gleefully greeted Brad and shown them to a private lounge. They now sat on velvet chairs, fresh champagne in hand, and critically surveyed the options. Every five minutes, a new black velvet tray with five carefully chosen rings was presented, and they would pick apart each ring one by one. It had now been over an hour, and they were no closer to a decision than when they first walked in.

				Brad paced in the small room, occasionally taking calls, drinking sodas and trying to quell the nervous ball in his stomach. Nervousness was a foreign concept and he hated every ounce of it.

				He already knew the ring, had it pictured perfectly in his mind, but hadn’t seen anything close to it in the ten or fifteen trays that had paraded by. Julia was unique, different. He didn’t want to take a normal setting and stick a huge stone in and be done with it. He wanted something exceptional, something that, when she saw it, she wouldn’t be able to say no. Something that, if he wasn’t enough, the ring would push her over. He was confident in his sexual prowess, but his relationship skills were rusty at best. He didn’t have the option of fucking her into an engagement. Tonight, all he would have was himself and the ring. And he wasn’t sure if he, alone, was enough.

				He ground his teeth in frustration. The jewelry associates didn’t seem to understand what he wanted or weren’t listening to him. He tilted his head at the manager, and they moved into a side room.

				“You aren’t listening to what I am asking for.”

				The man practically quaked in front of Brad, perspiration running down his face, his hands nervously clasping and reclasping in front of him.

				“I am, Mr. De Luca! You want an elegant, refined setting—something antique, with a large stone.”

				“Then what the hell is this?” He gestured to the velvet boxes, stacked to the side of the girls. “There isn’t a ring in that bunch that I haven’t seen a thousand times before! They are all the same, just slightly tweaked! Is there anything else in this store—something you have set aside that you haven’t brought out?”

				“Did you see the marquis setting we brought out, it has—”

				Brad cut off the man’s pitch with one smoldering look. “I saw it all. How long would it take for you to design one?”

				“Design, sir?” The man acted as if it were a foreign concept.

				Brad clenched his jaw and tried to maintain his cool. “I assume you do custom pieces?”

				“Well, yes, Mr. De Luca, of course. But I thought you wanted to propose tonight.”

				“I do. It’s four. Five hours is enough time. I’ll give you until nine.”

				“But, Mr. De Luca, it’s Saturday.”

				“Money never seems to have trouble getting over that hurdle. Give me twenty minutes and a pad of paper—then tell me if my expectations are unreasonable.”

				He had the manager bring out all of their available large, loose diamonds, and the last three years of catalogs. He flipped through the catalogs, tagging certain settings, then sketched out a rough drawing of what he wanted. He called everyone back in and showed them the sketch and the stone that he had chosen.

				There was silence for a full minute, as the girls and suited men looked at the black-and-white sketch. Brad inwardly groaned, hating that he had involved anyone other than himself in this process. Then Olivia beamed, gripping Becca’s arm and smiling brightly at Brad. Becca gave a little squeal and hugged Olivia, and then the closest jewelry associate enthusiastically.

				“It’s perfect,” Olivia said, walking to Brad and giving him a strong hug. “She will love it.”

				Brad turned his gaze to the manager. “I have faith in you. Make it happen.” He stood, slapping the pale man on the shoulder and heading for the door. The man nervously followed him, speaking quickly and waving his hands frantically.

				“Mr. De Luca, I don’t really feel comfortable guaranteeing—”

				“Mr. Thompson, you have the stones, and the tools. I will be happy to pay whatever is needed for you to call in the staff necessary to create the ring. Olivia or Becca, do you know her size?”

				The brunette looked up, startled. “Um, sort of. I know she’s worn one of my rings before. You can measure my finger.” A female employee materialized and beelined for Olivia, reaching for her left hand.

				Brad glanced at his watch and pulled out his wallet. “I have to go. Ladies, it was a pleasure. I greatly appreciate your help. Mr. Thompson, I will expect the ring delivered once it is ready. Please call my cell and we can coordinate a meeting location then.” He pulled a black credit card from his wallet and passed it to the man. “Go ahead and authorize this for whatever you need. I’ll stop by tomorrow and complete any paperwork that you will require.”

				He nodded to the group and headed to the door, feeling very satisfied with himself.

				* * *

				BRAD HAD LEFT the house, saying he needed to meet Clarke to sign the new partnership documents, but had promised me a late dinner at Cypress. I had never been there, but I assumed if Brad was taking me, it was probably a white-tablecloths type of place. I grabbed my black dress and hunted through Brad’s closet until I found an iron. The best thing about the dress was it went perfectly with my new shoes, and matching them was all I cared about anyway.

				I soaked in Brad’s jetted tub, dimming the bathroom lights and turning up his thermostat. I had found some bubble bath in a decorative basket in the guest bathroom, and poured the entire bottle into the tub. I was a little unsure if you could use bubble bath in a tub like this one, with three different kinds of jets and more buttons and handles than anyone would ever need. My concern was quickly validated by the huge mountain of bubbles that formed within minutes, pouring out of the tub on all sides. I spent the first five minutes of the bubble brigade with a bucket I found in the air conditioner closet, scooping and dumping the bubbles into the shower. After five minutes, with more bubbles billowing out of every available jet port, I gave up scooping, and turned off the jets, settling for a normal, plain-Jane soak with a mountain of freesia-scented bubbles everywhere.

				Even without the jets, it was a great bath. The tub was huge, big enough to accommodate Brad, though I couldn’t picture him surrounded by light purple bubbles. I closed my eyes in the near darkness, letting the hot water penetrate my core. I looked forward to tonight, to seeing Brad, to wearing my new shoes and later on, to having his hands on my body.

				It was surreal to dress for an event, to be excited, when you know you should be panicking. Surreal to put faith in a man that everyone thought would cause me harm. Granted, “everyone” didn’t know the full story. Then again, I didn’t even know the full story. I wouldn’t for quite a while. It would take years of lunches, midnight chats, holidays, family gatherings, cuddles and fights. Years. And I didn’t know if Brad was a “years” type of guy.

				I did know that I had professed my love, and he had said nothing. The blowup, the moment when his face had shaken and his voice had wavered, that had told me more than anything. In that loss of control, I had seen vulnerability, love. I recognized it, but he—he was a long way from it.

				* * *

				ON THE WAY HOME from Lorenzi, Brad stopped at a flower stand set up in the back of a Ford truck. A tarp provided some cover, and buckets of flowers occupied three parking spots of an old Exxon gas station. He ducked under the tarp, coming face-to-face with an ancient, hunchbacked man who was missing a few teeth. Brad reviewed the limited selection, and picked out almost all of the orchids and lilies, having the man wrap them together in cream tissue paper and plastic. Giving the man three twenties, he ducked back into the car a few minutes later. Setting the flowers on the seat, he pulled out his phone and called his assistant.

				“It’s Sunday night.” Rebecca’s voice was clipped, and in the background he could hear the loud chatter of a bar.

				“Exactly. You should be home, heading to bed early, so that you can give me a hundred and ten percent tomorrow.”

				“You should know by now that I never give a hundred and ten percent.”

				“Good point.” Rebecca was his secret weapon, hidden from the public eye; she was a three-hundred-pound powerhouse that H.R. had felt comfortable entrusting to him. She was a late sleeper, and rarely in the office before noon, but she made up for it by working late, being available on weekends and handling his odd requests without a blink of the eye. The woman was efficient to the point of being lazy. She handled tasks in half the time of others, so always seemed to be idle. But the best, and most valuable trait she had was calling him on his bullshit and standing up to him when needed.

				“I need your help tonight.”

				“That’s a shocker. Look, tonight’s not good. I put a lot of effort into looking hot tonight. And there’s this guy, he’s a little guy, but I’m fairly certain he’s packing where it counts, and—”

				“Rebecca! I don’t want to know about your social life. I’m asking you to please pass up on the toothpick you are about to sexually molest, and be available tonight.”

				A big sigh loudly sounded through the phone. “W-H-A-T could you possibly need? I’m not calling any hookers for your horny ass.”

				“I need a nine-thirty reservation at Cypress.”

				“That’s going to be impossible. Too short notice, and you know they only have, like, five of the tables you like.”

				“That’s why I’m calling you and not trying to do it myself.”

				His stroke to her ego worked, and after a moment of silence, she sighed again. “And?”

				“Lorenzi is making a custom ring for me. I need you to coordinate with the manager and go over there and stay on their ass. I have got to have that ring by ten tonight, ideally sooner.”

				She was suddenly a lot more interested and he could hear what sounded like the clatter of heels, the bar sounds subsiding. “What kind of ring?”

				“You’ll find out soon enough. Just make sure it is done, and that I don’t get ripped off too badly. I expect some bleeding, just don’t want to hemorrhage.”

				“I’m going to skip the interrogation for just a minute, but don’t think it’s not coming. Okay, so you want me to breathe down their necks and make sure that they give me the ring, and then you want me to bring it to you at Cypress before ten.”

				“No. I don’t want you bringing it. Have them bring it. Just make sure they leave the store, with the ring in hand, in time for me to receive it. Text me when they leave. I won’t be able to talk to you tonight, so I want to answer any questions you have now, so you can handle it all for me later. Do you have any questions?”

				“I’m going to have to wait until I get to the jeweler to see if I have questions for you on that end. If you want me to properly do my job and help you, I’m going to need more information.”

				“It’s an engagement ring. I’ve picked out the stone, and sketched out the design. The only questions they may have will be regarding the smaller stones. Just get the best of everything. I don’t want an engraving or anything like that.” He stopped talking and waited.

				Her reaction was quieter than he expected, and a little confused. “Why are you designing an engagement ring? Is this for your brother?”

				“No.”

				“It’s for you?” Her voice was indignant and disbelieving.

				“Yes.”

				“I’m confused...” she said slowly.

				“It’s for Julia.”

				“Broward’s intern? You’re proposing to Broward’s intern. The girl you just started seeing. The one who refused to fill out the questionnaire.” She enunciated every word, drawing the sentence out slowly, idiotically.

				“Yes. Any other questions that pertain to your completion of those tasks?”

				“How many people in your Cypress reservation?”

				“Two.”

				“Have you told your father about this?”

				“I’m not going to dignify that question with a response.”

				“Are you out of your fucking mind? This is so far out of De Luca–ville that I don’t even know how to respond. You have rendered me fucking speechless.”

				“Well, that is a first. Thank you for your help. Text me if you have any dire emergencies.”

				“Don’t you hang up on me, Brad. We are not even half through—”

				He hung up the phone as gently as he could, given it was a cell, and set it on the seat, his home coming into view. Pulling into the drive, he parked in front of the garage, got out and shut the door, turning to face his house, the exterior lights illuminating the large trees in his yard. Inside, various interior lights were on. It felt good, coming home to someone. He had appreciated his freedom for so long, embraced it with a passion almost desperate. It would take a while to fully release that, to get used to not doing whatever he wanted. But while he had once yearned for independence, now he saw the possibility of something different, and he wanted it badly. Marrying her felt right and he was an impulsive but decisive decision-maker. Plus, it would protect her. The one golden rule was that children and wives were untouchable. His family would have no choice. As his wife she would be guarded, part of the inner circle. He strode up the driveway and headed for the back door.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Seven

				It was almost six when I heard sounds downstairs. I wore one of Brad’s T-shirts and had my hair pinned up, putting on mascara. I stopped, listening, then walked to the landing. “Brad?”

				“Yeah. I’m coming up.”

				Happiness flooded through me. I trotted down the stairs, meeting him halfway, a hand-wrapped bouquet in his hand. A huge smile broke out on my face at the sight of him, and I threw my arms around his neck, kissing him firmly, trying to keep the mascara stick away from his shirt. “Hey, baby,” I said.

				“Hey, beautiful. These are for you.”

				“They are gorgeous! Thank you.” I kissed his neck, then bounded up the stairs, screwing the mascara closed, meeting him at the top step. I took the bouquet from him and sank my face into them, inhaling the sweet fragrance.

				“There are vases downstairs, I’m not sure where, but Martha uses them a lot.”

				“I’ll find one. Come into the bathroom. You can talk to me while I put on makeup.”

				He followed me into the master bath, stopping when he saw the mess of bubbles I had halfway cleaned up. I had hoped that most of them would evaporate, but that plan hadn’t worked out too well for me. He raised his eyebrows and looked at me.

				“Sorry. Your bathtub attacked me with bubbles. I’ll clean it up later. You should probably know, I’m not very...tidy.”

				“I could have guessed that.”

				I raised my eyebrows at that, but turned back to the mirror, finishing up my mascara.

				“You look beautiful.” His voice was soft, and I turned, facing him, studying his eyes. They were, as always, dark and unreadable, watchful, intelligent. I smiled tentatively at him and he stepped forward quickly, his hand stealing around to cup my neck, his eyes on my face. He kissed me, hard and possessive, then softer. My mouth opened and his kiss deepened. He released me and we parted. He grinned, his eyes on my mouth, and then on my eyes.

				I turned back to the mirror and fished through the makeup bag, found the earrings I had worn the night of the party and started to put them on.

				“Wait,” he said, reaching a hand out and stopping me. He walked into the closet, making noise for a few minutes, then returned, carrying a black velvet box. “Wear these.”

				I took the box gingerly—it was old and worn on the edges. Larger than a ring box. I opened the lid, revealing a pair of diamond and sapphire earrings. Each earring had a large round diamond, with an oval sapphire dangling beneath it, surrounded by tiny diamonds. They were beautiful. I studied them, wondering about them, and looked up at Brad.

				“They were my mother’s. The first, and only, piece of jewelry I ever bought her. My sister has all of her other pieces. It’s not a gift, just a loan.”

				An unnecessary statement, but I understood him making it.

				“I thought— I didn’t realize your mother had passed. When you said that you hadn’t spoken to her...” My words trailed off and I looked up, seeing the pain in his eyes.

				“Three years ago,” he said, taking the box from me and removed an earring, handing it to me. I took it carefully, the weight of it surprising me. It was, by far, the most expensive thing I had ever touched. I put it on, and looked at myself in the mirror, Brad’s watchful face above mine. “I’ll take good care of them tonight.”

				He wrapped his arms around me and kissed my neck. “I’m not worried. I’m not letting either of you out of my sight.”

				I smiled softly and fingered the remaining earring, bringing it up to my other ear. “Which one of us is more precious to you?”

				He frowned at me. “I can replace the earrings. You, I cannot.”

				I turned and looked up at him. “No?”

				“No.”

				He snuck a quick hand up my shirt and I flinched, knocking his hand back down and spinning back to the mirror, glaring at his reflection. He shot me a grin and smacked me hard on the ass, then turned to the shower, turning on all of the jets and then pulling his shirt over his head. Finished with my makeup, my ears brilliantly adorned, I left the bathroom and headed to the bedroom to dress.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Eight

				Cypress was as opulent as I expected, but much smaller. We were greeted by a dignified older man who led us on a winding path through several candlelit tables. The room was pear-shaped, an illuminated pianist in the center of it, and the back, curved wall held four curtained alcoves. We were taken to the farthest one, and he pulled back the curtain to reveal a square table, set for two. We stepped up into the alcove, which turned out to be cozy but not claustrophobic. A window occupied the top half of the back wall and gave a stunning view of the downtown skyscrapers. Other than the view and a lone candle, the room was dark.

				“Do you want the curtain open or closed, sir?”

				“Open, for now. And would you ask the waiter for bottled still, please?”

				“Certainly. Enjoy your dinner.”

				The man gave a slight bow and left. Brad smiled at me, reaching over and grabbing my hand on the white tablecloth. “You look beautiful.”

				“Thank you. You look very handsome yourself, though I am sure you are aware of that.”

				“Have you been here before?”

				I grinned at him over the candle. “I will save you useless questions on any future dates by informing you that I have not been to any local restaurants that have an à la carte menu.”

				“That does save time.”

				“How many times have you been here?”

				“A few. This is probably my third time.”

				I scrunched my forehead at him. “It’s quite a romantic place.”

				“Yes, it is.”

				“You don’t seem like a romantic type. Seems like you would avoid anything that hints of commitment.”

				“You’re wrong on that logic. I am very romantic. It’s part of my whole Don Juan persona. It’s much easier to fuck women when you wine and dine them.”

				I raised my eyebrows at him while a waiter arrived and poured us chilled glasses of bottled water. “You do seem to be good at the whole wine-and-dine act.”

				We ordered drinks and a selection of appetizers, and once the waiter left, I turned back to Brad. “So, is this whole act to try and get lucky later?”

				He looked wounded. “I thought part of the whole ‘girlfriend’ deal was that I was guaranteed to get lucky every night.”

				“Oh no.” I shook my head at him. “That isn’t part of the deal at all. Mood swings, PMS, grouchiness, you are guaranteed that. But sex is a constantly negotiated perk.”

				“That sucks. No wonder I’m a bachelor.”

				“Of course, I was going to wait and spring the bad stuff on you later, so I’m thinking you do have a chance at getting lucky tonight.”

				“Gee, thanks.”

				“No problem.” The pianist started playing a Frank Sinatra tune and a peaceful lull fell over our table. I watched Brad across the table, his features strong and quiet, his eyes watching mine, his mouth twitching. He was in a good mood, but seemed jittery, nervous, which was very odd. He was normally confidently in control, reassuringly so. He checked his watch.

				“Something wrong?”

				“No. Just wondering where our drinks are.”

				I frowned. Impatience was also out of character, as much as nervousness. At that moment the waiter arrived with our drinks. After setting them in front of us, he bent over and whispered something in Brad’s ear. My eyes narrowed as I watched the exchange, watched Brad’s eyes lighten and his chair slide back as he stood.

				“Julia, excuse me for one moment.”

				“Wha—?” I didn’t get a chance to finish the question, since I was now alone in the alcove, the settling curtains the only sign that he had even been there. I watched their exit, two suits winding through the tables and disappearing down the hall we had originally entered through. Weird.

				* * *

				THE PALE LORENZI MANAGER stood by the host stand, with Rebecca’s large frame parked beside him, her arms crossed, expression stony. Shit. He had told her not to come. Brad didn’t stop, but nodded with his head to indicate that they should take this outside. He waited until their party of three passed through the heavy swinging doors, then nodded a greeting to them both. Rebecca didn’t allow the jeweler to speak before she launched into a whispered tirade at Brad.

				“Do you know how much this ring costs? Jesus, Brad. I negotiated a chunk of it off, but we are still talking about serious cash. For some chick you started boning a few weeks ago?”

				He ignored her and addressed the man. “How did it turn out? Let me see it.”

				“It turned out fine. I was there, Brad—I made sure it was perfect—but we seriously need to discuss this!” Rebecca was pissed and getting even more worked up, pushing a blond tendril off her forehead and moving closer to him.

				He turned to her, silencing her rant with his eyes. “Thank you for your help tonight. You can go now.” Her eyes blazed at his statement, and he knew she would make him pay for it later. She started to talk, but he held up his hand. “Now. Go. I have to go back inside. We’ll discuss this later.”

				She threw up her hands and wheeled around, storming over to her car and yanking the door open. Brad focused back on the jeweler, who had a ring box and loupe out. Brad took the box, opened it and examined the ring closely. It was a platinum setting, two thin strips of small diamonds that arched together and held a brilliant three-carat princess-cut diamond. It looked like an estate piece that had been passed down for generations. It was just as he had envisioned and he clapped the pale man on the shoulder, almost knocking him over in his enthusiasm.

				“It looks perfect. Thank you. Did Rebecca take care of the payment?”

				“Yes, though I feel like I have been through a wood chipper.” The man sniffed disapprovingly.

				Brad grinned. “Working with her can do that to you.” He shook the man’s hand and tucked the box into his suit jacket, then nodded goodbye and headed back into the restaurant.

				* * *

				OUR APPETIZERS ARRIVED while Brad was gone, so I snacked on lamb tenderloin, beef carpaccio and shrimp cocktail. I was on the verge of getting annoyed when he appeared again, ducking under the curtain and giving me a smile.

				“Don’t smile at me,” I muttered, my mouth full of lamb.

				“What?”

				“You can’t just mysteriously disappear mid-romantic meal.”

				He reached over and speared a piece of carpaccio with his fork. “No? That’s not part of a traditional romantic meal?”

				“No, it’s not. And stop grinning at me. You’re supposed to look remorseful, apologetic.”

				He shrugged, his mouth now full of shrimp. “I apparently suck at romantic dinners. It’s good that you’re finding this out early on so the bar can be set low.”

				He was so damn disarming it was annoying. I watched as he polished off the rest of the appetizers, glad that I had gotten my portion while he was gone. “So? Where did you scamper off to?”

				He wiped his mouth with the cloth napkin and scowled at me, taking a sip from his drink. “I don’t exactly scamper.”

				“No, you don’t. My mistake. Where did you lumber off to?”

				“Be patient. You’ll find out soon enough.”

				“I’m not a very patient person.”

				“So I’m finding out.” He was way too cheerful. Something was up. And his nervousness was gone. Whatever the waiter had taken him away for had apparently relieved his tension.

				“Do you take drugs?” The question popped out before I could stop it, though, now that it was hanging out there, it seemed like something that I needed to know the answer to.

				“Drugs?” He seemed confused.

				“You know, coke, heroin, speed, anything deemed illegal in this country?”

				“You are the hard-partying college student. I should be asking you that question. I am, how did you put it when we met?...Old.”

				“Yes, you are old. Ancient, in fact—but don’t be evasive.”

				“No. I don’t do drugs. I am prescribed and take Adderall, if you want to consider that a drug. You?”

				I snorted, offended. “No!”

				“Your roommates obviously have a strong relationship with weed.”

				“My roommates are idiots. Lovable idiots, but still. I’ve smoked weed before, but it doesn’t do anything for me.” He raised his brows. “I mean, I don’t get high.”

				“Three weeks ago you didn’t have orgasms either, but that turned out to be false.”

				“Oh my Lord, you are never going to let me forget that, are you? Anyway, we—” I broke off when I saw the waiter hovering outside our curtain. I nodded to him and he stepped into our room and began the menu presentation.

				The restaurant served veal—which I had never had, so, at Brad’s urging, I ordered that. He, predictably, ordered a steak and a variety of side dishes, and two minutes later we were alone again. The candlelight played on his strong features and he looked at me, waiting for me to continue.

				I searched my thoughts, trying to remember what I had been saying. “We need to discuss tomorrow.”

				“What about it?”

				“I’m going to pretend that your family killing me is not a concern and skip to the next stress point—Burge.”

				He shrugged. “What’s stressful about it?”

				“Well, to start, I need to convince him that my position is needed, that he shouldn’t drop me as an intern. Plus, I have to fake my way into doing everything that I told him I can do.”

				He held up a hand, swallowing a piece of buttered bread. “What do you mean fake?”

				I avoided eye contact, reaching for my glass and taking a sip. “Well, I kind of exaggerated what I had been doing for Broward. So that Burge would consider me useful, needed.”

				“Kind of exaggerated, or did exaggerate?”

				I rolled my eyes at him. “Don’t give me grief. You are the office’s biggest bullshitter.”

				“Apparently not. What did you tell him you could do?”

				“Operating agreements, basic filings, meeting minutes.”

				He shrugged. “Those are basic enough tasks.”

				“That I don’t know how to do.” I hated saying the words, but felt that they added credibility to my stress.

				He waved off my concern. “Don’t worry about that. He won’t fire you.”

				“How do you know that? You were the one harping on me that I needed to make a good impression so he would ignore the inconvenience of taking me on.”

				He shrugged, piercing a piece of leftover meat with his fork. “He mentioned you on a call the other day. He likes you. He won’t fire you.”

				“Likes me likes me?” I leaned forward over the table.

				“What are you, twelve?” He grinned, wiping his mouth. “No, just normal likes you. If I was you, I wouldn’t worry about that.”

				Something in his tone, a playful mockery, made me focus on him and I toyed with my bottom lip before taking the bait. “What do you mean?”

				“What you look like at the office...” He grimaced, and I bared my teeth at him, causing him to burst out laughing. “Sorry! But you look...”

				“Super hot? Sexy? Drop-dead gorgeous?” I helpfully supplied, giving him a lifeline that he didn’t deserve.

				“Dorky,” he finished. “Adorably dorky,” he added quickly at my dark face. “It’s a good thing, will help you with your whole ‘faked work experience’ thing.” He was saved by our food, brought by two tuxedoed gentlemen, and our table was quickly filled with large plates and delicious items. When departing, the waiters closed the curtains, cutting off our view of the room and wrapping us in privacy. The showcased view, savory food and sudden seclusion were distracting, and saved me from coming up with a witty response.

				We topped off dinner with wine, crème brûlée and flourless chocolate cake. I was absolutely stuffed, and leaned back in the seat with a contented sigh, my eyes closed in bliss.

				“Don’t go to sleep on me.” His words sank into my peaceful cocoon, a silky smooth tone that must have dropped half the panties in town at one point or another in time.

				“I’m not.”

				“Good.” I felt his hand on mine and opened my eyes. He stood, pulling back the curtain and waiting for me.

				“We’re leaving?” I hadn’t seen him pay the check.

				“Not entirely. Unless you’re tired, I was thinking we’d have champagne on the roof deck.”

				I smiled up at him and rose, grabbing my purse. “You know you only have to mention champagne and I’ll be there.”

				“I was counting on that.” His hand on the small of my back, I ducked slightly to pass through the curtained opening, and we moved into the main restaurant area. The pianist was now singing “The Way You Look Tonight” and it felt surreal, winding through the tables, glasses chinking, jewels sparkling, Brad’s hand on me, his masculinity invading my senses. He guided me to a discreet elevator that was open, waiting. We entered the industrial space—one not designed for patrons—wide, steel and filthy, smelling of grease and food. I stood close to him, not wanting to get dirty, and he wrapped a hand around my waist.

				“Are we on the wrong elevator?” The setting was such a contrast from the splendor of the restaurant that I felt like I had just exited a movie set and was now backstage.

				“Just think of it as adding to the exclusivity factor.” The doors opened, and we stepped into a room smaller than my bedroom, with only a wall of electrical boxes and switches. A large machine vaguely resembling a giant air conditioner hummed to the right of us. Brad stepped forward, through an exit door, propping the door open as he held it open for me. I stepped through, and suddenly was out into the night air.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Nine

				We stood on a rooftop. Brad had referred to it as the “roof deck”—but that was a bit of an overstatement. Roofing material was underfoot, and there was no railing to stop us from falling over the edge, pipes and electrical systems surrounded us. But the view was spectacular, huge buildings all around us, a rainbow of a thousand city lights before us. We gingerly moved forward, stepping along a small walkway, through two humming generators, until we stood on empty, unobstructed roof. Ahead, a small table had been set up, complete with a white tablecloth, two place settings and a candle. Next to it sat a silver stand with champagne chilling. To the left was ten-foot-high arched glass, the ceiling of the restaurant. I walked over and looked through the yellow glass, seeing the small round tables, black-coated waiters, and the illuminated pianist, all oblivious of our view. Brad stepped forward, standing beside me, looking down on the scene, difficult to see through the dirty glass. Something caught his eye and he moved down to a crouch, fiddling with a small window on the side of the arch. I started to ask what he was doing when, suddenly, there was movement beneath his hands, and I could hear the piano, hear “What a Wonderful World” softly drifting out from below Brad, through the window he just cracked.

				“And you say you’re not romantic.”

				He stood, dusting off his hands. “I have my moments.” He put his hands in his pockets, looking at me across the roof. “You look beautiful.”

				I blushed. “Thank you.” This evening had not gone as I had expected. An expensive restaurant, yes; this rooftop scene with a quiet, subdued Brad, no. It was not any side of Brad I had ever seen. I was suddenly nervous, off guard.

				He stepped slowly forward, keeping his hands in his pockets, and watched me. Tilted his head to the side and really looked at me. I felt his gaze, penetrating, and averted my eyes, feeling bare and exposed. Then he cocked his head toward the table. “Shall we?”

				I lifted my eyes, meeting his strong gaze, and nodded, walking over to the table, to the chair he pulled out for me. He stayed on his feet, undoing the champagne bottle and popping the cork, the sound of bubbles reaching my ears. I intentionally relaxed my hands, setting my purse on the rough, pebbled roof. Why am I so nervous?

				Once he had poured our champagne, he sat down across from me and leaned forward, holding his champagne flute out. “A toast.”

				I raised my eyebrows at him. More romance?

				“To the most wonderful woman I have ever met. May we spend the rest of our lives together.”

				“That’s your toast?” My brow furrowed and I kept my glass raised, interrupting his sip of the bubbly liquid.

				He looked at me, wounded. “You don’t approve?”

				“As I’m sure you have figured out by now, I have a very healthy self-esteem, bordering on egotism.”

				“Bordering on?”

				“Shut up. Regardless, you have been with a disgusting amount of women, and will be with a hundred more before you die. For me to be the ‘most wonderful’ woman you have ever met, and you toasting to ‘spending the rest of your life’ with me rings a little...” I tilted my head.

				“Fake?”

				I made a face, trying to think up the right word. “Bullshitty.”

				“That’s not a word.”

				“I’m pretty sure you can figure out what I mean by my nonword.” I went ahead and took a sip of the damn champagne, which went down perfectly.

				“Do you want me to work on a different toast?” He looked at me with amusement.

				“No. I believed you earlier when you said I looked beautiful. I’ll keep that part.” I smiled at him over the rim of my flute. A breeze floated over us and I turned my face into the wind, looking out over the city lights.

				“Happy?” Brad’s voice was quiet in the night air.

				“Very,” I murmured. “But I feel a bit like Cinderella. Like I am in a wonderful, perfect world, and tomorrow morning it will all disappear. Which, I guess, it will.” I set down my glass and looked at him. “Brad, you don’t know if you will be able to protect me. You don’t know what your father will say. Everything could change come morning, and I could be in danger.”

				He stayed silent for a minute, studying me. “You said a few days ago that you loved me.”

				God, all he ever does is change the subject. I sighed. “Yes.”

				“Why do you love me?”

				“What?” I was caught off guard. Brad discussing feelings was taking this date to an even stranger place. “Is this you fishing for compliments or being insecure?”

				He looked at me steadily, his strong build sitting back, one hand loosely on his glass. The man looked as if he’d never had an insecure thought in his life, and probably hadn’t. “It’s me wanting to know if you truly know what love is.”

				“Do you?”

				He narrowed his eyes at me. “Now you are being evasive.”

				“Fine. I’ll answer the question, then circle back to this train of thought.” I sighed, taking a slow sip of champagne to buy myself time, trying to organize my thoughts and emotions into a communicable form. Talk about putting myself out there. I looked at him, silent and sure, waiting for my response. I was nervous again, and cursed myself for it.

				I sighed. “At the risk of scaring you, I think I knew from the moment I met you. I didn’t admit it to myself then, and my mind is fighting with me to even admit it now. You are so...different than anyone that I’ve ever met, and that isn’t necessarily a good thing. I should not be sitting here now, should not have ever gone to lunch with you, to Vegas with you, should not have risked my job and my future to be with someone who should have been nothing more to me than a good fuck.”

				He watched me carefully, his dark eyes revealing nothing.

				“That is what you were. The only man who ever touched me and made me physically need, made me wet and hot and viral. I have become your sexual slave and if, an hour ago, you had bent me over in front of that entire restaurant and wanted to fuck me, I would have done it.” His eyes changed during my speech, flashing in the darkness, and I felt his virility steal over the table, the vocalized words making me wet, and I clenched my legs together under the table.

				“I lusted for you and that is why I didn’t stay away from you like I should have, like every reasonable bone in my body told me to. But in fucking you, in you taking my sexuality and warping it, expanding it, I lost myself, my barrier. And somewhere in all of that, I fell. I was unguarded and unprotected and my heart latched on to you and made every pore in me yours.” I wanted to pull my eyes from his, but he held me still, exposed.

				“It’s not because of your money, or your looks. It’s your essence. I love your sense of humor, your honesty, your ability to piss me off and make me laugh at the same time. I love how you are respectful to Martha, and how you will risk your safety to keep me safe. I don’t ever want to experience anything again without you next to me. You change a situation, make an ordinary event incredible.” I stopped suddenly, out of words and too bare to create any more. I closed my eyes briefly, then opened them and stared into his, scared of his reaction. “Does that scare you?”

				He was still, and when he spoke, his words held restrained emotion.

				“There is very little that scares me, Julia. But you certainly do. I think I have, for a long time, feared love. The last person I truly loved was my mother, and it did nothing to protect me from her abandonment. Since then, I’ve avoided love. Not deliberately, but I’ve set myself up for failure through my actions. Whether it was this crazy situation that brought us together, or my own inability to screw this one thing up, somehow you slipped past that defense.” He paused, his eyes on mine, dark prisons I was unable to break from. “Julia, I have fallen hard. Fallen madly in love with you.” The words hung across the table for a moment, and I waited in the stillness, not wanting to break the moment, his bareness breathtaking and terrifying in its sincerity. “I didn’t admit it to myself until last night, and am just now fully coming to grips with it.”

				He bit his bottom lip, the causal gesture tantalizing. “I didn’t expect to ever really fall in love. I hoped, one day, that I would find someone who could satisfy me sexually, and also provide a home, possibly children. But I didn’t expect to fall in love with her. I expected to have affection, to love her in the sense that I love Martha. But what I have with you is different. I don’t really understand it yet, so I’m not going to try and put it into words, not yet. It is going to sound strange, but I don’t particularly like the feeling. I don’t like not being able to control every part of a situation. I don’t like feeling vulnerable, unsure. You are a gamble in that you are young, you could fall out of love as quickly as you fell in it.”

				He held up a hand, stopping the protest that was about to leave my lips. “I am, as you have so eloquently put it, ancient. You may, ten years from now, decide that I am too old for you. You may decide that you settled down too young, that you missed out on other opportunities. You just got out of a two-year relationship, an engagement. You haven’t had any time to be single, to have a normal college experience. That may not seem important to you now, but it could later.” His brow furrowed and he looked at me intently. “I’ve never really cared if a woman ‘broke up’ with me. With you it is different. I am a gambler, Julia—I love the thrill of it. But with my heart, with my life, with you, there is too much at stake.”

				I frowned at him, trying to understand the meaning behind his words. “So, what are you saying? You are breaking up with me? Because you love me?”

				He laughed softly, shaking his head. “No. I just want you to really think this through. I want you to understand what is at stake for me, and for you to really look at what you are giving up by being with me. I want you to really ask yourself if what you are feeling is love. Because for me, I have no doubts. I hate it, it scares the hell outta me, but I know it is true. I know that my life, from this day forward, will be incomplete unless I share it with you. I’m asking if you will be my wife.”

				His wife? This was so unexpected that I blinked, my jaw literally dropping as my mind tried to comprehend the statement.

				“Julia, will you marry me?”

				I was so flustered I hadn’t even noticed him standing up, walking over to me and kneeling at my chair, a small box in his hand, unopened. He looked at me gravely, with such intensity, his handsome face waiting, expectant.

				It was like time stood still, as if even the piano player took a break midsong. I was still adjusting to the fact that he had admitted love, to being “in love” with me. This was too much, too overwhelming, and I stared at the small box in his hand, in terror, afraid to open it, afraid that it might contain something beautiful that would be the final crack that would cause this whole beautiful glass ball to break into a million pieces. I understood what he was doing, understood what my saying yes would mean—to my situation, to the danger that threatened my life. Marrying him would protect me, but chain him. Possibly chain us both, and it was too soon. There was too much unknown about each other. Yes, I loved him. I was surer of it than I had ever been of anything. But did he really love me? Or was this a gallant form of chivalry that had invaded his senses, chloroformed his heart?

				He shifted, waiting, his face growing stressed, and I stared at his eyes, the depths I loved, though I could never tell a damn thing from them.

				I moistened my lips, my eyes stuck in the channel between us, then spoke.

				“No.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Fifty

				His eyes blinked, but stayed on me. “No?”

				“No. I’m sorry.”

				He looked down at the rough roof beneath his knee, then hefted himself to his feet and sat down across from me. He gave an exasperated smile and looked at me, waiting.

				“I would love to marry you, and to be your wife. But I want you to propose to me for the right reasons—not because we are in a bad situation. Am I correct in my understanding that getting engaged is your plan for keeping me safe?”

				“Are you even going to look at the ring?” He set it on the table in front of me, pushing it forward, his eyes excited.

				I glared at him. “Are you listening to me? I’m not going to look at the ring.”

				“Why not?”

				Grrrr. “Am I correct in that you are proposing so that your family does not hack me into little pieces?”

				He grinned, still not getting the idea that I was rejecting him. “They don’t ‘hack.’”

				“Answer the question.”

				“I am in love with you. Something I never expected, didn’t want, but am now ecstatic over. You know me well enough to know that when I want something, I go after it. I love you, and want to let everyone know it—want to make our relationship permanent.”

				“And...it would also conveniently fix our problem.” I folded my arms at him, the damn black box in front of me screaming for attention. I fought against looking down, against giving credence to its screams.

				He shrugged. “Well, yes. As my wife, you would be untouchable. Protected.”

				“Under lock and key.”

				His eyes narrowed, a hard edge coming to them. “I don’t know what you mean by that comment. I have no desire to put you up in a big house and leave you alone, if that is what you are referring to. I want a partner in life, not a trophy in my case.”

				“And you will be faithful?”

				He reached forward, grabbing my hand and clasping it in both of his, pulling my eyes to his, dark and solemn. “Julia, you are incomparable. I know what I risk in straying from you, what I would lose if you left me. I promise to never kiss, caress or fuck another woman without you there, watching it happen. And I promise to allow you to be as unfaithful as you want, as long as I am there to make sure you’re satisfied.” His mouth curved into a grin and he brought my hand to his mouth, kissing it gently.

				“Or flirt.”

				“What?”

				“You can’t flirt with women either. And by the way, you really do suck in the romance department. Hallmark will never put that last paragraph on a card.” My mouth moved without order, and I found myself grinning back at him. He nudged the box again, practically pushing the damn thing into my lap, his eyes lit with anticipation. He was like a damn kid at Christmas. I looked at him expectantly, and he frowned, then understood what I was waiting for.

				“Oh. Right. No flirting. Do you want me to kneel again?”

				I exhaled, frustrated. “You are treating this as a joke.”

				“And you are way too serious about this—this is supposed to be a happy time. I am finally throwing off my stubborn bachelor ways and professing my love to you. You should grab the damn ring and run for the closest altar.” He reached forward, plucking the box from the table and opening it in one quick motion. Then he held it forward, and leaned across the table at me. “Julia, please. Ignore the bullshit and the drama going on in our lives. I truly believe that I was made for you, and there is not a woman on the planet that is more perfect for my troublesome self. I know you deserve better than me. But please, give me a chance to be a husband worthy of you, and I will spend my life becoming the man you deserve. Please, Julia. Marry me.”

				His intense eyes, with darkness that I never could decipher, stared at me, and I saw truth in their depths. My eyes flickered from the heat of his stare, and I glanced down at the ring. I expected the ring to weaken my resolve, to be the final straw that broke the camel’s back. I expected that I would not be able to resist a diamond. It was a gorgeous setting, a perfect, breathtaking stone, but I wanted more. And looking back into his eyes, I found it.

				I wanted him. Needed him. And in that desperation, I wanted to push him away, badly. Because in that vulnerability, there was certain heartbreak. But in the ring, in the engagement, there was safety. And I needed to be smart.

				I exhaled slowly, decisively, and nodded. “Yes.” I held up my hand when he rose, his face lit with excitement. “Wait.” He stayed standing, but leaned forward, resting his hands on the table, waiting for me to finish.

				“I’ll accept your proposal,” I said carefully. “But I’m not getting married. Not for at least a year, long enough for me to feel like you will be faithful to me. I’m not worried about us being happy, about us having enough love, about you being ‘the right one’ for me. I worry about you not being happy in a monogamous relationship, whether we are engaged in a swinger lifestyle or not. I just need time to make sure that you will be loyal, and will be happy being loyal.”

				I paused, trying to keep a smile from my face. “But to appease your bloodthirsty family, and because I can’t imagine life without you, I will accept your proposal.”

				I was in his arms before I could take a breath, his arms around my body, his mouth on mine. He lifted me, spinning me around, and I laughed when he finally let me come up for air.

				“Thank you,” he said, his mouth at my ear, voice gruff. “You have made me so happy.” Then he bent me back into a Hollywood dip, and my eyes found his in the dim light. “I love you,” he whispered.

				“I love you, too,” I said, smiling up at him.

				“Will you wear the damn ring now?” he said, pulling me back to my feet, the rooftop spinning a little, city lights and night sky everywhere.

				I smiled and rolled my eyes. “Well, if you insist.”

				And then my unromantic future husband knelt again on the rough rooftop and, with the sounds of Sinatra floating through the night air, put the ring on my finger and made it official.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				We rode back to Brad’s house, the new engagement ring sparkling on my hand. It shone at me in the dark car, claiming me as its own, and I slid it off, then back on, just to prove to myself that I could. He reached over and grabbed my hand, squeezing it reassuringly, and I looked over at him. His profile was strong, beautiful, mine. It felt odd, having security in our relationship. And at a point when I had just come to terms with the feelings I had for him.

				“So. What’s next?” I spoke over the music, and he reached forward and turned it off.

				“Tomorrow morning, I will speak to my father. If you feel comfortable enough, I’d like you to be there.”

				“Me?” I blinked, considering the situation.

				“Yes, you. He will love you, I promise.”

				“Did he love your first wife?”

				“Hillary?” He shifted in his seat. “Ummm...”

				“Oh my God—he hated her.”

				He grimaced, an overdramatic expression that turned into a smile as he started to laugh. “He, uh, wasn’t fond of Hillary. But you are different. He’ll like you.”

				I crossed my arms, pulling my hand from his. “Really.”

				He groaned, hanging his head a fraction too long, and I glanced worriedly back and forth between him and the road. “He is going to love you because I love you.”

				“Ah, no. That didn’t work for Hillary.”

				“You are different than Hillary. She was reserved, collected.”

				I straightened in the leather seat. “I’m collected.”

				He laughed, reaching for my hand again, and I moved it away. “No. You are lovable, funny, quirky and feisty, but you are not collected. You are classy. I’m not saying you aren’t a lady, but you have an air of energy and spunk that keeps you from being collected and reserved. It is why I fell for you, and why my father will, too. He didn’t like Hillary because he didn’t think she could make me happy. He was right, but I would never admit that to him or myself until it was too late.”

				I blew out a puff of air and allowed his hand to find mine. “What if he shoots me?”

				“My father will not shoot you.” My scrunched face must have showed my disbelief. “I promise! Now, come on, I want to take my fiancée to bed.” He put the car in park and leaned over, asking for a kiss. I grumbled slightly and met his lips, pressing mine chastely to his. He grabbed the back of my head and pulled me harder to him, taking my breath and my senses and communicating more sex, desire and need in one kiss than anyone I had ever met. I pushed him away, gasping for breath, laughing a little. “Fine. Take me to bed, if you must.”

				“How kind of you.” He eyes held a glint of the devil I knew lay inside him. Then he blinked, and there was nothing but arousal and desire.

				We started on the stairs, not the interior ones, but the wide, stone steps of the back porch, a passionate kiss against the column that led down to the ground, small groans emerging as he stripped off my dress and examined me closely, my back arched against hard stone, his hands traveling down between my breasts, worshiping them each in turn, his mouth quickly following the path of his hands.

				I begged for him on those steps, soft pleas that went unfulfilled, his focus on me, his hands and mouth, that soft mouth that held such a wealth of carnal knowledge, taking me to that sweet, perfect arc. I came, my legs trembling around his head, my hands gripping rough stone, my new stilettos digging into the strength of his back.

				Then we moved, him carrying me through the house, my bare breasts resting against his suit, his eyes on mine, a small smile tugging on those lips.

				The bed was our next stop, soft down pillows where stone had just been, that magnificent cock finally let loose on my eager body. I rolled, I bent, I rode and I was conquered, six times in all! It was a long and lengthy session of firm hands, soft kisses and positions I had never even dreamed off. And in the end, I wanted to watch, and with his eyes on mine, furious, dark depths that reached in and grabbed my heart, throwing out all reason and restraint on their treacherous path, he finished, my hand taking the final steps to bring his body to the point that I had already traveled so many times that night. And as I watched him, as he marked my body with his ownership, I focused on those depths, those intense, dark eyes that led right to his soul, and the realization of the night’s events hit me hard. This man, this beautiful, incredible, strong man, was close to being mine. Completely and forever mine.

				That night, after a long, hot shower, I lay in bed and stared up at the ceiling. Tomorrow held so much. My return to the office, his father’s decision, the beginning of my second life as a fiancée. Hopefully, this engagement would stick. The diamond glittered at me in the dim room. It would have to stick. My heart couldn’t survive a fall, not from the height that my feelings had climbed.

				I closed my eyes, focusing on the sound of Brad’s breathing, a strong, steady cadence that spoke of confidence and assurance. I borrowed some of his confidence, dreaming of tomorrow and of the security his father’s blessing would bring. Of the changes that being Brad’s fiancée, his wife, would bring to my life. Me, a wife. And I knew, as I finally fell asleep, that my life was never going to be the same again.

				* * * * *

				Keep reading for an excerpt from BLINDFOLDED INNOCENCE by Alessandra Torre.
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				One

				Four months earlier

				I decided to break off my engagement on a Wednesday night at 2:20 a.m. I was drunk past the point of walking a straight line, but not yet to the point of slurring my speech. Drunk wasn’t the best mind-set to be in to make a life-altering decision, but a thin curtain had finally been ripped away and a truth that I had evaded for the past two years now stood front and center in the middle of my head, waving its arms and screaming.

				Luke was not the one for me.

				I met Luke as a sophomore in college. At the time I was emotionally vulnerable, recently dumped by the first “love of my life” two weeks after he took my virginity. That asshole ditched poor deflowered me to run off with a seventeen-year-old blonde, pink-toenailed California princess. Luke was different—quiet, brooding, a sensitive soul who seemed absolutely terrified of me. I was bubbly, beautiful and determined to get over my heartbreak the college way—partying myself into oblivion. I hunted Luke down the way a lioness would a defenseless baby antelope, making my sole occupation getting him to fall completely and hopelessly in love with me—which he did, putting me on a pedestal and worshipping daily at my whim.

				I demanded a proposal within six months, which he gave me willingly—I think—and we began to plan a life together. This life plan was hampered slightly by the fact that Luke was a dreamer with high goals but little follow-through. He enjoyed spending time with me, and not much else. He worked in construction—not in a management capacity, as I had originally thought, but as a laborer. My bubbly persona started to turn into more of a nagging mother role. It wasn’t long before my subconscious started poking me with a sharp, pointy stick. I ignored the annoying pokes for twelve months, then my subconscious had enough of waiting.

				It is weird the things that enter your head during a breakup. I sat on my bed with Luke sitting next to me, and I wondered why I had never purchased a chair for my bedroom. I had a desk and the typical bedside table, but no chair. A chair would have made the situation easier. Sitting next to Luke on the bed was too intimate—his pain was too close—and I knew I would have to fight to keep from reaching over to comfort him.

				I stood up, wobbled slightly and turned to face him. I took a deep breath and delivered the bad news. I think my dramatic breakup speech was hampered slightly by the fact that we were both drunk, but I tried my best to be compassionate, coherent and firm. I accomplished at least two of those objectives.

				Luke turned out to have a streak of stalker in him. Despite all the poking and prodding that he had needed to bathe, balance a checkbook and show up for work, it turned out he needed little or no encouragement to spend every waking moment trying to convince me to come back to him. In retrospect, maybe I should have spent less effort trying to get him to fall in love with me. I might have overshot that objective.

				After two weeks of avoiding my home, work and anyplace I had frequented during the past two years, I decided to leave my crappy apartment and even crappier job and start fresh. It was good timing. Intern season was starting.

				Copyright © 2012 by Alessandra Torre
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Author’s Note


To the women who teach their sons to open doors, respect women, and make us laugh. Thank you.


They say you will never love someone like you love your children. But my love for Brad was so consuming, so boundless. It stretched my universe and took over every breath, heartbeat, and thought. How could I possibly love anyone more? It seemed impossible.

Prologue

––––––––

Blindfolded. It was how this whole thing started; it was the birth of my sexual awakening, the first loose thread that started the unraveling of my inhibitions. It almost seemed fitting that, in what could be the end of my life, I was, once again, blindfolded.

I woke up in pure blackness, my senses reawakening one by one, slowly reporting grim details of my surroundings. Sight. Pure dark, so complete in its entirety that I felt a wave of claustrophobia hit me. Sound. Muffled voices, hard tones filled with anger, hate, and—most terrifying of all—glee. The rustle of fabric against my ear as I twisted my head, the sound informing my brain that I was, in fact, blindfolded. Smell. A sickly-sweet scent, coming from the blindfold, almost—but not quite—overriding the dirty, masculine stench that reeked in this room. Taste. Wet cloth in my mouth, tugging at my skin, keeping my tongue in place, the horrible aftertaste of vomit in my mouth. Touch. Hands bound behind my back with rough, scratchy rope. Ankles spread and secured to chair legs beneath me. Sitting upright, utterly secured, my body recognizing, even without sight, the bruises that covered me.

My brain understood everything about the situation at once, bursting into reality in one, horrific instance, like stepping into the harsh sun, painful in its strength. I screamed through the blindfold, my effort producing only a small sound, and strained every muscle, thrashing my body from side to side, trying to free some small part of my body in at least one minor way. The chair rocked, tipped, and in an agonizingly slow motion, tipped backward and crashed to the concrete floor. The impact slammed my head back, and with one painful crack, my body stilled, all senses instantly snuffed. 

Chapter 1

––––––––

Fiancée. It was a role I knew, had been in just a couple of months earlier. But now, back in the title, with Brad De Luca as my future husband, it felt completely different. I woke slowly, pulling myself out of sleep, aided by the warm sear of his skin against my bare back, the sigh of his breath against my hair, the thrust of his pelvis as he let me know he was up in the naughtiest way possible. Yes, I could get used to this. Yes, I could spend the next fifty years of my life waking up in his arms. 

I rolled over, putting us face to face, his eyes still closed, his mouth curving into a smile. I studied the thick line of his lashes, the peace on his face, peace that would disappear as soon as his eyes opened, as soon as intensity stole over his features and dominance ruled the beautiful canvas of his face.

Then his eyes opened, and I lost some of my breath. Five minutes later, he took that breath in a completely different way. With my back arched against the sheets, my hands deep in his hair, the glitter of diamond on my finger the only thing respectful and sane about our union.

I dressed for work, pairing a gray suit and cream shirt, and was putting on earrings when Brad came out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, steam following him into the room. He stopped short when he saw me, frowning slightly. “Are you wearing that to my father’s house?”

I turned away from the mirror, wincing slightly when my earring didn’t go the right way through my ear. “No, sweetie, I am wearing this for work. That place that I go to during the week?” I looked at my watch. “The place I will be late to if I don’t run downstairs and eat.” I moved my hand quickly down, but not before my bare finger caught his eye.

“Where’s your ring?”

“It’s ah, on top of the safe. I figured you could put it inside.”

He stepped forward slowly, the scent of soap and masculinity disturbing my senses. “And why would I do that?”

“I don’t know ... so it doesn’t get stolen?” I smiled sweetly at him and reached for my makeup bag, his iron grip grabbing my wrist before I made it to the pink plastic. I frowned up at him, tugging with my wrist until he finally released me. 

“What is this about?” He towered over me in my bare feet, and I struck a defiant pose, looking up at him with all the tenacity I could muster. 

“It’s about me trying to get to work on time.”

“I thought you agreed to come to my father’s with me.”

“Ah ... no. I dropped the subject, and you assumed I agreed.”

“This seems suspiciously like something I would attempt.” He folded him arms, looking down at me, a frown on his face—a frown that was fighting to keep from breaking into a grin.

“Good. Then you should see the wisdom in it.” I reached for the makeup bag again, and he blocked my arm. I threw up my hands. Fuck the makeup. Moving around him, I headed to the bathroom.

“Okay, so you don’t want to go to my father’s. Fine. What’s the deal with the ring? You don’t like it?” He had the nerve to look almost hurt. Almost. I don’t think anything could hurt this man’s ego.

I rolled my eyes at him. “I love the ring. Fucking Marilyn Monroe would love that ring. It’s not that.”

“Okay. It’s the office.”

“Yes.” I set down the toothbrush I was preparing and turned to him. “I am more than a little freaked out by the idea of the office knowing about our engagement. I didn’t commit to working for CDB past this semester. Why go through all that when I can just keep it a secret ‘til this semester ends?”

“I’m not used to being hidden, Julia.”

I groaned inwardly, wanting to be anywhere other than here, having any discussion other than this one. Especially when I was running late. “I am not hiding you. I am avoiding lots of questions, discussions, and evil stares. Please, Brad.” I clasped my hands in front of me and tried my best puppy-dog stare, one that I had not had much practice in, and I think a sad clown face ended up coming out instead.

He looked at me with a mixture of confusion and amusement, then threw up his hands and left. With a smile, I relaxed, picking up the toothpaste tube.

He was back before I had time to begin brushing. He set the ring box down with a thud on the marble counter next to me. “Wear it.” I threw the toothpaste down and turned to him with a retort on my lips. “I’ll be in the office around ten. I’ll tell my staff, so you can either be the engaged assistant who looks like she’s hiding her engagement, or you can be the confident fiancée I know you are. But I am not going to spend the next seven weeks pretending you don’t exist when I want to tell everyone the good news.” He winked at me, turned on his heel, and left, my retort dying a slow and painful death in my throat. Ugh. Great first day of engagery. I had a brief understanding of what it must have been like for Luke. I had been a pretty heavy-handed dictator in that relationship. 

I steamed my way through the entire teeth-brushing process, staring at the damn velvet box the entire time. I had absolutely no doubt that Brad would do exactly as he had promised, telling the news to anyone and everyone he met. A small part of me, one that jumped up and down and did the salsa, was happy that he was proud. Proud of me, of our relationship, of our engagement. That he wasn’t treating it as a prison sentence. I tried to suffocate the happy part of myself but failed miserably. 

I opened up the velvet box and looked at the ring again. It was so heartbreakingly beautiful, and I was terrified of falling in love with it and then one day having to give it up. I picked out the ring and slid it on, my knees weakening a little in the process. I allowed myself a brief, small happy dance in the middle of the bathroom, then put on my game face and headed downstairs.

I entered the kitchen and waved hello to Martha, hoping to grab a bagel and escape without interrogation, but I knew from the way she set down her hand towel and beamed at me, that I wasn’t going to get out easily.

“Julia.” She held out her arms and came around the island, pulling me into a strong, soft, lavender-scented embrace. “I am so happy for you.” She tightened the hug, and I laughed at the sheer strength of it.

I pulled out of the hug. “I’m sorry, is this the same woman who told me to get my ass out of her house, just—what—two weeks ago?” I grinned mischievously and shot around her, grabbing an orange and some grapes from a bowl on the counter. 

“Nope. That was bitchy Martha. You’re part of the family now, so I’ll keep her hidden away.” She waddled after me. “You’re not eating just fruit. Let me fix you something else.”

“I can’t,” I warbled from a mouthful of grapes. “I’m late for work already.” She glared at me, and I saw a bit of the Martha I remembered. “I’ll eat tonight, whatever you make, I promise!” I called out the last two words as I trotted out the door, pulling it softly, but firmly closed behind me. I stopped short when I saw my Camry, parked to the side of the garage, Brad, on his cell, leaning against it. He saw me and met me halfway, ending the call and holding out my keys, his eyes sweeping over my ring finger. 

I snatched the keys from his outstretched hand, stepping up on my tiptoes and giving him a brief kiss. “Thanks.”

“My pleasure. I’ll call you in a few hours.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Good luck this morning. Please don’t come back with news of my eminent demise.”

He looked wounded. “Baby, I have better negotiation skills than that. At the most, you’ll have a few broken kneecaps. At the most.”

“Oh, that’s hilarious. Really. So funny.” I punched his arm and opened the car door. His hand grabbed my arm and caught me as I started to get in. 

“Wait.” He pressed back, gently, and I stumbled, pressed against the side of the car. I caught a glimpse of his face a second too late, and he kissed me before I could move. The kiss was soft, not the typical De Luca passion-fest, and he added a second one before raising his head and smiling down at me. “I love you.”

“Love you, too,” I mumbled, not able to take my eyes off the depths of his.

He leaned down, brushing his lips over my neck, then whispered in my ear. “I like seeing you wear the ring.”

“You like getting your way.”

“That too.” He squeezed my waist and held the door, waiting for me to get in before closing it. I started the engine and put the car in reverse, watching him walk around and enter the garage. 

Chapter 2

––––––––

My car grumbled as it moved through downtown, and I reached out with a distracted hand, feeling around the inside of my purse until I found my phone. I dialed Olivia, a quick glance at the clock confirming that Becca’s ass would be drooling and snoring right about now. 

“About damn time. You can’t leave us hanging like that!” Her indignant tone had me smiling, and the nerves between my shoulder blades relaxed slightly. 

“Hanging? You knew?”

“Yes, we knew!” she snapped. “That delicious man of yours had a car—a limo—pick us both up yesterday afternoon and take us to the jewelry store.”

I twisted my mouth. “And you’re telling me Becca kept that quiet all night long?” 

She giggled. “I fed her tequila. With a side of fajitas. And hid her phone. We thought you’d text or call us with the news, but we ended up drinking all night while waiting.” The irritation in her voice was probably more from the hangover than the delayed news, but I spoke quickly to cover my tracks. 

“I’m sorry, O. Things got ... distracting when we made it back home.”

“But you said yes.”

“Yes, I said yes!” I suddenly realized that my best friends didn’t really know my connection to Brad, the fact that I loved him. So much had slid by under their radar. They didn’t know about Brad’s family, about the situations that had pushed us together faster than normal relationship protocols allowed. I suddenly picked up on the odd tone of Olivia’s voice—not exactly enthusiastic—caution lacing her words. “I love him,” I said quickly.

“It hasn’t been very long, Jules. And you just broke off your last engagement—”

“This is different. Brad isn’t Luke.”

“You got that right.” The words were spoken under her breath, and I didn’t know whether to take them as praise or criticism. 

I drove in silence for a moment, not sure of what to say, the pressure building as my car neared the office. I haven’t prepared, I don’t know what to say to the office, I need to go.

“Well ...” Olivia drawled. “Becca is passed out on my couch. I’ve got a nine AM class, so I’ll leave her here. But we need to celebrate. Los Compadres at six?”

I bit my bottom lip. I love the girls and wanted to share the excitement of my engagement. But I would also need to find out how Brad’s meeting with his father went, how his wing of the office responded, share my own stories of whateverthehell was about to happen inside the firm’s prestigious walls. I turned on my blinker, pulled up, and got a ticket for the parking garage. “Another night, O. Give Becca a giant hug when she wakes up, and I’ll call you guys tomorrow.”

“I’d say you only get engaged once, but with your track record ...” I heard the screech of hangers as she finished the flat sentence, irritation coating the words. 

“Love you, too, Olivia.” 

“Yeah. And congrats.” She made the word sound as non-congratulatory as humanly possible. 

“Thanks.” I made a face and ended the call. Stuffing the phone into my purse, I pulled into a spot. I took a moment—a head against the headrest, take a deep breath, put a fucking game face on moment—that did absolutely nothing to calm my nerves. Then I, with my big ass rock, opened the car door. 

Chapter 3

––––––––

7:45 a.m.: The doomed walk of the dead through the lobby. I shielded my ring finger with my purse and smiled a brief hello to Ancient Dorothy, bee-lining for the elevators. I rode up alone, taking advantage of the silence to whisper a short prayer—apologizing for any recent sins and praying for compassion. 

I was making coffee when the first person noticed the ring. It was hard to miss, sparkling brilliantly under overhead fluorescents, and Beverly, the wing’s secretary, pounced on it like a kitten going after catnip. “What is that?” She dropped her lunch box in the fridge and grabbed my hand with both of hers, oblivious to the dirty coffee filter I was holding, and I watched in irritation as used grounds flew everywhere, spotting the white tile with black specks. Her squat body was rooted to the ground, and she gripped my hand with a warrior’s intensity, her eyes fixated on the ring like it was a steaming hot funnel cake. I tried to gently tug my hand away, but it was like trying to pull Excalibur’s sword from the stone.

“I didn’t know you were dating anyone!” Beverly’s eyes left the stone and focused on me intently. “Did you get back together with your ex?”

“Errr ... No.” I smiled, though I think it came off more like a grimace. “This is someone new.”

“And you’re already engaged?” She tilted her head at me, puzzled, and I cursed the day I ever shared a moment of personal discussion with this woman, or any other creature on this floor.

“Yes. It is quite sudden.” I looked pointedly at the deflated coffee filter, and she released my hand with a quick, hurried movement. 

“Oh my goodness, dear, I am sorry.” 

I smiled and moved to the trash, dumping the filter and hoping she would leave. 

“That is quite a ring. What does your fiancé do?” She moved closer, officially entering my personal bubble.

Aw crap. “He’s an attorney,” I said offhand, washing my hands as noisily as possible, then started opening and closing cabinets, trying to put as many items and sounds between Beverly and me as possible. “I really can’t chat, Beverly. I’ve got to get this coffee on.”

“An attorney!” She beamed proudly. “Well, I know lots of attorneys. You know, I’ve been here thirteen years, and our cases involve firms from all over the city. He’s got to be a new attorney, maybe he interned here. What’s his name?”

I filled up the water reservoir, making a face and pointing to my ear, as if the pathetic pressure from the faucet was a gushing flow of Niagara proportions. That didn’t work. She waited patiently by the sink, and the minute I turned the faucet off, she spoke. “What’s his name?”

Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. I was out of options. “I think you probably know him,” I said brightly, adding the water container to the coffee pot, and scooping out fresh grounds. “He works in the East Wing. His name is Brad.”

I really didn’t want to look at her, didn’t want to see whatever expression crossed her face, but my eyes were drawn to her without bidding, as if they had flipped my subconscious the bird and did exactly what they wanted to because ohmygodthiswasgoingtobetoogoodtomiss. She tilted her head, probably trying to think what peon in the East Wing was named Brad, because it couldn’t possibly be the Brad, and I watched with slow horror the moment her mind came up blank and rested on the only possible conclusion. 

She stilled, her sturdy body freezing, and teetered a bit, sticking a hand out and grabbing the counter. Her face took on an odd expression, somewhere between smelling something sour and being constipated. It contorted for three long seconds, in which her mouth opened and closed twice, no words coming out. Finally, she swallowed hard and tried again.

“Brad De Luca?” Her voice still held a glimmer of hope, a possibility that she might be mistaken, that there was some new guy, some pencil-pushing nerd stuck in a small corner of divorce, who she hadn’t yet heard of. Some Brad Smith, or Taylor, or anything other than De Luca. I hated to squash that hope, almost felt a civil duty to lie. Almost. 

I finished the damn coffee-making process and pushed START with an almost proud finality. Made it through that alive. Then, I turned back to Beverly. “Yes. Brad De Luca. Good, you do know him.” We did this weird country line dance shuffle where I tried to get around her, and she unintentionally kept getting in my way, and then I finally escaped, and was halfway out the door when I felt her iron grip on my arm. I turned, pasting a bright smile on my face. “Yes?”

I was yanked backward so hard I think one of my heels partially came off. Unsure, confused Beverly was gone, and in her place was a court marshal of Judge Judy proportions. She shut the kitchen door in a swift motion—I didn’t even know the kitchen had a door—and stuck both hands on her hips, squaring off to me. “You. Are Engaged. To Brad. De Luca.” She spoke slowly, drawing out the sentence excruciatingly, and seemed to physically grow bigger with every word.

“Yes.” I tried to maintain a cheerful disposition, but the air in the room was thick, and I was a little worried she might eat me for lunch instead of whatever was in her polka-dotted lunchbox.

“The Brad De Luca. The man who thinks it’s his God damn calling to screw each and every hot female in a twenty-mile radius? The man who chews and spits out poor little divorcing husbands like it’s a blood sport? The man who, in some ridiculous, dotted-line way, is both my and your boss?” Her voice rose with every sentence, until I was certain that every person in our wing could hear her shouts. I had never heard the woman yell, much less curse before. 

“Ummm ... yes?” I was terrified of feeding this fire. The woman had morphed into a Doberman right before my eyes. I was trying to formulate a more intelligent answer when the kitchen door flew open, almost smacking Crazy Beverly in the back. I felt a momentary burst of relief at my rescue, until I saw the individual holding open the door. Sheila. Oh shit.

“Beverly! What in God’s name has gotten into you! We have clients in the lobby, for goodness sake!” Her cultured, dignified tone was as perturbed as I’d ever heard it, and she pierced Beverly with an appalled stare. I expected Beverly to deflate slightly, acknowledge her scorning—to apologize. But she stood firm and met Sheila’s stare head-on. She raised a finger, pointing to me. No. Please no. It’s Monday for Christ’s sake. Go easy on me. 

“Julia, tell her.”

I died a little, right there, on the kitchen floor. My distress grew when I heard a click and looked up to see the kitchen door, once again, closed. Sheila now matched Beverly, her hands on her hips, her iron gaze drilled into mine. Beverly had a smug look on her face that I wanted to smack right off. 

Chapter 4

––––––––

“Julia? What’s this about?” Sheila’s voice was kinder, but firm. She probably thought I had forgotten to order copy paper again.

“Nothing.” I smiled brightly, my face beginning to hurt from all of the fakeness. “Beverly had noticed my engagement ring, and I was just sharing with her the good news. That is all.”

“Yes. Julia is engaged. Wahoo. Guess to who, Sheila?” Beverly’s voice had lost its anger and was now evil in intent, almost gleeful at my upcoming demise.

“This is what you are standing here yammering about? Yelling about!” Sheila threw up her hands in disgust. “Julia, congratulations on your engagement. But we have a business to run, and can’t stand here gossiping all day. Beverly, you should know better.” She turned, wiping her hands on her pants, and reached for the doorknob.

“Brad. De. Luca,” Beverly’s voice crowed in the small kitchen, causing Sheila to pause in her exit. She turned, eyes sharp. 

“What? What about Brad De Luca?”

“He is who Julia is engaged to. Brad De Luca.” Beverly gestured to me with the motion someone might use to display a flat tire. Disappointed, irritated. What are we going to do about this damn Julia?

Sheila brought a hand to her forehead, squared her shoulders, and stood even straighter. “Beverly, please leave us. There are clients in the lobby, please attend to them. Also, let Mr. Burge know that I have Julia, so that he does not wonder where she is. And don’t ever raise your voice in this office again. I don’t care what the reason.” She spoke quietly, which scared me even more than Beverly had. 

Beverly, somewhat subdued, left the kitchen, and we were alone. I backed up in nervous anticipation.

“Is this correct, what Beverly said? You are engaged to Brad De Luca?”

“Yes.”

“This is a new event?”

“Yes. As of last night.” The situation felt eerily similar to being questioned by police.

She blew out a breath and looked sharply at me, her wrinkles enhanced by her stern expression. “I may be confused, but I feel like you and I had a conversation about Brad. A conversation where I told you his reputation, and warned you not to fall victim to him. You don’t want to be like that other intern, Julia. This will ruin your reputation, both with this firm and any other.”

I bristled slightly. “I’m not sleeping with a firm partner, Sheila. I’m marrying him. I think there is a big difference.”

Her brows knitted together. “Are you pregnant?”

I physically gasped at that. “What? No!”

She scoffed. “Well, Brad De Luca is not the marrying sort. Not to anyone, much less an intern who he has known less than ... well, I don’t know how long you two have been carrying on this secret. But less than two months. If you’re not pregnant, then why? Why would he settle down?” Her steely gaze left no possibility of evasion.

I shrugged my shoulders. “We’re in love.” Even to my ears, it sounded weak and pathetic.

She actually laughed at the statement. Then she shook her head and stepped forward, clasping my hands in hers, her tone turning condescending. “Julia. That man doesn’t love anyone but himself. I don’t know what is going on, or why he would toy with you, but you do not want to marry Brad De Luca. Find a sweet, caring boy who will treat you like the prize you are, and let men like Brad grow old, alone and miserable.” She patted my hand, her palm brushing against my ring, and she recoiled at the contact. She dropped my hand and stepped back, opening the door and leaving me alone in the kitchen. 

Behind me the coffee pot dinged.

Coffee. That hateful liquid that had certainly not been worth the last five minutes of hell. I looked back at the open door, my mind going through the other inhabitants of our wing, envisioning the next eight hours and the additional hell they would bring. It was even worse than I had imagined, an assault of disapproval mixed with a side of haughtiness. It soured whatever good feeling I had, and I hated them for marring my excitement. 

I poured Burge a cup and carried it to his office, bringing it on a tray with cream and sugar. I knocked on the door gently, and then pushed it open. He was typing, and looked up at my approach, a smile crossing his face. 

“Good morning,” I said. “How do you take your coffee?”

“Just black. Thank you.” He stood, taking the coffee from the tray and straightened his glasses. “This is your first week of the fall semester, is that correct?” 

“Yes, sir. Classes start this Wednesday, so I’ll only work on Tuesdays and Thursdays after today.” 

“What are your plans after graduation?” He sat, gesturing to an empty seat.

“Law school, sir.” I sat, clasping my damp hands in front of me, covering my ring with the palm of my other hand.

“Will you go to law school here?”

“Yes. Assuming I am admitted,” I said with a smile. It was a decision that Brad and I hadn’t discussed. But my plan, all along, had been to stay here. To maintain the roots I had put down and keep my alma mater.

“Right. One of the things on Broward’s desks was a form to complete for your professor. It asks about your conduct and work product, and asks for a recommendation letter.” He moved the form underneath the desk lamp and squinted at it. 

“Yes. That will be crucial to my law school application.” My leg shook nervously, and I stilled it, pushing down on the floor with my toe.

“The problem is, I haven’t been here. I’ll have Sheila complete it and type up something for me to sign.” He moved the paper dismissively and was on the verge of saying something else when I shot to my feet.

“Sir. I would really prefer Sheila not complete the form for me.” My conduct? 

He frowned at me over the desk. “Why not?”

Yes, Julia. Why not? “Sheila and I recently had a ... disagreement. I worry that she won’t be impartial.”

His frown remained, etched into his face with the staying power of stone. “I doubt that. Sheila seems very capable, and not one to hold grudges.” His blue eyes hardened behind his glasses. “But, I will let you know that I have very little patience for office drama.”

The statement, almost comical after the kitchen standoff, hung in the air, my mind unable to conjure a response. I nodded, a ridiculous movement that didn’t respond to his comment at all, and stood, picking up the coffee tray and exiting his office. I didn’t bother returning it to the kitchen, instead bee-lining for my office and shutting the door. I set the tray on an empty chair and unlocked my computer, trying to focus on anything, everything, but the disaster this day was quickly becoming.

I could physically feel the buzz outside my door. Feel the energy. It fought in the hall and pushed at my closed door. Whispers. Chatter. Gasps and scoffs. The good news is that I wouldn’t have to go around and tell each and every person about the engagement. The bad news is that eventually I would have to leave my office. 

Chapter 5

––––––––

Brad pulled up to the guard gate of his family’s estate, waving to the guards and waiting while they went through the ridiculous procedure of making sure that he wasn’t carrying anything of concern in his trunk or under his car. The iron gates in front of him finally parted, and he pulled in, rounding the curves of the drive until he came to a stop in front of the imposing home.

Oddly, his father opened the door, and Brad glanced around for the staff.

“This needs to be quick, Brad. I have items to attend to.”

Brad nodded, meeting his father’s eyes and walking past him to the formal living room, which had not changed since his childhood. He stopped next to the massive stone fireplace. His father closed the front door, and the room darkened considerably. With his hands in his pockets, he turned to face his father, who eyed him warily, skipping right to the point. “You mentioned a wrinkle in this situation?” his father prompted.

“Yes. Last night I asked Julia for her hand in marriage. She accepted.” 

His father’s eyes closed briefly, and he took a few slow steps forward and sat in a cream, wing-backed chair, gripping the arms tightly as he leaned back. “Sit.”

“I don’t have much time. Like you, I have business to attend to.” He sat on the chair across from his father and studied him across the space.

His father sighed, a raspy, exasperated sound. “Is this you being stubborn? I’m assuming this Julia you speak of is the intern who has been so troublesome?”

“Yes, that is Julia. And no, I am not being stubborn. I love her.”

“I thought you were too intelligent to allow love to dictate your life.”

Brad laughed. “It isn’t a dictation. You are thinking in terms of power, which this isn’t about.”

“Isn’t it? You’ve played the only hand that could win this game. And twisted my arm in the process. You’ve won this match, Brad. But signed yourself up for a lifetime of servitude in the process.”

“It’s not a lifetime of servitude.”

The old man laughed sharply, the quick action causing his chest to clench, and he stifled the outburst, coughing and staring grimly at Brad. “Right. Because you can just divorce, right? My son, the king of destroying marriages, of ripping apart families.” He shook his head bitterly. “You disgust me.”

Brad stood, his hands clamped in fists. “Because you are my father, and I still respect the head of this family, I won’t respond to that with what is in my heart. But know that I find it despicable that, of all of your sons, I would be the one that you find shameful. Thank you for reminding me of why I cut off contact with you.”

He strode past the old man’s chair and opened the door, the harsh sun filling the room with light. 

♦♦♦

Word jumped, like a bloodthirsty flea, from our wing to the rest of the firm, spreading through the East Wing within five minutes of Beverly leaving the kitchen. By the time Brad stepped off the elevator, there was not a person in Clarke, De Luca, & Burge who hadn’t received word of the train wreck engagement of the fourth floor. He pushed open the heavy door to the East Wing, and silence fell, cloaking the space with thick, palatable tension. He smiled, welcoming the change and what it meant. Julia must have told them. He strode into the lobby, meeting his secretaries’ tense greetings with an easy grin.

He certainly wasn’t new to disdain, gossip, or disapproval. He was expecting that, but—as he walked through the space—this mood felt different. He settled into his office, leaning back in his desk chair, trying to decipher the atmosphere. It was almost hostile, as if from a swarm of irate, overprotective fathers, instead of faithful and loyal staff. Fathers. The oversight hit him squarely, and he sat quickly forward, cursing his lack of attention. Grabbing his phone, he dialed Julia’s extension.

♥♥♥

I exhaled with relief when I saw Brad’s number light up on my phone’s display. Thank God. He was here, and for once, I needed his protective, overbearing self. “Hi,” I whimpered into the phone.

He ignored the pitiful tone of my greeting, barging right into a question. “What’s your father going to think?”

I sat up, my attention refocusing. “My father?”

“Yes. Have you told him?”

“About our engagement?” 

“Yes.”

“No. I haven’t told anyone. Other than Beverly and Sheila, who, I assume, have told everyone within a three-mile radius.” I sighed dramatically. “Brad. It’s horrible. They were so mean to me when they found out.”

The infuriated response I expected didn’t come. His storm to my rescue, threats to fire everyone, his mandate that ‘everyone be nice to Julia’ didn’t even enter his thought process. The damn man chuckled. “Babe. You’ve got to have thicker skin than that.”

I frowned into the phone, trying to formulate an appropriate withering response when he spoke again. 

“So, you haven’t told your father.”

“No. I just told you that.”

“Okay. Let’s go to Centaur for lunch. We can discuss it then. In the meantime, don’t tell anyone else.” 

Like that was a remote possibility. “You act like I’m running around waving a big ass sign! I’m the one who wanted to wait to share the news. Speaking of fathers, did yours take the news well?”

There was a brief moment of silence, which definitely wasn’t a good sign. “He’s fine,” Brad bit out. “You are officially out of danger. But he will want to meet you. He didn’t say so, but he will. Thanksgiving is soon, so you can meet everyone then.”

Meet the entire Magiano line, the family responsible for killing my boss and putting a hit out on my own head? Sounded super fun. “I don’t know if I can take a lunch. This is Burge’s first full day.”

“So. I’ll tell them I need you for something.”

I glanced in the direction of Burge’s office. “That’s not going to work. Especially now that everyone knows we are together. Just wait and see me after work.”

“No.” 

I frowned. “This is not how our marriage is going to work.”

“Our marriage?”

“Yeah. You know, that thing after engagement? To have and to hold, and all that?”

“So you are planning on marrying me.”

I growled into the phone. “I’m hanging up now. I’ll see you tonight.”

There was a click, and he was gone. I buried my head in my hands. 

Chapter 6

––––––––

Somehow, I made it through the rest of the day. I cringed at every interaction with Burge, waiting for a comment, a question, a statement. But he was purely professional, and I wanted to hug him for that. He also seemed to lack the workaholic gene, and walked out the door at six, another point in his favor. Five minutes after he left, my cell rang, Brad’s name displayed on the screen.

“Hey.”

“Hey. How much longer are you going to be there?”

I looked at my watch. “Thirty minutes?”

“Great. Want to come to the house and eat?”

“Sure. But I’m not going to stay over; I need to be at home tonight.”

He grunted something into the phone. “Just hurry.”

I rolled my eyes and ended the call, focusing on my computer screen. I didn’t really have anything to do, just wanted to wait for everyone to leave. And, with Burge out of the building, everyone else should soon follow suit.

They did, no one bothering to swing by my office and say goodbye—an oddity, but one I was grateful for. I waited until the wing was silent for a good ten minutes, then gathered up my items and snuck out. I was being weak and cowardly, but I didn’t give a damn. I wanted nothing more than to crawl into someone’s arms and have a good, long cry.

Seeing Martha opened the dam. She swung open the back door before I even reached it, concern already on her face. “Honey, I can tell from the way you’re walking that you’re down in the dumps.”

I smiled at her, feigning casualness, but that facade lasted only a step or two, and I launched myself into her arms, sniffling. She held me tightly to her chest, patting my back and shushing me, walking us backward into the kitchen. I was distracted for a brief moment and snuck a glance to the stove, seeing fried pork chops sizzling in a skillet. Then she had me on a stool and sat across from me. 

“Julia. Last week your life was in danger, and you held yourself together just fine. What is going on?”

I spat out words quickly, jumbling my sentences together in a mush of tears, indignation, and stress, and she had the gall to laugh when I finally took in a big, gasping breath. I swallowed a lump of saliva and glared at her. Brad spoke from behind us. “What’s wrong?”

I covered my face quickly, my hands squeezing any tears off the skin, my eyes blinking quickly in an effort to return their appearance to normal. “Nothing.”

Martha, damn her, spoke, “Julia’s upset because the women at the office were mean to her. About the engagement.”

I glared at her fiercely, my back to Brad, and waited for him to join in the laughter fest. Steps were heard on stone, and then he was behind me, wrapping his arms around me and turning me into his chest. He tilted my chin up, looking into my eyes, his own turning troubled when they saw my face. “You’re crying about this?” His voice was so baffled that I almost laughed, a strangled sob coming out instead. I flung myself into his warmth, body shaking, my sobs now wet and sticky, seeping out of my body in huge waves of emotion. He held me and kissed my head. “Julia, stop crying, please.”

“I don’t want to go back,” I whispered. “Burge knows, he might say something to me, Sheila is going to write me a bad recommendation, and everyone keeps pointing and whispering.” A surge of anger hit me, and I pulled back, reaching out punching his hard chest. “This is your fault! I didn’t want to tell anyone, and now everyone knows!” He caught my fist before it landed another blow and tried to frown at me, the corners of his mouth fighting to turn up.

“Julia. I need you to be strong on this. Fuck the office. I’m getting my own pushback from the staff. We need to be united, a team. The girl I fell in love with doesn’t hide in the corner on stuff like this.” 

Fuck. How could I respond to that? He was right; I was normally good in situations like this. I wasn’t an embracer of confrontation, but I could hold my own. Why was I hiding in my office? I sighed, leaning back into his arms. He tightened his hold on me, and I closed my eyes, taking a last, delicious moment of feeling sorry for myself.  Then I straightened, keeping my arms around him and looked up into his face. “Okay.”

He frowned, wiping moisture gently off my cheeks. “You always say that, and I never know what it means.” 

“Okay. I’ll stop being a baby about it.”

He grinned, leaning down and brushing his lips against me. “Good.” He glanced over at Martha. “Martha, how much longer do you need?”

She shrugged. “It’s ready now.”

Chapter 7

––––––––

We ate, just the two of us, at the kitchen table. Martha had fixed a plate and taken it upstairs, her preferred way of dining. Brad drank from his glass of tea and looked at me. “Let’s talk about your parents.”

I chewed furiously, trying to get the piece of pork chop down my throat before I spoke. “Okay.”

“I know next to nothing about them.”

I shrugged. “There’s not much to know. They’re pretty normal.”

He smiled wryly at me. “Well, I’m not too familiar with normal. Humor me.”

“Okay. Mom’s a botanist. She works for a co-op of local farmers, helping to increase their field’s production, developing hybrid strains of cotton, that kind of thing. Dad’s retired from Gulfstream—he spends most of his time fishing or going to garage sales, a hobby that drives my mother absolutely crazy.” I grinned for a moment, forgetting the horror that had been my day. “I should go home more. With school and work ... I haven’t been home as often as I should. But, now that you’ll be driving me crazy, I am sure I’ll make the pilgrimage more often.”

A look of mock pain crossed his face. “That’s mean. Really mean.”

“I’m sure your ego can handle it.”

His brows knitted as he chewed. “So what exactly are they going to think of me?”

I laughed, covering my food-filled mouth with my hand. “I have absolutely no idea.” It sounded terrible, but I wanted this engagement to cause him at least half the discomfort it was causing me. 

“I erred in not asking your father for your hand before I proposed.”

I shrugged. “He won’t care. It’s not like he knows whether you are good for me or not. Actually, it probably works in your favor that he doesn’t know anything about you.”

“I would defend that statement if it wasn’t accurate. So, how do you propose we tell them?”

My fork froze. I hadn’t actually considered the fact that I would need to tell my parents. Now, it seemed ridiculous that the thought hadn’t crossed my mind, especially with all of the questions he had just asked me. “Do we have to tell them now?”

“Why would we wait?”

“Ummm ...” I slowly moved my fork the rest of the distance to my mouth, chewing the meat ridiculously slow. I mumbled the next sentence through pork and saliva, hoping that the words wouldn’t translate properly. “Because I may not have told them that I broke up with Luke.”

“What?” He moved the fork away from my face. “I couldn’t understand that through your mastication of food.”

I slumped, finished the chewing process and repeated the sentence.

He shook his head in disbelief. “Why not? It’s been, what, almost two months? Isn’t that the type of thing that comes up in phone calls?”

“My parents raised me to be independent. Ever since I left for college, I haven’t been in as close of contact with Mom and Dad. It’s not that they aren’t interested in my life—they have just encouraged me to spread my wings, live my own life. Luke loved my parents, and Mom really took to him. I guess I’ve just put off making the call to tell her. I didn’t really want to hear her thoughts on the matter, especially once my decision was made.” The reminder of Luke’s reaction to our breakup—his repeated calls, guilt trips, his insistent to let our relationship go—made me frown. The truth of the matter was, I hadn’t really wanted to speak ill of him, to explain in honest terms to my mother the multiple reasons behind my decision. I looked up, meeting Brad’s steady gaze. “It hadn’t, at the time of the break-up, seemed like urgent, I-must-share-this-right-now news. And now, two months later, I just haven’t got around to telling her yet.”

He stood, walking over to my bag and rummaging through it, then returned to the table and set my cell in front of me. “Call her. Now.”

“Fuck you. I’m not calling her now.” I shoved the phone to the side and defiantly scooped up some mashed potatoes.

“If you don’t call her now, you’ll wait weeks, and then you’ll have to explain why you waited so long to tell her the news. My family already knows. When they meet I don’t want you stressing out the whole time over whether your mom will find out how long we have been engaged.”

My jaw dropped. “When they meet? They aren’t meeting.”

He raised his brows at me as he stood over me, still pushing that damn phone toward me, somehow making the infuriating gesture look sexy. I picked up the iPhone and threw it, the landing making a satisfying crack against stone that caused both pleasure and despair to shoot through me. But at least I wouldn’t have to call my mother. 

He smirked, which pissed me off even more. 

I stood, the heavy chair beneath me not cooperating, and I untangled myself from it until I was beside him—still six infuriating inches too short to meet his gaze full on. “I’m not introducing my lovable family to your bloodthirsty vulture nest.”

He staggered back, his hand across his heart in mock pain. “Dearest, that is my blood you speak of.” He stepped forward again, gripping my waist sternly and bringing me to him. “I’ll have to ask you to take that back.”

I narrowed my eyes at him and pushed him back, the damn man for once cooperating, releasing my waist and leaning back against the table, our eyes now level. “You plan on us being married and our families not meeting? That’s not going to work out. Besides, your family will love my family. Trust me. They’re Italian. Being warm and hospitable is second nature to them.”

“So are iron suitcases and broken hubcaps!”

He tilted his head at me, a large grin crossing his face. “I think you confused that ... never mind. Let’s cross one disastrous bridge at a time. Do you want us to go to your parents, or should I bring them here?”

My body was on the verge of a breakdown—stress, anticipation, and anger all fighting losing battles inside of me. I imagined Brad’s huge body in my mother’s small kitchen, her Southern hospitality ingrained insistence that we stay with her, my tiny bed, the house hot, her thermostat religiously resting at seventy-eight degrees. Then I imagined my dad here, lost in Brad’s huge house, his worn-out suitcase rattling and rolling around the stone floors, him finding a gun when he reached for a toothbrush. Panic started to set in, spots appearing in the air between him and me.

My face must have shown something, for concern lit Brad’s face, and he reached forward, pulling me gently to him and hugging me against his chest. I sagged there, my arms stretching around his body to grip him tightly. My cheek pressed against the silk blend of his dress shirt, and I inhaled the scent of him—slight citrus, masculine, ocean, spice. A delicious blend of everything. “Just call them, babe. We don’t have to worry about making travel plans yet. Just call them, tell them the news, and then let me talk to them.” 

I murmured a string of words against his hard chest, the word ‘phone’ slipping out into the open air. He straightened me, my legs wobbly before finding firm footing, my eyes focusing on him. Then he reached in his pocket and pulled out his cell, handing it to me with a warning look. 

“Don’t throw it.”

I hefted the phone in my hand—his seemed pounds heavier than mine, though that was impossible. Then I sighed, pressed in the digits for my family’s home phone, held the phone to my ear, and hoped like hell no one was home.

Chapter 8

––––––––

I should have prayed instead. The phone didn’t ring three times before my mother answered, her voice breathless, as if she had sprinted across the house to answer the call.

“Mom, you sound busy. I can call back.” I spun, walking across the kitchen and opening the back door, which lead to the porch. 

“What? No no no. This is perfect, sweetie. What number are you calling from? And did you get my message? I called you last week ...” Her voice dropped off, and I hoped it was a rhetorical question. I really needed to get in the habit of checking my voicemail more often. Heaven forbid it had been something important.

I closed my eyes tightly, rubbing my temples, and tried to find the right words to get this over with. She spoke on, not waiting for a response. “What’s going on with you? Your father is here, but he’s in the garage, building something that I’m sure he’ll want to bring into the house. I swear, Julia, that man ... he would fill my whole home with other people’s garbage if I didn’t keep him in line.” She huffed into the phone, and I could imagine her in the kitchen, fixing dinner with the phone tucked between her neck and shoulder.

“I have some news, but I don’t want you to freak out when I tell you.” I waited expectantly for reassurance that I knew would never come.

A pause. A stilling of whatever she had been doing that had created noise. “Oh. My. God. What happened? Is it cancer?”

“No! I’m healthy and fine.” I spoke quickly, trying to head off her panic attack before it came. 

“Well, dammit, Julia. You almost gave me a heart attack. Please don’t start a conversation like that; it’s terrifying to a woman my age.”

I gripped the chair’s arms, and fought the urge to rock the damn thing so hard the rockers would break off. “I ended things with Luke. A few months ago. I—”

“What? No you haven’t.” The relief in her voice, along with the certainty of her tone, caught me off guard. 

“I know it seems sudden, but—”

“A few months ago? Julia, what are you talking about? Luke is here, waiting on your internship to finish up.”

I stopped rocking completely, my mouth involuntarily falling open. “What? What do you mean here?”

“Here, here. He’s in the garage with your father right now. He’s been here a few days; I put him up in your room.”

“WHAT? Are you crazy!”

“Between the two of us, you are the one acting crazy.” Her voice took on an edge of irritation. “He’s almost family. I wasn’t going to turn him away when he showed up on Thursday. I left you a message about it then. Besides, we all assumed you’d come home for a visit as soon as your internship wrapped up. When does your internship finish? We don’t have any details on it, or on your new place.” The sound of the mixer started in the background. She seemed to have completely missed the entire focus of this conversation.

I breathed loudly into the phone. “Mom. Get him out of there. I broke up with him months ago. He is being a crazy stalker; I can’t believe he is there!”

“Julia. Stop getting worked up. This is Luke we are talking about. He’s not a stalker. He’s the sweetest boy you’ve ever been with, I can assure you of that.”

“Mom, you don’t know half the people I’ve been with, so you can’t assure me of anything. Where is Dad? Let me talk to him.”

“I am not putting your father on so you can spout this nonsense to him. When your internship is finished, come home. We can discuss this then, and you and Luke can work out whatever tiff you are having so we can continue with wedding plans. Trust me, these things blow over, and he has been such good company to your father this week.” 

Wedding plans. God, please tell me she hadn’t still been working on those. I had told her to halt all planning for that ill-fated possibility six months ago, when my gut had first told me the wedding might not ever become a reality. 

I spoke rapidly into the phone, but my words went unheard, nothing but silence in my ear. She had hung up. I pulled the phone from my ear and gawked at it. I don’t know why I was surprised. My mother, the queen of independence, wasn’t the type to drag out conversations, especially when she had supper on the stove. I locked the phone screen, trying to work through what had just happened. Luke. At my parents’ house. Anger boiled with quick fury in my blood, and I stood, whirling around and yanking the heavy door open, stomping into the kitchen a bit dramatically, embracing the anger that flowed with greedy speed throughout me.

Brad turned at my entrance, his plate empty, his eyes locking on his phone and following it as I swung my arms emphatically. “You won’t believe this shit!” He stood, snagging his phone from my hand and pocketing it, as he grabbed his plate and took it to the sink. 

“They aren’t happy about the engagement?”

“I didn’t even get that far! Luke is staying at my parents’ house!” His blank look returned my infuriated one. “Luke! My ex-fiancé! 

He set down his plate, the sound echoing in the empty kitchen. I expected fire, an outrage to match my own, nostrils flaring, hands clenched, a dramatic show of he-man strength. Instead, he tilted his head slightly, his expression unreadable. “I know you’ve told me about Luke, but refresh my memory.” He walked back to the table, sliding out a chair and sitting down, his face calm and peaceful across from my furious one. 

I blew out a long breath, flexing my hands in front of me. “Dated eighteen months, engaged for twelve of those. I ended it about a month or two before you and I met.”

“Nice guy?”

“Was extremely nice. Quiet, kinda lazy. But when we broke up he went batshit stalker on me—showing up at work and the house, power-calling my cell. That’s why I moved in with the guys and quit my other job. I started my internship at CDB, changed my number, and haven’t seen him since.” I rolled my neck and blew out a breath, willing my heart to slow down. I glanced at him, scowling at his calm expression.

He met my look with an easy confidence, shrugging nonchalantly. “What is it you want me to do?”

“I don’t know. Wave your arms about. Scream. Charge up there and forcibly remove him!”

He chuckled at me across the table. “Julia. This relationship between you and him needs to be ended by you. Anything I say to him won’t resonate. You spent a significant amount of your lives together.” He reached over, dragging my chair across the stone floor until it touched his, his strong hands pulling me onto his lap. I sat, in a child’s position, curled on his lap, his big arms engulfing me, his breath on my hair. “I’ve had you for three weeks, and the thought of losing you is unbearable. He had you so much longer than that. I don’t blame him one bit for going crazy without you. You need to be kind and gentle, but firm, with him.”

I growled against his chest. “I was kind and gentle and firm—when I broke up with him almost three months ago!”

“And drunk.”

I winced. “Yes, and I was drunk. But we’ve talked since, while I’ve been sober, and I’ve told him the same thing.”

He leaned back, tilting up my chin until my eyes met his. “Why don’t we go up to your parents’? I will support you in any way that I can, but the conversation between you two needs to be in private. He’s already lost you; his pride doesn’t need to suffer, as well.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “He’s not a wounded puppy. He’s an invader in my childhood home, sleeping on my sheets, and probably going through my shit. I’ve made my feelings crystal clear by my complete avoidance of him. He’s not hanging out at my parents’ house thinking we are ‘on a break’ – he has run out of places to stalk me and is hoping my dear ol’ mom and dad will give him a clue as to how he can track me down.” 

He grinned, a devilish smirk that made me want to yank down his zipper and suck his cock. “You just evaded the Magiano family. Your ex-boyfriend is hardly cause for panic.”

I frowned. “You are way too relaxed about this.”

He leaned forward, kissing me swiftly, his hands moving as my mouth opened to his, strong fingers circling then gripping my waist, twisting my body until I had no choice but to lift one leg over and straddle him. My worries were lost in his kiss—a soothing connection that turned sexual in a moment, his hands moving brusquely over the top of my shirt, yanking it out of my dress pants and sliding his hands underneath the fabric, the warmth of his touch causing my breath to hitch. I ground against him, feeling him respond underneath me, as he squeezed my breasts, his thumb teasing my nipples through the fabric of my bra. 

By the time he laid me back, tugged off my dress pants, and wrapped my thighs around his head, it was decided. He was coming home with me, but I was on my own with Luke. Damn my weak resolve.

Chapter 9

––––––––

We left Friday night, hitting the interstate at six. I called Mom on the way, keeping the conversation brief. I didn’t mention the hulk of a man at my side, or my reason for coming. I didn’t want to give Luke any benefit of preparation. Then I called Olivia remembering two hours out of town that we had made plans for Saturday night—dinner and a movie—a mini-celebration of my new engagement. Olivia wasn’t happy, but understood, her irritation turning to indignation at my mention of Luke’s presence. With her blessing to kick ass in hand, I closed the phone and settled into the passenger seat. 

I grew up in a town small enough to be close-knit, but large enough to have a Wal-Mart. Located in an unassuming corner of Georgia, too far from any airport, it typically took me seven hours, but Brad’s car ate up the drive in six. The drive went almost too quickly for my taste, and my mind was still processing possible outcomes by the time we pulled down the quiet suburban street that had sheltered my upbringing. 

It was a half hour after midnight when Brad brought the car to a slow stop next to our mailbox and slid it into park. I leaned over, kissing him gently on the lips. “I’ll call you in a bit. You’ll find a hotel?”

He grinned at me. “From the looks of my GPS, this town doesn’t seem big enough to get lost in. I’ll be close by. Call me when you’re ready.” 

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the upcoming battle. Then I opened the door and stepped out.

♥♥♥

It’d been almost a year since I’d been home. Maybe longer. Long enough that I didn’t recognize the new planters on the steps, overflowing with blooms, Mom’s green thumb at work. The planters had, no doubt, been Dad’s handiwork, that item on the ‘to do’ list finally attended to. I also noted new white curtains in the window above the kitchen sink. Wonder when Mom made those? My childhood home was small, a square block of brick, built in the fifties, back when rooflines and architectural features weren’t deemed aesthetically important. But I can’t help but love its imperfections. I can’t help but think, whenever I step down this cracked drive, that I should come home more. I have so many memories inside these walls. So many moments that shaped my growth, in good ways and bad. I walked down the drive, noticing Luke’s truck, and stepped onto the first step of the porch, my eyes adjusting to the dark, seeing the front door stoop and the man who, at almost one in the morning, leaned against it. Luke. 

Looks were never Luke’s problem. His looks were what drew me to him, his looks were what kept me around during the slow times, and his looks had almost made me reconsider my decision to leave him. Thick, blond hair that always misbehaved perfectly, a strong jaw, full lips, and pale blue eyes that had always held a hint of anguish. He stood, his hands tucked in the pockets of his faded jeans, a baby blue polo pulled tight over his broad, muscular chest. He said nothing as I wound my way along the entry sidewalk and came to a stop in front of him. Just watched me, his face tight and eyes tortured. He pulled off ‘tortured’ better than anyone else I knew. And, just like that, the familiar weight of guilt settled around my heart and squeezed.

He had, simply put, not been good enough for me. My over-confident ego had decided I needed someone better—someone more successful, responsible, intelligent. It had been the right choice. But that didn’t mean that my heart didn’t break a little when I looked at him. Because he had truly, head over heels, loved me. And probably still did. I never worried about Luke looking at another girl, or had any doubt of his feelings for me. I had been his entire world. He stepped forward slightly, hands coming out of his pockets, and I held up a hand. “Luke. Stop. Please sit down.”

I wasn’t surprised he was awake. Wasn’t surprised that he was on the porch, waiting for my arrival. It was why I had had Brad bring me straight here. I knew Luke would be there, ready, hopeful. But validation of that fact, his weight against the porch, where it had probably been for hours? It made it harder. Added another stone to my mountain of guilt. 

He obeyed, sinking into the closest rocking chair, his eyes never leaving mine—light blue prisms of hope. I sank into the rocker next to him and propped a foot up on the railing, closing my eyes and trying to sort through the churning wave of emotions. Of course he obeyed. He had always behaved, always tried to please my ever-increasing demands. I had been the alpha, he the submissive. 

“What are you doing here, Luke?” I turned to look at him—a mistake—the raw look in his eyes nearly tearing me into two.

“I couldn’t find you anywhere. I need you, Jules; I’m lost without you.” He reached out, grasping my arm, his strong fingers caressing the skin before he pulled it, leaning into me. I resisted, dragging my arm away and leaned back in the chair.

Need. Yes, he had always needed me. To wake him up in the mornings, so he wouldn’t miss work. To remind him to renew his car insurance, file taxes, pay his parking tickets. He needed me to cover his rent when his cash was low, pick him up from the bar when he had drunk too much, and hold him in my arms when he was feeling insecure. He had needed me way too much. It was one of the things that made the guilt that much heavier. I wondered, still worried, how he functioned without me.

And it was crazy. I had a new fiancé, another life, but still the pull of guilt almost washed me closer to him. Almost made me weak enough to say things other than what I needed to say. It was why I had cut all contact two months prior. The guilt at leaving him ... it was too hard for me to be firm. Firm seemed to equal ‘cruel.’ But that was needed. Especially when the game had gotten to this unthinkable stage. 

I sighed, trying to form words that would hit home gently. “Luke. It’s over. I have avoided you for a reason. You being here at my parents’ house— it’s invasive. You have to move on. You have to forget about me.”

“I’ll be better. I’ll try harder. I won’t go out anymore or skip work or—”

“Luke.” I stood and faced him, my eyes sharp. Be strong. Be firm. “You don’t need to change for me. You need to find a girl who loves you just as you are. Stop thinking about a way to get me back. I’m not ever coming back. Ever. I need you to realize that.”

“Is this about that guy? The one who dropped you off?” He looked wounded, slumping back in the chair, a bare foot coming up and hitting the porch rail. The glimpse of his foot—it struck some latent chord in me, some reservoir of anger, resentment. He had stayed here a week. Gotten comfortable enough in my childhood home to walk around barefoot. Prey on my uninformed parents. 

“No. It’s about you and me. There was no one else who caused our breakup to happen.”

Were my words strong enough? Cruel enough? I wasn’t sure, the look in his eyes unchanged. Needy. Wanting. Desperate. I needed to find the aggressor role that I used to so easily command. The one that I had lost mastery of in my new relationship with Brad. I swallowed. Tried again. “Please go inside and pack. I need you to leave. I will pay for you to stay in a hotel for the night, but in the morning you need to head back home. If you ever cared for me, I need you to leave me alone. Move on with your life. I won’t—I can’t—come back to you. We are done.”

He looked at me, my gaze holding despite the shake in my heart, the contact horrific as I watched a piece of the man I once loved die in his eyes. Then he dipped his head, eyes avoiding mine, saving me from seeing any more pain. He nodded, his head down, eyes trained to the ground, foot falling off the railing and landing with a quiet thud onto the porch. “Okay Jules. I’m sorry.”

“Me too,” I whispered, hoping—as the words fled my mouth—that he hadn’t heard them. Worried that they reopened some window to the room I had just locked close. Then I leaned against the porch and crossed my arms, watching him walk inside. The moment the door closed behind him, tears leaked, running down my cheeks with wild abandon. I hated this shit. Hated dealing with him, hated the resurgence of feelings and emotions for a man no longer in my life. This was bullshit, this ache of hurt, not for me, but for him. And the worst thing was that my own ego was creating this tidal wave of pain. I was not that great. He could—and would—do better. Someone who appreciated him. Someone who loved him in the all-consuming way that I loved Brad. I contained the heaves of my chest, guilt wracking my body in silent sobs. I wiped my face, blinking rapidly and took a few deep breaths, willing the ache in my heart to dissolve. 

♦♦♦

Luke, as expected, behaved. It took him almost fifteen minutes to emerge. Fifteen minutes when I went through a roller coaster of emotions and fought going inside to see if he was ransacking my room. He finally emerged, a duffel bag in hand. Evidence of my tears gone, I walked him to the driveway, to his faded red truck, every dent and scrape on it familiar to me. We had fucked in the bed of it, the hard metal floor painful to my knees. We’d spent another night inside of it, on a road trip to his parents’, both of us too broke for a hotel, the cab colder the later the night had gotten.  I stared at the vehicle and tried to will the memories from my mind. 

Luke heaved his bag, his muscles easily tossing the black duffel into the bed. Then he turned back to me, holding out his hand.

I stared at it blankly, recognizing that he wasn’t reaching for my hand, but waiting for some item. Right. Hotel money. I held back a comment and reached into my pocket, pulling out some cash and putting it in his palm.

“So who was that?” he asked suddenly. “The guy who dropped you off.”

I met his eyes, willing my voice to be casual, steady. “Someone I’m dating.”

He frowned as hurt quickly joined the complicated party of sadness and regret in his eyes. “Wow. That didn’t take you long, Jules.” He shot me a wry, sarcastic smile. “Went after money, huh? Shocker.”

I didn’t respond, watching as he climbed in the truck and slammed the door. He stared into my eyes through the windshield, and we stayed like that for a minute; I was unable to move. Then he shook his head, and his truck roared to life. 

Eighteen months. One small diamond. 

A life path extinguished.

I stood in the empty driveway for a moment, watching the taillights of his truck as it peeled out and down my parents’ street. It was done. I instinctively knew that he wasn’t coming back, that—while he might not disappear completely—he realized that I would not take him back. 

I turned to the house, noting the absence of lights and glanced at my watch. 12:53 a.m. My parents hadn’t waited up, not a huge surprise given the hour. I called Brad.

“Hey babe.” His confident voice sent calming strength through me. 

“Hey. Luke just left. How far away are you?”

“A few blocks. You finished quicker than I expected; I haven’t gotten us a room yet.”

“That’s okay. Come pick me up. I’m going to leave my parents a note and make sure the doors are locked, then I’ll be out front.”

“I’ll be there.”

There was no doubt Mom would be hurt when she found out I was staying at a hotel, but I’d have to face that battle in the morning. I jotted down a quick note, stated I’d be by around nine, then checked the locks, and headed outside to Brad’s car.

Chapter 10

––––––––

The morning brought with it the hum of an air conditioner, scratchy sheets, and the delicious feeling of having Brad’s warm body spooned tightly behind me. I ran my fingers lightly down his forearm before gripping it and tightening it around my body. He groaned behind me, burrowing his face into my neck, his stubble tickling me. He flexed against me, his hard cock ever present against my ass. I opened my eyes, taking in the yellow wallpaper, small television, and cheap coffee pot. I grinned. Brad had taken serious issue with our accommodations, unable to believe that my small hometown didn’t have at least a three-star hotel. Sex had been comical—the bed sagging pitifully beneath our weight, creaking and rattling with every thrust. We had finally taken the act to the wall—his strong arms holding me easily as he slid in and out until we were both satisfied. My eyes passed over the plastic clock, widening as they read its red digits. “Shit, Brad, we have to go.” I wiggled out of his arms, shooting across the worn carpet and flipping on the bathroom light. Glancing over my shoulder at his still body, I increased my tone. “Brad!” Leaning over the sink, I turned on the water. 

♥♥♥

My mother was visible through the front window, her eyes scanning, processing, and reigning hell before we even opened our doors and got out. Any feisty part of my personality had undoubtedly been a product of her genes. I gripped Brad’s hand and whispered premature apologies as we climbed the front steps. The door opened, and there she stood.

My mother was beautiful; there was no disputing that. Slim and tall, she had curves where it counted, wrinkles noticeably absent despite her hours in the sun, and bone structure that models would die for. Her eyes skipped right over me and fixated on Brad. “Julia, who is this?”

Here goes nothing. “Mom, this is Brad. Brad, this is my mother,” I dutifully recited, squeezing past her and hugging my father, who waited patiently inside. He gripped me tightly, pressing a kiss to my cheek before surveying me approvingly. 

“You look good, sweetie. It’s nice to have you home.” My father, thinning hair carefully combed into place, wearing a sweater from the seventies paired with pressed gray slacks, shook Brad’s hand with a friendly smile.

Mother, suddenly remembering her manners, ushered us into the living room, where we sat—me perched nervously on an ottoman, Brad relaxing easily into the couch. We had a moment of peaceful silence before she opened her mouth and flames came out.

“Julia, what’s going on? I wake up this morning to a note from you—you stayed godknowswhere last night—and then you show up with—no offense—a complete stranger! And Luke is nowhere to be found, his truck gone when I woke up this morning!”

“Debra, calm down.” My father interrupted her, reaching over and patting her arm—an action that earned him a glare of Arctic proportions. “Julia just got here. Let her relax for a bit.”

“I’m not calming down until I know what in God’s name is going on!” She balled her hands into fists and turned to me, eyebrows raised.

I took a deep breath and stood. “Mom. As I said on the phone—I broke up with Luke over two months ago. He shouldn’t have been here; he was trying to track me down because I wouldn’t return any of his calls. I spoke to him last night and told him to leave, which is why he isn’t here this morning. He shouldn’t be back again, so please don’t respond if he calls you.”

My last sentence was too much for my mother, whose mouth opened and closed like a large mouth bass. “Don’t respond? Julia, what has gotten into you? You can’t break up with Luke—the boy is in love with you!”

“That’s all well and good, but I didn’t want to marry him, Mom. And I would hope that you, as a supportive mother, would stand by me in this decision.” That shut her up, and she closed her eyes briefly, clasping her hands in an effort to remain composed. 

Then Brad spoke, and the shit-storm hit a whole new level. “Mr. and Mrs. Campbell, I apologize for the—”

“I’m sorry, but who the hell are you, and why are you here?” My mother stood, crossing her arms and staring stonily at Brad, intent on steamrolling him into submission. She had no idea who she was up against. 

Brad had the nerve to chuckle. “I, Mrs. Campbell, am Julia’s fiancé.” 

My mother gaped, glared at me, glared at Brad, and then stepped forward and grabbed my hand. The ring, its size and brilliance, momentarily stunned her, and I saw a wave of emotions cross her face. I knew what she was thinking: my youth, Brad’s age, Luke’s absence, her impressionable little daughter standing before her. I gently pulled my hand back before her thought process moved too much further along. 

My father stood, joining the party and clapped his hands together. “Well. Now that that’s all settled, how about we move to the kitchen for breakfast?”

Chapter 11

––––––––

My mother hadn’t planned on an uninvited breakfast guest; she had expected me, alone, listening to her logical persuasion until Luke returned to his proper place at the table. His cereal, Coco Crisp, stared at me from above the fridge, an adolescent irritation to my already frayed nerves. 

Mother scurried, her sneakered feet moving around the kitchen at a frantic pace, the fridge, cupboard, pantry, and then fridge again, all becoming victims to her furious search for something to serve to this man—this much-too-old man who was professing ownership of her daughter. I could feel her nerves; they matched pace with my stress, competing for superiority in the small room. I worriedly met Brad’s eyes across the table.

He had sat at the head, following the directive of my mother, but I could feel her disorientation with his seat, a place she normally took. He was, as always, calm and relaxed, and I twisted a napkin under the table as I listened to my father speak with him.

“... it’s a Chevy. An Impala. I’ve been working on it for a few years now, but just recently begun to dedicate proper time to it. Luke ...” my father paused, his eyes meeting mine across the table. “Luke’s been helping me these last few days, which is the most I’ve done to it in a while.” He coughed and took a sip of coffee.

My mother approached the table at a sudden pace, setting a plate of cold bagels and assorted cream cheeses in front of us. “I’m sorry for not being better prepared; I normally try to keep appropriate food on hand for guests ...” She grimaced, her anguish equally divided over the food choices and the stranger before her, and sat down next to me with a heavy sigh.

“This is wonderful, Mrs. Campbell. He grinned at her, that devastating, gorgeous grin that diminished his fierce features and instantly endeared anyone to his cause. I watched my mother, saw the surprise on her face, and she glanced down quickly, taking a sip of coffee with a shaky hand. 

“Mr. De Luca, how long have you been seeing Julia?” 

His hand reached out, covering mine, and he gave me a small smile before turning to her. “Two months, give or take. We met through work. My firm had the pleasure of having Julia as an intern.”

The emotions showed clearly on her face as the words flitted through her mind. Two months. My firm. Attorney. “I see. Julia ... reports to you?”

He laughed. “No. I work in family law. Julia was the intern for our corporate law department. We met in passing one day.”

Family law. My mother’s eyes shuttered slightly at that sentence, and I grinned despite myself. I knew what she was envisioning, bedraggled lawyers carrying worn briefcases to and from court, fighting back child-support cases for broke, deadbeat dads. I was grateful for the table hiding my hands, my ring hidden. 

“Two months?” My father’s voice came out confused. “Why the rush to get engaged?”

My mother suddenly gasped, clapping a hand over her mouth and looking at me in accusation. “Julia!”

I laughed out loud, knowing what she was thinking, the laugh bubbling out of me and spilling, uncontrollably, onto the table. “God, Mom, I’m not pregnant.” Her face watched me suspiciously, traveling from my face to my stomach and then back to my smile. “I swear.” I looked at my dad, at his pale face. “Dad, I’m not. We’re not getting married until after I graduate in August. We’ll be engaged for a year.”

That announcement relieved her, and she sank back into the chair. “This ... it’s just a lot to take, Julia. I still don’t know why you had to go and break it off with Luke. That boy loves you so much.”

I met her eyes with a warning look. “Mom, that bridge is so far crossed it is ridiculous. I am in love with Brad. I am marrying Brad. With or without your blessing.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Julia. Don’t be dramatic. Of course you’ll have our blessing.” She reached over, rubbed my forearm reassuringly, then turned to Brad. “Now, Brad, what does your family think of this? Have they met Julia?”

My world fell apart right there, with her predictable response, and I begged him with my eyes to have the correct answer to her innocent question.

“I am not close with my family,” he said casually. “They are aware that I am engaged, and Julia will meet my family at Thanksgiving. That is, of course, if you will allow me to borrow her for that holiday?” He grinned sheepishly, and Mom did her best to respond.

“Well ... we wouldn’t want to stand in the way of your plans. Certainly, I’d want your family to get a chance to meet her.” 

“I don’t have to, Mom.” I looked up, suddenly aware of the potential parachute before me, ignoring the bemused look Brad was sending my way. “I mean, I know you and Dad like to have me here for Thanksgiving ...” Please. Please. Please.

My flag of distress was ignored by all parties. Mom shrugged, waving her hand casually. “Oh no, Julia. We’ll probably spend it with the neighbors anyway. Go. Get to know his family. That’s more important, especially with a wedding coming up.” Brightness suddenly lit her face. “When is the wedding?”

And with that one thought, Mom fully became Team De Luca. I should have known. My mother, the one who had wanted so badly to plan a fairytale wedding despite Luke’s and my limited budget. Fuck the fact that her loyalty to Luke had, moments before, seemed boundless. Fuck the fact that she knew nothing of Brad’s family. The wedding was the crack that Brad’s easy charisma and my father’s support fully broke open. Three stale bagels and two rounds of hugs later, she became fully cemented as our new biggest fan and we were headed back to our world. 

One ex-fiancé and family introduction down. 

One terrifying Thanksgiving and whoknowshowmany of Brad’s exes ahead.  

Chapter 12

––––––––

OCTOBER

Days until wedding: 304

––––––––

I leaned over the bar and scanned the bartenders, trying to catch someone’s attention so I could order a drink. It was a futile effort, everyone else seeming to capture their attention easily. I began waving my arms like an idiot, a twenty-dollar bill in my hand.

“Come on.” Brad’s voice was in my ear, and I turned, my arms still moving. “I’ve got us a table.

“With a waitress?” I raised my eyebrows, not wanting to lose the headway I may or may not be making in the ‘get the bartender’s attention’ foot race.

“Yes. Come on.” He tugged on my waist, his large hands encircling it and pulling. I gave one final look at the oblivious bartenders and then turned to follow him.  We moved through the dark club, bodies everywhere, the hum of voices and music creating a blanket of energy. 

New York truly was a city that didn’t sleep. Two-thirty in the morning, and the club showed no signs of slowing, the energy around us ramping up with each additional song pumping through the speakers. My mind wandered to our hotel room, six skyscrapers over, to the weekend bag already alongside expensive new purchases. Forty-eight hours in this city seemed enough time to spend a fortune and party our asses off.

I grinned down at Brad, who relaxed back on a leather loveseat, a table before him with a chilled bottle on ice. “Looks like you had better luck than me.” I carefully navigated around the table until I was settled in next to him on the leather seat.

“Don’t be too impressed. I had a little help.” His head tilted to the left and I turned, my gaze pulled upward.

Dark blue eyes stared out from a gorgeous face, beautiful lips curving into a smile. A black suit, paired with a black shirt, hid a body that was no doubt perfect. I felt the stranger’s hand tug gently on mine, and he leaned over and placed a soft kiss on my knuckles.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Julia. My name is Marc.” He gently returned my hand, and I struggled to speak.

“Nice to meet you.” My words came out raspy; I swallowed and tried to regain my composure. Smiling politely at him, I turned back to Brad, a question in my eyes.

He chuckled. “Julia, Marc and I have a long history. He was the prior owner of Saffire, but was generous enough to part with it.”

There was a deep laugh behind me, and I turned to see a perfect white smile split Marc’s face. “Generous? Your offer gave me little choice, my friend. But you have done very well with it, and I applaud you for that.” His eyes twinkled at me. “Have you been to Saffire?”

I blushed. “Yes. It is impressive. You did a wonderful job.”

He scowled good-naturedly. “It’s taken a few steps upward since my name was on the title. But Rain, this is my baby.” He spread his arms to indicate the club. “Unless ...” he said with a sly look to Brad, “you intend on adding it to your list of assets.”

Brad laughed, curving his arm around my waist. “No, Marc. I don’t have the time for anything but this woman right now.”

“Yes, I was admiring your ring, it is beautiful,” Marc said, his eyes dipping to my left hand. “Congratulations seem to be in order. You must be quite a woman if you tied down this stallion.” He sat on the closest chair, his eyes returning to mine, a knowing smile playing over his features.

“More than you know,” Brad said, squeezing my side gently and passing me a flute of champagne.

I smiled without comment, taking a sip of the cool bubbly.

A man appeared, bending over to speak rapidly in Marc’s ear. His gaze on me, I saw the moment when his eyes changed, urgency darkening their blue depths. He nodded and the man stood, taking a few steps back.

“I apologize, but something needs my attention.” Marc stood with an apologetic smile. “Please enjoy the champagne. I should wrap up this issue in the next hour or so. Brad, if you both are interested, I often entertain in the upstairs suite. I would love to share a few drinks with you later.”

Brad nodded, reaching out to grasp his hand. “As always, it is great to see you.”

I extended my hand, but Marc moved closer, planting a soft kiss on my cheek. “It has been a pleasure,” he said softly, the scent of his cologne lingering as he withdrew.

“Thank you for the table.”

He flashed that perfect smile and then left, the strange man in his ear, quick words speaking urgently as they disappeared into the crowd. I leaned back into the crook of Brad’s arm and sipped the champagne, glancing around the club, a sea of sequins, flirtations, and sexuality.

“What’d you think of Marc?” Brad’s eyes held a hint of mischief. 

“He’s a little intense. Working hard that Rico Suave vibe he’s got going on.” I took a sip of champagne and looked out at the crowd.

“Did it work?” Brad’s voice was low and dangerous, and I turned to see him watching me closely, a hint of a smile playing over his mouth.

“What do you mean?” 

“He wants to fuck you,” Brad said matter-of-factly, leaning back in the seat and tipping his glass back, his eyes on mine.

“What? No he doesn’t.”

“I assure you, he does. You didn’t see his face when you walked up. How his eyes drank in every inch of you.”

I shrugged, fighting the shot of pleasure that traveled through me. “Whatever.”

“You don’t understand.” Brad lowered his voice, moving his mouth to my ear, taking a soft bite of my neck, then playing his tongue lightly over the spot. “It isn’t just a desire of his. It is a possibility. One that he recognizes. He is like me, Julia. He goes after what he wants. And he understands that a ring on your finger doesn’t exclude him from the party.”

My mouth dropped, and I leaned back, putting distance between Brad and myself. “You told him? About what we’ve done?” I narrowed my eyes and Brad laughed.

“Easy, princess. I haven’t told him anything. But I’ve known Marc for over ten years. We have run in similar circles, have shared women several times, sometimes several women.” I felt a small bit of jealousy at his words, at their past, which didn’t, in any way, include me. 

“You’ve ... seen him fuck?”

“Yes.” He took a swig of champagne.

“And?”

“And ... what?” His eyes danced with humor.

I groaned. “Don’t make me spell it out. Is he ... good at what he does?” I leaned closer, giving permission, and felt his hand return, sliding around my waist and pulling me tightly to him.

“He is very good at what he does.”

“Better than you?”

He shrugged. “Maybe you should find out.” His hand grew rougher, squeezing my skin possessively, the change catching me off guard, a sharp intake of arousal stealing all breath from my body.

I bit my lower lip, and stared into the flute of champagne, remembering Marc’s lips against my hand, and the intensity of those dark blue eyes. “Well,” I said, swirling the flute gently between my fingers, “then maybe we should head upstairs.” Then I tilted the glass back, letting the bubbles of champagne pop and slide down my throat. 

Chapter 13

––––––––

An hour later, I straddled Brad’s body, and he leaned back into the sectional, his eyes drugged with arousal, watching me, the line of his mouth barely affected by the smile that lay there. He ran his hands freely over the front of my dress, dipping inside my low and loose neckline and cupping each breast in turn. “God, you are beautiful.”

I said nothing, only gently moved against him, feeling a slight vibration run through us as the bass rocked a particularly loud note. I could feel the energy of the club, the muted hum of music, of a thousand bodies of barely-contained madness—dancing, kissing, falling in love—underneath us. 

“Kiss me,” he commanded. 

I shook my head with a smile. “No. Keep touching me.”

A second hand joined his first, both palms sweeping up and cradling my breasts, the pull of the fabric joined with the rough skin of his palms temptingly perfect. He growled, low in his throat. “Like this?” He squeezed, a little rougher on my nipples, my breath catching. 

“Yeah.”

“Then kiss me.” He bucked up with his hips, throwing me forward, his upper body lifting, his mouth looking for mine, but I turned my head, gave him my neck, giggling when he nipped it. 

“Not yet,” I whispered. “I’m not going to kiss you until his cock is deep inside of me.”

His hands tightened on me, and he groaned my name as he tore at the straps of my dress, pulling the fabric from me, a shiver running through me as my upper body was exposed. 

There was a click of a door handle, and my breath caught as I looked up, seeing the black door swing open, a tall suit of gorgeous stepping inside, a phone at his ear, our eyes catching onto and holding each other. 

Click. The door shut behind him, and I froze, aware of my bare skin, Brad’s mouth making a wet path down my neck, his hands pushing me into place, arching my back as he traveled over my cleavage, flipping his tongue gently over and then sucking my nipple into his mouth. I gasp at the sensation, my eyes still stuck on Marc, and watch as he smiles, ending his call and tossing the cell aside, plastic on granite, a sliding sound fading into nothing as I watch him step forward, down the steps, into the sunken living room, his legs carrying him behind the couch, until he stood in front of me and looked down. “You started without me,” he said softly, a bit of accent coating his words. Then Brad did something with his mouth, something on my nipple that made my body squirm, need growing, and I dropped my head back and broke eye contact. 

Brad leaned forward, laying me back, his hands replacing his mouth. “Do you want a blindfold?”

“No,” I gasped, opening my eyes and propping my body up, meeting his gaze, my stare flicking to the man standing behind Brad, his hands resting on the couch back, his eyes meeting mine. Dark blue fire. A confident smile. So much like Brad in so many ways. It was strange to have my eyes open, knowing the man I was looking at was about to touch me. To fuck me.  

There was a soft slap of fabric as Marc removed his jacket and tossed it onto the sofa, fabric hitting leather, his hands unbuttoning and rolling back his sleeves. I watched his hands, avoiding his eyes, my cheeks warming, bashfulness overtaking me.

“Nervous?” His voice was quiet, a tinge of playfulness in their tone.

I looked up, meeting those dark depths. “A little.”

“Don’t be. I play nicely. Plus,” he said, looking over to Brad with a smile, “I’m scared of the big guy.” 

“As you should be,” Brad spoke from underneath me, settled back down on the couch, his eyes on me, his hands running over my skin, over my breasts, rough then soft, perfect patterns that kept my nipples hard and my cunt wet. “She is my everything.” I smiled, looking down on him, his mouth tilting up, asking for, then receiving, a kiss. Damn. So much for that game plan. But I couldn’t stay away from his mouth. It fit too perfectly on my own. 

I saw, out of the corner of my eye, the man move. Walked to the bar, fixed a drink, then moved closer. I glanced at him, saw him watching me, his hand moving down for a quick adjustment before he sat next to us on the couch, down a few feet. He reclined back against the leather, taking a slow sip of his drink, the clink of ice cubes registering to my ears. Brad pinched lightly at one of my nipples, drug my attention back to him. I leaned down, gave him a long kiss as his hands roamed me, strong drags of fingers across my skin, possession in every inch, every touch. He lifted up slightly, his hands pushing down my hips as he ground into me, the friction of his arousal causing my eyes to close, a small moan to slip out of me. 

“Get on your knees. The ottoman.” 

I looked back, understanding Brad’s directive when I saw the big leather ottoman, one that acted as a coffee table. I slid off him, letting him lean forward and drag the furniture piece over until it was flush with the sofa. He spread his legs slightly and pulled out his dress shirt. Unbuckling his pants, he drug down the zipper. “Your mouth. Come here, baby.”

I climbed onto the ottoman, getting on all fours, my hands helping to pull his cock out, everything in the room disappearing as I lowered my mouth to him. I loved to suck his cock. I loved the taste of it. It tasted of need. Of raw, animal want, and never failed to cause a twinge in my stomach, a weight of arousal in my sex. I pushed him down my throat and felt him harden in my mouth. 

I was caught off guard when a firm hand closed around my ankle. 

Chapter 14

––––––––

I opened my eyes, my mouth full, and met Brad’s eyes. They stared into mine, no hint of a smile, nothing but raw possession in their depths. This is the animal Brad, my favorite side of him, a side I only see in these moments, when he is watching me with another, and every alpha male instinct is on high alert. His mouth moved, curved into a reassuring smile, but his eyes were dark. Aroused. I could feel his level of want in my mouth, hard and ready, his hand settling on the back of my head and pushing down. “Take it all.”

I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. But I took as much as I could, feeling, all the while, the slide of Marc’s fingers over my skin, his weight as it settled onto the ottoman behind me. Felt his hands slide up my leg and gently work the ankle strap of my heels, careful fingers working the shoe off. Thud. One hit the floor, my foot released, his hands moving to the other. Thud. Then my feet were bare, free, and his hands were on the move. Sliding up my leg, the doggie-style position giving him a front row view to touch, travel, and then—gasp, his tongue caught me off guard—taste my skin as he moved up my legs and gripped my ass. 

♥♥♥

He wasn’t Brad; he couldn’t compare, the condom was an additional irritant, but the man could fuck. Holy hell, could he fuck. And from the glimmer in Brad’s eyes, he loved my reaction. I laid on my side, on the bed, Marc kneeling between my legs, his cock quick and fast, thinner than Brad’s, but hard as a diamond. He played rough, spanking my exposed ass cheek, the first hand laid, ten minutes earlier, light and questioningly, my grin and nod urging him to continue. Now he slapped my skin with aggression, the rough fucks taking me closer and closer to where I needed to be. I looked at Brad, his legs spread, still fully dressed, settled into a chair, his bare cock upright and fisted, his palm slowly stroking its length. Dark playfulness in his eyes. Why did I ever wear a blindfold? Jesus, the look in his eyes ... I’d get on my knees and scrub the kitchen floor naked if it would bring on that look. An intense heat, possessive and aroused. I cursed any moment that I missed out on it. Just a glance at it, and I was soaked.

Brad stood, his cock at attention, forcing its way through the hang of his button-up shirt. He stepped over, climbing onto the bed and knelt before me, bringing his dick to my mouth, letting me have a taste of it before he sat back on his heels, stroking with his left hand, slowly and purposefully, just inches from my face. 

His right hand played over my breasts, squeezing, teasing, then traveling up to my neck, wrapping a firm hand around it, not enough to choke, but enough that I paid attention, my pussy tightening around Marc’s cock.

“Fuck Brad, she’s gonna make me come.” The man swore out the words, his fingers digging into the meat of my butt, one finger stealing over and putting pressure on the pucker of my ass.

“Don’t stop, she’s close.” Brad leaned down, kissed me, deep and hard, his hand on my neck, my eyes stealing a glimpse of his cock. He lifted off my mouth, his hand tightening slightly. “God, you’re beautiful.” He turned his head to Marc, keeping his eyes on me. “Faster.”

Marc obeyed, giving me more, harder. Exactly. What. I ...

Fuck.

I took a gasp for air, getting one final look before my world went black, and I came on Marc’s cock. 

Moments later, I tasted the man’s completion—hot and wet in my mouth. Brad finished the job inside of me. With Marc leaving us alone, Brad’s hard body above mine, one hand in my hair, his kiss on my lips, I wrapped my legs tightly, felt his shudder, and celebrated one more loosening of my sexual strings.

The blindfold. I didn’t need it.

Chapter 15

––––––––

I blinked, the window coming into focus, the coastline through it showing a mess of skyscrapers and beach umbrellas. Close to home. I turned to find Brad’s eyes on me.

“You’re awake.” 

I nodded, covering a yawn. Trying to curl my knees into the plane’s seat, I was stopped by the belt. “I’m exhausted.”

He smiled. “We didn’t get much sleep this weekend. Want to hit bed early?” 

“I’ll hit my own bed early.” I closed my eyes, leaning over until my head rested on his shoulder.

“Stay at my house tonight,” he whispered against my hair. I shook my head under his mouth. It was an old argument, one I often lost. “Warm bed. Fresh sheets,” he whispered more, furthering his proposition. “Breakfast in the morning. Your clothes pressed and ready.” 

“Stop.” I slapped his chest. “Now let me sleep the last few minutes of this flight.”

He growled gently, the sound bringing a smile to my lips, and I settled further into his shoulder. 

I won that battle, sleeping that Sunday in my own bed for no other reason than stubbornness. I had to make him wait for something, didn’t want to dive into the wife role without the marriage certificate signed. So I picked certain battles, maintained my separate residence, and the days ticked on. 

♥♥♥

“Here.” Sheila slapped the form on my desk, her tight mouth turning into something someone in Death Valley might consider a smile. I looked from her face to the paper, the word EVALUATION in large letters across the top. 

“Oh. Thank you.” I smiled up at her, unsure if I should be smiling, terrified to see what fun tidbits she added in the ‘Anything else we should know about this intern?’ section. 

“Sure. And thank you,” she said, her words laced with a hint of reluctance. “We’ve enjoyed having you here. I’m glad to see that Mr. De Luca hasn’t been too much of a ... distraction.”

I relaxed a bit, smiling in parting when her pale suit turned and left the office. My hands were quick the moment the door shut, breathing a sigh of relief when only blank lines filled the available COMMENTS section. She shouldn’t have anything to complain about. Burge’s schedule was a far cry from Broward’s, our wing had changed gears, adopting normal nine-to-six hours, my attendance perfect despite any attempts by Brad to whisk me off. Burge also enjoyed long lunches, a perk that gave the entire staff the ability to lunch off property, and he’d brought me to court with him a number of times, a development that had me enjoying my job infinitely more. Slowly, the staff seemed to accept me again, forgiving me for the rebellious act of accepting Brad’s proposal.

But as the temperature inside the office warmed, the summer heat passed, bringing fall with all its color-changing gusto, each degree cooler reminding me of the looming holiday. Thanksgiving. Ominously before us, a family event that guaranteed the Magiano family in full, Italian force. I envisioned bumping elbows with henchmen and spent most nights cursing those damn Pilgrims and their merry feast. 

Chapter 16

––––––––

NOVEMBER

Days until wedding: 283

––––––––

I knocked gently on the door to Burge’s office, his Yankees coffee mug warm in my hand, then pushed on the handle, the door swinging open. 

“Julia, please come in.” Brad stood behind Burge’s desk, leaning over the long expanse, multiple documents spread out in front of them. I paused, surprised to find him there. 

“Brad,” I said, surprise coming through in my voice. I smiled at Burge. “Good morning, Mr. Burge.”

“Good morning, Julia. Please, have a seat. We have some documents that need your signature.”

Prenup. This must be it, the moment when I found out how much I would be allotted in the event of our dissolution. I felt a momentary flash of irritation at Burge’s involvement in this process. Brad could have easily handled this in his wing, with Rebecca instead of Burge. This wasn’t even Burge’s area of expertise. I nodded curtly and perched on the edge of the closest chair, fighting to keep the irritation off my face.

“You seem irritated, darling.” Brad’s amused voice floated over the desk, and I glanced up sharply to meet his eyes. 

“I’m not sure what you mean, Mr. De Luca, but I do have work to attend to. You need my signature on something?”

“Multiple items, actually.” Burge spun the folder around and I stood, stepping forward and picking up a stray pen. I studied the first document, my eyes flitting quickly over it before examining it more closely. It was a stock certificate, for an entity name I was unfamiliar with. I looked up at Brad briefly before moving the certificate aside and looking at the next page.

“Uh, Julia. We need your signature on that,” Burge interrupted, gesturing to the initial certificate. I ignored him, flipping through the remaining pages, skipping twenty or thirty signature tags in my examination. Then I looked up at Brad for confirmation.

“You’re giving me Saffire?”

He grinned. “Well, not all of it. Evelyn has her ownership, as does Janine. But yes, I am signing over my share of the asset, including the real estate, to you.”

“Why?”

Burge shifted uncomfortably, and I ignored him, focusing on Brad. He left Burge’s side and walked to the front of the desk, leaning against it casually and crossing his arms. “Do you have a moral opposition to owning a strip club?”

“Why give it to me?”

He shrugged. “We’re getting married. It doesn’t seem like an appropriate asset for a husband to have. And I thought you would enjoy running it. Plus, it might ease any ... concerns you have.” 

“You mean Alexis.” I raised my eyebrows at him.

“Yes. Alexis.” He looked pained for a brief moment, the look devastatingly perfect on his strong face.

“We’re not getting married for another nine months. Why transfer it now?”

“The process is not one that happens overnight. And I want to fly up there before the wedding. I’d rather do that with your ownership taken care of.” He smiled at me, dropping his crossed arms and stepping forward to gently kiss my neck. As he straightened, he paused at my ear, the next words hot on my skin. “Sign the papers.”

I shot him a disgruntled look, not appreciating the display of affection in front of my boss. “I’ll need some time to review them. Mr. Burge, do you mind if I take a few minutes in my office to look them over?”

The man looked relieved. “Not at all. Just return them to me once they have your signature on them. Certain spots need a notary, so please have Sheila help with that.” 

I smiled at him, glanced at Brad, and then left, moving quickly to my office. Brad followed, slipping inside and settling into a chair across from my desk. I closed the door tightly.

Brad watched me walk to my chair and open the folder, silence falling over us for a brief moment. “For someone who’s receiving a present, you show your gratitude in an odd fashion.” 

I looked up from the deed I was reviewing. “I’ll cover you with kisses once I find the hidden agenda.”

He looked wounded. “Because I’m not naturally generous?”

“You are generous with your time, your money, and your cock. This is a business you’ve spent six years building. I’m your girlfriend.”

“Wife.”

I shook my head and started to reread the paragraph I’d spent the last two minutes trying to get through. “Not right now. Right now I am your current fuck.”

“The sixty grand on your finger says otherwise.” 

I winced. “Please don’t say that. I’m going to hope and pray that is not the case.” My eyes caught the diamond, and it sparkled spectacularly.

“You are my fiancée. Don’t dismiss it as nothing. What was all the irritation for?”

“What do you mean?” I asked absently as I underlined a sentence in pencil.

“When you came in and saw me with Burge. You seemed irritated at the inconvenience of having to sign something.”

I laughed softly. “I thought I was signing a prenup.”

Brad leaned forward, interested. “And that irritated you?”

“I wasn’t irritated by the prenup, but rather Burge’s involvement in the process. I feel that agreement should be something that is kept private, between the two of us.”

He nodded thoughtfully and leaned back, playing with his mouth with one hand. “And what terms do you feel acceptable for a prenup?”

I sat back, spinning slightly in my seat to face him fully. “You’re the divorce attorney. I assumed that you have some boilerplate contract you’ve perfected for your personal use.”

He stood, walking over to me and leaning over my chair, a hand on each arm, he stared deeply into my eyes. “We’re not getting divorced.”

I shifted uncomfortably. “Well, not now, obviously. But in the future ...”

“No. Never.”

“Never?” I squeaked out, the concept so foreign coming from his lips.

“Never,” he said, leaning even closer and sealing the promise with his mouth, strong confident movements. He released me, straightening and looking down at me. “There will be no prenup.” He tapped on the papers, then turned to leave, the fit of expensive fabric making his exit devastatingly handsome. He paused in the doorway and caught my eyes briefly. “Sign them. You can thank me tonight.”

Then he was gone, and I clenched my thighs, hating the traitorous moisture there.

The damn man was ... ugh. I took a deep breath and tried to concentrate on the papers before me.

♥♥♥

Thirty minutes later, I signed the documents, my pen moving slowly through the letters, wondering how many more times I would sign my name before Julia Campbell disappeared, kicked to the curb carelessly and taken over by Julia De Luca. I felt as if a part of my life faded with every signature on the documents, a slight dissipation of the broke, ramen-noodle-eating, unpaid parking tickets Julia. With these documents, I became, in my mind, a wealthy woman. I read every line, every addendum, of the documents. They were irrevocable. Despite Brad and my future, Saffire was now seventy percent mine. It was stressful, empowering, and utterly undeserving. 

Chapter 17

––––––––

THANKSGIVING DAY

Days until wedding: 256

––––––––

The meal was to be held at Maria’s house. A relief, since she was, apparently, the least violent of Brad’s siblings. As Brad’s car found its way out of the city and headed to suburbia, I took a deep breath and tried to relax.

I was, in ways, a different woman than three months earlier. While I had stubbornly maintained my crappy dwelling—my clothing, beauty products, and car had all been substantially upgraded. A BMW X5 now adorned my broken driveway, designer clothes weighted down my plywood shelves, and I now enjoyed weekly massages and facials at Le Blanc Spa. I had quickly become accustomed and appreciative of my future life as Mrs. Brad De Luca. 

While I didn’t necessarily feel ready to be Brad’s wife, I at least looked, and, for the most part, played the role reasonably well. The BMW turned, rolled along a dirt road, and stopped. We had arrived. Shit.

The yard was packed with cars—a sea of mostly black vehicles parked haphazardly across perfect grass. People were everywhere, threading through cars, gathered on the home’s porches, or chasing kids across the lawn. It seemed harmless and normal, if not overly crowded. Who had this many family members? I shrugged into my jacket and trudged out of the car. 

We made it halfway to the house before we were stopped. There was a loud squeal, a blur of black hair, and Brad was practically tackled to the ground. The tackler was one hundred and thirty pounds of curly hair and loud energy. Maria. She finished her hug and turned to me with an ear-splitting grin. 

“You must be Julia, the woman who finally tamed my brother.” She engulfed me in a hug before I could respond, a strong grip that came with a wave of lilac scent. I laughed, returning the hug and relaxing as she released me. “Now, don’t believe all of the awful things you’ve heard about the boys—only eighty percent of them are true.” She laughed, linking her arm through mine and pulling us toward the house. “We’re putting the food on now, so let’s get you two a plate!”

I had expected tommy guns tucked in corners, fedoras hung on coatracks, and stony faces behind cigar smoke, but everything about her Thanksgiving feast was utterly normal. Just supersized. The men were huge; food was everywhere, people crammed in every available hallway, all talking excitedly and hugging constantly. I expected to blend in with the madness, but somehow still stuck out, partly due to Maria dragging me from group to group and introducing me to everyone. Everyone was friendly, laughter covered the air, but it wasn’t perfect. In the midst of the familial orgasm, despite the smiles, hugs, and fawning, it was there—I could feel it. Coldness. Not to me, but to Brad. Not from the women, who fawned over him and loaded his plate sky high, but from the men—a reserved respect that carried a sea of resentment beneath it. 

♦♦♦

I gripped a white china plate tightly and pushed on a door to the back porch, leaving the warmth of the kitchen, the fresh air welcome to my nerves, the breeze taking a layer of stress with it. I moved past a set of women, their shoulders close together and words low, girlish giggles reaching my ears as I moved to the far end of the porch and settled into a white painted swing. My plate, covered in turkey, dressing, and three different casseroles, rested on my lab, and I dug in, scraping fork against china as I showed the casseroles little mercy. I heard Brad inside the house, his laugh recognizable above the din of voices. 

I settled back, rocking the swing slowly, looking out onto the backyard. It was a large yard, with a pool and children’s playground, manicured grass and pavers filling the gaps in between. Azalea bushes lined the outskirts of the yard, almost obscuring a ten-foot iron wall that enclosed the area. I let my eyes wander, picking up discreetly hidden cameras scattered on rooftops and fence corners. 

A figure appeared in my peripheral vision, and I dropped my eyes down, making eye contact with a tall, thin man. He moved closer, his eyes studying me, and my mouth automatically turned up in greeting. “Hello.”

He nodded at me and removed a toothpick from his mouth. “Good afternoon. You must be Julia.”

I nodded hesitantly, my smile wavering slightly as I took in his strong stance and scarred face. Dark eyes that carried no warmth. “Yes. I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure of meeting. You are ...” I attempted to stand, juggling my plate with one hand while extending my free hand out to him.

“Leo.” Brad’s voice came from behind the man, and I fought a shiver at the tone. It was unlike anything I had ever heard from Brad, a manner that commanded utter respect and, at the same time, carried hatred and disgust. 

The man’s eyes met mine, and a trace of irritation flicked through them before he composed his face into a mask of veneration. He turned, nodding his head at Brad. “Mr. De Luca.”

My hand was still stuck awkwardly out, and the two men stared at each other, oblivious to my social gesture. I sighed noisily and sank back down into the swing, putting the ignored hand to good use and attacking some mac and cheese. I chewed baked deliciousness and watched the men, feeling like a spectator in some ancient art of combat.

Brad had about three inches on the man, and at least eighty pounds of muscle, yet the man seemed unafraid of the fury that radiated from Brad’s core. Leo. I recognized the name. This was the man who had killed Broward; this was the man who had come to my house in the middle of the night, with my death on his agenda. Brad leaned forward, putting his mouth close to the man’s ear and spoke softly. I strained to hear his words, almost falling off the swing in my eavesdrop attempt. I covered the slip by starting to swing, every push of the bench taking me closer, then farther away, then closer to the conversation. 

Brad was tense, his jaw flexing, and I saw his hands clench. Leo turned and met my eyes, giving nothing away, his gaze flitting quickly back to Brad. Then they turned as one to me, and I struggled to swallow the broccoli casserole filling my mouth. 

“Julia,” Brad said quietly. “This is Leo Casando. He is an employee of this family, one who I believe I have spoken of in the past. I apologize for interrupting your earlier introduction, but there was a matter of importance that I needed to discuss with Leo.”

Okay. This isn’t awkward at all. I nodded to Leo and attempted a smile but failed horribly, the final result being somewhere between a glare and a grimace. 

The man started to speak but was silenced by Brad’s hand, which gripped his shoulder tightly. “Leo has other business to attend to,” Brad said smoothly. He released the man’s shoulder and clapped him on the back.

I nodded again and sank back into the swing, watching as Leo turned abruptly and walked away, his gait agitated. Brad sat next to me, the swing creaking slightly and threw an arm casually over my shoulders.

“Is everything okay?” I asked quietly. 

Brad shook his head. “He shouldn’t have approached you. I’m sure he has been told of our situation, but I just reminded him of it.” He leaned over, taking my plate and setting it on the ground. I furrowed my brow. 

“What are you doing?”

“Shh ...” he said, lifting me up easily and sliding me sideways onto his lap, and nuzzled my neck. “Have I mentioned how much I love it when you smell like fried turkey?”

I laughed despite myself, quieting when the two women next to us glanced over. “Brad, let me up.” I pushed against him, and he held me easily down, stealing a kiss before looking into my eyes. 

“I want to marry you.”

I laughed softly. “We are getting married.” 

“Sooner. I want my family to recognize you for who you are, my wife.” He brushed a bit of hair off my face and studied my eyes. The intensity of his eyes silenced the flippant response in my throat. “Leo and the others, they understand that you are to be left alone, but I won’t sleep soundly until you are fully protected. As my wife.”

I swallowed, seeing the worry in his eyes. “Brad, I’ll be fine.” He said nothing, and I ran my hand along his wrist gently. “I need this time, I need to know that I am making the right decision.”

He shook his head quickly and let out a small smile. “The right decision is for me to snatch you up quickly, before you realize that you can do better than me.”

I tilted my head playfully—mock thinking. “You know ... you may be right, Mr. De Luca.”

“But no one,” he growled, bringing his mouth down to my neck and teasing the curve of it, “will ever love you like I love you.” 

I said nothing, allowing my soul to swoon as his lips took a slow, lengthy journey up my neck and to my lips. Inside, I fought with my mind as it swooped through endless scenarios that could occur with our future. Then his mouth took mine, and I forgot everything but the sensation of pure, premarital bliss. 

Chapter 18

––––––––

After I polished off some pecan pie we moved—Brad, Maria and I—a threesome of normal, up a giant staircase onto a quiet floor and down a plush hallway. Brad’s hand protectively at my back, I recognized this for what it was—time. Maria gave me a small smile, kissed Brad gently on the cheek, and leaned on a large set of double doors. 

It was dark inside, and I blinked, trying to adjust to the light. Dark mahogany lined the walls of my dream library, a space filled with books of every shape and size. Other than bookshelves, there was one fireplace, four chairs, and three men. The family.

Maria excused herself, leaving me as the sole vagina in the room, a ratio that left me distinctly uncomfortable. I fought the urge to fidget as we stepped forward.

Beauty. That was the first thing that hit my mind. The genes that blessed Brad with an impressive stature, gorgeous features, and mind-numbing sex appeal hadn’t skipped over his siblings. Two dark, younger versions of Brad, similar in their devastation, but slightly varied in features, stood before me, flanking an older man, who stood at our entrance. He stepped forward, aided by a cane, a tall man with a shock of white hair and dark skin. He stopped before us and tilted his head at me. 

“You must be Julia.” A scratchy voice spoke, that despite its tenor, commanded respect. Eyes that studied me carefully. 

Unsure of the proper protocol, I stepped forward, extending a hand and shaking his. He had a fierce grip, and grabbed my opposite shoulder as he grasped my hand, locking me into his space, his eyes arresting me. They searched my soul, a desperate invasion that explored every inch, distrust and accusation in their depths. With a jerk, he released my hand, turning away from me and walking carefully back to a leather chair which he sank into, words tumbling from his mouth with a sigh. “Please, sit. I am weary from today’s activities.” 

Brad gestured to a chair and I sat, my legs shaky. He stood beside me, strong and tall. “We can’t stay long. We have other obligations.”

His father scoffed, an action that turned into a cough, and he stopped for a moment, his face turning red before he let out a series of coughing barks. One of the men beside him stepped forward, concern in his eyes, and the old man waved him off irritably. “Stop that, sit down. Everyone, sit down. Brad, find a chair. I won’t have you hovering above me like a damn hawk.”

I glanced at Brad, noting his tight face, and watched as he nodded, dragging up a chair, wariness across his features.

“I assume you know the business of this family?” It was a dry question, stated without malice or concern, directed at me.

I nodded, meeting his sharp eyes. “Yes.”

“And you find ... issue, with this business?” He watched me closely, sitting back in his chair and studying me.

I stared back, my face expressionless. “Issue would be the wrong word. I disagree with your business practices. Issue indicates that I am confrontational in my disapproval.” 

A slow smile spread over his face, a transformation that brought a hint of the good looks he must have once possessed. “That’s an interesting choice of words, Ms. Campbell.”

I said nothing, and he glanced briefly at Brad. “What exactly are your intentions with my son?”

“I intend to marry him.”

“Yes, I gathered that from my son. The issue is, Ms. Campbell, that marrying Bradley is not quite as simple as happily ever after. Do you love my son?”

I hesitated at the change in his tone, the question rolling harsh off his lips. “Yes.”

He leaned forward, fixating me with cold eyes. “Imagine your love for my son, if love is what it truly is. Whatever that love is, it won’t possibly compare what you will feel for your own children—what I feel for Bradley, as well as my other sons. Your children, whether they are number one or five, will be more precious to you than your own soul. And you, choosing him to marry, to father your children, are putting those future babies in danger. You will never be able to sleep soundly, knowing the evil that waits for them. You will never be able to vacation, or play with them in the park, without worrying about cars driving by, or men who look at you a moment too long. You are not marrying Brad. You are marrying this family, and endangering yourself and your children with that act. You may be scared of me now, child, but I am one family. There are four others, in this city alone, that have us dead center in their targets. You are not, and will not, be safe in this family. You are marrying into a lifetime of fear, and you need to understand that now, before it is too late.”

I listened to his words, understanding the reasoning behind them, my thoughts wandering down paths I had not even considered. I had been so worried about being against the Magianos that I had not considered what being part of them would entail. 

“I am not marrying Brad for safety. I am marrying him because I am in love.”

He leaned back and smiled slightly, a cruel expression on his face. “Let me tell you a story about Bradley. We had a dog, an old mutt that used to sit behind one of our butchers. He would eat the scraps that we threw out each day. And one day we opened the shop to find him inside, his mouth bloody, meat still inside his mouth. I started to kill him, grabbed a meat beater from the counter and went to smash his skull in. But Brad stepped in front of me.” 

He laughed, looking over at Brad. “The boy was eleven years old, and he stepped in front of me, his father, to save a dog.” He stood, leaning heavily on the cane, the movement slow and pained. “You don’t know the Italian way, but disobedience is not acceptable. I told Brad to leave or kill the dog himself. He refused, and stood his ground.” He shot Brad a look of disgust. “He defied me over a dog, a mutt, an animal not worth mopping the floor with.” 

He looked into my eyes, stepping forward, speaking slowly. “I used the beater on Brad’s skull instead, knocking him unconscious with two blows. He spent four days in the hospital before he woke up. And his first question when he did?” He closed his eyes briefly. “The dog, he wanted to know about the damn dog!” He finished the statement with a snarl, his finger stabbing the air in Brad’s direction to punctuate the sentence. 

“We had killed that dog before we even took Bradley to the hospital. Bradley risked himself for a dog—a trash animal he had played with in the alley one day. So yes, he is marrying you, but what does that mean to me?” He straightened and turned, walking carefully, his words tossed over his shoulder to me. “You are worse than a dog, Ms. Campbell. That dog was hungry, eating for his survival. You are eating to get fat, and ruining my son’s life with your greedy acceptance of his sacrificial offer. I am not surprised that he is marrying you. I am only surprised that you are stupid and selfish enough to accept.” He waved dismissively in my direction and closed the space to the window, leaning heavily on the sill and looking out toward the backyard. “Leave, I am tired.”

I stood, anger radiating from me in waves of heat. I felt Brad’s hand at my arm, a warning in his touch. “Mr. Magiano, I am not marrying into your family. I want nothing to do with your family or your way of life. You scorn my decision to endanger my unborn children. I question your role as a father. You think you lead this family? You believe they have respect for you, but I assure you, anyone who respects you is not intelligent enough to distinguish fear from respect. Thank you for your time, it was a pleasure seeing what caused Brad to become the man I fell in love with. Anyone who left this family with some semblance of sanity has my admiration, and he certainly has my love.”

He laughed, a hard sound that did nothing but fan my infuriation, frustration swelling in me, mixed with a fear, an awareness of my low standing in this room. He turned, his eyes meeting mine across the room. In unison his two sons rose, twin pillars of gorgeous framing the old man’s empty seat. I ignored them, my hands in fists by my side. 

The old man spoke slowly, his eyes locked on mine. “For someone who owes me her life, you are a nasty little bitch.” 

I turned from his face and met the eyes of Brad’s brothers, two sets of barely contained anger. Right back at’cha. Then I turned, striding to the double doors and shoving on the wood with a burst of anger.

♦♦♦

The doors settled silently behind Julia, and Brad watched them close completely before turning back to his father. “She’s not Hillary. My love for her is much stronger than that. And she is much stronger than Hillary. You are not going to be able to scare her into submission, or convince her to leave with threats. She will stand up to you.”

A small smile creased the lines of his father’s face. “I would have thought you would have picked a smarter girl than that, Bradley.”

“Stay away from her. And make sure that message travels through the ranks.” He stared into one brother’s eyes, then the other, both of them shrinking slightly under his stony stare. He turned to leave and was stopped by his father’s voice.

“I thought you had her under control, Brad.”

He turned to meet his father’s eyes. 

“You had assured me of her silence, of her loyalty to this family. You expect us to welcome her, to protect her, but she has nothing but disrespect for me and for your family. Why should I trust her to keep her silence?”

“You don’t have a choice. You are my father, and she will be my wife. It is done. Last I checked, blood still means something in this family.” He didn’t wait for a response, but turned and left the room, shoving open the double doors without restraint, the heavy wood slamming into the walls with a loud crack.

In unison, the two brothers moved, stepping forward with curses and anger but were stopped with the raised hand of their father. “Let them go.” He moved with slow steps back to his chair, settling in with a heavy sigh. “There are other ways to handle this.”

Chapter 19

––––––––

We rode back to the house in silence, my mind flitting through the words of his father, playing on repeat the conversation we had had. My hands threatened to shake, and I squeezed them together. I was not used to confrontation. With Brad, yes. With strangers I didn’t know, ones who murdered people without thought, no. It was a new experience, and one I hoped to never experience again.

“Are you okay?” Brad’s voice was tight, and I looked over to see his jaw clenched.

“Yeah. You never told me about the dog ... and your father putting you in the hospital.”

“It’s one of a lot of stories, ones I never want you to have to hear. I’m at peace with them. They made me into the person I am today.” He reached over, gripping my hand. “He is right, about your safety.”

I ran my free hand over his, watching the muscles in his hand flex. “You mean, from the other families?”

“Yes. It is a small risk, but one that is present. The risk is diminished because of my lack of involvement in family activities. I don’t engage in actions that would spark a vendetta. But it is a risk, and the thought of someone hurting you terrifies me.” He pulled into the dark drive of the house, pressing the garage door opener and waiting on its movement. He turned to me. “My house is well protected—our security system is the best on the market. But that doesn’t protect you the rest of the time. How would you feel about private security? Someone to keep an eye on you when we are apart?”

I shuddered. “No.” The words spilled out quickly and with strength. “I don’t want anyone following me, or watching me. I need my freedom. I’d rather deal with the risk.”

His silence voiced his disapproval, and the car rolled forward, coming to a stop inside the garage. He turned off the engine and turned to me, cupping my face in his hand. He sighed, his eyes searching mine before pulling me to him for a kiss.

I broke the contact, wanting to finish the conversation. “Do you understand? Why I don’t want security?”

“Yeah. I wouldn’t want it either. But I don’t like the thought of you without protection. I want you to start training with Ben.”

“Ben? In what, jujitsu?” I raised my eyebrows.

“Yes. Meet with him a few times; he can train you at the house. If you don’t think it’s worth your time, then you can stop.” The concern in his eyes was heartbreaking, unease submerged in dark brown depths. 

A close friend of Brad’s, Ben didn’t strike me as lethal, but I knew martial arts were a major focus in his life. I had met Ben a few weeks after our engagement, and he was a familiar face in the house, taking advantage of Martha’s cooking on lasagna night, and often working out with Brad. I liked him, his quiet sense of humor a good fit with Brad’s and my outspoken personalities. Newly single, his last relationship had ended badly, the pain still fresh in his eyes when she came up. Ben and Brad had met playing baseball, part of a city league that ran for two months every summer. As best I could tell, baseball season was an event they looked forward to all year. Brad had spent a good part of last week in the den, poring over Eastbay catalogs with Ben and ordering custom uniforms, bats, and equipment. They were like kids looking forward to Christmas, our meals now revolving around lineups, schedules, and recruitment of key players. 

“It’s either Ben or security. Pick one.” His mouth was a hard line, and I frowned at the ultimatum. But there was a part of me, a part that I tried to push away, that was shaken by his father’s words. They had opened a Pandora’s box of insecurity. About my safety, about Brad’s intentions, about our future. I looked away, pressing the button that closed the garage. 

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll start with Ben. See how it goes.”

He leaned over and pressed a kiss on my lips. “Thanks, baby.”

Then we opened the doors and moved. For now, the conversation was over. But my doubts? Those little black bits of disaster that poison every healthy crevice of your mind? Those ran wild and unattended, setting up house and planning a big party, with all of my insecurities invited.

Chapter 20

––––––––

DECEMBER

Days until wedding: 236

––––––––

I folded over the red metallic paper and ran my thumb down the edge of the book, making a crisp line, the only OCD bone in my body was obsessed with perfect wrapping. 

“Almost done?” 

I turned to look at my mom, smiling when I saw her raised eyebrows. “You’re really asking me that question? After twenty-one Christmases of experience?”

“I thought you were bad before. Now, with proper funding, it’s become an official addiction.”

I bit my lip, keeping my pathetic comeback swallowed. “Think Dad’s getting along with Brad?” 

“I can’t think of anyone your father’s ever not gotten along with. They’ll be fine.”

My father, one hour into today’s holiday festivities, had shot Brad a look of desperation, one that had been easily received, Brad asking for his assistance with some additional exterior decorations. They had left, Christmas lights and garland on the shopping list. Three hours ago. Three hours during which Martha had made hot chocolate, three batches of sugar cookies, and eight colors of icing. Three hours during which I had called Becca and Olivia, and they had showed up, eggnog in hand. With finals over, my last day at CDB complete, and Christmas just one week away, everyone’s spirits were high, and the kitchen and great room buzzed with feminine energy. 

Mom and Dad were on day three of their visit, their car heading back to Georgia in the morning. Staying at a hotel in between campus and Brad’s home, I had been pleasantly surprised at how naturally they had fit into our lifestyle. Mom hadn’t blinked twice at Brad’s house, Martha had taken to them both with a friendly ease that had shocked me into silence, and Dad hadn’t tried to find a garage sale all weekend. 

Friday, I’d taken them both to the office, Mom helping me pack up the drawer-full of items I had accumulated in a little over six months at the firm. It was bittersweet, packing up the pieces of the job that had brought Brad and me together. Once it was done, a small cardboard box holding my belongings, I sealed it with tape and then made my final rounds of the West Wing. Burge was professional, Sheila got a little teary, and the rest of the staff made their polite goodbyes. I had never regained my original standing as beloved intern, not after the news of my engagement broke. But the staff had warmed up considerably over the last two months, and I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t miss, in some small way, that wing of the firm. 

“Okay, I’ve looked through this entire pile, and I can’t find a single gift with my name on it,” Becca grumbled, looking up from her curious shake of a wrapped present, the evergreen tree and mountain of presents almost swallowing her blonde figure.  

“I haven’t wrapped yours yet,” I mumbled through a mouthful of cookie. 

“So ... in other words, look for it around Easter,” Olivia cracked from the kitchen, where she put the final sprinkled touches on a cookie. 

Mom’s earlier comment regarding my wrapping addiction was true. Before, I painstakingly wrapped gifts with paper and ribbon, mixing up the landscapes with fun labels. This year I had put Brad’s credit card to good use, cleaning out the local Michael’s craft store. Half the kitchen table was now covered with ribbons of every shape and size, individual stamp cutters, metallic pens, tiny ornamental garnishes, and enough rolls of paper to cover half of downtown. 

“It’s six,” Martha announced without preamble, glancing at her watch. “You guys planning on eating sugar all night, or should I put something on?”

“Do you feel like cooking?” I glanced over casually. Martha’s weekends were traditionally untouchable, a time in which she disappeared from view and did whoknowswhat. The fact that she’d been hanging out with us all afternoon had been shocking on its own, an oddity I had avoided pointing out in fear of scaring her off. “I can call Brad. Have him and Dad grab pizza on their way home.” 

She shot me a look that, five months earlier, would have melted my bones. “I’m not having him pick up pizza when I have a fridge full of cookable food. Let me get something on. But go call him. Tell him it’ll be hot in forty-five minutes if he wants to get fed.”

I didn’t argue, dialing Brad immediately. He and my father returned a half-hour later, bags from Home Depot in hand, and we moved to the dining room and ate, Martha’s beef soup and cornbread disappearing amid a flurry of conversation and laughter. Then we headed to the theatre room, my parents agreeing to one movie before they headed back to the hotel. 

A Christmas Story won, and I curled against Brad’s chest in one of the leather couches, the dark room sending occasional flickers across my parents’ faces, two couches over. “Thank you,” I whispered to Brad.

He moved his head down, until his mouth was close to my ear, stealing a quick kiss before responding, his voice low, “For what?”

“Everything. Spending time with my parents, my dad.” 

He turned his head slightly, my eyes looking up and catching his. “Family is important. Your family is important.” 

I didn’t know what to say, and pushed up, brushing my lips against his before settling back against his chest, his strong arms wrapping around and squeezing me gently. I felt a moment of sadness at the realization that we would never experience this with his family, with his parents. Family was important. But was that only true when the family was a positive force? I didn’t know the answer to that question.

Chapter 21

––––––––

JANUARY

Days until wedding: 197

––––––––

I blinked rapidly, tried to focus on my professor’s voice. Twenty minutes left. Twenty minutes, and then I could hike a half-mile across campus, get in my car, and head to Brad’s. Pack a bag and sneak in a nap. Maybe convince Martha to whip up some cookies for our flight. 

Hmmm ... cookies. Martha’s best are plain chocolate chips. Though maybe she could make some peanut butter ones. I like the ones where she puts in chunks of Reese’s Cups... Fuck. I closed my notebook quietly and stuffed it into my bag. Law school apps and records had already been sent. Getting a B on next week’s exam wouldn’t kill me. I knew my strengths. Focusing on a Friday afternoon with Vegas on standby wasn’t it. I pushed back my chair and snuck out of class.

We flew commercial, changing planes in Houston and landing in the city of sin at 9:30 p.m. on Friday. Brad was still in work attire and gave Leonard a tired grin as he relieved me of my bag. “Only carry-ons?” Leonard asked, shooting a quick look at the leather duffel Brad carried. 

“Yep. This is a quick trip for us. We fly back tomorrow afternoon.” He clapped the man on the back, matching strides with him as we headed for the long white car. 

“It’s good to see you both. And do I hear congratulations are in order?” The older man’s eyes twinkled as he opened the door for me, his warm face stretching into a smile.

“Yes, thank you.” I grinned, settling down into the dark elegance of the limo, reaching for Brad as he entered, my body naturally falling into the curve of his warmth.

“Have I mentioned how lucky I am?” Brad murmured against my hair, planting a quick kiss on my head. 

I shook my head against his chest. “Not recently.”

“I am. Very lucky.”

I closed my eyes and smiled, relaxing against his warmth.

Twenty minutes later, Leonard pulled down the long curved drive of the Bellagio. Brad’s cell rang, and he glanced at the display before answering. 

“Janine ... Yes. We just reached the casino. We’re gonna change, and then we’ll head your way.” He shot me a quick grin. “She’s with me.”

I looked out the window while he finished the conversation, watching the building, tourists, and trees come to a slow stop as we pulled into the Bellagio’s portico. He ended the call, and we stepped out in unison, twin valets at our doors, offering gloved hands and welcoming smiles.

♥♥♥

“Janine’s looking forward to meeting you,” Brad called from the closet, where the sound of zippers and hangers combined in reckless harmony.

I shot the mirror a wry look, twisting my hair up and pinning it into place before I reached for mascara. “Likely. I’m sure Janine’s less than enthusiastic about my new involvement.”

He appeared in the reflection behind me, shirtless, his muscular arms encircling my waist. “Ownership, babe. Not involvement.” 

“Even more reason for her to hate me. Last time she saw us, I was your weekend piece and topless on a table with one of her strippers.”

He laughed, releasing me with a quick squeeze. “Janine’s spent a lot more time topless and on a table than you have. That move probably earned you some brownie points. Besides, tonight is more fun than business. I just want you to have a more intense tour of the club, meet the employees, and get a sense of what goes on.”

I exhaled a breath, studying my eyes in the mirror. Then I reached for lipstick.

Chapter 22

––––––––

Alexis leaned forward, critically studying her eyes in the small mirror set into the back of her locker. Her eye makeup was smudged, a bit of black traveling out of its typical territory. She yanked a tissue out of its holder and dabbed at the spot, glancing down at her phone briefly. It sat, silent, in the outer pocket of her purse. As it had all night. She had heard the news, they all had. Brad was in town, and he was bringing her. Little Miss Virtuous. A girl who would never, ever, be everything that he would need. But she had known, had seen it from the look in his eyes when he’d been with her. When he had gone upstairs to VIP and watched her with Montana, his expression different than she’d ever seen. He had denied it, had tossed off her concerns without a second thought. But she had known. She could always see her demise before it came. She closed her eyes briefly, thinking of that night. When he had left Miss Virtuous downstairs and went into the office with her. 

She closed her eyes and her head fell back, her back arching, body open to him. He reached forward, running his hands possessively down her body, wrapping his hands around her waist. He gave one long thrust, burying himself completely inside her, the depth causing her to gasp in response.

Fucking had always been Brad’s strength. The ability to electrify her body and give her exactly what she wanted, when she wanted it. His sexuality was a fire run out of control, stealing the breath and passion of any women who dared to stand too close to the flames. Fire. You couldn’t control a fire. A fact his new fiancée would learn very, very soon.

♦♦♦

Alexis had loved Brad De Luca from the first moment she saw him. Walking down the plush hallway of the Bellagio, chanting a room number in her head to keep from forgetting it. 2314. 2314. 2314. Her palms were sweaty, a common occurrence at this stage in the game. The unknown was the worst. Not knowing who would be behind the door, what he would expect, how badly he could, possibly would, hurt her body. All she knew, all she needed to concentrate on, was that he was a paycheck, and that she was there to please. Then he opened the door, and everything sane exited her mind.

He opened the door fresh from the shower, the clean scent of soap and male practically knocking her back into the hall. He had buttoned up half of his shirt, the unopened buttons offering her a peek into tan, ripped perfection. Dark brown eyes regarded her carefully, traveling down her body before returning to her face.

She shifted uncomfortably, tugging the hem on her dress slightly before striking a pose against the doorframe. “May I come in?” she asked, using the husky voice that seemed to appeal to men everywhere.

He was different, taking a step back and studying her silently without speaking, buttoning the remaining buttons on his shirt before beginning with the cufflinks. “Are you lost, or have you been sent by the hotel?”

She ignored the pit in her stomach and grinned breezily, walking past him into the room and reclining onto the couch, her legs on full display, body curved in a way that made every asset count. “You can thank Blake for me.” He shut the door and walked over, continuing to work on his sleeves while frowning down on her. He stood close, close enough that his scent invaded her, and she looked up at him, deciphering the expression on his face, one somewhere between irritation and concern. Not the look men typically carried. Greed, arousal, excitement. Those were the looks she created, the reason her new job seemed destined for success. 

“How old are you?” He frowned.

“Eighteen.” Twenty.

He walked away, entering the suite’s small kitchen and opening the fridge. She took the moment to breathe deeply, wiping her hands on the fabric of her dress and willing her confidence to return. 

A water bottle, the hotel’s brand, drops of condensation dotting its round landscape. He held it out, taking a seat, not on the couch as she had hoped, but in the chair next to her. She accepted it warily. “Thank you, but I’m not really thirsty.”

“I’d offer you something stronger, but given your age ...” He laughed when her eyes regarded his skeptically. “What’s your name?”

“Alexis.” Sarah Hinkle.

He raised his eyebrows at her answer, speaking in an unhurried manner. “Blake hasn’t learned me yet. Once he does, he will realize that I prefer companions of the unpaid variety. That being said, I’m sure you are expected to stay up here for a certain period of time. How about we spend that time talking? Are you hungry?

Gay. The man was gay. She almost laughed as the realization hit her, a burst of relief pouring through her insecure body. She fought to hide the reaction, straightening out of her ridiculous pose and nodding gratefully at him. “A little. Some food would be nice.”

Her answer pleased him and he stood, grabbing a room service menu off of the side table and passing it to her. “Great. Look that over. I was going to head out for dinner, but I’ll eat here with you. You can head downstairs after that.”

He moved to the bar, pouring himself a drink and returned with the phone, pressing an extension and holding it to his ear, shooting her an inquisitive glance. She quickly skimmed the menu, picking out the least expensive item. “Chicken ceasar salad, dressing on the side. And a Diet Coke, please.”

He placed the order, stacking two appetizers, a few side items, and two desserts onto it before ending the call. They sat there, in silence, and she braced herself for whatever was next.

“So ... Alexis. What’s your real name?” His legs slightly spread, he leaned back in the chair, head relaxed against the headrest, his position as unobtrusive as humanly possible, yet ridiculously tempting as it stretched his pelvis and flat stomach before her, like a clothed buffet just waiting to be devoured.

She hesitated, eyes fighting to stay on his face and then, much to her surprise, her mouth opened, and the truth spilled out.

Fifty minutes later, a white fluffy robe surrounded her—the garment retrieved from a closet and thrust at her by a disgruntled Brad. “Put this on,” he had ordered. “Otherwise you’ll ruin your dress, and I’ll fail miserably at trying to avoid staring at your body.” She had smiled slightly, working her way into the robe. She had been wrong. Gay didn’t occupy a single corner of this man’s universe. She didn’t know why he wouldn’t touch her, didn’t know how—when sexuality reeked from every bone in his body—he managed to converse, laugh, and question her without taking it to the bedroom. She had tried, three times during the meal, to move the evening in that direction, but had been met only with polite resistance. She still knew nothing of the man, of his intentions, history, or relationship status, but he now knew almost everything about her. From her awkward beginnings, to her move to Vegas, to the first few weeks of this new, lucrative job.

He had disapproved, his brows knitting together in concern. “There are plenty of other jobs on the Strip. Waitress, bartend. Anything but this.”

He didn’t understand. Didn’t realize that her sights were set on far more than sweaty encounters with faceless men. She didn’t want to slave away for pennies and live in a tiny shithole apartment in North Las Vegas. She wanted the glitz and the glam of the Strip, and to experience it on the arm of a wealthy man. She wanted the easy lifestyle, the limos and the clothes, the stack of credit cards, sparkle of diamonds, confidence of a kept woman. This was her way to get there. With every hotel door that opened, she had one more chance. Maybe this was her chance, he was her Richard Gere, and this was her Pretty Woman tale. 

“Sexuality is my talent. You wouldn’t understand, but this is my best plan.” She looked down as she said the words, realizing, too late, that she had scarfed down an easy two thousand calories, inexcusable in her line of work.

“So strip. At least then you have security and guidelines. This work is too dangerous, you have very little control.”

He hadn’t understood, and the look he shot her at their parting was one of disappointment and worry. And his handsome face, towering over her in the foyer of that luxurious suite, imprinted on her mind for the next three weeks, came to her in the dead of night, when the day was over and she slipped under cheap sheets, ready to sleep away the day’s memories. She had left her number, scribbled with a girlish script on a pad of hotel paper. And nightly, she had prayed for a call. But the phone never rang, and as the days passed, the memory faded, until his face no longer came to her when her eyes closed at night.

♦♦♦

Six years later, and she was still checking her phone for his damn call. The irony was not lost on her, and she slammed the locker door shut with more vigor than was necessary. She used to think it was fated, her leaving the escort game to go into stripping, her journey ending at this club, Saffire’s gold-encrusted elegance that would later become the property of Brad De Luca. Now, with the club ownership change, it seemed like a cruel joke from whoever was upstairs, life a jerky puppeteer game that had contorted her directly into the hands of Miss Virtuous. She envisioned the young brunette deftly manipulating the puppeteer handles, and her face twisted in anger.

Chapter 23

––––––––

We pulled up to Saffire, the door opened by a muscular bouncer with a welcoming smile. “Ma’am.” He nodded, extending his hand and helping me from the car. Brad appeared and shook his hand, his appearance causing the man’s grin to widen exponentially. 

“Mr. D. Good to see you, sir. Janine is inside, should I radio her?”

“No, we’ll find her. Good to see you, John.” He clapped the man on the back, and we made our way through the doors, stepping into the dark club. 

Janine found us, striding up with quick efficiency before we even passed through the lobby. She gave Brad a warm hug and turned to me with a smile, extending a hand and shaking mine with a firm grip.

“Brad’s told me a lot about you. Welcome. Would you like a tour?”

I nodded, glancing at Brad, who softly placed a hand on my back, assuring me of his presence. Then we moved, Janine starting a steady dialogue that wouldn’t pause for forty-five minutes.

♥♥♥

Alexis watched them move, a tight group of three, the girl’s assets displayed in a dress that screamed expensive. She was softer than Alexis, her chest still natural, a delicate look to her frame. But she had the ass, and that had always been Brad’s weakness. She watched with narrowed eyes as the threesome stepped through the backstage doors, disappearing from view. A rough hand on her back had her looking down, into the needy eyes of the businessman she straddled. Smiling down, she ground against his crotch, her need for approval stronger now, more than ever.

♥♥♥

I liked Janine. She was businesslike to the point of being unfriendly, skipping over any fun facts on the tour and rattling off figures, percentages, and problems, a mix of pride and concern in her words. We ended the tour in an upper-level VIP room, seated at a private alcove that looked down upon the club. Janine killed power to a small video camera that looked into the space, and we sat down around a cocktail table.

“When will the changeover take place?” she asked, leaning forward and meeting both of our eyes.

“I’ve already transferred the stock certificates. Scott Burge, an attorney from my firm, will send over an operating agreement for you to sign. You should receive that this week. Once that is complete, I will be completely out.”

She glanced at me guardedly, hesitating before speaking. “Julia, I’ve never been very good with tact, so I’ll come right out with this. Brad and Evelyn have left me alone, occasionally visiting the club and having monthly conference calls to discuss finances. I’m not used to having a boss, and that isn’t something I am particularly interested in.” 

Brad started to speak, and I silenced him, touching his arm lightly. “I plan on having the same level of involvement as Brad. I am not familiar with Saffire and have little to no experience in the business world. Brad says you are an excellent operator, and I trust his judgment. Assuming we continue or improve the current level of revenue, I see no reason to get involved in your business.”

Her features relaxed noticeably. “I would appreciate that. Do you have any other questions I can answer while you are here?” 

I couldn’t think of anything she had missed during the last hour. I shook my head and glanced at Brad to see if he had any thoughts.

He leaned forward, speaking, “I think we’re good, Janine. I’ll join in on the call next week with Julia, so we can touch base then. Look for that package from our firm.”

She nodded, moving quickly to her feet, her eyes already roaming the club. “If that’s all, I’d like to get back downstairs.”

“We’ll stay here and chat for a bit,” Brad said, throwing an arm over the back of my chair. 

“Just turn back on the security cam when you’re done.” She gave us both smiles and left, moving at a quick pace, speaking into a mouthpiece as she moved. 

I let out a breath, turning to Brad with a smile. “She’s nice.”

He scoffed. “Did you expect her to be a bitch to her new boss?”

My mouth turned up slightly. “I thought we just clarified that I’m not her boss.”

“I never treated her like an employee, despite the majority ownership I held. I’m sure you will follow suit.”

“You know I will.” 

Then his eyes changed, from friendly to dark, and I knew, before he even lifted a hand, what was coming. 

Chapter 24

––––––––

I felt the tug on my chair as Brad pulled me close to him. He captured my face in his hands, his eyes examining my features. “I love you so much,” he murmured, his eyes moving over and focusing on my lips before he tugged me to him, taking ownership of my mouth with a few soft swipes of his tongue. I opened my lips further, deepening the contact, my hands stealing into his hair. I broke the kiss, pushing my chair back and standing, moving closer to him and spreading his knees with my legs. He slid deeper in the chair, reclining back against the soft leather, gazing up at me with a latent dominance of the nothing-but-trouble variety. I grinned playfully down at him, and slid one strap, then the other, of my dress down, dragging the fabric until my bare breasts were exposed, lit softly by the blue-gray lights of the room. 

He groaned softly, a guttural sound, and stared into my eyes, tightening his knees against my legs. “Come here.”

I shook my head and knelt, running my hands softly up his dress pants, past his muscular thighs, until I reached his belt. He watched me, his eyes darkening and he leaned forward suddenly, snagging my chin and pulling it up, his eyes grabbing me possessively before kissing me hard, a deep kiss that reclaimed his power before he released me, leaning back and watching me.

“Do you always have to be in control, Mr. De Luca?” I purred the words, unbuckling his belt with one motion, then rubbed my hand over the zipper line, feeling the outline of his cock underneath the fabric, the shape of him hardening under my fingers. He didn’t answer, his eyes locked on mine, dark orbs of sexuality. I suddenly needed to see him, needed to have his bare skin in my hand, to feel the throb of what was mine. I looked away from his eyes, focusing, and unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. Then, he was in my hand, an impossibly thick, hard shaft, the skin hot beneath my palm. I stroked it, the firm grip eliciting an intake of Brad’s breath.

“Put it in your mouth.” The order came through in a drugged tone, desire glowing at me from under heavy eyelids.

I shook my head, increasing the speed of my stroke as I watched him. He frowned slightly, lifting his hips a bit, bringing the nine inches of insanity closer to my face. I spoke, my tone a mixture of dominance and bite. “What is your plan with the girl?”

He sat up slightly, his eyes opening more, and watching me carefully. “What girl?”

“The stripper. The one you fucked last time you were here.”

“I thought that didn’t bother you.”

I hissed. “It didn’t bother me last time. Things are different now. Are you going to talk to her?”

“I feel like this is a test of some sort ...” he mumbled. His breath hitched a bit as I squeezed his cock, loving the feel of complete stiffness in my hands. “What is you want, Julia?” 

I ran my tongue lightly, teasingly, over the top of his head, taking it into my mouth for one brief moment before I pulled off, my hands never pausing in their movement, a quick pace that traveled his entire length with every stroke. “I want you to handle it,” I said firmly. “I want her to understand that you will never have sex with her again.”

“Never?” I released him, the sudden departure causing his eyes to open and a frown to settle over his features. “I’m joking. Don’t stop.”

I resumed my movement, my free hand gathering his heavy balls in my hand, squeezing him softly as I stroked his length with a firm hand. 

“Come here,” he said, sitting up and pulling on my arms. 

“No.” I fixed him with my sternest look, my hand increasing in speed. 

“Julia, come here. I want to talk to you about this without being tongue-tied by your hands on my cock.” He pulled harder, his strong arms lifting me easily onto his lap, despite my best attempt at resistance.

Sitting on his lap created a new set of problems. Mainly him, standing at attention against my thighs. I sat sideways on his lap and spread my knees slightly, my hand stealing in between my legs to grab him. 

He relented, shifting slightly so I would have better access and turned my face to his. His eyes were troubled, turbulent storms of concern. For her. I tried to squash the irritation that rose within me at that realization. “Julia, you’ve lived a very different life from Alexis. Her relationship with me gives her some financial security.”

Whoa. I released his cock and spoke quickly, anger vibrating through my voice. “Your relationship?”

“Don’t get bent out of shape at my choice of words. There are things you need to understand, and if you are going to get worked up, I’m not going to be able to explain it to you.”

I bit back a retort and waited. 

“Despite your emotionally-distant mother and your tiny college budget, you’ve lived a charmed life compared to Alexis. She’s been on her own since she was seventeen. When I first met her, she was working as a prostitute.” He tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, his hand stealing behind my neck. “She earns a salary here, one that gives her some semblance of security. She will see our marriage, my departure from her, as an end to that security. She won’t understand that my commitment to you doesn’t mean an abandonment of her. It will take time, will take her seeing the financial stability continuing, with your name on the paychecks, for her to understand and be okay with it.”

I thought for a moment, trying to organize my thoughts. “I don’t want her to think, if her salary continues, that it is because you have emotional feelings for her.” An unavoidable thought wormed into my mind. “Do you have emotional feelings for her?”

He hesitated, a reaction that lit a fire in my psyche. He saw the heat in my eyes and raised a hand. “Wait, let me try to communicate this properly.”

I waited, my mouth set.

“You know the story my father told you ... about the dog.”

I nodded silently. 

“I didn’t love that dog. I had played with it one day, and if I had never seen it again, I wouldn’t have had a second thought about it. But I admired its strength, I felt compassion for its struggle. Sex, for Alexis, is nothing. She has no emotional ties to it. We have fucked, throughout the last five years, out of joint enjoyment. What Alexis yearns for, and needs, is security. I feel compassion for Alexis. I care for her in the sense that I want what is best for her. I felt that I couldn’t ignore or stand by when she needed help. I know that she cannot strip forever. I have encouraged her to go to college, had hoped that the small amount she receives in salary will help her to explore other options. You will be my wife; you are my future. I will never jeopardize our relationship in an attempt to comfort Alexis. But please don’t ask me to hurt her. Saffire is yours now. If you want to fire her, or cut off her salary, or sell the club altogether, that is your prerogative. But I don’t believe that you are the type of woman to treat her in that manner. I will speak to her, and make sure she understands that I am forever and exclusively committed to you. But I’d also like to assure her that I still value her as an individual, and that you will support her job at Saffire as long as she wants to work here.”

I leaned back against his chest, my tension releasing slightly as I processed his words. His hand ran lightly up my thigh, gently, slowly moving toward the silk wisp of fabric that comprised my panties. “Are you trying to distract me, Mr. De Luca?” I breathed, my body tightening in anticipation as his second hand joined in, stealing up my stomach until it hit the exposed skin that was my breasts.

“Never,” he said, his fingers caressing the silk of my panties, sliding over and over the triangle of fabric, my clit awaking underneath his touch, under the slow, perfect swipes of his fingers. I shifted, tilting my pelvis upward and pushed his hand down, letting out a soft moan when his fingers hit the place where my panties became practically non-existent. He stroked that spot, leaving the thong in place, his thumb strumming a steady rhythm over my clit as his fingers stroked my wetness. I moaned again, pushing on his hand, waiting, needing more. My eyes found his cock, heavy and thick against my leg, and I panted at the sight of glistening moisture at its hard tip. 

“You’re not going to get this subject to go away with sex,” I mumbled, as my mind threw out all reasonable thought processes and prepared to fully enter De Luca worship mode.

“I believe,” he whispered in my ear, “that you were the one who brought sex into this conversation.” 

Then his finger moved, a strong motion that pushed aside my thong and thrust into my sex. I gasped, throwing back my head and pushed greedily down on his hand. A second finger joined the first, and they moved in perfect succession, fully inside and crooking inside of me, delicious swipes that had my eyes rolling back in ecstatic delirium. I reached out my hands, gripping his legs and squeezing, needing some type of grounding solidity to bring me back to reason. 

His arms held me still, one wrapped around my pelvis and ending at the wet burial between my legs, the other holding my back tightly against his chest, the forearm hard against my stomach, the hand traveling from breast to breast, squeezing, teasing, and worshipping my tender skin.

I was coming, my core contracting around his fingers, my body arching against him. “Brad,” I gasped, “I need ...”

He knew what I needed, and tightened his arms, holding me still, his upper hand turning whisper soft on my nipples as he increased the magic of his lower hand, his fingers taking me over the this-can’t-be-fucking-happening mountain, and I fell, in a beautiful, free cascade, a full-body explosion of perfection that had me screaming his name, my words disappearing in the loud club music, my screams turning to moans, until I finally settled on a bed of Brad, my body spent and drunk against his, his fingers maintaining movement inside of me, taking me to a perfect, delirious ending until I collapsed. 

Chapter 25

––––––––

We stayed in that moment, his fingers inside of me, my body heavy on his for a minute. Then, his hands and arms moved, my body curling as they brought me into a fetal position sideways in his lap. I leaned my head back against his arm, my eyes closed and mouth curving into a smile, loving the strength and security in his grip.

I didn’t, couldn’t, begrudge any woman who wanted Brad. I wanted him for everything—his strength, his weakness, his sexuality, his humor, his ego, his temper, and his security. Maybe she didn’t want him. Maybe she gave two shits what Brad De Luca did with his life, maybe she just wanted the salary she got from Saffire, Inc. But I couldn’t imagine any woman having, enjoying, and spending any amount of time with Brad and not being head over heels. It was impossible. 

I understood what Brad was asking of me. But he was a man. He didn’t realize. Everything he told me about her, her struggle, her life—he had intended the words to endear me to her. But they had only made me more wary. For as much as any woman wanted a man, they wanted a Prince Charming even more. For me, Brad was my soul mate. For her, he was a new life wrapped in that love. A way out of her current one. 

He didn’t want to be cruel. But what is crueler? A slow, painful extinguishing of hope? Or truth—that bitch of life who smacks you into reality? 

I knew what I’d want. A quick rip of the Band-Aid, Brad to look square in my face, and to explain reality. Right. Who the hell was I kidding? It would devastate me, knock all the life out of my heart in one painful burst. I was not the one. It would be a blow I might not recover from. The question was, how would Alexis recover? I worried she wasn’t the meek type, the one who’d wallow away on the couch in misery, scarfing down pizzas and rocky road ice cream. No, her recovery was probably of the plotting, sharpen-her-teeth-with-a-knife, stab-you-in-the-back-in-a-dark-alley type. And that scared the hell outta me.

It would do me no good to talk to her. Any news coming from me would be dismissed as skewed, delusional. It would have to come from him. And he seemed reluctant to rip off the damned Band-Aid.

♦♦♦

Alexis glanced up, her eyes on the curved wall of the upstairs VIP section. They were up there, the video feed off, enclosed in a bubble of privacy—their own little secret world. She knew what they were doing. Brad De Luca didn’t chit-chat, didn’t make polite conversation over martinis and cheese platters. Brad fucked: long, hard, and perfectly. Just the thought of it made her thighs clench tightly around the thirty year old toothpick she was straddling.

Memories flooded through her mind. Brad, whispering words of sex as he fucked her against the wall. Brad, bending her over an upstairs VIP table, his hands and mouth worshipping her from behind before he took her with slow, gentle strokes that increased in speed until she came. Brad, her soul submitting to his dark eyes as she danced for him, the club closed, the shock of his hands as he suddenly stood before her, skimming rough hands over smooth skin, his mouth following his hands. And then she was laid back, hard stage against her back, his mouth, hands, and cock making the night, her worries, her life, disappear in a blur of orgasms and sex.

Soft hands surprised her, taking her out of the memories and she glanced down, seeing pale fingers excitedly traveling up her tight stomach. She shook her head with a smile, pulling the client’s hands off her and holding them together above his head, the action causing her breasts to hover inches from his face. She ground softly against him, glancing down and trying to think about anything but Brad De Luca. 

♦♦♦

I pushed all thoughts of Alexis out of my mind and focused on the unrelenting cock beneath my body. It lacked social graces, the couth to understand that it was interrupting an in-depth thought process. It wanted only one thing: attention.

I laughed, meeting Brad’s eyes, intense and mischievous all at one moment. “You got me all excited,” he murmured, pulling me to him and stealing a kiss. “Surely you won’t leave him hanging.” 

I looked out at the club, only lighting and walls a spectator to our alcove. Then I looked down, over the railing, my eyes dancing over sex at every turn. Not actual intercourse, but it was sex all the same, a flowing river of it, invading every pore, molecule, and breath of the downstairs space. An arched body, offering itself, in full glory, on stage. Lips against ears, whispered fantasies dancing between bodies. Spinning flesh, confidence via shot glass, sequins over tans, hands sliding over thighs, gripping ass, grabbing ankles. The sex crept up the walls, invaded the air, moved like invisible smoke upward, slithering into a hypnotic cloud into our room, curling around six feet two inches of sexuality. And underneath my body, legs spread, eyes potent, hardness impressively pushing up from below, was what I craved.

I moved, untangling from his arms and straddled him, sliding my dress upward, over my hips. His hands stopped me. “Let me,” he said, taking over the action, his hands drawing out the process, firm fingers teasing as they pulled the dress over my body. The fabric came over my head, and I emerged to find his eyes on mine, intensity in them, his hands traveling slowly back down, a hand taking each breast and cupping them, his thumbs moving over my nipples lightly. “You know, I will never need anything more than you,” he said softly. He sat up, a strong hand sliding around my back and lifting me easily, my body now suspended over him, my breasts soft cushions around his mouth. I moaned, his lips finding their way over the soft mounds and peaks of my breasts, hard flicks of his tongue against sensitive places, gentle scrapes of teeth following his soft mouth. His fingers dove back into that wet apex, moving in and out, readying me, moving my body into place until I felt his head. There. And he thrust, softly, only the head inside of me. His hand, cupping my ass, carrying my weight, kept me in place as he moved slowly, with short strokes, just his thick head dipping in and out of my folds.

“Brad,” I murmured. “Please.” Even as I spoke the words, I didn’t mean them, didn’t want him to stop. It was too perfect, too precise. Enough to enslave, too good to release, but not enough to fully satisfy. I didn’t want satisfaction just yet. I wanted this, this incredible yearning met halfway, as a delicious crescendo of tongue and teeth danced across my breasts. 

“I mean it, Julia,” he groaned, lifting his mouth off me, stubble brushing roughly over my nipples. 

Slow. Teasing. Strokes. Not. Far. Enough.

“Please, Brad. I need more,” I gasped, gripping his hair, pulling his head back so I could look wildly into his eyes. 

He lowered me marginally, his eyes locked in mine, his mouth forming words I didn’t understand. “I don’t need other woman, or to watch you with other men. What I need, all I need, is this.” 

He thrust, taking me fully, three rock-my-world strokes before withdrawing, his hand lifting me slightly, resuming his slow, half-inside strokes that left me whimpering in his arms. I was so close, could feel the orgasm coming despite his short strokes, a mounting pleasure that I held on to with determination. And then it swelled, my muscles tightening as one, building intensity that was taking me closer ... closer ....

He stopped, his arms lifting me, my head snapping down, and my eyes flipping open. “What?” I gasped. “Why did you stop?”

“Not yet, Julia.” He smiled, his cock taking one quick dip inside of me before withdrawing. 

“Not yet? I’ll come again, trust me.” I pushed against his hand, frantic to maintain the momentum that I could feel slipping away.

He ignored me, cupping a breast with his free hand, and taking it into his mouth, his eyes glancing up and meeting my furious ones. 

As fucking hot as it looked, his gorgeous face below me, my body in his mouth, my orgasm was waving goodbye, cheerily content with hopping in a minivan and hitchhiking to Cleveland. I gritted my teeth and grabbed his chin, pushing his face up to mine. 

“Fuck me,” I gritted out. “Now. Hard. Fast. De Luca-style.” 

He grinned, that sexy, I-fucking-own-you grin and released my ass, dropping me full force on top of my full-time obsession. Gripping me with both hands, he kept me still, and started a full on barrage from underneath. Hard, fast fucks that rammed my body, my core clenched against him, the pleasure erupting with every thrust from below, every hard pelvis hit against my clit. I moaned, over and over, the orgasm pulling a one-eighty and barreling full force toward me with arms extended wide. Harder, faster than it had ever come, my body a time bomb about to explode.

Then I did. Throwing my head back, my feet searching and finding floor, my hands grasping widely for anything to hold on to, I came, a full-body explosion that expelled every emotion I had contained for the last twenty-two years of my life. It was intense, it was incredible, and the best part was looking down on him as I finished, down into that cocky, sexual face that owned me with his eyes. 

He thought I owned him. He thought he loved me, that I was enough. But this animal, this sex god who could drive me crazy and steal my heart in the same breath, he would never be fully mine. It was impossible. No one ever owned a god.

I took over control, pushing him back against the chair, digging my heels into the floor and riding his cock, my voice coming out in short bursts, guttural and raw as I took him closer to orgasm. “You say that now, but wait. Wait until you see me on top of another man. Wait ‘til his arms are wrapped around my body, his mouth on my tits.” I stared into his eyes, watched the dark flash of excitement as his hands traveled over my skin, possessively squeezing. “I’m going to come so hard on his cock, I’m going to fuck him until he explodes all over my sweet little face, and you’re going to wonder, baby. You’re going to wonder who made me come harder, whose cock I am thinking about next time you fuck me.” He groaned and leaned forward, wrapping his arms around me, my breasts tight against his shirt, and came, thrusting into me, over and over, our juices mixing as he fucked me through the orgasm, his breath hot on my neck, his mouth taking mine until we both collapsed, spent and euphoric, on the leather chair.

No, no one ever owned a god. But I was working on taming, fooling him into submission.

Chapter 26

––––––––

“Are you hungry?”

I considered the question, nodding even as my stomach growled, a sound that triggered a grin on Brad’s face. He leaned forward, calling to the front seat. “Leonard, can you call in an order and then swing by Woll’s?”

“No.” I shoved his shoulder. “Fast food. We’re not getting a ‘to go’ order from Woll’s. Besides, it’s two a.m., the kitchen is probably closed.”

“Fast food?” Brad said dubiously, slinging an arm around my shoulder. With his physique, the man probably hadn’t eaten a cheeseburger in years.

“Yes. Fast food. It’s called McDonald’s. The king of late night.” I leaned forward. “Leonard, you know where there’s a McDonald’s on the way home?”

“Yes ma’am,” he said, his eyes smiling at me in the mirror. 

“Great.” I leaned back and snuggled against Brad.

“So ... I get no input.”

“Nope,” I said cheerfully. “I’m putting my foot down with this one. Besides, you need to learn how to release a little control.”

“You know ...” he growled in my ear, nipping my ear lobe gently. “I give you one little company and you get all authoritative on me.”

“It’s McDonald’s, Brad. You’re overdue.”

The line for the drive-through ended up stretching two blocks back—my meal choice being in line with about a hundred other Vegas tourists. We settled in, content on waiting, and I rested my head on Brad’s shoulder, watching scores of people walk by at a pace that quadrupled ours. “So, what is your plan for Alexis?”

“I thought we settled this back at Saffire.”

“Oh, you mean when you fucked me in the VIP area, and I lost all rational thought processes? No. That didn’t settle anything.”

“It felt settled.”

I tilted my head. “Nope. Not settled. What’s the plan?”

He sighed. “I guess I can head over there early afternoon. What time does our plane leave?”

I twisted my mouth, trying to think. “Around six-thirty.”

“Then I’ll head over to Saffire around three. Talk to her, then swing by and pick you up, and we can head to the airport. Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

“As awkward as that’d be, no. Plus, I don’t want her to think I’m forcing you to do this.”

He frowned down at me as the car rolled forward. “But you are forcing me to do this.”

“Moot point, Brad. Moot point.” I grinned cheerfully and rolled down the window, watching the metal intercom as we swung to a stop before it.

I ordered for both of us, feeling Brad’s irritation as I rattled off an order of mild complexity. I paused, looking up to Leonard, and he passed on his request, the grand total of the order coming to a whopping $21.24. Brad passed me cash, grumbling all the while, and I silenced him with a kiss. 

We ate while the car moved, gorging on Big Macs and fries, a strawberry milkshake making mild interruptions into the feast. With tomato juice running down my chin, I closed my eyes in pure bliss, Brad’s voice saying something in the background. “What?” I managed through a mouthful of yum, opening my eyes to find him watching me in amusement. 

“We can head back through if you need seconds.”

I shook my head, setting the burger down and leaning back, my stomach stretched beyond comprehension. “No, I’m good.” I cradled my milkshake, taking a long, perfect sip of strawberry ice, the cooling sensation running down my throat in pure bliss. “I didn’t see you complaining while you demolished your meal.”

He grabbed a napkin and wiped his mouth, grinning at me. “No. No complaints.”

I yawned, glancing at my watch. “How far are we from Bellagio?”

“Five minutes. You feel like hitting the casino?”

I arched my brow at him. “Do I look like I feel like gambling? I’m three steps away from a cheeseburger coma.” 

He laughed, scooping an arm around my waist and planting a soft kiss on my cheek. “Fine. I’ll forgo a chance to bleed MGM dry and get you into bed.”

“Poor you.”

He grinned down at me. “You have no idea.”

Chapter 27

––––––––

Sometimes you could see disaster coming, like an erratic wave that kept drawing, drawing, drawing attention to the beach until whoosh a swimmer becomes victim to its grasp. 

Alexis was that wave, Brad was that swimmer, and I sat on the beach and watched the whole thing happen.

♦♦♦

I awoke to an empty room, the pillow top absent one impressively large body. Rolling over, I stretched, my arms reaching empty space instead of hard muscle. I frowned, propping up on one elbow and glanced at the clock. 11:13 a.m. 

“Good morning, sleeping beauty.” Brad strode in the room, rolling up the sleeves on a button-down shirt, looking ridiculously hot with a five-o-clock shadow and dress pants. 

“What’s all ... this?” I gestured sleepily, my hand waving about in an attempt to include his head-to-toe hotness. 

“What?” He frowned at me. 

“You know what. You. All sexual.”

“I was going to hit the tables before heading to Saffire.”

“In that?” I sat fully upright.

He tilted his head at me, leaning back against the dresser and crossing his arms. “Yes. What’s the problem?”

“You are, in a sense, breaking up with her. Looking hot isn’t going to help matters.”

“You’re being unreasonable. I didn’t pack a lot of things, Julia. We came for one night.”

I sputtered, moving off of the bed and walking over to him, my new vantage point making the effect only more potent. “Then buy something at the gift shop. A furry sweater, pleated jeans.”

“What are you worried about?”

Gee, that gorgeous blonde who’s fucked you countless times, the one who probably has an ‘I love Brad’ poster above her bed? Yeah, I have nothing to be worried about. “Nothing,” I mumbled, waving my arms and sighing dramatically. “Go on. I’ll be fine here.”

He bent, both hands gripping my waist and lifting me easily, my feet and arms flaying out as I struggled. Tossing me onto the bed he leaned over me, his face inches from mine. “Phillipe was going to set up some spa services. I assumed you’d want a massage.”

I rolled my eyes, turning my face to the side. “Among other things.”

“Want me to take care of you before I go downstairs?” 

“No. I’ll have Phillipe get me a masseuse that can pull double duty.” I rolled over, burying my face in the pillow and trying to blot out the image of Brad’s deliciousness in front of a sultry Alexis.

There was a pause, and I felt his presence moving closer. Then his hand brushed my hair aside, and his mouth was in my ear. “Be careful what you wish for, sweetheart. You should know that would only excite me.”

I ignored him, ignoring the sweep of his fingertips along the nape of my neck. The trail of his finger down my back in one slow drag. I grinned against the sheet, desire curling in my belly as he dragged the sheet lower, exposing my back to the cool room. I felt his lips, soft broken up with the scruff of his stubble, on my back as he gave me a gentle kiss. Then he was gone, the suite door opening and closing with quiet finality. 

Chapter 28

––––––––

I was in trouble the moment my name was spoken. I was half-asleep, cold cucumber on my eyes, a robe wrapped around my naked body, reclining in one of the suite’s soft leather chairs. My hand was held by a spa attendant, the final adjustments being made to my manicure. Two women had transformed my hotel room into a spa, putting soothing tones on the Bose radio, closing the curtains, and dimming the lights to an appropriate level. While I normally would have gotten services in the spa downstairs, this time—given our short timeframe—Brad had arranged the services to be done in our suite. Through the muted sounds of wind and rain, I heard my name and opened my eyes.

He was beautiful in all of the ways that Brad wasn’t. Thin where Brad was thick, blond hair where his was black. A tight polo that showed muscular arms, blue eyes that stared confidently out at me from a rugged face. Yum. I glanced down, tightening my robe and stood, sliding bare feet into slippers, padding gently across the stone floor ‘til I stood in front of him. 

“I’ve set up the table in the bedroom. Are you ready?” the man asked, a hint of California surfer in his tone.

I nodded, and he gestured for the door, holding it open as I moved through into a dim room, lit candles littering the space. 

“I’ll give you privacy,” he spoke from behind me. “Please lie face up on the table.  If you need me, just call out. My name is Tyler.” I glanced over to him, nodding, my eyes catching the movement of the other attendants, their quiet and respectful departure as they left the suite. Then, the bedroom door closed, and I was alone.

I shed the robe, suddenly too aware of my nakedness, of his presence on the other side of the door. Candles filled the room with lavender and vanilla scents and danced flickering shadows over my skin. I laid on the table, pulling the sheet up to my chest, and then lowered myself until I was flat, my breasts tickled by the soft fabric, my head encased in a soft pillow. I closed my eyes and waited nervously for him to return.

Why was I nervous? Massages, once a foreign treat, had become commonplace in my new life of luxury. My body had been accustomed to strange hands, to men and women alike oiling up my body, to nudity a hairbreadth from gentle touches. I should be calm, relaxed, and ready for a treatment I have had fifty times before. But I wasn’t. I was tense. Jittery. Wet. Why the hell am I wet? The panicked question flitted through my mind at the same time as I heard him enter. 

The sound of the door first. It opened, then soft steps, the pad of feet against carpet, a sound I had to strain to hear. When he spoke, I flinched, my nerves a bundle of live wires. “Do you have any sensitive areas? Or places you’d like me to focus on?” He spoke softly, the husky tone sending a shiver through my body. 

Sensitive areas? A few. Places I’d like him to focus on? Yes, please. “No. Just a normal Swedish massage, please.” My voice behaved, coming out casually and unaffected, the right amount of offhand decorating its syllables. 

“I understand. Mr. De Luca left very particular instructions,” he said the words with a hint of seduction, his sentence causing my eyes to open. 

Particular instructions from Brad? That could be worrisome. His earlier threat echoed in my mind. Be careful what you wish for ... I had wished, hopefully he hadn’t granted. 

♥♥♥

Brad drove, borrowing Phillipe’s sedan, wanting the control of driving and the solitude of an empty car. He had brushed off Julia’s concerns over Alexis, but Julia had every reason to be worried. Alexis was not going to take this well. He called her from the road, taking a deep breath in mental preparation as the phone rang. 

“I was beginning to think you’d forgotten all about me.” 

“I’m headed to Saffire now. We need to talk.”

“As exciting as that sounds, I’m not working tonight. And there’s no way I’m going into Fire on my night off.”

He could see this conversation, the direction it was taking, a red blinking sign indicating that his demise was ahead in one decision. He sighed. “Where are you? Can we meet for coffee somewhere?”

She huffed into the phone. “I don’t drink coffee, Brad. I’m home. Come here. I trust you’ll remember the address.” The phone beeped, and he looked at the screen, the END CALL message mocking him in its finality. 

This was bullshit. Since when did he follow orders from women? Julia was one thing; she managed to boss him around with ease, but Alexis had no hold on his heart. He could turn around and head right back to Julia. To her soft skin and feisty eyes. Skin that was probably being touched eight ways to Sunday right now. He had set her up with Tyler, a masseuse who moonlighted as an escort, his clientele mostly older women married to casino whales. He tried to push the thought of Julia out of his mind, tried to not think of her, naked on a table before Tyler, the man’s hands sliding over her oiled body. He moved to the right lane, preparing for the exit that would take him to Alexis’s townhome.

Chapter 29

––––––––

Alexis ended the call, a smile spreading on her face. So, Brad had finally called. She was ready: shaved, moisturized, and naked. She slid a silk robe over toned shoulders, slid her feet into stilettos and fastened them. Unlocking the front door, she positioned herself on the couch, the robe open, in full view of the front door. She closed her eyes and ran a hand softly down her body, lingering over the soft skin, running a finger down her shaved slit, teasing the lips of her sex, feeling moisture as she dipped a finger inside. She sighed deeply, fully opening her legs, spread eagle facing the door, and let her mind take her back to the last time Brad was there.

It had been winter, the cold air bringing a blast of refreshment after the long, hot summer. He had enjoyed his night at Saffire, fought over by the girls, every dancer wanting a shot at his attention. Then, an after party, champagne shared by all, the DJ pumping music through the speakers and turning down the black-lights. Brad had a slew of white-suited chefs take over the kitchen, wheeling in carts full of still-moving lobster. They had all dined, new bottles of bubbly popping every few minutes, eyes starting to shine as the night progressed. And, when the sun started to come up, his limo was put to good use, twelve dancers piling in for a ride home. The car had turned into a sea of sexuality, drunken hands roaming over tan bodies, tops pulled off and bottoms pulled aside. The car sang along to Black Eyed Peas, a sea of naked euphoria. It had emptied slowly—twosomes and threesomes dropped off in the Vegas suburbs. Then it had been just her and him and Lida, a Puerto Rican beauty who had been jockeying for Brad since he bought the club. And they knew, as if by preplanned design, the future of the evening, the limo coming to a stop and all of them spilling out, Brad supporting both of them until they stood, the three of them in her bedroom.

He had stood in front of them, his shirt unbuttoned and untucked, his hair mussed from one too many lap dances. And then they had all feasted, this time not on champagne, but on skin, and somehow, with two of them and one of him, he had made it about them, and they had ended the night entwined as three, their hair spilling over his muscular naked body on her soft bed.

Her body was tightening, responding to her touch, and she was panting by the time the knob turned and the door opened. 

♦♦♦

Alexis had texted him, the message coming through as he drove down the suburban highway that led to her neighborhood. The text was short, indicating the door was unlocked and he could come right in. The text should have alerted him, should have warned him of what to expect, but it didn’t, and he opened the door to silver stilettos leading to glistening legs, open and spread for him, her fingers inside her, the pink of her sex framing her motion, her eyes opening and meeting his, a heavy gaze that instantly communicated her need. 

Fuck. 

He stepped inside and shut the door.

Chapter 30

––––––––

I let out a quiet breath. Willed my body to loosen, willed my tense muscles to stop telegraphing my stress. Why was this so difficult? Maybe I could blame it on the fact that we were in a bedroom instead of a spa. But more likely it was the tan Adonis whose hands were feeling a little too perfect. Mr. De Luca left very particular instructions. Trouble. I was definitely in trouble.

My nervousness melted a little with his movements, confident strokes of sensuality, attending to safe areas: my hands, forearms, and biceps. When he moved higher, I tensed; his hands kneaded me back to butter, his focus on my neck and shoulders. He slid his hands into my hair, used his fingers to massage and release tension. I exhaled, my lips parting slightly, and he traveled, a scent of candlewood and eucalyptus trailing behind him, and ended up at my feet, starting at my soles and working upward.

Ten minutes later I fully relaxed, still on my back, almost asleep, almost convinced that this was a standard service and not some fantasy come true, when his hands started their massage of my upper thighs. The sheet was tucked tightly around my body, and the flow of his hands over and around my thighs created a small puff of wind under the sheet, hitting my bare and waiting sex. It was a reminder, suddenly alerting me that I was, in fact, naked, his hands inches away, nothing but air between them and me. He moved higher, his hands separating, one on each thigh, and he slid them upward, dipping slightly under the sheet before continuing—his hands on top of the sheet.

I breathed easier, having the sheet between us—a barricade of sorts, and one that should keep my sinful thoughts at bay. His hands traveled, two palms across my body and then, I lost my breath.

They moved, in practiced, perfect paths, skimming across my breasts, the sheet underneath his hands only an additional weapon in the game of seduction. My nipples responded, instantly hardening, every light sweep of his hands a throb to my lower half. They swept, twin weapons of passion, down the sides of my stomach, the sheet dragging a little with them, hands moving back and forth, from breast to hip, a delicious sweep that moved a little lower with every pass, my pussy tightening in response, the thin sheet sticking to the moisture between my legs. I fought my pelvis, which, with each stroke of his hand, seemed to tip upward, trying to shorten the length and allow his fingers to reach my sex.

His hands slowed, his strokes shortened, and then, to my utter dismay, stopped.

“Ms. Campbell, if you could flip over, I will start on your back.” His voice was professionally calm, an embarrassment, since I was at the point of practically gasping with need. 

Flip over? Are you fucking kidding me? “Sure. That’s fine.” Miraculously, I didn’t sound like a wanton slut, barely hanging on to her sanity. I sounded almost, practically, normal.

“Thank you, Ms. Campbell.” 

I turned over carefully, and he repositioned the sheet, exposing my back.

“You’re so tense,” he whispered, running his hand down the scoop of my back, his hands fanning out along the curve of my ass. 

Shocker. I tried to relax, letting out a breath that ended up sounding like a moan. A sexual moan. Fuck.

He massaged, slow circles along my spine before making long swipes of his hands from one side of my back to the other. Traveling up along my back, he moved closer and closer to the sensitive skin along the side of my breasts. He slowed his movements, his fingertips grazing the outer swells of my breasts, my breath hitching despite myself. 

Oh my God. I was getting wetter. I was naked, underneath the cool sheet, and could feel the moisture pooling between my legs, threatening to drip from my shaved lips. This was so bad, and I did some kegels, trying desperately to stop my body from reacting to his touch. 

This was bad. This was bad in one of those ways where bad was good, and I didn’t know if I wanted to be bad, or if I was even being bad if I followed temptation. Temptation was currently running his fingers slowly up my ribcage—my body still facedown. Temptation was now gently tracing the side of my breast, and I let out a moan despite myself. 

Chapter 31

––––––––

While she’d often pretended to know a lot about Brad De Luca, there was only one thing she did know. And that was that he needed, with a primal urge that oversaw any rational thought process, to please a woman. Sex with him was not selfish; it was an extension of his soul, and he showed everything through it. Anger, happiness, love, and compassion. If she needed him, he would be there for her. It was in every ounce of his DNA. Alexis met his eyes and let out a sigh, spreading her fingers and begging with her eyes.

“Alexis.” Brad’s eyes closed briefly, an insult, and she closed her own eyes in response, dropping back her head and exposing her neck to him. She moaned in response, her legs closing slightly before opening again. He would open his eyes, he would look at, admire, want her. He had to.

“Alexis, please put on some clothes.” There was a tremor in his voice, and she tried not to smile. Yes, she may not know his parents, or his dog’s name, or how he liked his steak cooked, but she knew men, and she knew Brad. He would start with fingers, start with making her come, but that would only be the beginning. He would not be able to stop, his arousal at her orgasm making him pliable, vulnerable. She may lose the war, but she would win this battle.

Footsteps, moving closer, and then he stood, between her legs, his scent making her mouth water, a new rush of moisture between her legs. She opened her eyes and moaned, her legs shaking slightly and reached out with one leg, hooking it around his thigh and pulling him closer.

“Alexis—”

“Shhh. Don’t say anything, Brad. Just please. Please give me what I need.”

♦♦♦

The masseuse’s fingers stopped their tease over my back and moved, trailing down the edge of my side, growing more aggressive as they reached the bottom of the sheet, dipping slightly underneath the fabric before gripping it. 

Then he spoke, his voice unexpected in the candlelight darkness. “Ms. Campbell, may I remove the sheet?”

I swallowed, trying to bring some moisture to my dry mouth, then spoke, all offhanded casualness gone. “Yes. Please.”

He tugged on the sheet drawing it slowly down the length of my lower half, every inch of exposure one more step down the staircase of desire. Then, it was off, my ass and body fully exposed to him, and I heard his breath quicken in the quiet bedroom. 

♦♦♦

Brad stared down at the woman, his brain competing wildly with his cock. She moaned beneath him, very near to orgasm, her leg around him, body flushed, fingers slick, hips grinding slightly. If he placed his hand on her chest he’d feel her heart, beating with need; if he slid his hand over hers, replaced her fingers with his, she’d collapse beneath his touch. It would be so easy, so quick, her heat quivering tightly around his fingers, her release perfect. He could do it with his fingers alone. No mouth, no cock. Julia could have her legs wrapped around Tyler right now, his cock inside of her, his mouth on hers. Just the thought of it made him hard, which was a dangerous transition right now. Sarah, or Alexis, or whatever she wanted to be called, didn’t regard sex as anything but an act. He could take care of her quickly, reassure her, end this, and then leave.

No. He fought an inner battle with himself, pulling his leg from her, taking several steps away. Then forced his eyes to hers, his voice to strengthen. “What are you trying to do, Sarah?”

“It’s Alexis. You know that.”

“I didn’t come here for this.” 

She closed her eyes briefly, her fingers continuing their movement. When she spoke, her words were more breath than articulation. “Whether you came for it or not, it is something you will always need.”

“No.” The strength in his voice caused her to open her eyes. “Sarah, you and I have history, which is why I came to speak to you in person. I will always be your friend, but any sexual relationship is officially over.”

“Over.” She propped herself up, met his eyes, and spat out the word, disbelief in her tone.

“Yes. Over. That’s how it has to be.”

She exhaled, standing, her long legs accentuated by the heels, and walked across the room until she stood before him. “You and I will never be over, Brad. We are cut from the same cloth; we are two sides of the same coin. You and her ... she will never please you in all the ways that you need it.”

He placed his hands gently on her shoulders. “Sarah, don’t presume to know me because we have fucked in the past. I assure you that I know exactly what I am doing, and Julia is exactly what I need. Don’t presume to know anything about her either; she doesn’t deserve that.” His voice softened a bit. “Your job at Saffire isn’t going anywhere. I just wanted to let you know that I am marrying Julia, and our relationship has to change as a result. Friends are all we can ever be now.”

She bristled at his soft tone, crossing her hands over her chest and glaring at him. “I’m not a child, Brad. I don’t need you to sugarcoat it. You want to make a huge mistake with your life, go ahead.” She turned, grabbing a robe from the couch and shrugged into it.

“I’m sorry you feel that way.”

She stopped in front of him, her eyes searching his before she turned away, her shoulders stiff under the red silk. “You can show yourself out,” she called over her shoulder. 

Chapter 32

––––––––

May I remove the sheet?

With his question, with my response, I had given more than just permission to remove the sheet. I had opened the door, and I was slightly terrified about what would walk through it.

I lay on my stomach, my head on the pillow, grateful for the hide of my face, the layer of protection it, like my blindfold, gave. He started at my feet, behaving, normal kneading movements that shouldn’t have been sexual, shouldn’t have made my heart race and my pussy wet. Then he gently lifted and moved, one leg and then the other, spreading my legs slightly, the cold air of the room hitting my folds, alerting me to the fact that I was exposed, open to his eyes. His hands ran along my calves, oiling up my skin, his touch incredible on my tense muscles. I wondered how much he could see, if the moisture glistened between my legs. He worked silently, his touch slow enough to be sensual, practiced enough to be effective. I should have been relaxed, my muscles putty in his hands, but the fight to stay unaffected was only making me more aware. Aware of my open legs, aware of his strong hands, his masculine presence, the fact that I was naked before him. What would I do when it was time to turn over?

He moved closer, his hands sliding over the back of my knees and starting a slow, leisurely knead of my thighs, his large hands running and gripping their whole width, each movement insanely close to me, to the spot between my legs that was now soaked. 

His hands stopped, releasing me, and he moved, coming around my body, my eyes opening and watching shadows pass until I felt his hands on my opposite side, taking the movement there. I closed my eyes, trying to relax, willing my muscles to loosen. I tried to concentrate on my breathing, tried to think about anything but the ten fingers that were inching their way up my thighs.

A hand touched my back, sliding up the curve of my spine until it reached the back of my neck. I frowned, my eyes opening, trying to understand the placement of the hand, and the location of the masseuse, my bombarded brain confused, then realizing the impossibility of the situation, the impossibility of three hands on one man, and I stiffened, starting to rise, but feeling the hand on my neck keep me down. 

“Relax.” Brad’s voice was in my ear, his hand turning from strong to caressing in moments. “It’s me.” I obeyed, my body instantly releasing the tension, his presence reassuring to my nervous body. My limbs became loose, and the masseuse’s hands continued their perfect manipulation of my thighs. He nuzzled my ear, placing a quick kiss on my neck. “Do you want him to continue, or should I ask him to leave?”

I took a deep breath, knowing the answer before he even finished the question. “Continue.”

He chuckled in my ear, his mouth finding my neck again before he straightened. “I’ll be here, baby.”

Knowing he was there, in the room, in control of the situation, allowed me to fully enjoy Tyler’s touch. I inched my legs farther apart, and felt his touch change, the gain of confidence and control with the additional permission. He spread his fingers, the same strokes of my upper thigh now barely brushing my velvet folds, the soft sporadic contact driving me absolutely wild. I had never had so much buildup, so much teasing without fulfillment, and I had an ache that was running out of control. I arched my back, lifting my ass up, reaching, trying to get more, but he kept me at bay, kept his hands on my thighs, the only solace in the occasional brush that seemed almost accidental in its contact. 

I heard Brad move, my ears attuned to every sound, the clunk of his watch as he unclipped it and dropped the heavy item on the dresser. His belt, the slide of leather through cloth as he removed it. Leather creaking as he settled into the chair in the corner of the room. 

The hands on my body separated, now one on each thigh, and the man moved beyond the professional borders, running gentle hands down the skin of my inner thigh, then a soft hand over my sex, gently passing up and down my lips. I whimpered, holding back a beg, gripping the side of the table and fighting the urge to turn over and demand more. 

“Flip over,” Brad’s voice spoke from the corner.

I complied, moving carefully on the narrow bed, lifting up, my vision suddenly open, my eyes taking in the room. Brad settled comfortably in the chair, one leg up on an ottoman, his dress shirt untucked, possession in his eyes. The masseuse, still fully dressed while I laid there naked, on display for the two men in the room. 

“Proceed, Tyler.”

I relaxed my head, closing my eyes, and was surprised to feel the silk of the sheet, settling back over my body, my nakedness covered once again. The man spoke respectfully, his voice above me. “Should I continue what I was doing earlier?”

I nodded. “Please.” Inside, I was screaming the word, my sub-conscious dragging herself up his thighs, shaking with excitement as she clapped with greedy hands.

It was the same as before, but different, my body so ready, no needy, that every touch was electrified. The knowledge of where Brad was, the possession in his eyes, the knowledge that he was watching, compounded my arousal. The masseuse continued, resuming his movement, his hands caressing as they moved, up and over the swell of my breasts, then back down the side of my stomach. The heat of a hand against a cool sheet, my skin both hating and loving the material, all at the same time. The push and pull of the fabric as his hand moved, brushing against my nipples when he was pressing down along my stomach, tugged at the place where I was wet on his journey upward. Up and down, each swipe seeming to move down, but so teasingly slow I was wondering if it was all in my imagination. The sheet shifted, one hand definitely lower, taking the sheet with it, and I felt cool air slip along one breast, the nipple close to exposure. Up. Down. Closer, but not there. My nipples tender, alive with stimulation. My pussy crying, begging for attention and touch. 

Then, his movements were finally long enough, and I felt his hand slide slowly downward until it completely covered my sex.

Brad was watching, but not participating. Is this cheating? Is this allowed? Alarm bells rang in my head, but I was unable to listen, a need so great pulsing between my legs, his hand moving slightly as he pulled it away, north along my body, and then back downward. The sheet between us was now soaked, one hand passing aggressively, then softly, then aggressively, down between my legs, the other hand moving back and forth along my breasts, strumming my nipples, my body beginning to arch from his touch. Fuck rules and commitments, anything sane or rational. Brad wasn’t going to open my sexual boundaries, send this madness in, and not expect me to fucking enjoy it. I moaned, the sound loud and begged, my lips parting, my eyes opening, and I propped myself up, the sheet falling from my breasts, and stared into the masseuse’s eyes.

“I need you to fuck me. Now.” I gasped the words, my mouth hanging open, the cold air against erect nipples, his hand cupping me, and one finger moved, swiping under the sheet; he slid it inside of me, and my world went dark.

My arms gave out, and I fell back, arching, a second finger joining the first, and he moved them together, his other hand sliding the sheet farther down, baring my upper half, my body offered to him as I pushed against his hand. He curved his fingers, stroking my g-spot, his other hand worshipping my breasts, now lifting, squeezing and then the additional stimulation of his mouth, hot and wet, sucking and pulling me against his tongue. I reached out, gripping his shirt, my eyes squeezed shut and bucked, my orgasm flooding uncontrolled, an explosion of De Luca proportions. He kept up the movement, my other hand reaching out and finding his shoulder, holding on for dear life as my body let out a final shudder, and then I collapsed on the bed, aftershocks twitching like erratic tics through my body.

My eyes closed, and I heard footsteps travel, latches click, the door open, and then shut. I opened my eyes, turning my head until I could see Brad, at my side, his eyes on my body. I watched him, watched as he placed a hand lightly on my ribcage, running it down my body as he circled the table, his eyes traveling along my skin, an intent, brooding look mixed in with his possessive standard. I murmured, a soft tone of satisfaction that had his eyes looking to mine, the corners of his mouth twitching slightly as he rounded the end of the table and stopped beside me. Bending over, he slid his arms under my body and stood, cradling me to his chest, my body curving, and I instinctively leaned into him, inhaling his scent, one that was 100% Brad, a smile crossing my face when I smelled only him on his shirt and neck. He carried me to the bed, lying me down on the pillow top, my face turning to him as he stood next to the bed, looking down at me.

“Did you enjoy that?”

I nodded, my eyes closing softly, a small smile on my lips. “Why’d he leave?”

He chuckled. “I can bring him back if you’d like. Call and get a later flight.”

“What time is it?”

He glanced at the bedside table. “Almost 4:45.”

My eyes opened fully, and I pushed off the bed. “Shit! We’ve got to go.”

He pressed me back down, black need in his eyes. “Not yet,” he said, unbuttoning his pants. “Not yet.” 

Chapter 33

––––––––

Sex with Brad was always different after a threesome. Sometimes it was tender, such as when we were with the Russian girl. Other times it was possessive, as if he was claiming me back, reasserting his dominance with his cock, hands, and mouth. And sometimes it was fire, two souls battling each other, passion and fury in between our bodies, the giant need for each other frenzied in its intensity. 

That day, with precious minutes ticking by, I expected it to be fast. But he took his time, laying me back on the bed, his eyes moving slowly over my skin, drinking me in. His hands dropping his pants, then his underwear, until there was nothing but raw, hard cock. Ready for me. Wanting me. He leaned over my body, tasted with teasing kisses, my neck, breasts, the side of my stomach, the curve of my hip. His hands pulled my legs open, and I squirmed as he drug soft lips closer, along the cut where my panties would lie, his eyes catching mine as he lowered his mouth to my sex. 

God. I bucked under his mouth. His tongue was a velvet soft flutter over my sensitive clit. I was so aroused. On the edge of everything. He took me to the peak, keeping the rhythm up until I cried his name and clenched my legs. Until I came, my back arching, my hands finding and gripping his thick hair. 

He moved up my body, joining me on the bed, his knees pushing my legs apart, his cock settling and thrusting into my hot and ready core.

“Are you mad?” I whispered, staring into his face.

He cocked his head at me, confused.

“At what he was doing ... when you came in.”

He chuckled, shoved fully in, a place he didn’t typically go, the extreme depth of him usually painful. I winced, slapped his chest, warning him with my eyes. “I’m only mad if he was doing something you didn’t want. or, if he was making you uncomfortable. From the looks of it, you were very comfortable.”

“But you didn’t mind just watching?”

“Watching you being pleased?” He shook his head, dragged his hips backward, then gripped my legs and pushed back in. “Seeing your face when you come, your muscles when they clench. The arch of your back at a time when I can focus on it, enjoy it. I lose so many sensations when I fuck you. Your sounds, the flush of your cheeks. Sitting there, watching you come ... it was the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. It’s not about ‘minding.’ It’s about enjoying.” He quickened his thrusts, the movements of his hips, and dropped my legs, returned to my mouth. Then he wrapped his arms underneath me, pulled me to his chest, and rolled us over, our bodies joined as one, until I was astride, and he was below. And then he gave me a brief moment of control, and let me ride him to completion. 

Chapter 34

––––––––

APRIL

Days until wedding: 120

––––––––

People in danger typically try to put as much distance as possible between them and their attacker. They believe that space equals safety. But they are wrong, and often get hurt as a result. You see, when your enemies are close, when their bodies are pressed flush against yours, at that range they can do very little damage. They need distance to swing a punch, to extend their hands and choke your neck. Distance to reach down and unzip a zipper. The lesson is simple: Dictate your space. Keep your enemies as close as possible until you are ready to give them space. And when you give them that space, use it to destroy them. 

––––––––

I had broken the triangle choke into an acronym for easy memorization. A. Arm Across. I move my attacker’s arm across his body. S. Scoot away. I slide my body away from him, moving him down my chest. L. Leg over his shoulder. Creating a noose, which I will use to hang him. A. Ankle. I grab my ankle, tucking it under my other leg, tightening the noose. P. Press. Press down on his head and squeeze until the air has left his body and he passes out between my legs. After he has gone limp, continued pressure will eventually cause death. A SLAP.

Ben had, per Brad’s wishes, become my instructor, moving us to the theatre after dinner on Wednesday nights. Brad had the room’s seating moved to the attic, blue mats now covering the large space. There, Ben and I would ‘roll,’ him training me on jujitsu defense tactics created by the Gracie family over the last three decades, tactics designed to allow a smaller individual to defeat a larger one. Ben had grown up in California, trained in their academy for over a decade. Though his instruction would never count in the world of belts and qualifications, it was priceless in the world of my personal safety, a world Brad now seemed obsessed with. I now kept a gun in my SUV, had campus security walk me to my vehicle if night had fallen, and my humble college abode was outfitted with five thousand dollars worth of security cameras, alarms, and monitoring services. I had forbid Brad from placing tracking devices on my car or cell. My stubborn stance on the item had led to a fight, which led to incredible sex, and then another fight, Brad unwilling to drop the subject. But I had stayed firm. A life without freedom wasn’t, in my mind, worth living. I didn’t ever want my movements tracked, for someone to have a finger on where I was at any moment. There was a level of caution that was necessary and reasonable, then there was a level that was invasive and controlling. Brad was a control freak; it was in every ounce of his DNA. It was important to me that I never be controlled. He could control his work, his clients, his juries, his employees, but not me. So that argument I won, his dark eyes flashing in frustration at the outcome. The jujitsu argument he won, as there was no good reason for me not to have defense abilities.

The sport was a close contact one, most moves requiring limbs to be tangled, bodies pressed in solid contact, faces inches away from each other, breaths commingling as he straddled me, taking aggressive stances that I would try to combat. Ben was often surprised by my aggression, my intent focus on how to best administer pain while in different defensive positions. But his reports back didn’t surprise Brad. Brad knew behind my sweet exterior was a need for control, one that often asserted itself during sex, or in other small ways of manipulation. It simmered below my skin, rising to a boil if provoked.

A SLAP. Hopefully, I would never use it.

♥♥♥

“Good. Again.” 

I released my arms, freeing Ben’s neck, and waited for him to stand. “I think I got it.”

“You’re still holding your breath when you choke me. And you’re thinking out the moves. It needs to become second nature to you.” He stood, his hands settling to his waist, the dim theatre room lighting putting much of his face into the shadows. 

“One more time. Then I’ve got to take a shower.” I didn’t know the time, no clock in the room, but it felt late. And I had promised to meet Olivia at the library, both of us facing mid-term finals. 

“I’ll step in.” Brad’s voice came from behind my head, and I turned to see him in the doorway, his dress clothes still on, though he had lost his jacket at some point in the evening. 

I frowned. “I don’t want to mess up your clothes.” 

He held out a hand, sending a cocky grin down at me. “I’ll let a beautiful woman mess up my clothes any day.”

“Wrong answer,” I grumbled, accepting the hand and yanking it unnecessarily hard when standing.

“I’m sorry, love. I’ll let your beautiful ass mess up my clothes any day.” He winked at me, stepping backward slightly on the blue mat, until we were at least ten feet apart. 

It wasn’t about his clothes. I sucked at defending myself against Brad. He was so much bigger, stronger, than Ben. I couldn’t fully wrap my arms around his chest, my moves had to be done perfectly in order for my light weight to properly influence and affect his large mass. And I was not, as much as I’d like to admit it, perfect. Far from it. Most days, I felt like I was two steps above mediocre. I was reminded of my lack of proficiency every time Brad stepped onto the mat. 

“Go ahead baby.” I gestured with my hands. “Give me your best shot.”

His best shot ended up forcibly grabbing me, moving me to the floor where he proceeded to pull up my shirt. Took his time groping my chest. I let him enjoy it, putting up a mock struggle until the moment his frisky hand wandered far enough to the right. Then I jumped into action, trapping the arm and rolling, taking it with me to a place that it wasn’t meant to go, a place that meant broken bones or disconnected sockets. And for once, my mediocrity didn’t interfere, and I heard his hand, the three strong slaps against the mats. I released him, rolling over, his arm snagging me into place, a smile on his face as he stole a quick kiss from me. “Not bad, baby. Not bad.”

Chapter 35

––––––––

Not bad was screaming its way up my shoulder. I winced, taking a break from my textbook and rolled the joint, stretching the limb carefully right and then left, the action catching the attention of Olivia.

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just sore.”

She snorted, the perturbed sound catching my attention in the quiet library.

“What?”

“That from some crazy sexual acrobats?” She raised an eyebrow at me over the cover of her textbook.

“No. Working out with Ben.”

“That is so weird. You rolling around on a mat with Brad’s best friend.”

“It’s not sexual, O. It’s self-defense. You should come sometime.”

“As you’ve mentioned a hundred times before. I have Mace. As do you. There’s no need for you to be a black belt to boot. And the CIA-level security system he just installed at your house? Was the retinal eye scan not available? Plus, since when does a trophy wife need protection? You gonna get mugged while walking through Neiman Marcus?” She kept her gaze on her book, my attempt to catch her eyes futile. 

“I’m not gonna be a trophy wife.” I ignored the other attacks, the ground covered ten times before. She didn’t know about the attempt on my life eight months before. Didn’t know about Brad’s family or the hidden threats that would exist for the rest of my life. It was something I would never tell her, along with the side of our sex life that involved strangers and kink. She already had enough reservations about Brad, enough irritation toward the man who had stolen her best friend.

She set down the book, her eyes finally meeting mine. “You’re twenty-one. He’s thirty-four. You’re hot. Driving a BMW. Carrying a hard-working family’s second mortgage around on your finger. Probably won’t work a day in your life. Nothing about that screams trophy wife?”

I studied her face, the anger in it. Why was she mad? Where was this hostility coming from? Was it too much to ask that she be happy for me? “You’re forgetting, in that ridiculous equation of yours, that I love the man.”

“No. You’re dazzled by him. Without the money, without his man-whore reputation that presents a challenge, you would have dropped him by now. Not run around, letting him orchestrate your every move.” She closed her notebook, capping the pen, and stood, sliding the items off the desk and into her book bag, the worn item in sharp contrast to the barely-used Louis Vuitton carryall that slouched carelessly by my tennis shoes.

I stood, fighting to keep my voice low, aware of the attention we were attracting from the others at our table. Pens had stopped scratching, eyes stopped reading, an eavesdropping silence blanketed the entire area. “Don’t presume to know how I feel. You have no idea of my feelings, and I shouldn’t have to—at every interaction with you—defend my actions and validate my love.” I watched with dismay as she bent, hefting her book bag over her shoulder. 

“Whatever. Becca’s the one who blows sunshine, not me.” She pulled out her cell, her fingers moving over the screen, doing godknowswhat as she turned away. “See you later, Jules.”

I watched her go, my eyes on her as she moved past the main desk, pressing the buttons for the elevator, waiting for the car, and then stepping on, her head never lifting from her phone, never turning to look, my last glimpse the blue material of her book bag as she stepped onto the car. 

I sat, trying to sort out my emotions, trying to understand what just happened, anger brewing amidst the confusion.

“Ouch.” The word came from my right, and I glanced over to see brown eyes studying me behind thick glasses, the girl’s mouth twisted into a wry grin.

“Yeah,” I muttered.

“It is a kick ass ring, though.” She smiled, dipping her pen in the direction of my hand. 

I smiled politely, closing my own textbook with a sigh. So much for studying. 

♥♥♥

While I planned my future, Rebecca planned my wedding, Olivia cursed my relationship, and arrangements of a completely different nature occurred in the seedy underbelly of the city. Money was exchanged, plans were constructed, and my fate was determined. 

For the second time in twelve months, my life was in danger. And just like before, I was completely oblivious. 

Chapter 36

––––––––

“What’s going on with your law school application?” Brad’s voice came to me through the darkness and I turned, watching the light of the pool reflect off his muscles as he pushed up and out of the water. 

I leaned back against the cushion of the pool chaise, my own skin almost dry. We had been swimming almost nightly, the unseasonal heat wave perfectly complemented by laps in the pool. We aimed for dusk, the sunset through the palm trees creating a perfect oasis and a half-hour of darkness before the bugs came out. He cocked an eyebrow at me, waiting for a response as he grabbed a towel off the chair beside me. “I haven’t given much thought to it,” I responded vaguely. 

“You should be giving a lot of thought to it. What’s your top choice? We can shoot for admission there.” 

I shot him an odd look. “My top choice? I was only going to apply to State. It’s the only law program nearby.”

He shook his head. “State is fine, but we’d be foolish not to use my contacts. Ignore the distance, where do you want to go?”

Where do I want to go? I hadn’t even allowed myself to think that way. I was getting married, would spend the next umpteen years of my life in this city. Me trotting off to a strange city for law school didn’t seem the prudent thing to do. “Ignore the distance?” I laughed. “Brad, that’s easy to say, but you don’t mean that.”

He stopped in the middle of drying his hair and looked at me. “Julia, this is a huge decision for you. It’s three years out of our entire life; we can make arrangements to make it work. Pick your school, and we will work out the rest.”

“I don’t want to live my first three years as a wife away from my husband. I can go to State. It’s no big deal.”

He frowned, sitting on the edge of my seat, his eyes locked with mine. “I don’t want you to be punished because you decided to marry me. I want you to make the right choices for your career. Do you know what field of law you want to practice?”

More decisions. “No. Not corporate. I died of boredom in the West Wing. Maybe criminal.” I reached out and caught his hand, stopping him as he rose. “Being your wife will never be a punishment. I chose to marry you, and living here is part of that choice.”

He leaned over, placing a soft kiss on my forehead and then leaned in more, brushing his lips across mine. “Regardless, make a list of your top five choices. State can only take up one spot. I’ll see who I know in each alumni base, and Rebecca can start collecting references.” He snagged my towel and held out a hand to help me up.

“I can collect my own references.”

“She can collect better ones.”

♥♥♥

The damn man had the annoying quality of always being right. I assembled my list, bringing it to Rebecca with dread, expecting some bitchy ass comment about adding to her workload. But she held the side of sass, glancing over the paper with a low whistle. “Damn girl, you don’t mess around.”

“It’s my dream list. I didn’t say it was realistic.” I grinned.

“Give me a few hours. Brad’s got enough favors hanging out there that this should be a cinch.” 

“You’ve got time. I don’t need to send in apps ‘til the end of the next month.” I prepared to leave, standing and grabbing my bag, but was stopped by her outstretched finger. 

She grabbed a pink flower post-it and scribbled something on it, then ripped off the top copy. “This is the next LSAT prep course. With those schools, you’re going to need one hell of an LSAT score. I already signed you up last week, per the big man’s instructions.” She held out the daisy-shaped note, and I took it reluctantly. 

“I’m really just happy going to State ...” I ventured before she stood up with a start, her chair making a grotesque sound against the stone floor. 

“Julia, that man will never forgive himself if you short-change your life because of him. I won’t go getting in your business, but trust me. He worries day and night about making you happy. Pick the damn school you want to go to.” She cocked a hip and fixed me with a look you might give an unruly child.

“You won’t go getting in our business?” The statement was so absurd I literally burst out laughing. I had no doubt the woman probably knew every aspect of our lives, right down to the time of my monthly cycle. 

She laughed, then fixed me with a wry smile. “Hey, I’m trying to turn over a new leaf. Now, attend the damn LSAT course and leave me be. I need to find you some references so good that admissions will overlook your paltry three-point-eight GPA.”

I didn’t even question how she knew my GPA, her investigative skills way too advanced for a mortal like me to ever understand. Screw LSAT prep, I needed to take classes in Rebecca 101. 

Chapter 37

––––––––

MAY

Days until wedding: 108

––––––––

Rebecca and my mother had taken over wedding preparations. Like, locked me out of the room, forbade me to touch their plans, taken over wedding prep. Which was great, because the details alone were enough to raise my stress level tenfold. I loved the thought of a big wedding, had Pinterested enough images for a hundred weddings, but when it came to organizing it all? Tasting cakes, picking out calligraphy? My chest seized at the sheer enormity. So I turned it over to them, trading hundreds of hours of details with one weekly update. The more money that poured out, the more intricate details and decisions that were added to the spectacle that was becoming our wedding, the less I cared. The more I realized that the details, the window dressing, was unimportant. Important to us was the whispering of words that would tie us together until death did us part. The words mattered, the packaging did not. All it did was dress up the connection—the connection that no one else understood. No one else really got him and me and why we were so perfect for each other. Trying to explain our relationship would involve trying to explain our sex, and no one outside of our world would understand it. 

As the days ticked on, my stress began to grow, the thought of my family and friends across the table from bloodthirsty savages too much for my mind to take. And weddings in an Italian family were apparently some type of giant family reunion where everyone was invited and fully expected to rescheduled doctor’s appointments and cruises and murders, to drive the five or a hundred or a thousand miles to attend. My family made up twenty-two invitations. Brad’s? Ninety-six. On Brad’s mother’s side of the family, every single invite’s RSVP had been returned, all with the box ‘Will Attend’ firmly checked. On Brad’s father’s side—the Magiano dynasty—the only response had come from Maria’s family and twenty or thirty great aunts and uncles. Total silence from Brad’s father, brothers, and cousins. I had cut Rebecca off at that stage of the update, waving my hands wearily and dropping my head heavily on her desk.

“Why were they even invited?” I moaned. “Did Brad know this?”

She looked at me grimly. “Yeah. He said a lack of invitation would be a sign of disrespect. And mentioned something about them showing up out of spite if they weren’t invited.”

I closed my eyes. Yeah. Dom Magiano seemed to have a thing about being challenged. “So ... we have no idea if they are coming.”

“Right. And my ass isn’t calling them for a follow-up.” Her indignant tone broke through my anguish and caused a smile. 

“What’s Mom think? About his family not RSVPing?”

She shrugged. “I’ve managed to distract her with other stuff. But just know that there’s a chance that six or seven of these gorgeous tables will be empty. Or full. I’m not sure which you’d rather.”

“Oh my God,” I moaned. “Please stop talking. Is it too late to call this entire thing off?” 

She raised her eyebrows at me, pulling out a drawer and lifting a huge, three-ring binder, its seams busting, colored tabs happily dividing plastic sleeves. “And ruin all of my hard work? Puh-lease. This is going to be the event of the decade, and that beautiful man in there has already dropped a small fortune on satisfying me and your mother’s every whim.”

I propped my chin on the desk, looking past her OCD organization and staring into her eyes. “How are you still sane? My head would explode with the decisions, powder versus baby blue, crab cakes versus crab legs ...”

She interlaced her fingers and fixed me with a stare. “I’m thirty-two, dating a barely acceptable man who I will probably fuck for another year before I move on to someone marginally better. When, and if, I do ever find someone I want to spend the rest of my life chained to, I’ll slap together some crap-ass wedding with a budget that equals two pairs of your ridiculous shoes. I have the opportunity here to plan the wedding of my dreams, with someone else’s money, and while on the clock. Please, turn into Mariah Carey and have a vow renewal every year so I can make this my full time job.” She grinned at me and opened the binder. “Now, let’s discuss the seating chart.”

Seating. An geometry equation where we tried to keep Campbells from Magianos, Brad’s clients and our friends acting as referees via seating clusters, the constant threat of entire empty tables a likely eyesore. The unknowns stacked, like additional cards to an already fragile pyramid. I wanted it all to disappear. Brad’s family, even, at times, my own. I almost didn’t even want friends at this point, the struggle to please everyone exhausting in its requirement of effort. Olivia and I had, in some way, mended fences—if mending fences meant that we pretended our library argument had never occurred. But any interaction with the girls was still stressful, the pressure to provide a brochure-worthy show of ‘life is perfect’ just to ensure support of my future life. Support Becca readily gave. Support Olivia dribbled out depending on whoknewwhat. It had all seemed so much easier at Christmas. When the wedding was still so far out, and everyone, including Olivia, had been full of smiles and positivity. 

“By the way, you need to go to Franco’s and pick out a dress. That should be easy for you, with your penance for shopping.”

At her words, I came back to Earth. A dress. I could handle that. “Sound good. Do I just stop by there one day after class?”

Dismay flooded her features. “No! You don’t just ‘stop into’ Franco’s; this is going to be a full day affair. They need to know your measurements before you arrive, and they will order the best designers and have a fitter there to make adjustments. I’ll let them know your favorite champagne and have—”

Nothing was easy anymore. “Oh my God,” I groaned. “Please. As few decisions as possible. I’d like to enjoy this. Please call and tell them how indecisive I am. Just have them pull five options, all designed for someone with small boobs. I don’t want sequins or beading, or something that looks like Cinderella Barbie would wear. No poufy stuff underneath, or crazy buttons, or glitter. And I don’t want to spend over a thousand dollars. I’m wearing this one time.” I finished the plea with one long breath outward, looking up to see a disappointed look on Rebecca’s face. 

“You do realize that you are the worst bride ever. And cheap.” She said the word as if it was offensive.

I ignored the comment, sitting back in the chair.

“I don’t know if Franco even has dresses for less than a grand.”

“Then I’ll go to David’s Bridal.”

She wrinkled her nose like I had said a bad word. “Fine. I’ll call Franco’s. But you know Brad’s gonna freak on you if he thinks you are skimping.”

I stood, walking around the desk and giving her a hug. “I’ll handle the big guy. And I’ll go to Franco’s on Saturday, just text me whatever time they want me to come in.”

“Try to enjoy it. You’re living every woman’s fantasy.”

“I am enjoying it. Every bit except when it involves Brad’s family. And thank you, you freaking angel, for handling these details.” I grinned and headed for the door. 

“Later. Oh, and Julia?”

“Yeah?” I turned, one hand on the doorframe, and looked at her.

“You know his birthday is Friday.”

My brain closed in a bit. Friday. I should have known this, realized—at some point—that a birthday hadn’t occurred, that his time clock would be turning one year over. We had been together ten months, I should have asked, should have thought of this by now. “Friday.”

“Yeah. You didn’t know?”

I walked slowly back into her room and plopped into the closest chair. “No. But thanks for giving me so much advance notice.”

“Sorry,” she chirped, sounding less than apologetic. 

I dug my hand into my pocket and pulled out my cell, dialing a number and putting the phone on speakerphone, setting it on Rebecca’s desk. She looked at me quizzically and I held up a finger.

“Hello?” Martha’s brash voice rang through the speaker.

“Did you know Brad’s birthday is Friday?” I demanded, leaning forward so that she could hear me clearly.

“Umm ... did you say Friday?” she asked slowly, and I heard the fridge open.

“Yes, Friday,” I drawled.

“Okay.”

“Okay’s not an answer. You did, didn’t you?”

“He mighta told me not to mention it. Brad doesn’t like birthdays.”

I growled, the sound eliciting a laugh from Rebecca. “Anything else he ‘mighta’ told you not to mention?”

“You ain’t married yet, honey. I don’t have to open up the treasure trove of secrets ‘til you my boss, too.”

I grinned at the phone. “So you’re gonna start talking then?” 

“Probably not.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine, I’ll find a way to crack you later. You making dinner?”

“Yep. Baked chicken and potatoes. What time are you gonna be home?”

I checked my watch. “Around six-thirty.”

“It’ll be ready. Love you.”

“You too.” I ended the call and looked at Rebecca. “You got dinner plans? You’re welcome to come to the house. Martha’s baked chicken is deathly.”

“Nah. Brad’s got me doing research for a case, which means I need to put this fun aside and get some real work done.” She grinned at me and moved the gigantic wedding binder to the side.

I leaned back in the chair and stared at the ceiling. “What the hell am I supposed to get him for his birthday?”

♦♦♦

Julia Campbell was not just a job. It was not just money; it was also a joint between families, the rare opportunity to mend a bridge, which had been burned many times before. The Magiano dynasty ruled superior, dominating the other families in this hundred-mile grid of opportunity. A chance to create goodwill with that lead heavyweight was valuable and not something the cooperating family took lightly. The job would need to be done perfectly. So much was at stake. 

So proper precautions were made. She was watched, her schedule and habits monitored and recorded. Younger assets were assigned to sit in her classes, trail her along the manicured lawns of campus, and strike up casual conversations alongside her in the library. Their reports back were basic. She ate Chick-fil-A, did not flirt, and rarely went out with friends. After much discussion and strategizing, a plan was decided upon and a date was set. The date became their goal, and a countdown of sorts began, all attention and focus centered on preparation for that day. 

Chapter 38

––––––––

When it all came down to it, there was only one thing to get a man like Brad. A man who had everything, could buy anything, and wanted for nothing. Either a) something he had been deprived of, or b) something he could never get too much of. 

I doubted Brad had been deprived of much of anything his entire life. Love. He hadn’t had enough love; it was something I saw at odd times, times when he cradled my face in his hand, and a flicker of worry went through his eyes. He, at those moments, revealed how terrified he was of losing me. I didn’t know how to package love, how to giftwrap that emotion and hand it to Brad. I told him often, as often as I could. But I knew that the more in love he fell, the more afraid he was that I would leave. That I would turn into his mother and choose another reality over this one. I was marrying him. That should be enough of a reassurance.

Hmm ... So b) something he could never get too much of. Sex. Brad had always been in control of our sexual adventures. It was part of the turn-on for me, the willing handover of my body, unknowing of what he had in store for it. But I wanted something more for his birthday, something other than me, naked and willing, waiting for his command. My mind flickered back to his being deprived. He had been shortchanged of something, for eight months now. Another woman. We had ventured into the water, spending one hot night with a blonde Russian, Brad bringing her multiple orgasms without actually fucking her. He had to miss it, had to miss domination of another woman with his cock, seeing the look in her eyes when he thrust it in, the shock and incredulity as it turned from too much to too perfect. 

It was time. Since that night, I had waffled and wish-washed my way back and forth over the line of indecision until my head spun like a drunken coed. But the thought always made me hot, always pushed me over the edge when Brad’s head was between my legs or he was buried deep in me. The pleasure he gave me, the incredible heights and depths he brought me to, were too incredible for me not to share—it seemed unfair for me to keep this wealth of sexual knowledge contained solely for my pleasure. When I was with Brad and the Russian, I had loved every minute of the experience, as limited as it was. But to see him inside a woman, to see his thrusts and her moans, his hands gripping her skin, his mouth on hers—the thought was almost too intense to process. During sex, I would get snapshot images, entering uninvited into my mind, and my back would involuntarily arch, my orgasm no longer containable, and my world would turn black in a moment of exquisite perfection.

How would I react in that actual situation? When he spread her legs, touched her body? When I saw that look on his face, the look of lust and ownership, the same look that sent me over the edge, the look I strove for, fucked for, and did anything and everything to provoke? How would I take it, and what if he needed more of it?

Would I really be giving him a birthday present? Or was this just one, big, sex-filled test of our relationship?

♥♥♥

I didn’t even know how to go about setting up a threesome. It was something I had always had Brad handle, not wanting the awkward chitchat, conversation of limits and desires, the meet and greet. And dealing with a woman seemed even more problematic. If I had to, if every sexual standard Brad and I had in place crashed down, I could walk up to a man and bring up the concept of sex. Men were a given, a single man with a working cock wasn’t likely to turn down an offer of no-strings-attached sex. Women were a whole other ballgame. I was a woman who had already been introduced to threesomes, who was familiar with walking into an unknown situation and having a stranger touch me, yet I would still say ‘fuck you’ if approached by a stranger and propositioned for sex. I couldn’t image any woman, other than a prostitute, who would willingly enter into an unknown situation without someone there they were itrustyouwithmylife comfortable with. And ... if there was a woman out there who was that down-to-fuck ... I wasn’t sure I wanted her anywhere near my man.

I decided to call the only expert I knew, Beverly Franklin, a redheaded bombshell who had popped my sex-party cherry eight months earlier. I locked myself in my office and dialed her number.

When she answered, my opening greeting was awkward, my words tripping out, no good way to introduce myself. There was an initial pause, but then warm sincerity flowed through the phone. 

“You’re that gorgeous brunette who came with Brad to Masked Innocence! Of course I remember. I’ve heard you tied that man down with an engagement.” The admiration rang clearly through her voice.

“Well, someone had to do it.”

She laughed coquettishly. “I missed seeing you at the Christmas party; Brad said you guys went up to Aspen. How was the snow?”

Aspen. The day after my parents left, we locked down the house and flew west, locking ourselves into a chalet and fucking for three days straight before coming home. Snow? I hadn’t even noticed. “It was great, though I hated missing the party. But Beverly, the reason I called is that Brad’s birthday is Friday.” I explained my predicament, hoping that she didn’t take the question the wrong way.

She thought for a moment. “Honestly, Julia, if you’re trying to find a single woman yourself, you’re probably best going to The Montley House.”

I repeated the name, drawing a blank, my naïve mind trying to find something familiar in the words.

She laughed. “Why don’t I take you there tonight? It’s a place easier shown than explained; plus, they won’t accept you without a referral.”

I blushed. “That would be great, if it’s not too much of an inconvenience.”

“It’s no trouble at all. Let’s meet for drinks first. I need to give you the lay of the land before you make your selection.”

We made plans to meet at seven-thirty. I hung up my cell and Googled ‘The Montley House,’ finding zero results. Any place that successfully hid from the internet could only mean trouble. My stomach flip-flopping, I returned to my files and dove back into work.

♥♥♥

I almost forgot about the damn chicken. I was mid-dial into a call to Brad when I remembered the baked chicken breasts. Martha lightly battered them in flour, mixed with some type of crack, before slow-baking them, and they tasted out-of-this-world amazing. There were few things in life better than her chicken, and I wasn’t missing it for anything. I hung up on Brad, his hello cut off by my thumb, and I thought for a moment before dialing him back. 

“Yes?” 

“Sorry about that, forgot I was getting on the elevator. Martha’s making baked chicken tonight.”

“I know. I’m on my way home now. Are you leaving the office?”

“Yeah, but I can’t stay long. I was just going to grab dinner and then go; I’ve got plans with the girls.”

“Why don’t they come by the house for dinner? You know Martha will have plenty.”

“I think they have other stuff to do, but I’ll ask.”

“All right. See you soon. Love you.”

“I love you, too, babe.” I hung up the phone with a smile, grateful that he hadn’t pushed any more. My lies tended to fall into a million pieces at about question three. Anything before that, I held up pretty well. I let out a breath, walking through the plan in my mind. I would go to Brad’s house, gorge on Martha’s cooking, change into something worthy of a mysterious outing, then go and meet with Beverly. I grinned, embracing the delicious secret. I was, basically, James Bond in stilettos.

Chapter 39

––––––––

Julia was lying. There was something in their earlier conversation on the phone, something off. And now she was nervous, eating but fidgeting, glancing at the clock too often for practical purposes. Deception was never good, it was an evil snake that planted doubt in the mind of others, and he could feel it stealing over his body. He stood, grabbing his plate and paused on his way to the sink, kissing her neck and flashing her a smile. She flushed, looking down. 

He continued to the sink, scraping his plate and glancing at her. “Where are you guys going?”

She hesitated. “Olives. Becca heard it was good.”

Yes, Olives was good, if you didn’t mind paying thirty dollars a drink. A little rich for college student blood. Brad headed to the den, a headache growing. 

♥♥♥

I changed, and then changed again, my first outfit looking like a cat burglar’s. Frustrated with my lack of knowledge about Montley’s, I finally decided on a simple black dress, choosing one that was more daring than conservative, hoping it would fit the vibe of whatever mousetrap Beverly was leading me into. I slid on Jimmy Choos and a cropped leather jacket, then headed downstairs, calling for Brad. 

He was in the den, a t-shirt and sweatpants on, baseball playing on the television, and he glanced up at my entrance, his eyes taking in my outfit in one, slow scan. He stood, walking over and stopped before me, his hands on his hips. I looked up at him quizzically. “What?”

“No.”

“No? What do you mean no?”

“You look way too good.” He let his eyes drop, and he trailed a finger along and up my side, the contact causing my breath to hitch, his finger crossing over my breasts and down the dip in my neckline. 

I reached out and grabbed his finger, wrapping my hand around it. “Stop. Stop that or else I won’t be able to think straight.” 

“Go change.”

“What? I’m not changing! Besides, Olives is fancy, so what’s wrong with this?” I looked down at my outfit in dismay, his finger catching my chin and pulling it up until our eyes met. He stared at me for a long moment, his eyes searching mine and I stared back defiantly. He grinned suddenly and pulled me to him, his mouth taking mine, a long kiss that stole my breath. He squeezed my ass as we separated and turned, heading back to the couch and settling in. I stared at him, baffled. “So ... the outfit is okay?”

“Yeah. Very ... Hot,” he drawled, picking up the remote. “You coming back here tonight or staying at your house?” He seemed utterly unconcerned with my response. 

“I was gonna stay here,” I said slowly.

“Call me if you end up drinking and need a ride.” He flashed me a gorgeous smile and leaned forward, watching the game closely. 

I turned, checking that I had my phone and headed for the back door, sending one final glance backward at the den. 

“Love you, babe,” he called as I opened the door and stepped out. 

“Love you, too,” I said, pulling the door closed and digging for my keys. Weird. 

♥♥♥

Brad relaxed against the leather couch, listening as Julia’s SUV started up, a throaty purr that rumbled past the den on its way out. Wherever she was going, it wasn’t to meet the girls, and it probably wasn’t Olives. But, when he stared into her eyes, those brown depths that held his heart, he was reminded of who she was, and she was trustworthy. She had never given him any reason not to trust her. And if she needed to lie to him, there was a reason. He’d just have to wait to find out what that was.

Chapter 40

––––––––

Olives was definitely not my kind of place. Any bar that had a valet was too high-brow for me. I left my car with an acne-covered kid and headed in, gripping my purse and looking for Beverly. It was easy to find her, her shot of red hair sticking out like a flag. I shot a quick smile to the hostess and bee-lined for her, moving through a throng of suits, silks, and perfume until I finally reached her table. She beamed when she saw me, standing and giving me a hug. 

“Julia! So glad you made it. Let’s move to the back, it’s quieter back there.” She grabbed my elbow and we hustled, moving to a rear room where the air was lighter and the volume half as loud. Fanning herself, she slid into a small booth and gestured for me to take the opposite seat. 

“This is better,” I said, grinning at her across the table.

“I know; it’s pure madness out there. Everyone packs in like sardines until nine, and then there’s not a soul in this place. It makes no sense. I would have started back here, but didn’t want you to get lost in that crowd. A young thing like you, those men wouldn’t have let you get too far.” She winked at me and caught the eye of a server, who stopped by and took our drink order. 

“So. Brad’s birthday. What kind of girl are you thinking about?” 

Well, that was easy. So much for awkward skirting of the issue. It was one of the reasons I had called Beverly. Frank conversation was certainly appreciated. “I’m not really sure. Can you tell me more about The Montley House?”

She leaned forward, her gorgeous face highlighted to perfection with flawless makeup and diamond drop earrings, her blue eyes burning with mischief. “Montley is the underground red-light district for this city, if a red-light district dealt in thousand dollar bills and professional security. They only have seven girls, and they only cater to clients with a personal invite. I’ll be your invite. I called Riley and told her who you were and what you were looking for. She’ll walk you through the girls they have. Are you wanting more of a submissive or aggressive girl?”

I blew out a breath, considering the choices. “Probably submissive. I don’t want a girl who acts beaten; I just don’t want one trying to run the show. Brad will want to do that.” A thought occurred to me and I frowned. “Every other experience we’ve had, the other person has been a willing participant. I don’t want to force or pressure a girl into this.”

Beverly laughed and leaned forward, flashing a playful smile. “Julia, these women are not at Montley because of financial need. They make more in one night than most women make in a year. They are there because they love sex. Not to mention—can you imagine having to force any woman to have sex with Brad? Good lord, Julia. When I first hired him as an attorney, sex was the last thing on my mind. I hired him because I was told he was lethal in the courtroom. But any woman who spends five minutes in that man’s presence wants his cock. That’s just the way it is. Whomever you pick tonight ... trust me, they’re going to enjoy every minute of the experience.”

She sat back, smiling at the waiter as he set down our drinks, twin martini glasses of sexual confidence.

♥♥♥

I stopped at the second drink, the room a little fuzzy and Beverly getting more beautiful by the second. She knew everything and everyone, and spoke about our lifestyle like it was Wisteria-Lane-normal. It was refreshing, to be able to gasp about the awkwardness of a threesome gone wrong, or giggle when she told me of a sixteen year old kid who somehow snuck into one of her parties. 

“I’m telling you, Julia, he stood there for one minute with his mouth hanging open, frozen in his tracks, and then he turned white as a sheet and took off! We probably ruined that boy for life.”

“What happened to that girl, the Russian who was there the night of the Masked Innocence party?

“Who, Kate?” She closed her eyes briefly. “When I think about what almost happened in our house, I get sick. That creep who brought her ... the whole point of me agonizing over a guest list is to make sure people like that don’t end up at our parties. My husband understands that now. Kate lived with us for a few months until we got her citizenship sorted out. Now she works in Customer Service for one of our companies. She’s doing well, looks marvelous. Not as pale as she was that night.”

Brad walked her around to the far side of the bed, laying her back onto it, her bare skin creamy white against the blood red duvet. He ran his hand down the center of her body, her skin quivering from his touch, and she gasped as his fingers reached the place where her legs met. My gaze felt physically glued to the scene, and I blinked, the intensity of my stare drying out my eyes.

I blushed, hoping the dark bar hid my tell, pushing my memories back. I had handled that experience well, jealousy not a problem, arousal overriding it in one, easy sweep. Would Friday be any different? Kate had been a fumbling, inexperienced partner. What if this hired vixen blew my sexual attempts away? Reminded Brad of all of the sex and women he was missing out on? But my decision was made. Even if it all led to that, if she was the catalyst to that epiphany, I wanted to know that now; I wanted this breakdown to happen before the wedding, before the joining of our lives was complete. Brad had voiced it, in simple enough terms, when we had discussed a prenup. We are not getting divorced. Ever. 

I didn’t know about a divorce, didn’t know any legal contract in which the word ‘ever’ could really be applied. But it didn’t matter what was on paper, or my finger, or filed with the courts. Whether or not our marriage lasted, I would always and forever, madly deeply love the man. My heart was being sewn together with his, each day and night that passed adding threads to the stitch. And our wedding, our exchange of vows, would be the knot tying the whole package together. At that point, it would be too late; my heart would forever be his. No matter how long the marriage lasted. 

So this was important. For better or worse, I needed to know if this was something I could handle, and more importantly, if this was something we could handle.

Beverly had asked me something, and I looked at her expectant face. “I’m sorry, what was the question?”

“I said it’s getting late. Are you ready to head to Montley?”

No, I want to go back home and crawl into bed and run from my insecure fears. “Sure.” I nodded. “Let’s go.”

Chapter 41

––––––––

Apparently, when you reach a certain level of god-awful money, it comes complete with a driver. A helpful accompaniment in our case, since neither of us was in a condition to drive. The man pulled up in a gray Maybach, and we bundled into the backseat, nervous anticipation causing a shot of adrenaline to shoot through my body. 

“Do I need cash?” I whispered to Beverly.

“No, they won’t take any money tonight. Riley will handle payment with Brad after the fact. They know we are good for it, otherwise we wouldn’t be considered as clients.”

“And how much is this all going to cost?”

She shrugged, folding down a mirror and checking her makeup. “If you don’t want the girl to stay the night, if she is just there for a few hours ... it’ll depend a little on the girl, but probably ten, fifteen grand.”

Holy fuck. This gift just went way out of my price range. I didn’t know what I was expecting, but a five-figure sum wasn’t it. I swallowed. Beverly flipped up the mirror and glanced at me. “What’s wrong? Is it the money?”

Yes. “Not exactly ... I just wasn’t expecting ...”

She interrupted me with a wave of her hand. “Brad will pay for the girl. That will all be handled by him, and trust me, he won’t mind in the slightest. You are giving him permission, which is your present. The cost is a normal expense in his sex life. It won’t give him a second’s pause.” She patted my leg reassuringly. “Breathe, Julia. Get some life back in those beautiful cheeks. We’re almost there.”

And two minutes later, my face still pasty white, the Maybach slowed, iron gates opened, and we pulled into a cobblestone drive, the gates closing securely behind us.

The doors to the car were opened as soon as it came to a stop, white-gloved men in tuxedos opening the doors with a polite smile. They escorted us to the entrance of a three story Gothic mansion, the brick covered in ivy, oil lanterns flickering light over the brick, twin sentries of illuminations flanking the front door. The white gloves moved past, opening the doors, and we were suddenly in the foyer and asked to take a seat. They gave half-bows, heads moving All-American good looks in unison, then returned to the front, leaving us alone in the grand room.

The three-story foyer stretched before us, the arched windows along the back glowing with views of a blue pool and up-lit palms. I flexed my hands, aware of the dampness of my palms. I could see where the exorbitant fees went. The room’s dark floors, large stone columns, and fresh flower arrangements screamed high class, no condom dispensers or neon lights here. The window dressings alone had to have set someone back six figures. From somewhere, the faint scent of cigar smoke lingered. Faintly, I heard the click of heels, moving with brisk efficiency toward us. The staccato was a countdown, and I tensed in anticipation, my nerves high, second-guessing what the hell I was doing here, what I was thinking, what ...

The clicks rounded the corner, and then she stood before us.

She was gorgeous; my first introduction to The Montley House, and I was already blown away, slightly insecure at the idea that other women in this house could compare to this statuesque woman. In her late thirties, if I had to guess, the age barely settled on her, her face clear and unlined, large blue eyes intelligently assessing me through thick lashes. Her hair, blue-black tresses, was pulled back and away from her face in a casual bun that somehow seemed perfectly pulled together. A dark purple dress with velvet accents hugged her curves, and she gave Beverly a warm hug and then extended a graceful hand toward me. “Good evening. I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure of meeting. I’m Riley.”

I stood, shaking her hand, impressed by the firm grip and her gracious smile. “I’m Julia. Beverly has spoken very highly of you.”

She smiled. “Let’s move into the sitting room.” She held out a directional hand, and we moved into a round room containing a small seating cluster of two leather chairs and a loveseat, a large fireplace dominating the room. She gestured to the chairs, and I sat, Beverly leaning forward and gently touching my arm. 

r

“Julia, why don’t I wait for you in the car? Then you can have privacy with Riley.”

I hesitated and nodded. “That would be great. Thank you.” 

She gave me a warm smile and squeezed my arm. “Take your time, I’ll catch up on my phone calls.” Then she left, and I was alone with Riley. There was a brief moment of silence, a moment where I really wanted to stand up and chase Beverly down, waving my arms dramatically and escape back to the comfort of her car.

“May I offer you anything to drink?”

“No, I am fine. Thank you.”

She leaned forward, clasping her hands together and looked into my eyes. “Why don’t I tell you a little bit about our house and how it works. We have six girls who can be reserved as singles, doubles, or triples. Our home has several rooms that you can use, or we can send the girls to a location of your choosing. If the girls leave this house, there are several security measures that come into play, so that will be something for you to consider. What kind of experience are you looking for?”

I wet my lips, considering the question. “I was hoping for a threesome scenario, a girl to join me and my fiancé. It would involve sex on her part, she and I pleasing him together, that kind of thing. Nothing involving BDSM, or anything like that.” I squeezed my hands nervously and met her eyes.

She smiled. “That is a very common request, and one that any of our girls could satisfy. What kind of man is your fiancé? Sexually, what is his style?”

I blushed, trying to find the correct words to communicate the enigma that is Brad. “Brad is ... Brad is a very dominant individual; he likes control. But in the bedroom he is very much a pleaser. He gets off on pleasing a woman, and I think he pulls a lot of his confidence from his sexual abilities.” I paused. “Does that make sense?”

“I understand what you are saying perfectly. Let me show you our book of girls.” She stood, walking to a low chest, and opening it, pulled out an embossed book. She sat down on the leather loveseat and patted the seat next to her. I moved, settling in next to her, and studied the book, curious about the girls inside. 

She skipped the first girl, skimming past a few pages of photos and then stopped, a buxom blonde staring out at me with a playful, open smile. “This is June. I wanted to start with her for a few reasons. One thing for you to consider is her body type. Do you prefer a girl with your body type, or someone different? Many men only go for one type.”

With Brad being the town’s biggest slut, I didn’t have to wonder about his tastes. Hell, he’d been with Beverly, her red hair setting off the generous curves perfectly placed on her forty-year old frame. Alexis, the platinum blonde stripper, with firm muscles and large implants. Stephanie, the brunette bombshell whose framed nude photo had pouted from above Brad’s bed, a Marilyn Monroe body complete with a wave of sexuality. Then there was me, different than all of them. The man had one type: female. Nothing else seemed to matter. A terrifying realization—my competition stretching in every direction. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “He’s open to different types.”

“Well then, what are you attracted to?” Her voice was so calm; I didn’t understand the question at first.

“Me?”

“Yes. This is as much a sexual experience for you as it is for him. Whether or not you plan to play with the girl, I don’t want you turned off by the looks of her. Is there a body type you’d prefer?”

I bit my bottom lip, reaching out and turning the pages, glancing at the girls who adorned each page. I had been expecting, coming to this house of sex, to encounter botoxed foreheads, silicone lips, and breasts swelled to unnatural proportions, tattoos and piercings decorating hardened bodies. These girls were nothing like that. They were the fresh-faced natural beauties that adorned Victoria’s Secret catalogs, impossible specimens, smooth skin over perfect bone structure, thick hair, soft curves that were either natural, or perfectly enhanced. 

Only six girls were in the book, but they managed to cover every spectrum between them. November was exotic, dark hair, green eyes, a mixture of cultures blending perfectly across her skin. January was blonde with light blue eyes, Nordic features, and full, natural breasts. She glowed in her photos, her skin looking velvet soft, light pink nipples that matched soft lips and pink cheeks. June, the first girl Riley had stopped at, was the typical American beauty—tan skin, long legs, blonde hair, and large breasts too perky and perfect to be natural. Her white teeth and sunny smile stretched across three pages, and from some of her poses, she seemed to be double-jointed in multiple ways. August was pure fire, red hair with sexual energy that jumped off the page, pure sass evident in every pose, grin, and wink. April and May were twins, both brunettes, with flawless natural bodies, enough muscle tone to indicate fitness, enough curves to make them every man’s wet dream. 

I flipped back and forth through the books, getting frustrated with myself, with my lack of decision-making ability. I was stopped by Riley’s firm hand placed over mine. “Is it that you like more than one? Or you don’t care for any of them?”

I shook my head. “They’re all beautiful; they’re just all so different. It’s hard for me to choose.” 

“Let me tell you my thoughts. I would suggest either January or May. They are our girls who have spunk, but need leading. If Brad is an alpha male, he will want to direct the situation. You need a girl who will wait for orders, not try and set the pace. I don’t want to put you with a submissive, or else there will be no challenge. These girls are a good blend of the qualities I think you need.” She studied me, her intelligent eyes watching as I processed her words. I nodded quietly, flipping the pages back and forth between the two girls. 

It was hard for me to imagine May without her twin; the two girls fit so well together, their bodies aligned in almost every pose. She was similar to me, her breasts fuller, but our coloring was the same, our faces both holding a trace of Italian heritage. January was different, and I felt pulled more to her, my eyes tracing over the lines of her body, and I had a sudden, perverse question of how her breasts would feel in my hands, the weight of them, so much larger than my own. I blushed and shut the book. “January. Let’s go with her.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Is she available this Friday?”

“It will depend on the time. Let me check.” She stood, moving out of the room, and returned with a small leather book, settling into one of the chairs and opening it up. 

“How would ten in the evening work for you? I can put her down for four hours.”

How much does four hours cost? “That would be wonderful, though I don’t imagine us needing that long.” 

“And will you come to the house or will you use another location?”

I hesitated. “You had mentioned rules and arrangements if we use somewhere other than this house. Can you go over those?”

“Certainly. Any meetings outside the house require our security to attend. Two men will accompany the girl and wait outside the room. They will need to be in earshot the entire time. That rule is for the girl’s safety and is non-negotiable. If, at any point during the evening, the girl feels uncomfortable, or is asked to do something that wasn’t discussed in this meeting, she may call for the security detail and leave, and full payment will still be required.”

I nodded and ran through the possible locations in my mind. I couldn’t see bringing Brad to this house. He would want to be in a situation he had control over. “I’d like to do it at his house.” I gave her the address, watching her write it down with perfect penmanship. 

“Wonderful. Is that where I should send the bill? It will be couriered.”

The bill. My cheapskate innards clenched at the exorbitant possibilities. “Yes, that would be fine.” 

She closed the book and smiled. “Do you have any questions? I have everything I need.”

I shook my head, my breath starting to flow more naturally at the realization that we were done. Done. And I had survived. “No.” I braved a return smile. “Thank you.”

She stood, pulling a business card out of the black notebook and passing it to me. I accepted it, rising to my feet, and we moved through the quiet house until we were back in the three-story foyer. A black tuxedo materialized out of the shadows, and a man’s hand opened the front door. 

Riley nodded to him and extended a hand toward me. “It has been a pleasure. I hope to see you again.” I shook her hand, feeling enormously satisfied with myself, for my ability to overcome this daunting obstacle. I have officially set up a threesome. It was an unexpected entry to my bucket list. Then I moved through the doorway, stepping into the night and toward the purring Maybach.

♥♥♥

Beverly’s driver returned me to valet at Olives, and, five bucks later, I was behind the wheel of my SUV and heading to Brad’s. Getting the girl was only one part of the equation; I’d still have to figure out a way to get her into the upstairs guest room without Brad finding out. Ideally, I wanted to come home from dinner and have her waiting and ready in the guest room.

I didn’t want her to be in our bedroom. In case the night went awry, in case I couldn’t handle the image of him buried deep inside of her, in case this whole thing was a big mistake that I would spend the next ten years trying to forget ... I didn’t want our bedroom tainted, didn’t want to fall asleep on a bed that she had poisoned. Hopefully that wouldn’t be an issue, hopefully it would be sinfully hot, a moment I would replay countless times. But in case, just in case, I was going to have it held in the guest room. I had no issue with tainting that space. 

The downstairs was dim and empty, one small light in the kitchen giving off enough juice for me to navigate through to the stairs. I kicked off my heels and jogged up the steps, the sound of running water hitting my ears. I entered the bedroom, dropping my purse and shoes on a chair, and stripping as I walked, leaving my clothes as they fell, a trail of dress, bra, and panties, I was naked as I pulled on the handle, hot steam contrasting with the cool feel of tile beneath my feet. Brad was in the shower, his gorgeous profile gently muted by fogged glass, his head tilted back under the spray. 

I pulled the door wider, steam billowing out, the jets in full motion, and he turned at my approach, his mouth stretching into a full grin, his hand reaching out and capturing me, tugging me inside and against him in one smooth motion. “My baby,” he murmured, his arms wrapping around my waist, his mouth lowering to mine, a breathless, heady kiss that captured my mouth, his tongue teasing and claiming my own. The door swung shut and instantly fogged back up as his hands and mouth reminded me of where I belonged.

Chapter 42

––––––––

In an empty office in Brad’s wing, I sealed the final envelope by hand, my tongue sweeping over the seal before I pressed it closed. Four envelopes, four applications. Four life paths sitting in the palm of my hand. I could dissolve them all so easily, drop them harmlessly in the wastebasket. Mailing them was planting seeds, setting myself up for an impossible decision that I would never be able to make. I had selected the schools carefully, ignoring Brad’s directive that I choose schools selfishly. We were getting married, joining our lives. I couldn’t make this big of a decision without considering him.

I was applying locally, to the school I had always assumed I would attend, my prior financial situation requiring me to attend an in-state public school with a strong financial aid package. Envelope Two was for University of Florida, a school that was close enough for me to return home on the weekends, a short flight or long drive away. Envelope Three was a stretch, the prestigious program at Dartmouth, a school unlikely to accept me, but one Brad had insisted I attempt. It had been his alma mater, and he seemed confident that his recommendation letter would hold the weight my average application needed. Envelope Four was another stretch—Stanford Law. Another completely selfish application, a school I could never afford, one that was too far away, nestled in the cliffs of the California coastline. But it was a school I had always wanted to attend, so I had painstakingly completed the application, hating every stroke I made of the pen. 

I stood, tucking the envelopes under my arm, and walked to the elevators, headed to the mailroom to send off my four potential destinies. I pressed the down button and waited, hefting the envelopes in my hand, sudden stress weighing on me. I wouldn’t get in. I couldn’t get in. I wasn’t qualified, didn’t have the pedigree or prestigious undergrad diploma. But what if I did? What if I was accepted to all four? How would that affect our lives? I made a decision, on impulse, dividing the stack in two and pushing the Dartmouth and Stanford envelopes into the closest trashcan, weeks of Rebecca’s hard work crushed in two firm shoves. It was a rash decision, made against all sane thought processes. But so was my agreeing to fly out to Vegas with Brad four days after meeting him. So was marrying into the worst family in town. And with that shove? With that dump of those two way-too-heavy envelopes? I felt so much lighter. I could physically breathe again. The elevators opened and I stepped on, a happier, saner woman. It was a good decision. My decision. The elevators started their descent. 

Chapter 43

––––––––

Friday night came way too fast, the flurry of details occupying too much of my mind, so much that I couldn’t properly prepare, couldn’t properly dissect my conflicting emotions, my confusion over my feelings. When we fucked—when he had his hands and cock on me—it felt too good, he knew too much. How to touch, how to tease, how far to take me before delivering what I needed. It was unfair for me to hoard all that sexual pleasure, for me to covet his talents and deprive another woman from feeling that. I would envision him with someone else, his hands sliding and touching, curving and trailing, his body above, cock within, mouth upon. The thought was so graphic, so physically arousing that I would instantly buck, my back arching, mind exploding, pushed over the edge and into the star-filled epiphany that was my orgasm. It never failed to send me there, never failed to arouse and excite, the fantasy incredible in its utter lack of jealousy and possessiveness. How different would reality be? Or was it the aftermath I should be considering? The doubts, insecurities? How much of a role would they play?

The evening had arrived, and I would know soon enough what harm my actions would bring. I watched Brad over the curve of my wineglass and wondered.

He had not mentioned his birthday once, and I had given strict instructions to both Martha and Rebecca to not clue him into the fact that I was aware of it. I had acted oblivious, following Brad’s lead when he suggested we go to Centaur for dinner. Dressed in a short dress and heels, my sexiest bra and panty set underneath, I had manipulated our time slightly so that it would fit with my plans. Now we waited on our steaks, him leaned casually back in his seat, his eyes watching me. I fought a smile and set down my glass. “Stop studying me.”

“I can’t help it. You’re breathtaking.”

I leaned forward and captured his hand, raising it to my lips and kissing his palm lightly. “I bet you say that to all the girls,” I said playfully. He shook his head and cupped his hand, cradling my face before leaning forward and brushing his lips over mine.

There was a soft cough, and we turned to see our plated feast, served apologetically by a blushing twenty-something blonde. “Thank you.” I said, eyeing the steak. As much as my stomach wanted to dive in head first, I didn’t want to lug around a full stomach while naked next to January. I cut the steak in half and moved toward the lobster. There was no need to waste good food. I glanced at my watch. 9:30.

“Shit.” I widened my eyes in what I hoped was a plausible expression of dismay. 

“What?”

“I never dropped my civics paper off. It’s due tonight.”

“Is it finished?” Brad brought a fresh piece of lobster to his mouth.

“Yeah. I finished it last week, which is why I haven’t even thought about it. When we leave here, can we swing by the house and grab it? If we drive over to campus, it’ll only take five minutes for me to run it inside the Economics building and put it under my professor’s door.”

He feigned irritation. “God, that sounds inconvenient. I didn’t sign on for all this when I decided to date a younger woman.”

“When you decided? You’ve been dating younger women for seven years.” I grinned at him. “Besides, I’ll withhold dessert if you are responsible for me getting anything other than an A in that class.”

He shot me a devious look. “I could just take my dessert.”

“Au contraire. I’m ninety-nine percent sure that’s illegal in this country.”

He scoffed. “Trust me, by the time I’m done, you’ll be begging me to violate every part of you.”

I rolled my eyes. “You overestimate your abilities, Mr. De Luca. And you are taking me on my ‘younger woman’ errand. It’s part of the fiancé obligation.”

His mouth twitched. “I’ll take you on your errand, but only because you look so beautiful, and because I can’t seem to tell you no.”

“Then you, Mr. De Luca. Better dig in. I plan on you needing a lot of energy tonight.” I watched his mouth curve, his fork move, and that delicious mouth open. My mind went crazy with thoughts of the evening, and I watched Brad signal for our waitress. 

♥♥♥

There was, of course, no civics paper. Brad idled in the driveway, and I took the side entrance, leaving the lights off inside and walking through to the back, where I opened the doors to the large porch. Three porch chairs were occupied; their inhabitants rose at my presence. A girl moved forward, smiling briefly, and extended her hand. “January.”

She looked as devastatingly beautiful as her photos, no trick photography or Photoshop used to enhance her looks. I smiled, wondering if my nervous appraisal showed. “I’m Julia. Please come in.”

We moved as a group, two men, close in size to Brad, flanking the woman, their eyes moving everywhere, sizing up me and the situation in seconds. I led them upstairs and gestured toward the guest room. “If you would, please wait here, and we will be back in about a half-hour. Your security can sit outside the door; there are chairs in the bedroom that they can use. I left instructions in the room.” January nodded and one of the men spoke. 

“I’m going to need to see ID for both you and Mr. De Luca.” 

Right, ID. Riley had mentioned that, for the safety of the girl, proof of our identity would be required and would be documented. I left them in the hall and moved to the bedroom, closing the door and going to the closet, my fingers moving rapidly across the safe’s dial until it was open and our passports were in my hand. I locked the safe and returned, passing over the identification. “Here are our passports. Riley said you will return them after the event?” 

He nodded, passing them to his partner, who reviewed them with a small penlight, then pocketed them. 

I glanced downstairs, worried about the time we were taking. “We’ll be back shortly. Please don’t take this the wrong way, but there are cameras throughout the house, and an alarm will trip if anyone exits or enters. You’ll know when we return because the alarm will sound briefly, and I will turn on all of the lights.”

The man on the left grinned at me. “I understand and appreciate the information. We take no offense.”

I nodded to them and to the girl, then headed back downstairs, snagging my school bag on the way and arming the alarm before returning to Brad’s car.

I had chosen the diversion carefully, picking an errand that would take enough time for our food to settle, but one that would not leave Riley’s staff in the house unattended for too long of a period. I had worried about that detail of the plan, but Beverly had been quick to assure me of their trustworthiness. She had used The Montley House almost a dozen times, regarded every interaction a perfect transaction, and seemed to have boundless faith in every employee of The House.

My stomach was tight, a knot of rolling emotions as Brad’s car rumbled back from campus, his face calm, his hand reaching across the center console and holding my own. I forced my fingers to be loose, normal, as his thumb ran gently across my palm. 

My other hand moved, reaching into my purse and wrapping around my phone. I could change my mind. Text and cancel this entire thing. January and the two protectors would leave, Brad and I would return, and we would go upstairs and have solo, break-the-bed sex. That would be enough. We were enough. We had proved that, again and again, with night after night of incredible makemytoescurl fucking. The threesomes, the parties, those were fairy dust sprinkled on the magic that we were, a way to remind us of the incredibleness of what we share.

Then Brad turned down Estate Drive, which led home. Home. Amazing that I already thought of it in that way. In four short months it would be. I would haul in boxes and hangers and picture frames, and it would go from his to ours. The Estate Drive sign meant time was up, and I couldn’t possibly text anyone, cancel anything now. I needed to put on my game face and stop being insecure. I hadn’t started dating this man, hadn’t agreed to marry this man, without being confident of my sexual ability. And now, with the blonde waiting upstairs, I had the opportunity to give him the best birthday present of his life. I allowed excitement in, the nervous anticipation turning into arousal, and grinned, the expression hidden in the dark car. I reached for the door handle as he put the car in park. 
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Brad smiled. It had been a good birthday. No mess, no fuss, no drama. A great dinner at Centaur with the woman who had stolen his heart. And now, home. Before, it had been simply a house, a place where he bedded women, ate Martha’s cooking, and slept. Now, with Julia’s light and warmth and messy adorableness, it had become more. He had begged, bribed, and seduced—all in an attempt to get her to move in. But she had stubbornly resisted, returning most nights to the hovel she called a home. And every night she slept away from him, he worried. He unlocked the door, disengaging the alarm, and felt the presence of her pass behind him, her hands flicking on lights as her heels clicked through the kitchen.

She moved perfectly, his eyes following her steps, the curves of her body underneath her dress, her shapely legs on perfect display atop sexy heels. He locked the door and caught up to her as she rounded the corner, heading for the stairs.

“Whoa,” he whispered into her neck, inhaling the scent of her as his hands wrapped around her waist and traveled up the front of her dress. His mouth nuzzled her neck and planted soft kisses on her fragrant skin.

“Brad,” she whispered, spinning from him and walking backward toward the stairs. “You can finish that upstairs.”

“I can’t wait that long,” he said gruffly, catching her hand and pulling her tightly to him. He lowered his mouth to hers, silencing her response, his hands tugging on the straps of her dress quickly, the material following the path of the straps, her lace-covered breasts quickly exposed to his hands. She groaned, her chest heaving once underneath his mouth, her hands pushing on his chest.

“Stop,” she said breathlessly, pulling up her dress until her perfect breasts were once again hidden. “Just wait a sec. I need something from upstairs.”

Before he could formulate a response, she was gone, the flash of red soles moving quicker than humanly possible up the staircase. He followed closely, his eyes on the curve of her ass. He grinned, reaching a hand up to grab her when he reached the landing and everything stopped at the sight of two men.

♥♥♥

I heard Brad behind me, getting closer, and I could tell you without looking that he would be reaching for me, intent on getting his hands on some part of my body. I felt triumphant when I reached the top landing untouched, and moved toward the guest room, my smile acknowledging the men that sat outside the door. Brad’s voice stopped me instantly, his tone one I had never heard from him. “Julia. Go to Martha’s.” I froze mid-step and turned to him. 

His eyes were not on me, but on the two suits, the large bodyguards who flanked either side of the guest room door, seated in the two casual chairs that typically occupied the sitting area of the guest room. I instantly understood his concern and cursed my own lack of foresight. The two men rose at Brad’s tone, their stance one of combative preparation.

I moved three steps, until I stood in front of Brad and blocked his line of sight. His eyes flickered to me briefly, clouds of worry. “Brad, it’s okay. I called them here. They are fine.” My words took a moment to register, his eyes watching them instead of me, but then confusion crossed his handsome face, and his eyes met mine again. 

I smiled, placing my hands gently on his chest and kissed his cheek. “Relax,” I whispered. Then I turned, stepping through the men and to the guest room, where I swung the door open wide for Brad’s eyes.

The room was dim but not dark, a big enough room that the bed was set back against a far wall, the lit candles revealing enough: glowing skin, blonde hair, porcelain features – the package lounged atop a cream duvet. Brad’s frame relaxed a fraction, and he glanced at the men with new understanding, then his gaze settled on my face, a look of confusion affecting his features in an adorable way I had never seen. 

“Happy birthday,” I whispered and walked ahead of him, into the dark room, unzipping my dress as I walked. 

Chapter 45

––––––––

There was a click, and I turned to see Brad shut the door, his eyes slowly sweeping over me, surveying the bed, his eyes dark and unreadable. Then they returned to me, and he moved only one step forward, his hands pulling off his jacket, tossing it aside, then moving to his belt, the slow, deliberate unbuckling of leather causing my breath to hitch.

A million thoughts ran through my head. What do I do? Do I get on the bed with her? Approach him? Sit in the chair? 

“Turn around.” Brad stepped closer, his eyes on mine, the pull of his stare too great to break, and I turned my back to him slowly, hating to break the eye contact. 

His hand swept down my bare back, pulling my zipper farther, to the place I couldn’t take it, his hands spreading the dress over my shoulders and letting it fall to the floor. “Keep the heels on,” he muttered.

“Do you want me to watch?” I said the words softly, looking over my shoulder at him. I was almost afraid of the answer. Afraid because even I didn’t even know what I wanted. I glanced at the girl still on the bed, her body stretched, on her side, expression quiet, eyes open. Watching. Our eyes met and she smiled. A friendly, reassuring expression. It will be okay. Trust me. 

He shook his head. “I’m not ever, as long as I live, going to have an orgasm without your hand on my cock, your mouth on my lips. If you want to bring in another girl, that is fine. But you are not watching. I’m not settling for second best when you are here.” He ran his hand down my back, his hand leaving my skin for a moment before coming back to my ass with one, firm slap, the sensation catching me off guard, and I jumped, turning my head to him, caught off guard by the dark yet playful look in his eyes. “Now get on the bed before you are the death of me.”

I smiled shyly at the girl as I climbed upon the bed, her long limbs rolling over as she crawled to her knees, making room. She reached out a tentative hand, running it softly over my skin, the touch so foreign, so soft and delicate. “You are beautiful,” she whispered, her hand trailing over and across my back and down my arm. 

“So are you.”

There was the metal sound of a buckle, and I turned to see Brad unzipping his pants, his shirt removed, his weight joining us on the bed as he knee-walked forward, settling back into pillows, sliding in between us. “Come here, baby,” he said. “Straddle me.” 

I did, my ass settling into the hard bridge of his stomach, his head tilting up to look into my eyes. “You didn’t need to do this.”

“I wanted to,” I said softly, running my hands up the hard muscles of his chest.

“I get off pleasing you, watching you pleased. Another girl ... I don’t want this if you don’t enjoy it.”

“I want to try it. We can discuss the rest later.”

“Just look at me if you are uncomfortable. I’ll know. I’ll stop.” His hand played with the small of my back before curving down and squeezing my ass. “You nervous?”

I laughed, the question releasing some of my tension. “A little.”

“Don’t be. This is just like the others.” He sat up slightly, his arms wrapping around my waist, his mouth laying a kiss against my neck. “It’s about you and pleasure.”

I pushed him down, not liking where this was going. “No. This is about your birthday, and rocking your old man world.”

He laughed, letting me push him, settling back against the pillows. “Easy, baby. You can’t call me an old man on my birthday. And,” he said, his voice darkening, “you’re doing a lot of ordering around considering it’s my birthday. Kiss me.” 

I pursed my lips, shot him a look I knew he loved, one that spat fire and conceded defeat, and leaned back down, caught off guard when he captured my hands and pulled them together behind me, his large hand easily pinning them to my back. 

“What’s her name?” he asked, his mouth inches from mine.

“January.” 

“January, pull out my cock, please.”
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I squirmed slightly, caught off guard by his directive, his hand tight on my wrists, keeping me in place. I felt her move, heard the rustle of fabric, the buck of Brad underneath me as he lifted his ass to assist her. He kissed me, his free hand firm on the back of my head, his tongue making a statement that was both strong and needy. 

He pulled on my wrists, sitting up with me, my ass sliding down, bumping against her hand and his cock. “Hop off.” He released my wrists, moving his hands to my breasts and pushing them into his mouth, taking one frantic taste of them before moving me off.

“Show her,” he said. “Show her how you suck my cock.”

I knelt on the other side of his body, admiring the thick lay of his cock on his stomach, her hand sliding up and down his thighs. I glanced up, watching her kneel across from me, her blue eyes down, glued to Brad, and I felt a moment of pride as I reached forward, gently lifting and taking his semi-hard cock into my mouth, feeling it stiffen as I sucked, my throat closing, my eyes watering slightly as I took as much of him as I could. I worked his shaft with my hand, sucking hard, watching as January moved a hand forward, running her hands over his balls, then leaned forward, taking them in her mouth.

I felt Brad’s hand on my hair, gathering it up in his fist, pushing and pulling it gently, his eyes on mine, his mouth opening slightly as he scowled with concentration, watching his cock as it slid in and out of my mouth. He was so hard, so slick and thick in my mouth, and I watched his eyes close briefly as I took him as far down as I could. “Jesus, baby,” he groaned. “You are so perfect.”

I drug slowly off his cock, meeting January’s eyes, and she took over, her mouth smoothly picking up where mine had left off. Brad’s hand, still in my hair, tugged gently, and I looked over, letting him pull me up his body until I was tucked into his arm, his mouth on mine, his other hand taking a tour of my chest, squeezing and pulling each breast in turn, his hands a little rough in their journey. My mouth gasped against his as he slapped each breast slightly, the arm underneath me shifting as he slid his left hand lower, until it cupped my ass, his fingers splaying over and teasing my pussy, the sensitive skin of my taint, and my ass. I moaned, pushing against his hand, wanting more, my mouth pulling off his as I lifted my head and watched her, watching the strange girl take his cock with skill. I could see how hard he was, see the light pink dart of her tongue, the hot interior of her mouth, the veins on his cock—

Fuck.

My eyes closed, two of Brad’s fingers sliding into me, one in the hot, tight hole of my ass, one in my wet cunt, the curve of his grip absolutely perfect, his second hand sliding down from my breasts and rubbing gently over my clit. Oh my God. It was incredible, having both of his hands stimulating me, his mouth on my neck, my eyes fighting to open, wanting to take in more of the experience, the arousal of watching him pleasured more than I expected. 

I could feel the tightening in my stomach, the clench of my muscles that warned me an orgasm was coming. “Brad, I can’t ...” I closed my eyes, felt the nips of his teeth on my neck, the vibration of his throat when he growled.

“Come for me. Come for me while she sucks my cock.”

I couldn’t stop it; my hands gripped his arm like it was a safety bar, holding on tightly when my back arched, when the orgasm ripped through me like an out of control wind. I cursed his name, a string of obscenities pouring out of me as pleasure blossomed, his fingers softening perfectly as my body surrendered to the perfect peak and then fell into the pit of sensitivity. Then, my clit was left alone entirely, his mouth feasting on my neck as he did nothing but pulse his fingers inside of me, my ass clenching around him, the orgasm drawn further out, so much so that I wonder if I had two back-to-back. 

Then I sunk, a mess of wanton pleasure in his arms, curled over, my face against his chest, his hands moving me into place without me even knowing it, the girl helping to slide my leg over his stomach until I was back, straddling him, this time him gripping my face in his hands, his face inches away, and he stared into my eyes. 

I wanted to close my eyes, too weak with bliss to focus, but he held me firm, arrested me with his stare. I felt strange hands, delicate and soft, hers, running down the pucker of my ass, and then his cock, so fucking hard, was at my sex, and she was pushing it in, putting it into place.

Brad went wild.

I loved him fucking me from underneath. Loved the jack hammer of his cock as I did nothing, and he went eight kinds of crazy, the animalistic hunger of his fucks incredibly hot, adding fuel to an already blazing fire, my body loving the barrage on my cunt, the nonstop friction, the push and pull against my g-spot and deep in, quick out, deep in, quick out that drove me over the brink of orgasm in less than a minute. 

I came hard, my entire body seizing, squeezing, the delicate push of her finger against my ass sending me straight into holy fuckville territory. It was long, it was insane, it was beautiful, staring into Brad’s eyes, his mouth whispering words I could barely hear but knew by heart. “I love you. You crazy sexual beauty. I love every fucking inch of you. I love watching you. I love seeing you in this way. You are mine, you dirty, kinky woman.” 

Then I shoved off, amazed I still had strength in my body. I rolled off him and lay spent, my limbs useless, my heart pounding. “Fuck her,” I moaned. “Please.”

“On your knees,” Brad ordered, the girl sliding over and assuming the position, her perfect ass bent over before him, my view of the damn she’s hot scene enough to give me a moment’s hesitation. But he moved her, turning her toward me, so that her face was skimming my stomach, her hot breath moving fluidly over my skin. He was positioned behind her, facing me, his eyes on mine, dark possession and arousal in his gaze, a condom package in hand, raised to his mouth for easy opening. Also in his eyes—a question. An ‘are you ready for this?’ inquiry. I nodded once, my eyes glued to his. He studied me for a second before he ripped the foil package open.
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There had been a moment, when Brad had ordered her to her knees, when I was already two orgasms down, and she hadn’t even been touched, that I felt bad for this woman. That I felt like we were using her, not respecting her properly. All of that left my mind when he moved inside of her. Didn’t thrust, didn’t shove. He took his time—let her adjust. One long, slow movement of his body forward. Her head dropped back, away from my body, and she let out a sound. Something in between a moan and a groan, a satisfied sound, which made me smile, my spent body reviving. Yes, I knew. I knew exactly what that felt like. The chemical reaction of his cock that was somehow, impossibly, different than any other man’s. She wasn’t getting him bare. She wasn’t getting the full force of Brad De Luca. But even sheathed with latex, his cock was incredible. Then he started moving, started fucking, his hands falling to her ass, gripping, squeezing. He leaned slightly forward, gripped her skin, stared into my eyes and moved.

I got it. I got why he did this. I didn’t think I’d ever need it the way he did, our threesomes his assurance that I was beyond satisfied. He didn’t want just satisfaction from me. He wanted my mind ripped three ways from Sunday, wanted my body to peak and fall fifteen times in one night. Wanted me to feel raw animalism alongside heart-stopping passion. Wanted me to feel beautiful, sexual. Wanted me to open every padlocked closet in my fantasy palace and explore whatever treats I locked away. He would never be satisfied with ordinary, would never want just part of my heart, part of my body. He wanted every barrier stripped, every veil lifted, until he and I were fucking intertwined, my pleasure giving him his pleasure, his pleasure giving me mine. 

I got it. The feeling that suddenly swelled through me.  It was insanity in the form of raving, passionate lust. I felt competitive and jealous and sexual, all rolled into one. I knew, as I stared into his eyes, as he swept a greedy, ravenous stare over my body, that he wanted me. He was eating my body with his gaze, his fucks increasing in tempo, the girl’s cries mounting as he stopped being gentle and started being Brad.

“Fuck yourself,” he gritted out. “With your fingers. Let me see you. Let me see inside you.”

I rolled over and moved back, until I was before them. I spread my legs, dipped a finger, then two, inside my mouth, Brad’s eyes darkening as I sucked them. Not lightly, not with ladylike daintiness. I sucked my fingers and wanted his cock. I drug my wet fingers down, his stare following, the muscles on his chest and shoulders standing to attention as he drilled into her, and I spread my lips and let him see the extent of my arousal, the extent of my want.

She was close. I could hear the change in her cries, the slap of Brad’s balls, each thrust spanking her clit, his rapid-fire motion taking her quickly up the hill of orgasm. My eyes left Brad’s, watching her face, her expression. She met my gaze, her own almost frantic. Gone was the cool and collected vixen who waited on this bed, candles illuminating her perfect skin. Right then she was a current of whatthefuckishappening, an identity I knew well, her eyes glazing over as she lost all rational thought and exploded. My fingers stopped fucking around, stopped their teasing ways. They found their way to my sex and dove inside.

♥♥♥

I thought I knew Julia but I didn’t. There was so much I had yet to discover, yet to unearth. We hadn’t talked about this, hadn’t talked about bringing another woman into the bedroom. I didn’t need it. It didn’t feed my competitive fire. I didn’t need to know that I was the best every woman out there has had. I only needed to be her best, only needed to learn every inch of her body and the way to light it on fire. 

But did she need a girl? Did she have the same competitive fight that I carried? Did it get her off to see me fuck another woman? If so, I would bang away. Fuck this blonde when the woman I wanted was spread open before me, her fingers where my mouth or cock should be, her chest heaving with intensity that I was not causing. 

My fear was that it was not for her. My fear was that she was doing this for me, thinking that this is something I needed, I wanted. My fear was that she hated this, and I was killing a piece of her sexual fire with every stroke into this stranger. I gave one final thrust and pulled out, squeezing the girl’s ass and gently rolling her aside, bending forward until my mouth was on Julia, and I was tasting her sweet pussy. Her fingers moved for my mouth, her body bucked up and I grabbed her, held her down and used my tongue to tease the hell out of my future wife. 

God, I loved this woman.

♥♥♥

Brad took me to a third high, my barriers to orgasm weak, each peak making the next one easier, my body a tight coil of arousal. January’s mouth covered my breasts, her firm tongue playing against my nipples, her teeth gentle when she grazed them across my skin. I reached a hand out, brushed it over her breasts, their weight heavy. They moved so differently than mine. They hung when she bent over, bounced when she got fucked. I tentatively squeezed one, and she smiled, moved closer for easier access. Kissed me softly as I explored her upper half. 

Then I came, and everything went black. 

♥♥♥

A fight of tongues. Both of us greedy for more. Of his shaft, of his head, the small bit of pre-cum that leaked from his tip. Occasionally our mouths would meet, join for a moment of playful fun, then return, our hands also on him. Stroking. Eyes begging. On our knees on the soft carpet before him.

His never left mine. Dark intensity. Fierce arousal. They stayed on me until his thighs clenched, his abs tightened, his hand found the back of my head and pulled me foremost on his cock. I dove, sucking hard, using my hand and staring up into his face. Then his mouth moved, my name as a groan on his lips and his eyes lidded shut. 

I love watching him come.

I took what I could, and January’s tongue chimed in, helping me drain him dry. Then he lifted us, one by one, to our feet. 

“We’ll leave you the room,” he said. “Take as long as you need, the attached bath and shower is yours if you need it.” 

She didn’t linger, and a few minutes later, with our passports back in the safe, the men and January gone, Brad closed the door to our bedroom, and fixed me with a look. A look I knew, yet still questioned. 

“Get on the bed,” he growled. 

I didn’t move fast enough, and he lifted me up, carrying me in four large strides to the bed where he tossed me, the robe I had thrown on tangling in my limbs, and I fought the silk and looked into his mischievous eyes. “What, you didn’t like your present?”

“That wasn’t my present,” he said, bending over me, his mouth nuzzling the silk robe open, his hands untying the sash and spreading it, bites and kisses running down the length of my torso as he climbed atop the bed, my legs opening before him. “This. This will be my present.”

I didn’t know what man considered two hours of driving me wild a present, but I could tell you this—

I wasn’t ever letting him go. 
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I rolled over in the soft bed, pushing through expensive sheets until I felt hot skin. No matter what the temperature in the room, Brad’s skin was always fever hot. I pulled myself closer, wrapping my chilly body around the curve of his back, his body turning at my touch, his arm reaching out to pull me tightly against him. I felt his lips against my hair as he pressed a soft kiss on my head.

“Good morning,” he said, his voice scratchy.

“Morning,” I murmured with a smile, loving the cocoon of sheets, blankets, and Brad, the blackout shades keeping the master bedroom dark despite the sunshine outside. 

“That might have been the best birthday ever,” he said, his hands gripping my waist and sliding me easily up his body until his lips could reach mine.

“Might have?” I scoffed.

His mouth curved and his dark eyes smiled at me. “Definitely was. Happy?”

“Certainly, Mr. De Luca. Though I’m not sure if you will be so appreciative when you get the bill.” I widened my eyes dramatically and grinned at him.

He pulled me to him, kissing me softly in between words. “You are. Worth. Every. Penny. Seeing you with her, the look you get in your eyes ...” his voice trailed off as his eyes studied me. “You will be the death of me,” he whispered. “I am completely and totally at your mercy.”

“Impossible.” I moved on top of him, straddling his width. “You always have the upper hand with us.”

His gaze moved, drinking my naked body in, his hands following the path of his eyes, caressing and fondling. “No,” he said. “But I take my power when I can. And right now, I see a prime opportunity.”

It was a prime opportunity, my body already naked, my soul craving some one-on-one time with Brad’s delicious body. He devoured me with his mouth, claimed me with his cock, and made it all sensual with his hands. A half-hour later, I fell back asleep, a happy and thoroughly satisfied woman.


My cell rang, loudly and incessantly in the dark room. I reached out with a hand, groping blindly until I found and tapped the screen, silencing the call. There was thirty seconds of peace and quiet, then it began again. I ignored it, rolling over and pulling a pillow over my head, the damn thing finally ending its shrill ring. I relaxed, slipping back into sleep.

“Julia.” I kept my eyes closed and body still, playing dead, willing him to give up and go away. 

“Julia, wake up.” There was a rustle of fabric, and suddenly light. The pillow was yanked from my grasp and a phone replaced it, pressed against my exposed ear.

“Julia, are you there?” Rebecca. I opened my eyes to find Brad’s amused face above me, his hand holding the phone to my ear. I mumbled some form of greeting.

“Julia, you’re supposed to be at Franco’s in thirty minutes. Do you know what it took to get you in last minute? You’ve got to get your ass up and over there, pronto. Becca and Olivia are already on their way. Don’t make me show up at Brad’s.” I sat up, taking the phone from him and shooting him an irritated look.

“Stop screaming. I have time.” I swayed on my way to the closet, the right side now reserved for me, my new wardrobe holding its own alongside Brad’s expensive clothes. I yanked open a drawer and pulled out a pair of jeans, grateful that we had showered after sex last night. 

“Oh my Lord, if you’re not early, you’re late. It’s Franco’s, and you’re picking out your wedding dress. Most girls would have already been in their lobby, orgasming in their silk panties by now.”

“Been there, done that this morning.”

She blew a noisy breath into the phone. “Ugh, that is my boss you are talking about. Please spare me the juicy details of your scandalous sex life.”

“Fine. But don’t say shit like ‘orgasming in silk panties.’ It’s creepy.”

She paused. “Point taken. Now get your ass to Franco’s and pick out something that will make me green with envy.”

I grinned, hopping into the jeans and flipping through hangers until I found a tank top. “I’ll try my best. I’ll text you a pic of the winner.”

We said our goodbyes, and I returned to the room, grabbing my purse and cell and heading downstairs, finding Brad in the kitchen with Martha. I handed him his cell and gave her a quick hug. 

“You got time for breakfast?” she asked.

“No, I’m late as it is.” I grabbed an apple. 

“The girls meeting you there?” he asked.

“Yep. We’ll probably grab lunch afterward.”

There was a rap at the back door, and we turned as a group, a broad-shouldered blond opening the door. Ben. I flashed him a smile and then studied Brad, noticing his matching attire. “What are you guys up to?”

“Hitting the batting cages. Season starts in three weeks.” Brad clapped Ben on the back, flashing me a smile.

“No wonder you were so enthusiastic about me going to Franco’s.” 

“According to Rebecca, this is supposed to be something you enjoy, so don’t give me hell.”

“It is. Enjoy hitting; I’ll catch up with you guys later.” I hugged Ben and gave Brad a kiss, waving to Martha, and heading out the door. Ahead of me waited Franco’s, with its expensive array of designer whites, lace, and beading. The prospect of the perfect dress, mimosas, and the girls got my feet moving and SUV in gear. That, and the risk of death that awaited from Rebecca if I didn’t arrive at Franco’s on time.

Chapter 49
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Secrets. They lay like a force field between my friends and me. What had started as one then led to two, eventually piling into a mountain-sized pile of deceit that I drug around with me on every interaction with them. The threesomes, Brad owning a strip club, Brad’s family, their involvement in Broward’s death, me owning a strip club, the attempt on my life. The secrets fought amongst themselves, battling for exposure whenever I was with the girls. A casual outing for drinks became a cocktail of inner turmoil. How close could friends be when there was so much unsaid?

Brad had never sworn me to secrecy, or asked that I kept things from the girls. But I knew what would happen if I told them. Judgment. Judgment of my morals, Brad, and me. Questioning of our relationship and how it would ever work. I didn’t need that. I didn’t need or want to explain my life and my choices. So I chose the suitcase of secrets and their belief that I lived a perfect, normal existence. Yes, there was now distance between us, but at least we were still friends. At least they were somewhat supportive of my relationship.

♦♦♦

“It’s absolutely gorgeous, Jules. Totally you.” Becca beamed at me over the rim of her Diet Coke, her blonde hair shining in the afternoon sun.

“It’s true. I think it really fits you,” Olivia added, settling back in her chair.

We sat on the outside deck at Cucumbers, a trendy sushi restaurant downtown, the table covered with sushi rolls, edamame shells, and chopsticks. Franco’s had actually been fun, Becca and Olivia running interference between me and the snobby saleswomen, and I had known instantly when pulling on Dress Number Three, that I had found the one I wanted. It was there, in the chandeliered, plush dressing room of Franco’s, with Becca and Olivia grinning behind me, looking in the mirror, that I felt it. Excitement. I had always been excited about marrying Brad, but it had been the marriage that I had looked forward to, not the act of getting married. The wedding had been a byproduct, one that—due to Brad’s family—I had been dreading. But there, in that dress, seeing my reflection, I felt a quiver of breathless anticipation. I allowed it, allowed visions of walking down the aisle, feeling the strength of his hand sliding a ring on my finger, words spoken, rice thrown, cake and music and toasts and dancing. And for that moment, that brief, fairytale moment, I was naively happy about the wedding.

“Earth to Julia.” Becca snapped her fingers in my face, and I scowled, pushing her hand aside and grabbing my chopsticks. “Did you hear what I said? I sent in my app to NYU.”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “That’s not an application. That’s a reservation for a donation. Has your dad already stroked the check?”

Becca sputtered out a few expletives, causing Olivia and I to burst out laughing. I grabbed a napkin, passing it to Becca, and she wiped her mouth, shooting Olivia a dirty look.

“Have you decided? That’s your first choice?” I asked Becca, fighting to keep a smile off of my face.

“Pretty much.” She shrugged. “I like New York. I’m applying to UCLA also; I always wanted to be a California girl.”

Olivia snorted. “That’s smart. Choose your schools based on shopping and beaches.”

“Do I detect a bit of bitterness in your tone?” Becca asked, sharply raising an eyebrow.

“I’m still undecided,” I said brightly, trying to interrupt the incoming argument. 

“Undecided? I assumed you’d stay here with me.” Olivia’s eyes honed in on me, all thoughts of over-privileged Becca forgotten.

“So did I, but Brad is pushing me to apply at other schools.” I inwardly winced, hating how the statement came out. Olivia pounced on it like a rabid dog. 

“Who cares what Brad wants. What do you want?”

I shot her an irritated look. “I’m a grown woman, O. That’s what I’m trying to figure out. What I want.”

“This is bullshit, him pushing you into what he wants.”

I stared at her. “What are you talking about? He wants me to make the same choice I would if I was single. He doesn’t want my law school decision to be affected by our marriage. Because of his money and connections, I can look at schools I never would have been able to go to. And you’re trying to turn it into a negative? What the fuck?”

Becca started to chime in, to voice her support, but Olivia held up a hand. “Becca, stay out of this. Julia, I just don’t like how everything seems like it revolves around Brad.”

I bit back a laugh at the ridiculousness of that statement. Wasn’t that what marriage was all about? Pushing aside single life to start a new life together? It would be ridiculous not to include him in this thought process, seeing the effect my law school would have on our marriage.

I had no intention of having one of those marriages—two people who cohabited the same house but otherwise lived separate lives. Brad had become my best friend, the person who I shared my thoughts, dreams, and life with. He had, in the process, overshadowed Olivia. Her hostility, resistance to anything Brad-related? She tried to hide it. Times like that morning had actually succeeded, playing the role of supportive friend well. But I could feel the tension, worried over the chips and cracks that were forming in our bond. I never realized, in falling in love, that I might lose a friend in the process. She just didn’t realize the depth of emotion I had for him. No one did. We were surrounded by casual love, which found our singular focus bothersome. Now, almost nine months into our engagement, her snide comments were wearing my nerves raw. I had started to reach the stage of not caring, of indifference. I loved Olivia, had spent almost four years as her best friend. But our friendship, our connection, paled in comparison to what Brad and I had. And if she couldn’t handle the change in my life, then how strong was that friendship? I met her critical look squarely.

“I’m sorry you don’t understand my relationship,” I said tartly.

It was Becca’s turn to play peacemaker, and she jumped in with a cheery smile only to be cut off by Olivia. 

“You weren’t like this with Luke. Or with any of your boyfriends for that matter. We never see you anymore.”

“Really? You’re using Luke as a positive example? I’m treating this relationship differently because it is different. I’m sorry I don’t go to parties anymore or stumble in and out of clubs with you and Becca. But don’t blame Brad for that. My life is changing; I’m getting married.”

She stared at me fiercely, the sushi forgotten, fire in her brown eyes. “You’re making a mistake.”

She may have been right, but not for the reasons she thought. Brad and I had our share of problems, but they all started and ended with the Magiano family, not with us.

Chapter 50

––––––––

JULY

Days until the wedding: 33

––––––––

I waited at the light, my turn signal on, Becca’s voice whining through my vehicle’s speakers. “Come tonight ... please. Your college career is about to be over. You have an obligation to party with me one last time before graduation.”

The light turned green. “You’re only calling me because Olivia has plans.”

“Wrong. Olivia’s coming and bringing that lacrosse player guy.”

I raised my brow. “What guy?” 

“She didn’t tell you? Some guy she met in class. Be grateful, she won’t shut up about him to me. How’s Brad?”

“Good.” I don’t elaborate; there’s no need. Becca’s attention span won’t last long enough to care.

“So, are you coming? They’re closing the whole block off, and each house is gonna have a different drinking challenge.”

“Sounds brutal.”

She scoffed. “Oh please. You were chugging beers with the best of us a year ago. Now, come on ... bring Brad if you want.”

Brad. I tried to picture him, his hands on his hips, a glowering look on his face as drunken idiots sloshed him with beer. I giggled. “How about just dinner? I can meet you at seven or eight?”

She sighed. “I guess ... if you want to miss out on the fun. But I miss drunk Julia.”

I put the car in park, glancing at my watch. “I have to go. Call O, see if she wants to grab dinner with us. I’ll call you in a few hours.”

“Fine.” 

I ended the call and turned off the car, grabbing my purse and heading for the restaurant.

I took the seat across from Maria, her smile warm as she beamed at me behind the curve of a large ceramic teacup. We didn’t waste time, ordering a variety of appetizers, deciding upon sharing them in place of a full meal. And, after a half-hour of conversation, I could see why Brad’s eyes shone when he spoke of his sister. She was, as ancient as the word was, delightful. Bubbly and energetic, there was not an ounce of haughtiness or reserve in her manner. I could not fathom how she came from the stoic evil that was her father. 

“How are the wedding RSVPs coming along? Will there be a large turn out?” She tossed out the question innocently, spearing an olive and popping it into her mouth.

I swallowed a sigh, pasting a smile on my face. “I’m not really sure. We’re still waiting on a group of RSVPs from your family.” 

She frowned, her eyes drinking me in with the same insight that Brad possessed. “My father’s group?”

“Yeah.”

She gave me a tight smile. “It’s a wedding. Italians view weddings on the same level as Easter. It’d be sacrilegious not to attend. I’m sure they will get over any ill feelings and show their support. Besides, the gossip mill has been buzzing about you. It was pretty much expected that Brad would never remarry.”

“Why is that?” 

She shrugged. “He seemed to enjoy his life as a bachelor. And his marriage with Hillary seemed so ... unnatural. He just never seemed to fall into the role of husband well. It was like he was a wild horse, unhappy about being broken.” She shot me a crooked grin. “He is completely different with you. He seems so at peace, happy. I am so excited for you both.” She reached across the table and gripped my arm, her face shining with genuine affection. “I know you’ve got to be less than enthusiastic about joining our family, but I am so happy to have you in Brad’s life. I hope you can overlook my bloodlines, and we can become friends.”

I blushed, hating the fact that my emotions regarding the Magianos were so transparent. “I’d like that. Brad adores you, for good reason.”

“He was always the best member of our family. Which,” she added, “is why the boys have always been so hard on him. I’m proud of him for separating from the family.”

“Are you estranged as well?” It was a dangerous question to ask, but she seemed to be an open book in regards to discussing the family business.

She laughed, leaning forward and lowering her voice. “Being female places me in a completely different position in the family. From the moment my sex was discovered, I was a non-issue, a body to be ignored. I was never included in the business, handed off to nannies once Mother left. There has been no point to me disowning the family; it would be a dramatic act that would be regarded as attention-seeking and childish.” She shrugged, and I saw a moment of vulnerability that matched a side of Brad. They were both still, even as adults, missing the love and approval of their mother. She continued speaking, her gaze regaining confidence. “We have a strong support system through the women in the family. I am a part of that. We, as women, don’t often have much control over the men who our hearts pick. It is difficult to be married to the men in this family, to be a small part of what they do. We need each other, and for that aspect of the family, I am grateful.” She smiled, the expression not reaching her eyes.

I played with the straw of my drink. “Your father ... when I met him ... he mentioned the danger that faces me from other families. Is that a real concern?”

She glanced down, silent for a moment. Then she looked up, and I saw Brad’s strength in her eyes. “The same thing I hate about our family, the strength and brutality of its members, I appreciate when it comes to my safety. In the Italian crime culture, women and children are protected, off limits. We are supposed to be untouchable. But that rule applies more to inner-family violence than wars between families. The threat to our lives is present, and concerns me more as a mother than as an individual. I am fighting to keep my sons safe, but worry constantly. My boys, they see the family business as glamorous, my brothers as role models. In that way, we are never really safe.” She shot me a sympathetic look. “But it is a world I grew up in. I didn’t have a choice but to accept the danger, to do what I can to protect my family. For you, it must be difficult. I can only tell you that Brad has more strength than all of them combined. His strength will help to keep you safe.”

Then the waitress arrived, and our conversation switched to lighter subjects. We moved through the appetizers, discussing unimportant topics, and I fought to keep my voice light and face relaxed. But inside, I felt weighted down by her words, the tug of them pulling me into a place of doubts and fears. 

Chapter 51

––––––––

Groan. I loved the sound when it rumbled out of his chest. I lifted up my ass, then set it back down, my hands gripping the back of the couch, the scrape of his shadow against my neck as he buried his face in my shoulder and breathed my name. “Fuck me, baby.”

My knees sunk deeper into the leather as I moved, the muted sounds of baseball disappearing as my senses abandoned their notice of anything but this. 

Heat. Hot as it thrust in and out of me. 

Bite. His hands on my ass set the pace. Pushing and pulling me off his cock.

Scrape. Every turn of his head, his five o’clock shadow burned its way over my ear, my neck, my chest, his gentle mouth following its path. 

Sigh. The sounds of my love as he got closer. Whispers. Orders. Grunts. Worships.

Explosion. I broke in his arms, his hands moving from my ass as he wrapped them around my body and hugged me to his chest, his hips taking over the motion, carrying me as I fell apart, waves of pleasure that stretched out as I heard the change in his voice and knew that he was following suit. 

Tumble. Both of us sideways, stretched out on the couch, my back turned to the television, spooned against his chest, his hand in my hair, eyes on my face. 

“I love you,” he whispered.

And in that moment, with graduation and finals and my family and his, wedding plans stacking up mountains of stress around us... nothing else mattered. 

This. 

Us. 

It was all that mattered. 

Chapter 52 

––––––––

AUGUST

Days until graduation: 5

Days until wedding: 11

––––––––

Dress. Simple and elegant, with a long train that made me feel glamorous.

Ring. Two-point-five carats of perfection in Brad’s custom setting, small diamonds off-setting the large stone.

Something Borrowed. Brad’s mother’s earrings—emeralds and diamonds shining from my earlobes. 

Something Blue. Pale blue lace panties that matched my bra. Humorously virginal in their innocence and delicate structure.

Something Old. My husband, who would certainly be in attendance. Oops, shit. Ignore my adolescent humor. Hmmm ... something old. My practically vintage Jimmy Choos, bought at an estate sale Brad and I stumbled upon when driving through his neighborhood one day.

Something New. Everything else. My mind spun with the exorbitant bill this wedding must be racking up. Brad had forbid Rebecca to share any details with me regarding cost, but my eyes could easily pick up the details:

	Two wedding planners. 

	The diamond-encrusted ballroom at Fleur De Lis, the only location in town big enough to hold our enormous guest list, while still providing charm and elegance. 

	A four-tiered wedding cake with custom Tiffany & Co Bride and Groom figurines.

	A twelve-piece orchestra for the wedding, two bands for the reception.

	A five-course plated dinner with wine pairings for over three hundred guests.

	Custom invitations, many sent by tuxedoed courier, to the elite of the elite in the city.

	The Favors—mini bottles of Dom Perignon accompanied by gold-leaf boxes of chocolate-covered strawberries.

It had wandered into the land of ridiculous, an opulent show of wealth that would be performed for individuals I barely knew. It would have been, if you subtracted Brad’s family from the equation, my dream wedding. Instead, it felt like I was anchoring myself to Dom Magiano, forever tying my life to his, a partnership with Satan sealed with a kiss and a platinum setting. 

Everything had become a countdown, my graduation one small blip in the jewel-encrusted timeline leading up the big day. Little did we know, I would never walk down that rose-covered aisle, that Lohengrin’s wedding march would start, the couture-clad guests would turn, and be met by an empty aisle, no bride in sight. It would be a countdown to disappointment.

♦♦♦

Mom and Dad arrived again, their car loaded to the gills with whoknewwhat, checking back into the Holiday Inn that had held them at Christmas. In between classes and studying, I spent as much time as possible with them. I shopped with Mom, picking out bathing suits and cover-ups for my honeymoon, the location of which only he and Rebecca knew. In the evening, I took walks with Dad through downtown, ducking into odd shops and ice cream parlors, while he did little talking, and I chattered away. 

It was refreshing to have a final act in the role of daughter, before the title of wife put me fully in the role of grown up. I sucked up their love, their proud smiles and congratulatory words, and pretended, for a few days, that I wasn’t hiding a hundred secrets under the gorgeous sweep of my wedding gown.

Still, it loomed. The wedding day, the church divided. The thirty-nine wedding invites that still had outstanding RSVPS. A possible collision of suited gangsters and country bumpkins. I dreaded the casual conversations over finger food, the progression into drinking and dancing, the drinking which would loosen tongues, incite tempers, the potential for violence increasing in the midst of elegance. If something could go wrong, it would. There were too many hidden bombs for one not to explode.

Chapter 53

––––––––

AUGUST

Graduation day

Days until wedding: 6

I changed upstairs, selecting simple clothing to wear underneath the robes, and was aware, while pulling on a camisole, that I was exhausted, the last five days of double duty between my parents and finals taking its toll on me. Rebecca had become a full-time stalker, bombarding me constantly with wedding details and reminders. Her follow-through had no bounds—if I was in the shower, using the restroom, or studying for finals, she was there, with a question or demand—just the sight of her causing me anxiety. 

I had, during the last week, escaped when I could, to the theatre room with Ben or to the pool or bedroom with Brad. They had both been quiet, allowing me to work out my frustration in silence. Or, in the case of Brad, with moans and gasps. 

I picked up pearls, looping them around my neck, watching my face in the mirror, willing my tight face to relax. Wondering, as I did, what was going on downstairs. What my mother was saying to Brad, what pitfalls he was no doubt dodging with ease.

Dealing with the men in my life was so much easier. They were all behaving, content in their roles. It was the women who were being difficult. My mother and Rebecca, who had, after getting along perfectly for eleven months, suddenly found something to argue about. Rebecca, who was now bitching about my mother, bitching about the caterers, bitching about everything and everyone to anyone in earshot. Olivia, who seemed increasingly pissed that I was getting married at all, and Becca, whose sole goal was suddenly the need to create a synchronized dance routine for the wedding party to enter with—a burst of passionate creativity that no one else was on board with. 

Somehow, in this last week, the wedding, the joining of our souls, had become about everyone else. Maybe it had been building that way for a while. Maybe that was how everyone’s weddings were . But now, on graduation day, the wedding still six days away, I was ready for everyone to leave. For my parents to pack their bags and head back to Georgia, for Rebecca to return to her office at the firm, for Olivia to get over herself and accept my marriage. Oh, and for Becca to stop breaking into improvised dance numbers, complete with jazz hands and cheery-ass smiles.

I closed the bedroom door, and took a deep breath, willing peace into my body. I lifted the heavy robe, sliding into it and buttoning the front clasps. I pulled on my cords, blue ropes that signified my ranking on the Dean’s List. Then the cap was put on, the archaic indicator of graduation, not improved or fashionized in the last three decades. I smiled in the mirror, an image of peace and academia, proof that reflections could be far from the truth.

There was a knock on the door and my mother’s voice, muffled, came through. “Sweetheart, Becca and Olivia just pulled in.” 

“Okay, I’m coming,” I called out. Grabbing my purse, I pasted a smile on my face and opened the door. 

♥♥♥

Graduation. I could feel the sweat underneath my knees. The guy to my right twitched his knee in a way that made my chair vibrate, and I fought the urge to reach over and still it. It had been almost three hours, and I had reached a new low in the possible levels of boredom. There were four thousand names, four thousand souls packed into this civic center, four thousand bored, fidgety coeds who were regretting the decision to attend this event. The announcer’s voice droned on and more black robes crossed the stage. No streakers, no somersaults across the stage. Nothing to break up the monotony. 

Then, the voice stopped, my ears perking up at the silence, an audible sigh of relief rolling through the audience. I reached for my diploma, noting that freedom was close, the president making only a brief closing statement before concluding the event. Celebration. We threw our caps, a sea of black rising and then raining down. Then, pure bedlam erupted. Everyone moving in different directions, anxious for release, tripping over folding chairs and climbing over rows in a mad rush for the door. My cell rang, vibrating against my side, but the crush of bodies didn’t allow me to stop and reach for it. The room was too loud anyway. I needed to get outside and then I could check my phone. 

When I finally escaped, my feet hitting concrete, the summer heat and humidity caused my clothes to stick against my skin, sweat dripping down my lower back. I moved with the crowd, headed for the parking lot, looking for and finding Brad and my parents under the shade of a large palm tree. His eyes were scanning, worry on his face, and I waved to catch his eye. 

“Hey,” I said, swept into a hug by his strong arms. 

“There are too many people. You should have answered your phone.”

“I couldn’t,” I said tartly. “It was too loud and crowded in there.” I hugged my parents, posing for two quick photos before insisting that we leave, my body becoming a full-time sweat machine. I texted Becca and Olivia, and we headed for the house. 

♥♥♥

Finally. I lay back in the sun. I was wrong. There was still goodness in this world. Maybe walking across that stage actually helped. Accepting that diploma, which now lay somewhere on the floorboard of Brad’s car, the proof that I had accomplished something. Closed one piece of my life. Lifted a layer of stress from my shoulders. 

All I knew was that I felt great. A paper plate beside me, the remnants of a steak and a gnawed cob of corn, some of Martha’s potato salad sharing space with a speck of lemon pie. Olivia and I had swapped out turns manning the blender, churning out margaritas and daiquiris, the combination of iced alcohol and good food comforting in my stomach. From behind me I heard a snore that was most definitely my father’s, his and Mom’s chaise lounges set up in the shade. I grinned, twitching my toes to the reggae that Becca had chosen to play, and felt the last of my stress, for a few peaceful hours, lift away. 

One more week. Then the wedding would be over, my family would leave, and I could relax with Brad, content in marital bliss, all cares and concerns gone, sunscreen application and sexual satisfaction my only obligations.

Chapter 54

––––––––

Days until wedding: 0 days, 16 hours

––––––––

10:00 p.m. I sat in my room, the smell of cardboard mingling with the stale air of a room half empty, a sea of open boxes surrounding me. I had sent my parents to the hotel three hours earlier, the rehearsal concluding with brisk efficiency, our choice to forego a traditional follow-up dinner a decision I greatly appreciated. Now, alone, I had turned off the radio and packed in silence, appreciating the peace and quiet. Fold, wrap, pack. This year had been so crazy, changing my life in so many ways. I searched my soul for doubts or uneasiness about the life-changing step I was about to take. But I had complete faith in my decision. The Magiano threat to my life was what had accelerated our relationship, caused the premature engagement. At that moment, when I had accepted Brad’s proposal, I knew I loved him. I knew no man would ever be able to compete, to compare, with him. But I didn’t know if I was making the right decision. I didn’t know if our initial infatuation would have legs, if a foundation could be built to support a lifetime of commitment. I had needed this year. Needed to find my place in the relationship, needed to know Brad would yield control at times, respect my opinion, allow me to maintain my identity in the face of his strength. 

He had amazed me, challenging me when I needed it, knowing instinctively when to push and when to pull. With every day, I was more secure in my decision. There was nothing I wanted more than to walk down that aisle and become Brad’s wife. And soon, it would happen. Brad, Holy Matrimony, and me.

I pulled out a Sharpie, labeling the cardboard box in front of me with neat block writing. Yearbooks. I was close to being done, only three or four boxes left. My DVDs, my accessories, and an assortment of crap that I should probably be throwing away, instead of carefully packing in cardboard boxes, bound for a shelf in Brad’s garage. 

I stretched, listening to the quiet of the house. The air conditioner, an ancient oversized unit that had wheezed and moaned its way through the summer coughed, raspy air expelled through its vents. That, and the noises of my own movement were the only sounds in the house. The boys had, in typical Friday fashion, gone out, Alex, and then Zach, stopping by my room, hugging me awkwardly before departing. They had been invited to the wedding but were not attending, both inventing a creative excuse that was completely unnecessary. I was secretly pleased they were hitting the bars tonight. The alternative would have placed them on our couch, weed smoke curling through the air followed by thumping bass, then unannounced guests. There would be music and laughter and arguments, and no chance for me to have a clear thought or good night’s sleep. 

I could have just stayed at Brad’s. Packed my meager belongings and then drove over. But I wanted this night, this goodbye to my old life. Plus, I was a traditionalist—at least when it came to this. The day of our wedding, Brad would not see me until I walked down the aisle. It was a sticking point that irritated our photographer, Brad, and Rebecca, but I held firm. We needed every bit of good karma surrounding this union. And I would only be married once. I wanted the anticipation and impact of Brad seeing me in my dress. 

I heard my phone ring and stood, deftly navigating through piles of clothes until I got to the bedside table and picked up my phone, Brad’s number showing up on the screen.

“Hey baby.” I smiled as I spoke.

“Hey, my beautiful bride. You all ready to become Mrs. De Luca?”

“Can’t wait.”

“How’s the packing going?”

“Pretty good. I’m almost done, then headed to bed.”

“Make sure the alarm is armed.”

I smiled. “It is.” His fear was unfounded. If anything, the last year had proved that no one was interested in harming me, not as Brad De Luca’s fiancée. Might that change when I became a wife? An official member of the crime family? I swallowed the bead of nervousness and returned to my place on the floor.

“And you’re not trying to move boxes yourself, right? I’m gonna send someone over tomorrow afternoon to pick up that and your furniture.”

I rolled my eyes. “I know. You’ve told me several times. Don’t worry, I have no desire to heft my own boxes just for the hell of it.”

“Any chance we can get breakfast? I may need a pep talk, reminder of why I’m leaving my life of bachelordom.”

I huffed into the phone. “No pep talk, no breakfast. You can wait ‘til noon tomorrow like everyone else.”

“But we’ll talk in the morning, right?”

“Noon. You made it thirty-odd years without talking to me. You’ll survive just fine.”

He growled, a sound that drove me crazy with desire. “I love you.” His voice was husky, and I smiled.

“I love you, too. See you tomorrow.”

“Noon.”

“Noon.” I hung up the phone with a happy sigh.

♥♥♥

Frustrated with my lack of cooperation in the form of personal security, Brad had focused his resources on Fort Knox-ifying my crappy student dwelling. It was a waste of money considering that the threat to my safety would begin after I moved out, my life only endangered upon my induction into the Magiano family. But maybe it was the thought of danger, or the idea that his family would renege on their promise—whatever the reason, I was surrounded by safety measures. Every window in my house had been replaced with security glass. If the windows were opened, cracked, or broken, an alarm would blare and the police and security firm would be alerted. The same went with exterior doors. A triggered alarm could only be ended with a personal code and a call to the security firm. A panic button was now installed next to my bed, allowing the police to be one short pressure point away. I was, with the best security system money could buy, safe.

Security was only effective when protecting an intelligent individual. My safety was comprised in the simplest way possible.

At 10:46 p.m. my car alarm blared. Three high-pitched sirens and then silence. I looked up from my packing and listened, unsure if the noise I heard had belonged to my SUV. Standing, I crawled onto my bed until I was at the bedroom window, pulling open the blinds and looking out onto our front yard. There, illuminated by our lone street light, sat my X5, parked on the curb, no one in sight. I started to back away from the window when something caught my eye. Leaning in closer, I tried, through dirty glass and a dark yard, to examine my car. 

“What the ...” I whispered, trying to tell what was on the BMW’s windows. Some white marking of some type. Letters. I let go of the blinds and hopped off the bed, shoving my feet into shoes and heading for the front door. Disarming the alarm, I stepped outside, taking a few steps into the front yard and looking closer, my eyes widening as I got close enough to see the letters in the dark.

S L U T. In letters big enough to scream, the writing angry in its strokes. I glanced around, seeing only the empty street and walked forward, scared to see what was written on the other side. I reached in my back pocket and pulled out my cell.

I heard a sound from behind, out of place enough to make me turn. Then, a wet cloth came across my face, so tight I couldn’t breathe, much less scream.  I tried to take a breath, my fingers tried to move across the screen of my phone, tried to...

Oblivion.

Chapter 55
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Brad hung up the cell. “She’s at home.”

“And you don’t want to go out.”

“We did. We went to Bern’s after the rehearsal.”

“Bern’s?” Stevie shot him a look that communicated everything in one simple glare. “The king of pussy goes to a steakhouse before tying the knot.” He shook his head.

“I’ve had pussy. I don’t feel the need to jeopardize my relationship for subpar ass.”

“Then take us out so we can get some. I’ll take subpar over none. And your definition of subpar is another man’s dream.”

Brad took a long drag of his beer. “You have nothing to bitch about. There were plenty of girls at the party we had last month.” 

The man snorted. “And guys. A joint bachelor party? I don’t understand how you guys can let loose and have fun when the other person is there.”

Brad laughed. “Yeah. A couple doing things together. Doomed.” He leaned back in the couch. “I hate to break it to you, Stevie, but my life as a slut is over.”

“And you seem remarkably calm about it,” Ben remarked, walking into the room with fresh beers and passing one to each of them before settling into one of the large leather armchairs. 

Brad shrugged. “You know Julia. I don’t deserve her as it is. This is the happiest I’ve ever been.”

“I’m not saying it doesn’t make sense. I’m just surprised that you recognize it.” Ben leaned forward, clinked his beer against Brad’s. “You hit a home run with her.”

Stevie groaned. “This all is great, but let’s at least order a stripper. Get a PG-rated lap dance, and then let me take her upstairs.”

“The man owns a strip club. He’s not going to get excited about some tits bouncing up and down,” Ben said dryly.

“Owned a strip club,” Brad said, finishing the bottle and setting it on the counter. 

Stevie glanced over. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Didn’t seem like something a husband should have. I signed it over to Julia.”

Stevie coughed hard, sitting up and setting his beer on the floor. “Holy shit. You really are whipped.”

“Don’t give me that. You handed Nikki your balls in a velvet sack on your second date.”

The man shrugged. “Hey, she handles them better than anyone else.” He stood. “That doesn’t mean I’m turning down blowjobs from strangers. I guess I just assumed that if Brad-fucking-De Luca ever froze over hell and got remarried, that he’d go out with a bang.” He laughed. “Or five or six bangs, given your reputation.”

“Sorry,” Brad said shortly. “Guess Ben will have to be the new wild man.” He leaned forward, clapped the man on the back and stood. “Martha made some carrot cake this afternoon. You guys want some?”

They moved to the kitchen, Stevie bitching the whole way about the unnaturalness of cake at a bachelor party, before pouring a big glass of milk to drink. They drank, ate, smoked cigars on the porch, and then crashed, the two men heading to the guest bedrooms while Brad climbed the stairs to spend his final night as a bachelor, alone in his big bed. He glanced at the clock. 1:35 a.m. Too late to call, but he needed to hear her. Already missed her. He rolled over in the silent dark and tried to fall asleep.

♦♦♦

The seven month old BMW X5 4.41 was wrapped in plastic and loaded onto a vehicle transporter, along with other cars of questionable origin. It left town less than two hours after Julia Campbell’s capture, traveling north on a busy interstate, headed for Canada. 

Chapter 56

––––––––

WEDDING DAY

––––––––

I woke up in pure blackness, my senses reengaging one by one, slowly reporting grim details of my surroundings. Sight. Pure dark, so complete in its entirety that I felt a wave of claustrophobia hit me. Sound. Muffled voices, hard tones filled with anger, hate, and—most terrifying of all—glee. The rustle of fabric against my ear as I twisted my head, the sound informing my brain that I was, in fact, blindfolded. Smell. A sickly, sweet scent, coming from the blindfold, almost, but not quite, overriding the dirty, masculine stench that reeked in this room. Taste. Wet cloth in my mouth, tugging at my skin, keeping my tongue in place, the horrible aftertaste of vomit in my mouth. Touch. Hands bound behind my back with rough, scratchy rope. Ankles spread and secured to chair legs beneath me. Sitting upright, utterly secured, my body recognizing, even without sight, the bruises that covered me.

My brain understood everything about the situation immediately, bursting into reality in one, horrific instance, like stepping into the harsh sun, painful in its strength. I screamed through the cloth, my effort producing only a small sound, and strained every muscle, thrashing my body from side to side, trying to free some small part of my body in at least one minor way. The chair rocked, tipped, and in an agonizingly slow motion, tipped back and crashed to the concrete floor. The impact slammed my head backward, and with one painful crack, my body stilled, all senses instantly snuffed. 

♦♦♦

I was taken for a reason. To win a battle, a battle of control and emotions and pride. Step one was to take me. Step two involved making sure I would never be a part of the Magiano family. That step could be accomplished in two ways, one of which was death. The other option’s viability would depend on how I reacted to my capture. 

I did not react well.

Chapter 57

––––––––

“Did I miss something?” Becca barged through the doors of Noche with a ferocity that startled half the women in the spa’s lobby. 

Olivia shot her a look of warning. “Stop yelling. This is the type of place where you whisper.”

“Ten, right? I checked my text messages. We were going to meet here at eleven. Look.” She thrust her cell out, forcing Olivia’s eyes to focus on it. “Hair and makeup appointment at eleven at Noche. From that scary ass assistant of Brad’s. Did you get one?”

“Lower your freaking voice,” Olivia hissed, sending an apologetic look to the woman to her right. “Yes, I got one. And I talked with Julia last night. She said she’d be here.”

“So where is she?” Becca didn’t wait for a response, she pressed a button and held the phone to her ear. “I’m calling her again. She hasn’t responded to my texts.”

Their names were called, and they stood, Becca taking a long look at the clock before following the uniformed attendant through the frosted doors. 10:19 a.m. Julia was late. 

As they walked through the quiet hall, Becca’s phone buzzed, her eyes catching on the lit screen and reading the message quickly, then passing it to Olivia.

I won’t make it to Noche. I need time to think. I’ll call you later. 

Their eyes met in the dim light, and Becca frowned.

♦♦♦

White uniforms converged on Fleur De Lis like maggots, bits of white weaving with a rapid pace through the stone halls, placing gloved hands on every available surface. Flower arrangements were wheeled in, tablecloths ironed, place cards straightened, then straightened again by nervous fingers. Corsages were pinned, bobby pins placed in curled hair, and wedding programs were unwrapped and placed in the hands of eager ushers. The final moments were completed in an orderly and excited fashion, everything unfolding exactly as to plan. And, an hour before the ceremony was to begin, limos began the slow, precise journey through the front gates. The guests were starting to arrive. 

The world ran on appearances, and that day was no exception. Brad disagreed with that mandate, but you had to play the game to win it, so he played along. And, as usual, he seemed predestined to win, the details handled perfectly by Rebecca and the two wedding planners’ capable and expensive hands. And, as he glanced through the open doorway off the lobby, everything seemed in place. Just missing one thing. He moved into the drawing room, set off to the side of the chapel and scowled, settling into one of the high stools. Lucas walked over with a smile, moving around behind the bar. He poured a shot of whiskey and held it out. 

“Bottoms up.”

Brad shook his head, sliding his phone in his pocket. 

“What’s wrong? Pre-wedding jitters?”

The comment earned Lucas a scornful look, and Brad stood and walked to the window. “Can’t get ahold of her.”

“Julia? She told you—you couldn’t see her today.”

“I want to talk to her. Hear her voice.”

“Brad. The ceremony’s in an hour. Then you’ll have the rest of your life to talk to her. Relax and take a damn shot.”

“I can’t just sit here. The waiting is driving me crazy. Let’s head outside, Stevie is down there.” He stood, shouldering into his tuxedo jacket.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were nervous.” 

Brad met his eyes. “When it comes to Julia, I’m always nervous.”

Chapter 58

––––––––

“It seems a little early to panic.” Olivia’s voice rang out in the lavender-tinted room, causing six updo’d heads to turn her way.

“Early?” one of the wedding planners said, her over-plucked eyebrows coming to a point in the middle of her lined forehead. 

“It’s eleven-thirty,” the other planner said anxiously, as if everyone in the room wasn’t aware of the hour. “The ceremony starts in thirty minutes. And no one knows where she is. A bride, missing from the wedding ...” She started to breathe quickly, in terse gasps, on the verge of what appeared to be a nervous breakdown.

“She cancelled on us for hair and makeup,” Becca said flatly, shooting Olivia a look, their argument already hours in the making.

“Which would make sense if she ...” Olivia shrugged suggestively as the words dropped off. 

“If she what?” Becca shot back. 

“I’m just saying ...” Olivia said airily, “maybe she changed her mind. Decided she was making a mistake.”

“Making a mistake?” The female linebacker, who worked for Brad, stepped forward, her arms crossing in front of her ample chest. “Making a mistake by getting married? Have you been in the same room with them? Spoken to either one of them in the last year? They were made for each other; I’ve never seen two people more perfectly matched. Not to mention this is Brad-Fucking-De Luca. Women don’t ‘change their mind’ about Brad, they hunt him down like rabid animals.” She snarled the final words, now officially inside of Olivia’s bubble, her teeth bared and claws out. 

Olivia wilted slightly, glancing away and studying her fresh manicure. “I’m just saying that we could give it a little more time. You already drove by her house. She’s not home so she’s probably on her way here.”

“I think we should tell Brad,” Martha spoke from her post at the window. 

“No,” the two planners spoke in unison, panic crossing their faces. One stepped forward. “It’s common for brides to flake. It’s better that the groom doesn’t know. It can taint the ceremony for him, or cause a fight right before the wedding.”

The room was silent, her logic making sense. Rebecca nodded. “Brad will lose it if he knows.”

“So what do we do?” Julia’s mother spoke from her seat in the center of the room, her features tight, mouth pinched.

“We wait. We wait for her to show up. She’ll show up,” Becca spoke from the doorway, and it was the last words spoken for a while, no one having a better solution to offer.

Chapter 59

––––––––

Rebecca knew this was bad. This was beyond bad. She ground into nothing the soft napkin, the one with Brad & Julia perfectly printed, just as she’d wished. It seemed ridiculous that she’d ever cared. Why did napkins matter when a bride was missing? And it didn’t matter what the bimbo in the other room thought. Julia wasn’t flaking out. It was impossible. She wasn’t that kind of girl. And Brad wasn’t the kind of man who got left at the altar. Something was wrong, she could feel it in her gut. She looked at her cell and wondered, for the thirtieth time that day, if she should call Brad. 

♦♦♦

Debra Campbell paced, her heels snagging on the carpet when her steps got too hurried. 

“Please, dear. Sit.”

“I can’t sit. Something is wrong. I should have known it earlier. Her not returning our calls this morning?” 

“She’s always hard to get ahold of by phone.” The man stood, stopping his wife’s journey with firm hands, pulling her over to a loveseat and pushing her down. “Your blood pressure has to be sky high. Please. Panic isn’t helping.”

His touch grounded her, as it always had. She took a trembling breath, reached out and gripped his hand. “She wouldn’t stand him up, would she?” There was hope in the last word. Hope that her daughter was abandoning this marriage. A humorous development, considering she had been thanking her lucky stars just one day prior. Julia had done well. Her new husband was successful. Adored the ground she walked on. Would do anything to make her happy. But now, there were only two possibilities. Something was terribly wrong, or Julia had cold feet. She prayed for the latter. 

Her husband held her gaze steadily, more moisture in his eyes than she had seen in quite some time. “I don’t know, Debra. I really don’t know.”

Down the hall, there was the sound of shouting, and she wiped her eyes. “Let’s go back. See if anyone’s heard anything.”

Chapter 60

––––––––

She was not responding. They had found her on the floor, still tied to the chair, a pool of blood around her head. One man had panicked, calling the man who shouldn’t have been called. And now they stood, in a circle around her body, repeatedly checking for a pulse and untying her limbs. They carried her to a bed, a bed that had already hosted its share of dead bodies, and prayed that hers wouldn’t join the ranks. If she was to die, it was only by his order. Now was not the time, and failure was unacceptable. 

♦♦♦

In actuality, I never had a chance to walk down that aisle. It was never in the cards, plans made to remove me from the equation long before I ever tried on wedding dresses, long before invitations were sent. I don’t think dramatics was their intention. Perhaps they thought that snatching me the night before would be enough advance notice to hold the ceremony—to call guests and cancel the event. As it happened, my absence was not discovered in time, and even then, was suspected to be a case of pre-wedding cold feet. 

♦♦♦

“Can we panic now?” Rebecca screamed into Olivia’s face, grabbing her shoulders and shaking her roughly, the girl’s thin body shaking like wet spaghetti. “It is time, the guests are seated, and they are about to start the damn music!”

“Stop yelling at me! It’s not my fault she isn’t here!”

“Who called her cell last?” one of the wedding planners asked anxiously.

“I did,” Julia’s mother said, wrapping her sweater tightly around her shoulders. “Her voicemail is full.”

The strands of music almost missed their ears, drifting among the room casually, weaving easily between their strained words. The second planner looked up with a stricken look. “Oh my God. They’re starting.” She fumbled for her sleeve, pushing back the material to reveal a watch face. “Early.” She fled the room, her heels clattering down the hallway.

The room sat in silence, the chords of the song changing as it reached its crescendo. 

Becca finally spoke. “So ... what do we do?”

The remaining wedding planner spoke. “We go. Just like we planned. It’ll take ten minutes to do the procession. We’ll just have to pray she shows up.”

♦♦♦

“She’s breathing,” the man spoke rapidly, and the doctor shot him an irritated look. 

“I’m well aware of that; I did attend medical school. Please back up and let me examine her.”

“I’m just saying, she must have only been out for a few minutes. I think she’s just sleeping now. Might still be from the chloroform. If she’s breathing then she’s not dead, right? And we checked for a pulse—it seems ... present.”

The doctor bit back a sarcastic response and started his examination. “It means she’s not dead yet. That could all change quickly depending on what is going on with her brain. At the minimum, we’re talking a concussion. What are these?” He ran his fingers lightly over a bandage on her shoulder, blood staining its edges. 

“We cut her. With a knife. When we found her on the floor. Some thought she was faking. But she didn’t flinch.” He chewed at the edge of his cuticle nervously. 

The doctor raised his eyebrows but said nothing, moving to the front of her body and lifting her head slightly, his fingers gently probing the wound on the back of her head. 

“Best I can tell: she was unconscious when you found her. You’re right in that she is sleeping—that can be from her concussion. Her pupils show that she was sedated recently, that she might have just gained consciousness recently before her head trauma. The drugs are still in her system, and could partially account for her state. But head trauma is a messy and unpredictable animal. Normally, I’d do a CT or MRI scan. But I’m assuming that this is a situation where you don’t want her to be moved?” He glanced at the men, one giving a silent nod. “Well, I don’t want to put any more drugs in her system. From the looks of the wound, and the fact that she is sleeping right now, the impact on her skull was pretty severe. All we can do is wait, and let me talk to her when she wakes up. A concussion can be deadly, but we’ll know in a few hours if you’ll have another body to deal with.” He pulled off his latex gloves and dropped them in the closest trashcan. “I’ve got to get back to the house. Call me if anything changes.”

“Thanks, Doc.” 

Hands were shaken and the doctor left, leaving the two men alone with her, their eyes meeting above her body, silent communication passing between them. 

“The boss is gonna be pissed.” 

“Not if she pulls through. You still got her phone?”

“Yeah. Lots of calls and texts. Should I respond to any more of them?”

“No. Drive a few miles away and kill it. I’ll watch her. Talk to the boss while you’re gone. Feel out the situation.”

There was a silent power struggle, and then the man spoke, “Okay. I’ll be back soon. Call me if she wakes up.”  He glanced at the girl, then back at the man. “I’ll be back soon.”

“And I’ll be here.”

Chapter 61

––––––––

Brad exhaled, his hands clasped before him, the collar on his tux scratchy. Finally. Fourteen months after she had walked into his office. Thirteen months after she had broken in and stolen his heart. The year-long engagement had dragged on, punctuated by empty nights where she stayed at her house, nights he realized how much he wanted and needed her to be his wife. He felt lost without her—incomplete—like he was missing out on something incredible. She had become, in those twelve months, his best friend as well as soul mate, the power of their relationship terrifying in its perfection. And now, finally, he would have security. Would have the strength of their marriage. A message to his family and to the world that they were, and always would be, together. Musical chords began, the orchestra gradually joining in, bit by bit, until the entire ensemble was participating, their notes rising in a strong crescendo. His heart swelled along with the music, until he thought it would burst, and he smiled despite himself, a break in the dam that they had reached this day safely. 

The doors opened and the wedding procession began, Julia’s mother entering to the tones of Bach.

Had Brad paid any attention during the procession, he would have noticed the tight faces of the women, their hands clenched around their bouquets, worried glances flitting from one bridesmaid to the next. But he didn’t pay attention to them. He stared, fixated on the large arched entrance, and waited. Waited for Lohengrin’s March to begin and for the love of his life to appear. 

Tones played, and he worked through the processional schedule in his mind, trying to sort through how many more individuals would walk through that arch before Julia. It had to be soon, her mother and bridesmaids having already made the slow walk. His palms sweated as he stared at the space, waited for her to appear. A small blonde appeared, Catalina, his niece, throwing petals into the air with happy abandon, a small tuxedoed boy at her side. The presence of Catalina reminded him that Julia was next, rose petals an indication of her pending arrival. 

The music changed, familiar notes beginning, the announcement of the bride. The audience turned as one, a hushed silence falling over the room. He attempted to breathe slowly, attempted a calm veneer, but couldn’t stop his mouth, grinning widely. This was one of those moments that defined—one of the few moments in his life where he was certain he was in the right place, at the right time. 

The music continued, the audience waited. Waited. Strands floating through the air, the rise and fall of notes sweet and perfect in their promise. There was uneasy movement through the audience, heads turning, voices whispering. Then the notes ended, silence fell, the doorway remained empty, and Brad’s world ended. 

Silence. It was often the worst and loudest sound in the world. 

♦♦♦

The time at which my body chose to wake was an unfortunate one. Or very fortunate, however you chose to view it. It’s said that when your brain reawakens, its initial moments are perfectly clear, superhuman in their speed of thought, the brain pure before it is again bogged down by thoughts, worries, and unnecessary details. I awoke to the sound of a zipper, my legs spread, my lower body naked in a cold room. I opened my eyes, looking at a stained tile ceiling and bright fluorescent lights. I felt a hand, the palm calloused and rough, grip my thigh, felt something brush against my mound and I tensed in response, my mind shuddering through recent events as understanding of my situation suddenly came into focus. 

I did not move, I did not scream. I waited, my eyes closing, and tried to ignore the events happening below my waist. My mind shuffled the cards of Ben’s training, picking up and discarding different defensive strategies. I listened, trying to figure out if anyone else was in the room. But all I could hear was one, his hard breaths, the slick sounds of his hand as he prepared himself for entrance. He seemed to be in a hurry and suddenly reached up, leaning forward as he pulled my shirt up, over my breasts, his free hand roughly gripping a breast in one hand. The change in position, the hand suddenly within my grasp, changed everything, my mind focusing on the golden opportunity that was suddenly presented.

Chapter 62

––––––––

Brad moved, taking the steps quickly, moving down the aisle, crushing delicate petals in his wake, strides increasing as he passed through the crowd, fixated on and anxious to get through that arch and into the arms of his bride. His mind struggled with the possibilities that were battling for attention—all of the reasons why she hadn’t walked down that aisle.

He burst through the opening, entering the ornate lobby, his eyes skimming over the few individuals there, looking for a white dress, then her face, then any sign that would point him to her. A blonde stepped forward, clipboard in hand, a tight face that screamed ‘problem.’ He focused on her, recognizing her features: one of the overpaid wedding planners Rebecca had insisted on. “Where is she?”

“She ... ahh ...” Her hands flapped nervously, a clipboard still in one hand, creating a puff of air. He had the urge to grab them, submit them into stillness.

“Where is she?!”

“We don’t know. We haven’t seen her this morning, and she isn’t answering her phone.” The calm voice behind him caused him to turn, and he looked to a brunette with a direct stare. The other planner. This one seemed to have a hold on her emotions, something he appreciated. 

“And no one planned on telling me?”

“We thought it was cold feet. It still could be. It’s common, though the brides normally arrive by the start of the wedding.”

“It’s not that. She wouldn’t do that.” And she wouldn’t. If Julia was having second thoughts, or had decided not to wed, she would have told him. Communication had never been a problem between them, even if they didn’t like what the other person had to say. He pulled out his phone and called the police.

Holding the phone away from his mouth, he spoke to the woman. “Get the bridesmaids. Have them call her roommates and find out when they saw her last. And get all of these people out of here.”

She nodded and turned, walking off with quick and efficient strides. Stevie walked in and Brad snapped his fingers, catching his attention. Covering the phone with his hand, he communicated everything to Stevie in one determined look. “My father. Find out where he is.” 

Chapter 63

––––––––

A. Arm Across. I moved, wrapping my legs around his torso and pulling him tightly to my body, my left hand grabbing his right arm and shoving it across his body. He fell toward me, his eyes meeting mine in surprise. 

S. Scoot away. I moved quickly, sliding my body away from him, pushing him down my chest. He swung his free arm upward, but the additional space made him unable to reach my face. 

L. Leg over his shoulder. Putting his trapped arm in my other hand I waited until he reached back with his free hand and then I swung my leg over his shoulder, his head now trapped between my legs. He gritted his teeth, glaring at me, struggling to free himself.

Brazilian Jujitsu was developed with one main focus: to allow smaller and weaker practitioners to defeat much larger and stronger opponents, using leverage in ways that couldn’t be overcome by strength or size. I had practiced this move for five months, able to easily submit Brad, a man of massive proportions and strength. This man, a hundred and seventy pounds of coward, caught off-guard and unprepared, was a cakewalk. 

A. Ankle. I released his hand and grabbed my raised ankle, tucking it under my other leg and tightened my legs, causing a scissoring motion to occur on his neck. 

P. Press Head. Pressing down on his head, I squeezed my legs.  

The triangle choke did not kill through asphyxiation; instead it restricted blood flow to the head while making breathing difficult, causing the victim to pass out. I held tightly, unable to see his eyes, staring at the top of his head, a head that struggled, his free arm reaching but unable to inflict damage, and knew the minute that unconsciousness hit, his entire body going limp against me. I continued the hold, using the time to look around the room, taking my first assessment of the space. It was a small room, consisting of the bed we now laid on and little more. White linoleum floors, one metal folding chair, a squat counter, trash littering its surface. The door to the room was closed, giving me no clue into what lay behind it or if it was locked. I had two options at this point: release the man, giving myself anywhere between thirty seconds and a minute before he would gain consciousness; or, I could maintain the hold for another four minutes, until his brain starved for oxygen and he died. 

I tightened the hold and waited, starting a slow countdown in my head. 

♦♦♦

Very few people have held the life of another in their hands. Have had the horrific opportunity of choosing whether someone lived or died. I had no desire to kill this man. Horribly maim and disfigure him, yes. Lock him away in prison, yes. Death was a sentence I was not equipped to give. And four minutes was a long time to contemplate, a long time to calculate the time I would need to escape. But thirty seconds to escape, when facing a closed door, with no idea of what was on the other side—it was not enough time. So my choice was clear. Save him or save myself.

One minute. I looked down; the only part of the man visible was the top of his head. Spiky hair, thin enough that I could see pale skin underneath. I wondered if he had a family. If I was killing an innocent child’s father. I closed my eyes, forced myself to breathe, and counted. Listened hard to see if I heard anyone. Four minutes was a long time. I could be putting myself at risk waiting that long. Maybe it’d be smarter to stop. To release him and run like hell. Pray that a clean exit lay on the other side of that door. 

Two minutes. My arms were tired. I had a cramp in my right bicep, a cramp that was screaming for attention. I shifted slightly, trying to find a more comfortable position, and second-guess my plan. I was killing this man. This was not a movie, or a book. He was dying, the life leaving him with each passing second, and would never wake up again. Would never hug his wife, or kiss his daughter. Would I be able to handle this? Was this one move that would mentally fuck me up for the rest of my life? And how selfish was I that my main concern, while killing someone, was about the physiological impact on myself? I focused on my breathing and told my whiny bicep to man the fuck up. I forced myself to slow my counting, and listen, but could hear nothing from outside the door.

Three minutes. Who did this man work for? Why was I taken? I thought I was safe, a non-issue. I thought Brad’s family would stay away, and any slight risk from outsiders would start after my marriage. I can’t do it. No matter who this man was, what his purpose, I couldn’t kill him. Maybe I wasn’t mentally strong enough. Maybe I wasn’t cruel enough. Three minutes had been long enough. Long enough for him to still live. 

I moved before I could second-guess the decision, shoved his weight off my body, his mass hitting the floor with a dull sound. I avoided his face, avoided the slack expression of unconsciousness staring accusingly out at me. I sat up, swinging my legs off the bed, testing the stability of my limbs before standing. My head roared with pain, my throat was dry, and I was still naked from the waist down. I glanced over and saw gray fabric, my pants from last night, bunched in a heap on the floor, purple panties peeking out of the sweats. I yanked the clothing on, rushing to the door and twisting the knob, letting out a moan of relief when it turned. I hesitated, unsure of what lay on the other side, then yanked hard, bursting through the door and into an empty hallway.

Twenty seconds. 

I ran, worn linoleum underneath, my eyes picking up and processing items as I moved. I seemed to be underground, the hall artificially lit, the rooms I passed windowless and dark. It was almost empty, my eyes picking up on offices and storage rooms flying past. I saw the sign for a stairwell and flung open the door, headed up the empty stairwell, my bare feet quiet on concrete steps. As I climbed, I thought, trying to plan some sort of strategy if I encountered someone. I had no weapon, no phone, weak arms and legs, exhausted from four minutes of exertion. It was a depressing equation my brain had no solution for.

I reached the first floor landing and said a silent prayer, pressing on the door. I moved through it into a short hallway and was then in an open space, some sort of a showroom, display boards lining faux walls, multiple kitchens and bathrooms back to back, carpet samples and tile choices covering a center open space. I turned, scanning, looking for the one thing I needed: an exit. 

Ten seconds. Then I heard it. Salvation and damnation in one moment—a door opening, an electronic chime announcing its movement. Someone’s here.

I ducked, crawling on all fours until I was in a kitchen, an impressive Viking stove in between me and the door. I waited, holding my breath, listening to the sound of footsteps across the floor, casual and unhurried, the rustle of a plastic bag accompanying them. My lungs bursting, I inhaled slowly, trying to mask the sound with my hands. Then I heard the stairwell door open, banging shut on its return trip. It had taken me less than fifteen seconds to run through those halls and up those stairs. His trip would be slower, leisurely in its steps, but short all the same, meaning I needed to move now. I ran, heading for the door, almost weeping when it came into view, my hands slipping as they reached for the bar, yanking hard on the metal. A loud clang sounded through the room, the sound of metal hitting unyielding metal, the door barely budging. Locked.

Chapter 64

––––––––

“Your fiancée is missing, on her wedding day, and you wanna talk to the police chief?” The woman’s voice drawled through the phone, skepticism lacing every word. 

“Yes. This is Brad De Luca, he will want to take my call.”

“I don’t care who you are—if you and the chief are such close buds, then call his cell. This is a line reserved for emergencies, not your girlfriend who decided not to walk down the aisle.”

“I did call his cell, and left a message.”

She snorted. “Then I guess he don’t want to take your call.”

“Goddammit, this is not a case of a runaway bride. This is foul play. Page. The. Chief.”

“Missing. Persons. Require. Twenty-four hours. Unless you got a bloody scene you wanna point us to, you need to call back after twenty-four hours have passed. I’ll leave a note for the chief with your number. If he wants to call you back before then, he can.”   

He gritted his teeth, releasing a string of expletives when she ended the call. He turned, seeing his father before him, Stevie by his side. So the man had shown up. 

“Is there a problem, Brad?”

“Come with me,” he said tightly, striding past the pair.

They moved, a staggered group of three, his father taking his time and depending heavily on his cane, his back erect and head up as he walked carefully behind Brad. They moved into a rectory office, Brad closing the door behind his father and waiting until he took a seat to speak. 

“I don’t care how you do it, I don’t care if we kill half the city and bribe every street thug in a ten-mile radius, but you find her NOW. Put a hundred thousand dollar bounty on her alive head.”

His father chuckled, his hand caressing the head of his cane. “Suddenly you are a fan of our work? You have mocked us for years, yet now need our help?” He tilted his head shrewdly, his eyes meeting Brad’s. “I told you the girl wouldn’t last, that she didn’t care. And now? What if I say no to your demand? 

“You won’t.”

The air grew hot as the two men regarded each other, one calm and composed, the other a bundle of electric heat. “Don’t test me, son.”

“Don’t test me. You have no idea of what I would do for her.”

♥♥♥

I pushed and pulled on the doors handle in disbelief, panic flooding like hot liquid through me. Locked. I fumbled, my hands finding an upper deadbolt and I flipped it, trying the door again and almost crying with relief when it moved, pulling open, the announcement chime reminding me that I needed to get the fuck outta Dodge. 

Daylight. I was instantly relieved and afraid, the sun exposing me in the worst way possible. My bare feet flew down a broken sidewalk, my eyes looking everywhere, alighting on an industrial street, warehouses and closed businesses lining its streets. Saturday. It was, unless I had slept through days, Saturday. Someplace had to be open. What place could I trust? 

I was open, exposed, the lone individual on the street, and I searched for a side street, a place to hide. I was suddenly afraid to stop a stranger, should I encounter one, my paranoia not knowing whom to trust. Escape. I needed to put distance between my prison and myself. Any moment the door could burst open behind me. Any moment I could be back in that room. From somewhere to my left, I heard an engine roar, the chirp of tires as a sharp corner was turned at too fast of a speed. I ran up the steps of a closed tire store and hid behind a large UPS drop box. The car slowed, a white truck driving past without stopping, my ears telling me what my eyes could not—they had not seen me, or they didn’t care about a barefoot girl tucked in an filthy doorway.

I waited until the engine sound faded, then stood, stepping back onto the sidewalk and running as fast as I could, the beat of my feet not catching up with the pounding of my heart. 

♦♦♦

The criminal underbelly came to life in a citywide search for Julia Campbell. Her photo was circulated, her plate number scribbled down on the back of receipts and stuffed into dirty pockets, mingling with stale cigarettes and loose change. The price on her head was high, especially for a non-felony action. Find a beautiful brunette and deliver her to De Luca. Piece of cake for the lucky man who stumbled upon her. The fact that she was a future Magiano had no effect. Money was money, and a hundred grand was a universal motivator.

The man came to on a dirty floor, his shoulders shaken roughly, a familiar face in his line of sight. “Wake the fuck up!” He blinked, the urgency in the man’s voice letting him know that something was wrong. But what? Something had happened. Something... fuck. He pushed the man off, reaching out—pushing off the floor, trying to stand, trying to stop the spin of the room—but failed. He fell to his knees, held his head, and tried to think. 

“Where is she?” the man’s hoarse voice broke through his fog.

“I don’t know,” he gritted out. “Find her.”

The man above him straightened, moving quickly to the doorway and out of sight. The man blinked, his senses returning, the fog lifting. He rose slowly and walked forward, gained stability on his legs as he moved out of the room and into the hall. Pulling his cell from his pocket, he took the time to re-zip his pants, buckle his belt, his mind working through what this would mean, the consequences that would occur if she was not found. He glanced in doorways as he walked, unsure of where to go, upstairs or downstairs, every dark room a place where she could be hiding. Then the call was answered and he stopped, his mind and feet coming to a resolute silence. “We have a problem.”

He explained the situation, and then waited, making a decision and jogging up the stairwell steps. 

The man on the other end spoke. “I’m sending a team. Stay in the building, make sure it is locked, and search every inch of it. Pull the security tapes and find out what happened. Get your head on straight and fucking tell me something other than that she’s gone. Call me when you know more.”

The call was ended, a dead silence meeting his ears. He stood in the hallway, perspiring despite the cool air. He shouldn’t have touched her. Should have sat in that room, gun in hand, and watched. He took a few slow steps, moving toward the electrical room, where the security tapes should grant some explanation of recent events. How long he was out, where she had gone. He should be more aware, but his feet felt heavy, sluggish, like lead was in his shoes. The girl could be anywhere. He could be killed next, his steps never making the complete path to the electrical room. He wondered distractedly if this was what the steps of the damned felt like. Because he was certainly the one the blame would come to rest on. And in this organization, as the case with others, blame always came with consequences.

Chapter 65

––––––––

The inability to do anything was paralyzing, wrapping a fist around Brad’s heart and squeezing the life out of it. He had bribed, threatened, and begged every contact he knew, questioned Julia’s roommates, friends, and neighbors, searching for anything, any observation or piece of information that might bring her back to him. Late afternoon he had finally spoken to the chief, had gotten them to place a trace on the last signal her phone had sent out. The location had come back on the north side of town, in a residential area that had no connections to anything. They searched and found the phone crushed and tossed on the side of the road, no prints on it. Brad had lost it at the news, punching the closest wall repeatedly until his hand was a mess of blood. He should have overpowered her request, put the damn tracker on her SUV. He had bought the BMW for her; it wouldn’t have been that ridiculous to insist that it be traceable. But she had refused, her face strong, eyes fiery, a stubbornness to her posture that he found irresistible. So he had yielded, letting her have her way, a decision that might cost her life. 

Their family had too many enemies, the possibilities for who had taken her too great. But the logic behind it was questionable. He had assumed she was safe as his fiancée; he had been slack in protection coverage because it made no sense for another family to cause her harm. Once married to him, as time progressed and different families warred with the Magianos, there would be times when their life would be at greater risk than others. Diminished risk, since he was estranged from the family, but risk all the same. But right now was a time of peace, everyone coloring inside the lines and minding their own business. For a family to make waves and take a woman, a woman on her wedding day, one who was marrying an estranged member of the most powerful crime family in the city ... the elements were all wrong. 

It could be a random crime, one of thousands that occurred each week in the city. Young, attractive women disappeared every day, most never to resurface, sold in the sex trade or killed and disposed of. Another possibility, one he had fought with, defended against entry to his mind, was that his family was involved. The shepherd eliminating new sheep from entrance to the flock. That should not be a possibility. His father had promised to leave her alone, and had never broken a promise before. In their family, their word was everything. That was why he typically despised the words coming out of his father’s mouth. Because they were ugly in their truth, indicative of his father’s real and rotten nature. Now, with that history of truth, he refused to believe that his father threw away a lifetime of ‘honor’ over one twenty-two year old girl.

Then again, Julia had disrespected him. Stood her ground and spoke to him in a manner no one else had dared in over three decades. Anyone who had was now dead. She had been a slap in his face from the moment she had entered his life. They had, with this marriage, forced his acceptance of her. And Dom Magiano didn’t like to be forced into anything. So, with all that considered, maybe he had acted. Maybe he had thrown his honor aside for a slice of vengeance. Brad sent a silent prayer upward, making promises he couldn’t keep, trying to bribe The One who couldn’t be bribed. Anything to get her back. Anything. 

Chapter 66

––––––––

My feet tired first, not from the exercise, but from injury. They were raw, dirt caking into cuts from gravel, rough cement, and small pebbles on pavement. I ran on sidewalks when I could, stopping frequently to hide when a car passed. I needed to find a minivan—a minivan driven by an overweight soccer mom with three adorable kids, preferably listening to Christian music. But minivans didn’t pass through this part of town. This was the area of truck stops, seedy gas stations, lumberyards, and warehouses. At one point I saw a cab, two blocks over, moving slowly through the streets, its top light off. I hesitated, then let it pass. Paranoia dominated my thoughts, every person, car, and business a trap, designed to catch me and deliver me back to those who wished me harm. To make everything worse, my headache, dull when I had woken, was now a full-fledged jackhammer, the pain causing occasional spots in my vision and a piercing pain when I would lean over to rest. I had vomited twice, the horrible aftertaste residing in my dry mouth, and was thirsty, my throat and body begging for liquid of some sort. I eyed puddles as I passed, their dark pools dotted with oil and waste, cursing the lack of public water fountains in industrial areas. In addition to my head and my feet, my shoulder throbbed, every swing of my arms stretching a muscle that screamed in response. There was a bandage there, the adhesive on its edges pulling on my skin, and my mind itched with the desire to pull it off, to reveal whatever it was that it hid. But I didn’t. I ran, I hid, I ran, and I thirsted. 

I headed toward the sound of quiet, heading away from the noise of the highway, hoping to find a residential area, a place of libraries, well-kept homes with flower boxes, supermarkets, and joggers equipped with cell phones. I would call Brad’s cell, wary of the police after learning of their corruption. I saw movement, the bumper of a car rolling out of an upcoming side street and immediately veered, my speed increasing as I moved down the side of a building, worried that I wouldn’t reach its end before the car passed. Or, that I would turn the corner and run into a group of thugs, trading one danger for another. I held my breath as I sprinted around the corner, hearing the rumble of engine as the car traveled down the street, my feet disappearing from sight just in time. Then I skidded to a stop as my eyes raced frantically over the scene before me.

Two vehicles. Alarming. I would have preferred an empty lot, no strangers. In this area, every individual was a potential foe, my mind not trusting anyone. I searched frantically for any sign of the car’s owners. I listened to the street behind me, and ducked behind the first car, my eyes flitting over and then focusing on a green hose, coiled on the floor beside a parking bay. Water. The hose glowed, like a spotlight was focused on it, and everything else faded to gray. I crawled behind the second car, a green truck jacked up on off-road tires, neon yellow shocks blocking my view of the building. I exhaled slowly, listening for danger, then ran, loose gravel kicked up by my raw bare feet, a few hitting the truck behind me. Water. My sole focus followed that hose, the nozzle mounted on the side of the building and my hands reached for it greedily, turning the handle rapidly and hearing the perfect, orgasmic sound of water flowing from its end. I grabbed it, pressing it directly against my open mouth, grains of dirt mixing with the initial flow, the hot water pouring down my throat in a powerful stream, too much for me to take, and I lifted my mouth briefly, gulping in air and fighting a cough, swallowing the water and pausing before lowering my mouth to the hose. This time I was more careful, sipping from the stream, the liquid turning cool, tasting better than it ever had, my starved body drinking it like it would never stop, a need that would never be fulfilled. 

I finally stopped, my hand stumbling over the wall until it reached the handle and turned, the hose going limp in my hand. My stomach was physically engorged, a round ball of liquid, and I felt sleepy, my mind turning on me, becoming a drugged machine that performed at half-speed. I crawled, on my hands and knees, finding a space between the dumpster and a fence, and laid down, not minding the unyielding feel of parking lot beneath my body. At that moment, with my belly full and the weight of my body no longer carried by my feet, I was beyond content. Encased in a dumpster shield of privacy, I felt safe and secure enough to briefly close my eyes and rest. 

Chapter 67

––––––––

“What do you think is really going on?” Becca played with a string on her dress, sitting on the back porch of Brad De Luca’s house. Olivia leaned against a porch column, staring out on the back yard, which was a picture of romance, white flowers and candles floating through the lit pool, dusk falling gently over the space.

“I’ve told you what I think. I think she changed her mind. It’s the right decision.”

“Fuck off, O. Stop being a bitch and push your opinion of their relationship to the side.” Becca’s tone was strong, and Olivia glanced up in surprise. 

“Jesus, what’s gotten your panties in a twist?” 

“She’s missing, Olivia. The police found her phone smashed into bits, she’s been gone since last night, and you don’t even seem to care!”

Olivia said nothing, bumping the column with her shoe. “So what are you saying, Becca? You think she’s dead? You think someone else sent you that text?”

“I don’t know what to think. I just know she wouldn’t disappear like this. Her missing the makeup appointment was one thing. But this long? And the smashed phone? She wanted to marry Brad; I know she did. Julia’s not flaky and she wouldn’t scare her parents like this, you know that.”

“But who would have taken her? Luke?”

“Are you kidding me? The worst thing he’d do is hug her to death. Brad asked me about him earlier. I can’t see him doing this. Showing up at the wedding, yes. But he doesn’t even know where she lives. She’d just yell at him, and he’d leave her alone.”

“Yeah,” Olivia said quietly. “But why would anyone else hurt her?”

“I don’t know? She’s young, she’s hot, she’s about to be loaded? Maybe it’s someone with an issue with Brad. Someone he lost a case to.”

“It’s easier for me to think she just got cold feet, Becca. I don’t want to think about anything else.” Olivia pushed away from the column, stepping into the house and closing the door behind her.

♦♦♦

There were several times in a man’s life when his world changed. Often this change happened without incident or recognition—a chance meeting of a woman who ended up becoming his wife, a new job that led to a change in destiny. With Brad, his life-changing moments were very clear. 

The morning that his mother left, leaving behind nothing but a short note and the scent of her perfume. 

The moment he walked out of his father’s colossal mansion, separating himself from his family—The Family. 

The moment that, at the possibility of losing Julia, he realized that he loved her, and found true happiness for the first time in his life. 

And now. Now, the moment where she was lost, and his world might forever end. He would not survive without her, that fact was certain in his mind. If she were to leave him, yes, he would survive knowing she was happy. But if she were killed, snatched while fighting and screaming for his help ... well, he would never forgive himself. 

He gripped his phone tightly in his hand, willing it to ring, willing her to be safe, willing the brave, strong woman who had his fragile heart tightly in her capable hands to return to him. 

♦♦♦

In a Holiday Inn, two miles from Brad, the Campbells resorted to the only thing they knew. Prayer. They prayed, they argued, they prayed some more. 

Then, with no clear idea what to do, they got in the car and headed north. Made a few wrong turns, checked their phones incessantly, then finally arrived. Pulled their car into Brad’s driveway and parked. Martha opened the door before they could knock. 

“Come on in. I’ve been cooking, don’t know what else to do. Brad also asked me to prepare the guest room. He’s not worth speaking to at the moment, but I’ll do everything I can to make you comfortable.” She held open the door, gesturing for them to come in, and bit back tears when Julia’s mom threw herself into her arms. 

Chapter 68

––––––––

The two men watched the surveillance tape, fast-forwarding grainy footage, jerky movements zipping by in black-and-white detail. Hunched together in the small electronics closet, the hum of machinery on all sides, the air grew hot quickly. The two men didn’t move, didn’t wipe the sweat as it ran down their faces. They stared, intent on their task, their eyes glued to the small screen before them.

“Stop. Play from there.” 

The footage showed a hallway, a man closing a door and walking away from the camera, his steps relaxed and unhurried.

“That’s me. That’s when I left to ditch the phone. I’m pulling out my cell right there.”

“Okay. Keep watching.”

They sat in complete silence, the clock in the bottom of the video counting slowly through the minutes, neither man moving an inch. Thirteen minutes passed, then they stiffened, watching the doorknob twitch, then still. Then the door swung open, and a girl burst into view. They watched in silence as she ran down the hall, out of view of the cam.

“Switch screens.”

Fingers clicked, screens flickered, and they watched in silence as the upper showroom revealed the close encounter, the girl hiding while the man strolled by. Then, her escape through the front doors. 

“Fuck. Better call the boss. He ain’t gonna be pleased about this.”

“No shit, man. No shit.”

♦♦♦

Dom Magiano sat alone in his bedroom, in a chair by the window. He stared, unmoving, at the trees, their palms swaying in the breeze. When the call came, his hand was already on the receiver, and he lifted it to his ear without speaking.

The voice’s subdued tone came through the line with specks of frustration dotting the words. “We don’t know where she is.”

His face tightened. He cleared his throat. “How is that possible? You lost her?”

“We’re working on it.”

“You’re proving why you have never gained status in this town. Track her down before she is found. My son has half the town out looking.” He hung up the phone without waiting for a response, leaning back in the chair and closing his eyes, waiting for the peace of sleep, peace that would not come for quite some time.  The open window brought a blast of warmth, gentle fingers of heat that washed over his tired skin, doing nothing to loosen the stress lodged in the deep lines of his face.

♦♦♦

Night fell and the search for Julia Campbell continued, police reluctantly joining the hunt. Brad paced, an emotional storm on the edge of destruction. Martha cooked dishes no one would eat, and Stevie and Ben watched silently. News channels picked up the story on the police scanner, and the phone rang incessantly, until the point that Brad ripped it out of the wall. Then they appeared, white decaled vans, cheery faces plastered over their sides, inching down the street until they lined both sides of it. Curtains moved, neighbors watched, and everyone held their breath. 

At ten o’clock, the girls left, Olivia driving her and Becca in circles through town, scanning the streets for Julia, silence and tension filling her Jeep. The Campbells returned to the hotel, watching the evening news and sat together, hands gripped, heads bowed, and hoped for a miracle.

Fourteen miles away, another group, men of a hardened nature, set up a three-mile perimeter around the showroom, bringing in dogs and starting an organized block by block search, intent on my recapture, the blood of their cohort setting fire to their hunt. Just inside that perimeter, I woke to mosquitoes, the sting of their bites prickling the skin on my arms and neck. I sat up, slapping my forearm and glanced around, my eyes adjusting to the darkness. I peeked around the edge of the dumpster. An empty parking lot, street lights illuminating spots of the bare asphalt. I stood, and my legs and back instantly screamed in protest.

In the distance, I heard a dog bark, and the tire crunch of a nearby car. The sound kicked my adrenaline back into gear. How long I had been asleep? I eased around the edge of the dumpster, glancing around quickly, my feet starting a silent bitch-fest, their raw bottoms readjusting to the rough gravel/pavement combination. I sent a silent prayer upward, thankful for the dark shadows that the dusk granted, then took off running, heading farther in the direction of quiet. 

Chapter 69

––––––––

Running had always helped me to clear my mind. Thoughts seemed to fall into place best when my body was occupied. I settled into a rhythm, trying to conserve energy, breathing shallowly and attempting to ignore the pain signals my body was shooting to my brain. My head, thankfully, had lost its piercing pain, settling into a dull throb that was somewhat bearable. I ran—redirecting any intelligent thought to try and figure out what the hell was going on. 

I could see no reason to kidnap me. Was I being held for ransom? The wedding held off until Brad paid some exorbitant amount? I had so little information to go on. When I had first waked up, tied to a chair and blindfolded, I had heard men talking. Multiple men. They had been waiting for something. For me to wake up? I had probably knocked myself out in my attempt to escape from the chair, the wound on the back of my skull evidence to support that. Then I had reawakened, with that man on top of me ... was that why I was taken? To be raped by a stranger? That seemed even less likely.

I took a deep breath, lengthening my strides in an attempt to change the muscles worked. Twice I had to hide, headlights reflecting off nearby items, warning me in advance of approaching cars. I used that time to breathe, crouched into a tiny ball, comfortable in the darkness, my confidence increasing the farther I ran. The streets were changing, becoming more commercial in nature. I passed a few homeless men, their eyes watching me closely, one reaching out for me as I passed, his fingers grasping empty air, my steps moving me away from him. I cut over one street, avoiding the main road and taking a side street, the hum of traffic giving me a burst of confidence. My eyes examined the back of closed business, doctor’s offices, accounting firms, an auto parts store. I was moving closer to suburbia, the sidewalk less cracked, gravel transitioning to landscaped area. Everything closed. Then, ahead, I saw the glow of lights. A pharmacy, its bright red sign visible from the back road. I came to a stop, trying to make a decision. 

It was the first place worth stopping at, the first commercial business I had come to, where the public moved freely in and out, where I could walk in and ask to use a phone. But wouldn’t that also make it the first place they would look for me? Maybe I should continue, put another mile between them and me. I exhaled deeply, my throat dry, starving again for liquid. The pharmacy would have something for my feet. Maybe even shoes, not that I had any money to pay for it. But they might cover me until Brad arrived. 

I walked, studying the store as I approached from the back. My body yearned to burst inside, dramatically collapse on the floor, and have all matters of liquids, ointments, and comfort thrust upon me with helpful, eager hands. But something felt off, so I picked up the pace and continued running. Ahead I saw decorative lighting and prayed for a residential street.

Given the distance I had run, the odds were finally in my favor. A ten-minute jog past the pharmacy delivered me into suburbia. It was practically Wisteria Lane, minivans and manicured lawns on either side as I stood in the middle of a gravel-free road. I nearly wept, running forward and sinking to my knees on soft grass, the purr of a sprinkler treating me with a spray of cool water. I stumbled to my feet, running with the sprinkler’s movement, the glorious arch of liquid cooling my overheated body, water running down my face, my tongue outstretched. I slowed to a walk, the cushion of grass heaven to my abused feet, and then sank to the grass, lying on my back and waiting for the curtain of water to make its sweep over me once again. 

Peace. Safety. A splash of cool water, the taste of it somewhat metallic. The tick of a sprinkler head as it moved on. A moment of glorious relaxation, the plush grass beneath me, the tickle of blades against my arms. The lull of sleep interrupted by a new blast of water, as the arc made its way back around. 

The sprinkler was on its third sweep when the yard was flooded with light, painful fluorescent beams that caused my eyes to squeeze tight in an automatic reflex. I sat up, the sprinkler choosing that moment to hit me full force in the face, a pelt of water that had me momentarily blinded and coughing, the water catching me unprepared in my throat. I staggered to my feet, my hand wiping my face, my eyes blinking widely as my contacts attempted to find their place on my eyeballs. I held up my hands and froze when a commanding voice spoke from the directions of the lights.

“You’ve come to the wrong neighborhood if you want to get drunk and cause trouble. You’ve got sixty seconds to get off my lawn and out of this area, or I’m calling the cops.” It was a woman’s voice, strong and throaty, and I stepped forward, my contacts finally cooperating, my vision coming into focus. Steely blue eyes framed by a mess of red curls with a look that let me know my sixty seconds had begun.

“Please,” I whispered. “Please. I need to use a phone.” I sank to my knees before her, clasping my hands together and staring into her eyes, the dramatic pose entirely fitting, given the circumstances.

She surveyed me, her eyes traveling over my wet t-shirt, pajamas, and bare feet. She glanced out at the street, then back to me, studying my eyes intently. “You drunk?”

I shook my head. “No.” 

She pointed to a swing on the front porch. “You can use my phone, but stay on the porch.” She started to head inside, and I stood, a smile crossing my face.

“Ma’am?” I called out, trying to catch her before the door swung behind her. She turned, eyeing me with a question in her glance.

“Do you mind turning the porch light off? I won’t do anything wrong, I swear.” I glanced over my shoulder, hating the bright lights that illuminated me on the dark street, a beacon to anyone on the hunt.

She gave me another long look, reached a hand over and flipped a switch, darkness settling back over the yard. I breathed a sigh of relief, waiting until the door shut before I moved to the swing. 

If there was a heaven, it was something like that moment. I felt, for the first time since leaving my home, safe. Crickets chirped softly, the sprinkler purred before me, and a soft breeze danced gently on my wet skin. I glanced down, noting some red stains on the wet of my shirt and reached over, gingerly fingering the bandage on my shoulder, then carefully moved my hands to the back of my head, my fingers coming away red, the skin sore. I sighed, leaning back in the darkness and pushed lightly with my toe, starting the swing’s movement.

The front door opened and the woman appeared, a bottle of water and a phone in hand.  “Here,” she said tartly, handing out both. “I watched you from the window. You don’t have to drink from the sprinkler. I’m pretty sure that water isn’t fit for consumption.” 

I smiled gratefully, setting the water down and using the cordless phone with both hands, my fingers shaking in their eagerness. I dialed Brad’s cell, pressing the numbers deliberately, then held the trembling phone to my ear, biting my lower lip to keep the tears at bay.

Chapter 70

––––––––

The moment I heard his voice, the tremor in it, the knowledge that he was as close to breaking as I was, my dam broke. I sobbed, unable to speak, my words unintelligible in the flood of tears that wouldn’t stop coming. 

His voice broke, saying my name repeatedly, asking me over and over if I was okay. 

“Yes,” I gasped, hiccupping on the word. “I’m okay. I need you to come get me.” 

Behind his voice I heard the slam of a door, the roar of his car. 

“Where? Where are you?”

I sniffed, a loud, phlegm-filled sob, and looked at the woman before me, her eyes watching with a mixture of concern and curiosity. I move the receiver away from my mouth. “What’s your address?”

She gave it to me, waiting as I repeated it to Brad, then offered a few reference points, which I also passed on. 

“I know the area. I can be there in ten minutes. Julia, baby, I love you so much.”

“I love you, too. I’ll talk to you when you get here.” I hung up, passing the phone to the woman, smiling through my tears. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“You okay?”

I nodded tightly, trying to keep my emotions contained, a wave of happiness and relief spilling into me, and I smiled, tears running down my face. “Yeah,” I whispered. “I’m good.”

She didn’t ask me anything else, just sat next to me on the swing. We sat there in the dark, my eyes fixed on the street, my ears listening for the sound of Brad’s engine. I wondered, for a quick moment, if I should have called the police instead. But all I had thought of during my run was Brad. He would know whom to call; he would know what to do. Who was safe, and who was our foe. The swing rocked, the crickets chirped, and my tears fell, a constant flood down already-wet cheeks. Then I heard the sound, a squeak of tires on a turn, the acceleration of a heavy foot on the gas, and his car flew into view, my feet already in motion, flying down the steps, across the grass and into his arms, my face burying in his neck, sobs wracking my body. His hands ran over me, checking me for injuries, and he pulled away when he found my shoulder, then head wound, my body flinching at his touch. The concern in his eyes tugged at my heart. 

“What happened? Do you need a doctor?”

“I’m fine. Don’t worry about it. I want to go home.”

His face grimaced, smiling in a way that broke my heart, and pulled me to him again. “Of course, baby. Let’s go.”

His strong arms. They lifted underneath my thighs and hugged my wet body to his. Unnecessary, not needed for the five steps to his car, yet he carried me. His neck smelled of sweat and cologne, the sharp rub of his jaw telling me that he had shaved. For the wedding. My heart broke for a brief moment. Then, we bent as one and he settled me, soft as a baby, into the passenger seat, his mouth brushing over my lips gently. Dark brown eyes, wetter than I’ve ever seen them, vulnerability mixed with a shot of relief, doused with love, met mine, and we did nothing but stare at each other for a moment. Then he shut the door softly, and I watched him, through tinted glass, take a few steps back into the yard, speaking to the woman with the red hair. He pulled out his wallet, they had a few minutes of discussion, then he handed her something. I leaned back in the seat, reclining it slightly, and closed my eyes. 

I had barely taken a breath when he was in the car, his hand sweeping over my face, my eyes opening to find his concerned gaze on me. “Is everything okay? Your eyes just closed. I’m calling a doctor.”

I laughed weakly. “I’m tired. Please drive. I want to get the hell outta here.” 

He obliged, putting the car into drive and holding my hand gently. “Just relax, baby.”

I did, closing my eyes, and felt instantly drugged, my entire body sinking, the hum of the car hypnotic, my entire self happy to surrender to his care.

♥♥♥

Brad called Martha as he drove, trying his best not to jostle Julia’s sleeping body as he navigated home. She answered on the first ring.

“It’s me. I have her. She looks bad, like she hasn’t eaten in days. Can you fix her a plate, and have someone prepare the bedroom? I can’t remember much of the last twenty-four hours, but feel like I may have broken a few things up there.” He glanced over, studying Julia’s profile, wanting to wake her up just so he could look into her eyes.

Martha’s voice calmed him, her strength giving him something to hold on to. He answered her questions as best he could, the lack of information difficult to accept on both their parts. He ended the call with a promise to be home soon, and asked her to call Julia’s parents and to get a doctor over to the house.

He caressed the hand he held, it’s limp grip reminding him of all the possibilities that could have occurred. The fact that she was here. The fact that she had returned in one piece, a miracle. He vowed to spend the rest of his life earning it. 

Chapter 71

––––––––

Movement. Jostling. Brad’s arms. Once again being carried. My eyes opened to find him watching me. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I didn’t want to wake you.”

“It’s okay.”

He carried me through the bedroom door, moving toward the bed, which had been turned down, extra pillows added. I stopped him with a hand. “Don’t put me on the bed.”

“What? You’re exhausted.”

“I’m also disgusting. And I want, more than anything, a shower.” I grinned weakly at him and he turned, carrying me into the bathroom and setting me gently on my feet. I fought a wince when my feet hit the floor, his eyes catching the tell anyway, focusing on my feet, his face flaring with concern. 

“What is that from?”

“My feet are a little raw ... they got scraped up a bit.” 

He said nothing, a tic in his jaw giving away his anger, and he moved to the shower, turning knobs and pressing buttons until the bathroom started to fill with hot steam. He stripped, my eyes traveling over his gorgeous body, loving the curve and bend of muscles as he moved, his dick hanging between his thighs, sexual even when relaxed.

He studied my clothes, then opened a drawer, pulling out a set of scissors. “Hands out,” he instructed. 

I obeyed without asking, too tired to put up a fight. He moved carefully, sliding the scissors open and cutting my tee-shirt off, his eyes examining my bare chest, an eyebrow raising. 

“I didn’t have a bra on when I was taken,” I said quietly, aware of his thought process.

He nodded, kneeling before me, gently cutting fabric until my sweats and panties fell away.  

“I didn’t want to try and pull your clothes over your feet or your head.” he said softly, offering his hand and leading me to the shower. 

He stopped, just before the entrance, his hand tightening on my arm, a pained question in his eyes. “I don’t want to ruin evidence.” He said tightly. “Did anyone... did they—”

I stopped him quickly, with a firm shake of my head, seeing where his question was going, the raw fear in his eyes. “No. Nothing like that.” 

I could see the relief, it poured through every muscle in his body as he exhaled, his hands gently pulling me closer and brushing his lips against my forehead. Then he let me move, and I stepped in delicately, moving quicker when I felt the hot water, the gentle rhythm massaging my skin as it cleansed. I moaned at the sensation, Brad running a loofah gently over me, creating a path of bubbles that disappeared quickly beneath the torrent of water, suds of soap pooling at my feet. I stood limp, letting him wash me, his hands gentle as they ran over and across my body. He examined my shoulder bandage, leaving it alone and washing around it. Then he turned off the water, wrapping me in two hot towels and carrying me to the bedroom.  Someone had laid out my robe, a monogrammed piece Brad had given to me for Christmas, and I slid into the fluffiness of it, climbing carefully into bed and settling back into the stacks of pillows. 

He sat on the bed next to me, his brown eyes full of concern. “Martha has been cooking all day, hoping you’d return. Do you feel up to eating something?”

I grinned at the thought of food. “I’m starving. Is she still up? What’s she got?”

“What do I got?” A loud voice came from the direction of the door, no delicate or dainty treatment in her voice, and I turned to see Martha, wiping her hands on her apron, her full face smiling broadly. “Girl, you had me worried sick!” She maneuvered through the door, meeting my eyes with a face-splitting grin. “I got chicken and rice soup, or pot roast, or chicken salad, or lasagna. If none of those sound good, I’m happy to make you something else.” She moved to the side of the bed, her wide hips easily bumping Brad out of the way, her arms wrapping around me in a hug that made me wince.

“They all sound good. I’m starving. I’ll take the pot roast if there’s enough.”

“There’s plenty; all the food’s been going to waste, everyone too worried to eat.” Her eyes softened. “We’re so happy you’re home. I spoke to your parents and friends. I told them you needed rest tonight, but I won’t be able to hold them off for too long. They’ll be by in the morning.” She studied me. “Your parents, I know they’d sleep a lot better if they heard your voice.”

I nodded. “I’ll call them now. Thanks, Martha.”

Brad brought me the house phone, my fingers slowly pushing the digits, trying to figure out how, what to say when they answered. But it turned out nothing was needed. My mother’s sobs, my father’s gruff exclamation of love... we all cried like babies, then they told me they loved me. Told me they’d be by in the morning, if I felt up to it. I told them I would and hung up the phone.

Martha then brought the food on a tray, the smell floating upstairs in a delicious announcement, my stomach audibly moaning at the scent. Brad let me eat in peace, watching me intently, like I was tissue paper and might crumble before him. He spoke the moment my fork hit the plate, when I settled back against the soft pillows with a content sigh.

“Julia, I know you are tired, but we need to punish whoever did this to you. If you could tell me what you know—”

I held up a hand, and he instantly quieted. “Brad, I’ll give you what I know about where I was kept. But I don’t know anything else. I was drugged or passed out for most of the time. I didn’t hear or see anything that clued me in to who they were or what they wanted.” The memory of his hands, pushing apart my thighs, popped into my mind, but I dismissed it, knowing the effect it would have on Brad, wanting to keep his mind clear as I gave him this information. 

I spoke, telling about the downstairs room I was kept, the developer showroom, the street it sat on, storefront names I could remember, street names that had stuck in my mind. I spoke, even as the doctor entered and began his examine, my voice cracking when he inspected my head wound, my skin goosebumping when he pulled back the covers and checked every limb. Brad’s eyes flickered, from the doctor to my face, listening intently, his eyes giving away the processing that was occurring behind them. When my words began to slur, my head nodding, he stopped me. 

“Sleep. We can talk more in the morning. That helps.” He placed a gentle kiss on my forehead and stood, tugging the blankets up around me and removing some extra pillows. 

I nodded, closing my eyes as he moved to the side with the doctor, their voices lowered to whispered growls, my mind already falling down through layers of sleep until I hit the bottom and all was dark, deep sleep taking over my body. Downstairs, unbeknownst to me, a small army was assembling. 

Chapter 72

––––––––

As a half moon rose over the city, casting its dusky glow equally over all areas, oblivious to zip code, property values, or social standing, dark activity bred. In the large kitchen of Brad De Luca, police officers converged, pouring over a map of the city, pinpointing possible locations while loading up on armor and ammo. Their numbers doubled a normal response, Brad hiring every moonlighting cop available, wanting every presence possible, every warm body that carried a badge to be concentrated on bringing down Julia’s captors. Two hours after the first officer walked into their house, the FBI arrived, and the house swelled to capacity. Plans were discussed, egos clashed, and Martha’s food disappeared, bit by bit, into the mouths of men. Then they disbursed, headed for three possible targets, a sea of black disappearing into the night.

In another part of the city, the security video was burned to a disk, carried to an upstairs office and played for a larger audience, the men watching in silence as the girl opened that door, ran down that hallway, and disappeared from their building. Options were discussed, risks were weighed, and a call was made. Then, cleanup began, starting with the room where she had been kept. The smell of bleach soon filled the air, urgency in the men’s movements, every moment until she was found a desperate race in cover-up. The three-mile perimeter was widened, and word of her escape spread.

Dom Magiano sat on his back porch, cloaked in darkness, listening to the rustle of palm leaves as a cool breeze swept across his skin. He was tired, flaccid muscles limp around old bones, his chest rasping as he inhaled the thick air. The day weighed on him, nothing going as planned, the look on his son’s face haunting him. It was not the first time he had disappointed his son. Disappointment was good for children; it taught them to value that which was taken or withheld from them. But this fight he had taken on, this lesson he had strived to teach his son ... maybe it was not worth the effort. He certainly hadn’t expected her to escape, to fight a grown man in doing so. It should have been simple. An exercise in intimidation, one that would have sent her on her way, a way in the opposite direction of his son. Instead, it ended in failure. He was getting old, unsure of how many fights he had left. Better to save the energy and expel it against a worthy adversary. She was not worth his energy. And, given the recent news from his youngest son, the report of his daughter-in-law’s cancer ... Julia might be needed for grandchildren. They would need to start immediately; he wanted to see new young heirs before he passed.

♦♦♦

While the city moved, Brad sat in a chair by the bed and watched her sleep. His phone, set to vibrate, lay on the dresser next to him, a ticking time bomb, the police instructed to call the moment they discovered anything. They had wanted to question her, the police and FBI insistent, their faces growing red at his refusal. But she had been through enough. She needed sleep, and he didn’t want her to say anything until he knew the full story, liability constantly lurking, like a dormant plague, waiting to infect if given the slightest opening. In the morning, when she woke, they could talk. Then, with an attorney present, she could give the police her statement.  

Hours ago, with his kitchen full of black uniforms, he had second-guessed his actions, the call to involve them in this situation. Every face he saw, every cop he paid, he silently examined with distrust. There was corruption in the police department, his family being one of the major parties responsible. But they had been his best chance, the source he felt most comfortable using. He hadn’t wanted to further involve his family, the nagging possibility of their hand in her kidnapping rendering that a risky move. 

She shifted in her sleep, a sigh settling over her body, and he stood, his hand in his pockets, moving closer until he stood over her. There he stayed, his eyes memorizing her features, her breath, the flush of her skin as she slept. His enormous relief at her return was foreshadowed by his panic, his concern that something else could happen. The horrific thing about having everything that he ever wanted was the constant fear that it would all disappear. 

Chapter 73

––––––––

I woke to a heart-warming familiar scene. Brad’s bed, sunlight streaming through breaks in the curtains, the clatter of pans, and smells of bacon. I rolled over, stretching, wincing as my feet brushed against the sheets, my head welcoming me to the day with a dull roar of pressure. I was naked, the robe tangled around me, my arms freed from it at some point in the night, and I moved it aside, pushing back the covers and walking to the closet, grabbing a long nightshirt and pulling it over my head. 

Brad met me on the stairs, his critical eyes on my bare feet, a frown settling over his features, and I spoke before he could. 

“I’m done being babied. I ran for miles on these feet ... I can walk myself downstairs.”

“You should be in bed. I’ll have Martha bring up food.”

“Move. I need normality right now. Don’t think I can’t kick your ass.” He grinned at my tone, jogging up a few steps and planting a kiss on my lips. 

“Fine. I’m glad to see your spark back.  Breakfast is ready if you are hungry.”

I shoved him gently over and moved down the stairs, a smile spreading over my face. I am alive. I am home. I am with Brad. I left the stairwell, moving into the kitchen, surprised to see a strange face seated at the table.

“Good morning,” I said uncertainly, giving Martha a hug and accepting the plate she directed me to.

Brad spoke. “Julia, this is Doctor Barnes. You met him last night. He’s just here for a follow-up examination. He’s also signed confidentiality papers, so please continue to speak freely in front of him.” 

“May I eat first?” I eyed my plate—bacon, sausage, hash browns, and eggs dancing yummy in front of me.

“Of course,” the doctor spoke, pulling a chair out for me. “Observation is part of the exam, so if you don’t mind, I’ll watch you closely.”

I blushed. “That’s fine.”

Brad sat across from me, his face serious. “The police want to question you this morning. Before they do, I’d like to walk through with you what happened. An attorney will be with you during the questioning, but it’ll help if you go through it with me a few times first.”

I shrugged, shoveling food into my mouth with a fork, too hungry to care about the matter of appearances. “Okay. But I won’t be much help.”

“Start from the beginning.”

I did, starting from the moment I heard my vehicle’s alarm, explaining the cloth over my mouth, waking in the chair, my subsequent blackout. The doctor interrupted a few times, asking about my body’s response—how I had felt upon waking each time. I tried to answer as truthfully as possible, much of my memories vague, my head aching as I pushed it. He re-examined the back of my head, the wound, his touch eliciting a cry from me that had Brad shooting to his feet.

“This wound indicates a strong impact; she must have fallen back onto concrete. She’s lucky ... her concussion could have killed her. We’ll need to keep her under close observation for a few days, and I’d like to get a CT and MRI this afternoon, if the police are done with her by then.”

Brad nodded, his eyes on me. “Then what happened? When you woke up the second time?”

I hesitated, his eyes catching on and sharpening in response. I saw his hands clench and I frowned. “I can’t tell you this if you are going to freak out about it.”

“Tell me,” he gritted out.

“I woke up, untied, on a bed of some sorts—a thin one. A man was in between my legs, and my sweats and panties were off.” Brad swore, pain on his face, and I reached out to him. “Like I said last night - nothing happened, Brad. Let me talk.” He nodded, his eyes on mine. “I waited and tried not to move, tried to pretend to be asleep, or unconscious, or whatever it was that I had been. When I saw an opening, I took it.”

“Took what? What do you mean?”

“I put him in a triangle chokehold. Like Ben taught me.” I looked down, moving my food on my plate.

“You’re shitting me.” His voice held a mixture of pride and dismay, and I looked up to find him running a hand over his mouth, his eyes dark.

“No. I held it—” My voice broke, my eyes staying on Brad, watching the flicker in his as I spoke. “For a long time, but not too long, after he passed out. I counted. Three minutes.”

“Three minutes,” he said quietly. “That’s it?”

“Yes. Then I ran. I ran, and I hid, and I ran again. I stopped once, behind a building, and slept between a dumpster and a fence for a bit ... until dark. Then I ran again, and I got to the house that you picked me up from.”

“Three minutes,” Brad repeated, frowning slightly, a question in his eyes, his knowledge not as great in the area of jujitsu as my own.

“Four minutes is terminal. Just three minutes... he’d have regained consciousness.” 

Brad’s eyes darkened across the table. 
Chapter 74

––––––––

The day passed in a blur of questions, medical tests, family, and friends. My wedding dress hung in the corner of the room, a constant indicator of the wedding that never occurred. The money wasted stuck like a forgotten burr, poking and scraping with every reminder—the mountain of wrapped gifts piled in a corner of the guest room, the useless Post-It note stuck to a corner of the fridge, with reception times and a reminder to pull passports from the safe. Our honeymoon also picked at my conscience, despite my unwilling part in my disappearance, all this—the police, the doctor, the haunted look in Brad’s eyes—was a burden brought on by my actions. If only I had stayed inside the house, ignored my car alarm and the words painted on the windows and doors. But the guilt was soon washed away in the overwhelming current of love and celebration that filled the home. Mother shone, Dad’s eyes twinkled, and Olivia was the beaming best friend of a year prior. We ate every casserole Martha had baked, demolished the groom’s cake, and I had some vintage bubbly, obeying the doctor’s stern orders to limit it to one glass. Brad’s hand never left my skin, his arm around me, his mouth making frequent trips to my forehead, my cheek, my lips. I saw fear in his eyes when he looked at me, a protective, raw emotion that both comforted and chilled me, the dark look so vulnerable in its whatmighthavebeen caress. Then he stood, heralding them all out, glaring at anyone who dared to object—‘doctor’s orders’ his reprimand of choice.

And we had two hours—two hours of peace, our bodies molded together on the bed, his hand trailing lightly through my hair until I slept. Then, Martha’s knock reawakened us, and I dressed for the police. 

More questions. So many questions. So many I had already answered. The officers questioned me until my voice was hoarse, and Brad held up a hand, giving them one hard look that ended all questions. Then they took a turn, speaking instead of interrogating, updating me on everything that had happened in the last twelve hours. 

I didn’t know what my kidnappers had planned, but my escape certainly put a kink in their plans. An hour after I returned home, police raided the showroom, finding nothing helpful in their search of the downstairs. The gurney I had laid on? Almost been raped on? Gone. That room had been empty, the smell of bleach strong. The electronics room, which held the security system was also clean, all footage gone, the system’s history wiped. The police tracked down the owner of the building at 3:15 a.m. and questioned him. He said the downstairs of the building was leased, and provided, bleary-eyed and irritated, copies of a lease agreement. The police looked up the renter, which turned out to be a bogus corporation with no ties to anything. Dead ends leading to dead ends. 

I told the police everything. That I choked him until he passed out, then pushed him off me and ran. I had been unnecessarily prepped by Brad and performed well, his head imperceptibly nodding as I ran through the liability-safe lines of our script.

I was exhausted by the time they left, and sat in Brad’s lap on the sofa in the den, the memory of two weeks ago, our fuck on this couch, seeming light years away. “I want to turn the theatre room back into a theatre,” I said, my voice muffled slightly by his neck. 

“You don’t want to train with Ben anymore?” he asked, surprise in his tone. “I thought, with everything that happened ...” 

“I just want things to go back to normal. In a few months I might start training again. It’s too soon right now. I want to go back to using that room for mindless entertainment.”

He nodded. “On that note, I have a suggestion.”

“About the theatre room?”

“No. About something else entirely.” 

I turned in his lap, facing him head on, and raised an eyebrow questioningly, his eyes glued to mine as he started to speak.

Chapter 75

––––––––

Two days later, we wed in a small ceremony in our backyard. It happened at dusk, the pool littered with small flowers and candles, the glow reflecting in delicate patterns off our skin. We were a party of few, the invitees kept to my parents, Martha, and our close friends. Rebecca handled the details, and Martha fed us like kings at the conclusion of the nuptials. I would never forget the look in Brad’s eyes, love shining unabashed as he spoke words that have tied together souls for centuries. His love was terrifying in its entirety, an uncontrollable wave that fiercely dominated normal levels of emotion. I worried I was unable to compete, my own love inferior in its selfish humanity. 

“You won’t understand,” he whispered later that night. “Unless you come close to losing me, you will never understand the black hole that my soul became when I thought you were gone. I hope you never understand the depth of love you have for me, I hope your heart is never pushed off that cliff. Just know that I am forever yours. You may crush my heart, and I will ask you for more. I just need to know you are happy and safe. Nothing else will ever matter to me.”

He moved above me, his mouth coursing over mine, soft kisses gently caressing my soul, kisses that traveled, down my neck, his body sliding lower, his fingers unbuttoning my nightshirt as my legs wrapped around him. Then, he was at the top of my panties, his bare mouth skimming the line of skin before satin, his kisses continuing lower, until I felt the heat of his mouth through the fabric, teasing my skin, his tongue swiping over my silk-covered sex. I moaned, arching into his mouth, his hands moving underneath me until they gripped the muscles of my ass, lifting me fully into his mouth, the hot air of his breath tickling my inner thighs. The barrier of my panties stretched out my buildup, my frustration growing along with my orgasm, heightening the arc when it came, a quivering explosion of pleasure, his audible moan of arousal incredibly hot to my ears. 

Then we christened a bed that we had christened a hundred times before, but this time, as husband and wife, the fucking sweeter, the kisses slower, the look of love in his eyes more intense. 

I fell asleep wrapped in his arms, a strong frame of protection that I never wanted to leave. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered into my neck, my eyes already heavy with the edges of sleep.

“For what?” I said groggily. 

“For not finding you. For not being there. I should have rescued you.”

I smiled, my words finding surface before I was captured by the pull of sleep. “You rescued me the moment I met you. My life began on that day.” 

He pulled me tighter to him, and I fell. The final step. I fell into sleep, into life, into love. It felt as if I had finished a journey, grown and changed by the experience. I had arrived to the place where I was, where I was born to be who I was born to be, with whom I was born for. No matter what the future brought, whether it was danger, or sexual heat that burned me alive, or a weary game of checkers in a nursing home, I wanted it, with every inch of my body. I embraced our future and our ability to spend every last minute of it next to this man. My husband. My mate. My soul’s recognition in another.

Epilogue

––––––––

I am fairly certain it was my father. My own flesh and blood who put her life in danger. I had my suspicions before, and have dug since. Dug as far as I can dig considering I can’t use any of my family’s connections. There is no real way for me to communicate how I feel about his possible involvement. About the idea that he would destroy my life for ... fuck ... I don’t even know why. A personal vendetta? For some fucked up version of pride? What kind of father puts a hit out on his son’s fiancée? It might not have started as a hit, but he knew what would happen. He saw her strength at Maria’s house. He knew when he ordered her taken that it would mean her killed. 

If it was him. If it wasn’t him ... well, that is the small possibility that walks with such large steps. 

I know my family has no connection to the warehouse—that the men in our organization who would handle this were otherwise occupied, their alibis verified in undisputable ways. But my father is too smart for that. He would have set up a wall of separation for a task such as this, would have covered his ass six ways to Sunday. 

I have no choice. Damn the chances of his innocence. There is no good reason for him to be in my life anyway. I don’t need family. I have her. And now she is my wife. Protected. I have amped up security, and we are looking at a new house, one with a private gate and enough protection for the Queen of England. But I will never stop worrying. I have seen a glimpse of life without her, and it is hell. 

So I have cut all ties. Again. Like I did at seventeen, and again at twenty-nine. I will miss my sister, but the rest of them can go to hell. No holidays, no birthdays. Definitely no weddings. I will never be able to hear a wedding march and not think of waiting for her. Waiting for her at the end of that aisle, my heart bursting, and her not appearing. Listening to the song end and the silence that followed. 

We are taking off for two months. Taking a honeymoon that gives us one week in Key West and then seven in the Bahamas. Rebecca found us a house with a boat right on the ocean, close enough to Atlantis for fun, but quiet and secluded enough that we can fuck like rabbits and no one can hear. I plan to get her naked, tan from head to toe, and please her endlessly. Take the boat out and fish, dive. Catch lobster and bring them back. Eat, fuck, and sleep late. 

The Bahamian house is for sale. If it is like its pictures, if it makes her eyes light up and her mouth curve, I will buy it. I will buy it and spend two months showing her the life that could be forever. 

I don’t need the courthouse. I don’t need the fight. I don’t need my family. I sure as hell don’t need a town full of exes. Saffire brings in seven figures a year; we can live like kings without working. Assuming my fabulous wife doesn’t mind sharing the earnings of her company. And if she wants that law degree, we can spend nine months a year at the university of her choosing. Let her study until her eyes cramp, and debate until her voice is hoarse. Fuck, I’ll hang a shingle in Nassau if that’s what she wants. Or Miami. Or Colorado. Anywhere. I am untied. I have no bearings. She is my sun, and everything else is bullshit. I love so few people in my life. I need only one. Her.

I hope she never knows how vulnerable I am. It is terrifying to me. I hate it—hate how much I love her. I never planned for this. I wanted a companion, and instead turned over my entire heart. I hope she is not too young. I hope she doesn’t crush me. 

The End

(Please continue on to the Author’s Note for a link for additional content)

Author’s Note

As sad as it was for me to finish Brad and Julia’s love story, I understand that some readers might want a little more of a HEA than is provided in the final chapter of this book. If you want a more complete happily-ever-after, please click here for a bonus chapter: http://www.alessandratorre.com/bradandjuliaHEA/

Thank you all for going on this journey with me. My writing career started with Brad and Julia, and I will miss them both terribly. Thank you all for your support during the best 18 months of my life. I love you all!
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I was happy with my life. And who wouldn’t be? Beautiful women, money, a job that I could sleep through and still make bank. But I was bored. And I never could walk away from a challenge.
 
This challenge turned out to be brunette. Feisty. Just the way I like them. But innocent. Too innocent for me. Too innocent to do anything other than sample and toss back.  Anything more would be too risky, too much work.
 
I was unprepared for Julia Campbell. I should have done my homework, should have looked before diving into unfamiliar waters. Ditching her proved to be problematic, my sexual needs greater than my common sense.
 
She was different. She became more than a challenge.
 
She may just bring my world crashing down.
 
This novella is a companion piece to Blindfolded Innocence, a #1 Erotica Bestseller, which is available
here.
 



the block
Brad De Luca sat across from Kent Broward and Hugo Clarke, the large conference room crowded with tension in the well-appointed room. It was how meetings between them always were, and why they restricted this pain to quarterly events.
 
They had discussed the financial statements, upcoming cases, and a litigation that had been filed against the firm. Now there was only one item left, and he glanced at his watch impatiently. It was already seven o’clock.
 
“Okay,” Clarke said, sliding a slim stack of folders before him. “Interns. We have twelve coming this semester.”
 
Both men turned to Brad expectantly, and he groaned, leaning back in his chair with a cocky smile. “I know. No fucking the interns.”
 
Kent Broward winced, the word unpleasant to his ears. “It’s not a joking matter. You opened our firm to serious liability when you did that—”
 
Brad interrupted, shooting him a look that silenced his next sentence, “We open ourselves up to liability every time we take on a case. Don’t preach to me about liability.”
 
The third man leaned forward. “Kent, Brad understands the situation. It’s not going to happen again.”
 
Brad gave the silver-haired man a steely look, his jaw tight, and reached across the table, flipping the top folder open and looking at the file. It was bullshit that they still went through this, at every quarterly meeting, at every opportunity that an intern was mentioned. It was three years ago, and the girl had all but spread her legs on his desk and forced his cock inside.
 
He stared at the first folder.
 
A slim Asian girl, the type who would shrink every time he raised his voice, stared out at him, paper-clipped to an impressive resume which indicated her complete lack of social life. He tossed it aside.
 
A black kid with glasses, who had an interest in criminology.
A redheaded girl with sunburnt skin and braces, ‘crocheting’ on her list of activities.
A blond kid, perfect features with a side of preppy, his personality visible through the cocky grin he flashed the photographer.
Another Asian, this one male, whose serious expression alone depressed the hell outta Brad.
 
He flipped through five more folders, his brain counting as he went. All intelligent. All impressive. All uninteresting. He reached the last one and looked up.
 
“Where are the rest?”
 
Clarke cleared his throat. “Kent and I already selected our candidates.”
 
“That’s bullshit. Let me see their files.” He held out a hand, a pointless exercise since neither man had a green folder in their slim stack.
 
“We don’t have the files here. We chose them yesterday. It’s done. Choose yours.” Kent shot him a bored look, one that barely masked disgust.
 
“We’ve never done it that way before,” Brad said evenly, looking at Clarke.
 
“It’s an intern, Brad. You’ve barely given two thoughts to any you’ve had in the past … with the one notable exception. Pick one and let’s move on. My wife’s got dinner waiting.”
 
He flipped back through the stack, going for the most interesting out of the bunch—the blond with the cocky smile—tossing the others back into the center of the table. They would be distributed among the junior partners, each bookworm going to a proper attorney who’d work their free bones to the quick.
 
“Fine. Anything else?” he asked brusquely.
 
“That’s all I have. Kent?”
 
The man shook his head in response. In unison, all of their chairs slid back.
 



the child
Two weeks later, he pushed open the door to his office and came face-to-face with a kid straight off the pages of J. Crew—short blonde hair, piercing blue eyes, and a jawbone that would be a breeze to crack. Brad stopped, glancing into the lobby and then back at the kid.
 
“Who are you, and what are you doing in my office?”
 
His tone made the kid blink, and he fidgeted, moving a black folder from one hand to the other, before tucking it under his arm. “I’m Todd Appleton, sir. I’m your intern.”
 
Oh, right. It was already here. Intern season. “And who told you to come in here?”
 
“I just assumed … sir. No one told me.”
 
Brad grinned, moving past him and behind the desk. “You got past those three women?” He pointed toward the large lobby desk that housed his secretaries, three women who made a habit of chewing and spitting out little children. “And waltzed in here?”
 
The kid shifted again, adjusting the collar of his blue shirt that perfectly matched his eyes. “Everyone seemed to be in a meeting when I came in. This office had your name on it, so—”
 
Brad waved his hand. “Whatever. Don’t come in here again unless I call for you. Rebecca, or one of the other girls, will get you set up in an office. In the meantime, sit down and shut up. You can listen in on my calls.”
 
There was a sharp rap on the door, and he glanced up to see Marilyn step in, a stack of folders in her hand. She moved forward, sending a quick look toward the kid.
 
Brad gestured with his hand. “Todd, this is Marilyn—she runs this wing, listen to whatever she tells you. Marilyn, Todd will sit in on my calls, please come and get him when Mrs. Washington arrives.”
 
The woman nodded quickly and stepped for the door, shooting the boy a smile that contained more vinegar than sugar.
 
Brad chuckled, glancing at his desk clock and writing down the time as he dialed a number on his phone.
first sight
Two weeks later.
 
He saw her speaking to Marilyn, a bit of hair falling over her forehead, catching on her glasses. He stood by the glass wall of his office, his eyes studying her, trying to place her face, her body. The name escaped him, but the hair, the glasses … She worked downstairs, handled travel arrangements. He watched the folder exchange hands, watched her smile and begin to turn. And reaching up, before she stepped outside, he rapped on the glass, gesturing for her when the noise caught her eye.
 
He finished his call, watching her walk to the door, picking up details as she moved closer. Small waist. Small bust. Huge eyes, shielded behind thick glasses. A confidence to her step despite the tremor in her hands. She was nervous.
 
He ended the call, his mind working, filing the clues and realizing the possibility of error in identification as he spoke. “I need a car.”
 
She was confused, and the longer she stood there, the more certain he was that she was not the travel girl. She was someone new, someone different. Someone who had somehow escaped his notice. Someone, given her employer, he should avoid.
 
He watched her walk out, noting the curve of her ass, his cock responding without thought, his hand reaching for the phone, dialing the number before he had good mind to rein it in.
 
And when he found out who she was, his smile widened with the discovery of the forbidden.
 

 
Brad stopped by Rebecca’s office, stepping inside and shutting the door.
 
She looked up from her computer with raised brows, plucked to perfection. “Wow. That didn’t take long.” She glanced at her watch. “Four and a half hours. Hell, I’m surprised you made it that long.”
 
He stuck his hands in his pockets, glaring at her in a way that would cause most to tremble. “What are you talking about?”
 
She met his glare head on, her beauty not affected by her two hundred and fifty pound figure. “Cut the bullshit. I know you’re here about her.”
 
“Who?”
 
“Julia she’s-an-intern-so-forget-about-her Campbell,” she said the name with a smug smile, entirely too happy with herself.
 
“Who?”
 
She snorted. “Oh please. Give me one other reason you are in my office with the door closed.” She waited expectantly, her brows raised. “Well? Spit it out.”
 
He furrowed his brow, searching for a case name, a menial errand, anything to shut her up, but came up blank. He pulled out a chair and sat down. “Fine. You know me. Now give me the goods.”
 
She pulled open her file cabinet, her fingers deftly dancing over the tabs until she stopped, yanking out a file and holding it to her ample breasts. “What’cha got to offer?”
 
“Your job,” he said pointedly.
 
She scrunched her mouth to the side and looked at the ceiling. “Nope. You couldn’t sharpen a pencil without me here. Something else.”
 
“Is there anything in there I even want?” he drawled out, leaning forward and looking into her eyes.
 
She leaned forward as well, her mouth curving into a playful smile. “Ohhhh yeah, De Luca. But you already know that or else you wouldn’t be darkening my doorstep.”
 
“Fine. A day of PTO.”
 
“Three days,” she countered.
 
“Two,” he said with a wry smile. “Though I don’t know who will sharpen my pencils during that time. Now speak.”
 
She flipped open the file, a glossy 4x6 staring out from the pages. He inhaled without thought, the brunette beauty devastating with her glasses off and hair down.
 
“Yep,” Rebecca said smugly. “No wonder Broward snatched her up. Word in the halls is that they almost didn’t accept her, given her looks, but Broward said he would handle it—keep your paws at bay and her safe and sound.”
 
He frowned, flipping over her photo and picking up the application. Fucking with Broward’s intern wasn’t the best idea for office politics, not when combined with his rocky past. The right thing, the smart thing, would be to forget he saw her and move on. “Impressive GPA,” he remarked, noting her Dean’s List standing and numerous accolades. “She a bookworm?”
 
“More like brilliant,” Rebecca said. “Going off her Facebook page, she’s got an active social life. So she either lives off no sleep, or doesn’t have to work hard for that 4.0.”
 
“A boyfriend?” He looked up from the file to meet her eyes.
 
“Does it matter?” she said, with the voice of a disapproving parent.
 
“I’m not in here asking about her because I need a new file clerk. Answer the question.”
 
“It isn’t in her application,” she pointed out.
 
“Neither are her Facebook status updates.” He gave her a hard look.
 
“Fine. She just ended an engagement,” she said flatly. “So she’s vulnerable. Not looking for someone to waltz in and fuck with her head.”
 
He shot her a wounded look. “You give me no credit.”
 
“Wrong, Mr. De Luca. When it comes to fucking, I give you all the credit.” With that, she snatched the folder away, shutting it and pushing it to the side. “We’re good, right? You’re going to behave? Keep to this wing and let her keep to hers?”
 
He regarded her carefully, his eyes unfocused, and pondered the question.
 
 



the chase
Thursday: two days later.
 
He couldn’t get away from this girl. She was a vice that followed him around, from her Tuesday appearance in the East Wing to the Wednesday early morning call. A call from his cousin, digging for information on Julia for a man named Bob. A call that had stuck with him, the forbidden fruit becoming more enticing the more he discovered.  
 
Broward’s intern, who apparently hid a sexual fire beneath that sweet cardigan. Another man hot on her trail. Calling around, asking questions. Competition.
 
He had gone straight to the office after the call, finding her in the west kitchen, butter on her lips, the scent of fear coming off her skin. But she’d had bite, shrugging off his advances, pushing away despite the attraction that flickered in her eyes.
 
It was there. Heat between them. And when he had pulled up to her in the garage? Ordered her to get in the car and go to lunch? She had obeyed, as she should have. He was a senior partner, she an intern. She should have wiped drool off her mouth and scampered in, ready to assist him in any way that he deemed necessary.
 
But she didn’t behave. She was unimpressed, sarcastic. Not swooned by Centaur’s grandiose entrance or the restaurant’s exorbitant prices, she had looked him in the eye when she spoke and called him out on his bullshit. She had been, simply put, fascinating. He wanted more, wanting to know what made her tick, what her story was, if she was a local college slut or the innocent that her flushed cheeks portrayed. And what he really wanted, what he thought about every time she put a piece of meat into her mouth, or sipped the glass of white wine, was putting his hands and cock on every part of her body. Making her quiver, making her grip his skin and scream his name.
 
And now, the third day of her spell, he was stepping into Kent Broward’s wing, glancing at his watch. He had ten minutes, max, before the staff started to arrive. Ten minutes to talk her into a second date.
 
She wasn’t alone in her office, and he stared at the pair, Julia nervous, her gaze flitting from him to the man, then back again. The man also quaked, his hand shaking as it smoothed down the hair on his soon-to-be balding head. This must be the man whom his cousin had called him about. The accountant who was head over heels obsessed with the intern who would soon be Brad’s.
 
What did she see in this weakling? His pressed suit, fresh haircut, and girly scent practically screamed whipped. Maybe she liked that, maybe she wanted to run over her partner, have him scurry around whenever she barked. He met her eyes, seeing the flash in her depths. She had fire. He liked fire.
 
He spoke, allowing his words to come out as a grumble, the threat in them causing the scrawny man to widen his eyes. “I need to speak to Julia if you are both done here.”
 
There was an awkward goodbye, and then the man was gone, and Brad and Julia were alone in the office. She crossed her arms and stared at him with a look that was meant to be intimidating. “What, pray tell, did you need to speak to me about that just couldn’t wait?”
 
He ignored her question, tilting his head in the direction of the exit, guessing at the answer to his question before he finished speaking. “Who is he?”
 
“Bob. He is a—”
 
“I know who he is. I meant who is he to you?”
 
Her eyes narrowed. “He is nothing to me.”
 
“Are you dating?”
 
“Is that any of your business?”
 
“It is if he’s visiting you at work.”
 
She threw up her hands, turning to her desk. “Oh, please! Don’t even pull that card.”
 
He repeated the question, intent on finding the answer. “Are you dating?”
 
“No.”
 
Her conviction and attitude satisfied him, and he leaned against the doorway, letting his eyes roam, traveling from perfect feet upward, past long legs, a navy dress that hugged the firm outline of her body, before settling on devourable lips, perfect features, flushed cheeks, and eyes that challenged him to make an inappropriate comment. He had the sudden desire to push her back on her desk and claim her body right now. His mouth moved without provocation, words coming out before he could harness them. “Come to Vegas with me this weekend.”
 
“What?” She looked at him like he had three heads. He wanted to ask himself the same question. This was a horrible idea, one that would certainly bite him in the ass.
 
He rephrased the question, cursing his psyche with every word flowing smoothly off of his traitorous lips. “I’m going to Vegas this weekend. Why don’t you come?” He tried for a welcoming tone, but the words came off more as an order.
 
“Are you serious?”
 
“Dead serious.” And suddenly he was, the desire to rip off that dress and have her naked in his hands too tempting to resist.
 
She smiled demurely. “I appreciate the offer, but I’ll have to pass.”
 
He smiled. “Think it over. I’ll have you back safe and sound by Monday.”
 
Those damn arms crossed again, the motion pressing her breasts together and offering them up to him. “I appreciate the offer, but no.”
 
He raised his eyebrows and looked at her, noting the steel in her gaze, the challenge only making her more appealing. “No boyfriend?”
 
“No.”
 
“Think it over.” He flashed a smile at her, the smile that normally weakened women’s resolve and had them ready and willing to do whatever he proposed. He turned on one heel, his brain begging for one final look at her, and left, heading back to his domain.
 
She would come. Now that his brash mouth had issued the invitation, there was no alternative but to make sure she came. Brad De Luca didn’t get rejected. Especially not by a twenty-something intern who had probably never been properly fucked in her life.
 
It was a horrible idea, flying an intern to Vegas. Kent Broward’s intern especially. If this came to light, when this came to light, there would be hell to pay. But that woman back there, her feisty attitude and tight body … one night with her could very well be worth the downfall.
 
The aftermath, when she would turn needy and want more than sex … the constant calls, persistent emails, those would not be worth it. That would be a headache that his schedule wouldn’t have time for. He swallowed, pushing open the double doors to the East Wing, regretting the invitation with every step he took away from her.
 



the city of sin
52 hours later: Vegas
 
2:45 AM. Too damn late. He collected a stack of chips and let them fall through his hand, watching them bounce and drop on the green felt.
 
“Your luck has turned,” the heavyset man before him said, gathering the cards. “You should stop for the night.”
 
Brad looked up, shaking his head and sliding a single black chip forward. “Another hand.”
 
He reached for the glass, downing the remaining bit of bitter liquor. It was out of his norm—continuing to play when his luck had turned. But he needed to be down here and out of the suite. In the suite was she … and he didn’t know how to handle her.
 
A waitress materialized at his side, setting another cold glass before him. He nodded, passing her a tip, and tapped on the table, asking for another card. He stared at his hand, trying for the hundredth time to rid his mind of her image.
 
They had checked in late, heading up to the room first, the bellman putting away their bags. He had expected them to go out, for dinner or drinks, when she had come to pieces, standing in the middle of the suite, her eyes welling with tears, her mouth basically accusing him of bringing her here for sex. It was like she expected him to bend her over the sofa as soon as the door closed behind the bellman.
 
He swallowed another mouthful of whisky. Her concerns were well-founded. He had assumed they would fuck, but he was in no rush. It wasn’t something that needed to happen on this trip. This trip had been intended more for … hell … he didn’t know why he had brought her here. The whole damn thing didn’t make any sense. All he knew was that look in her eyes—that fragile, terrified expression—told him he needed to be careful. Keep his distance, keep her clothed, untouched. She was not one of the women who lay on his desk and begged for a fucking. She was, apparently, fairly inexperienced. And she would take the sex as more than it was.
 
Stay away. Keep his distance. An easy decision to make when he sat thirty-two floors below her, alcohol and hours of distraction between them. It might be a different story when he was in her presence again.
 
He pushed the remaining chips towards the line. “All in. Last hand.”
 
“Good luck,” the dealer said with a somber look.
 
“Thanks. I need it.”
 

 
His new resolution lasted long enough for him to stumble upstairs, his pockets heavy with winnings, and collapse on the bed in the extra bedroom. He woke five hours later with a headache and sheet imprints on his face. He rolled over, rubbing his face, and sat up, wincing at bright light that poured through the windows.
 
Jacking off helped, his hand stroking his cock under the hot spray of the shower. He directed his thoughts to Bethany, his latest fuck, thinking about her soft breasts against his body, the slap of them when she rode him to completion. He avoided any thought of the brunette one room over, gritting his teeth as he came, the evidence of his satisfaction washed down the stone walls with the spray of water.
 
He was proud of himself, of his control, his resolution fully in tact. He walked in the bedroom, wearing boxer briefs, and headed to his suitcase. He stopped, just inside the door, his eyes on her, his feet moving and carrying him to the side of the bed, his hand gently lifting the covers slightly until her face was revealed.
 
Dark hair cradled a sweet face, impossibly perfect in its features, relaxed and angelic in sleep. No hint of her feisty personality shown. In sleep she looked innocent and untouched. He glanced at the clock, his desire to join her in the bed tempting.
 
He shouldn’t. He should dress and leave her, putting a door or two in between them until she was awake and dressed. But he had never done what he should, the appeal of danger much more interesting. He pulled the sheet back, settling his body over hers, one knee on either side of her body, and leaned forward, pressing his lips to the open skin of her neck. He promised himself that if she stiffened, if she resisted, he would roll off. Stand up. Walk out of this suite and away from this woman.
 
A moan. The woman moaned, and it was the most carnal sound he had every heard. Her body shifted beneath him, her pelvis lifting up slightly, and he lowered his body to meet it. He moved his lips to her ear, wanting to reassure her. “This isn’t about sex, I promise.”
 
She giggled, her hands startling him when they touched his thighs, sliding up until they reached the cotton of his underwear and she squeezed, his muscles jumping under her touch. He lifted slightly off of her, taking her touch as permission, and ran a gentle hand down her body, trailing the lines of her bra, her skin soft and smooth beneath his fingers, her breath catching as he slid his hand lower, down the slope of her stomach, before marginally sneaking under the lace hem of her panties.
 
He should stop. He should slide off of her and curl his body around hers. Turn this situation into a sweet, innocent one. But he couldn’t. For the same reason that he was lying on top of her right now. He. Couldn’t. Stay. Away.
 
“If this isn’t about sex, what are you doing?” she asked softly, making a sound somewhere between a whimper and a moan.
 
He moved, shifting his body, feeling the heat of hers as their skin brushed. “It’s about proving you wrong … and pleasing you.” Three nights earlier, at the office, over pizza and sodas, she had confessed to never having experienced an orgasm. That she couldn’t. A ridiculous statement, and one that he intended to disprove.
 
His fingers continued their sweep, traveling over the tiny material of her panties, running up and down her mound.  She moaned and responded immediately, pulling her smooth legs free and wrapping them around his waist. She arched back, pressing her breasts into him, and he took advantage of the movement, moving his free hand underneath, firmly grabbing her delicious ass, squeezing it hard, and loving the feel of it in his hands. He had been wanting, dreaming, of this ass, of having it in his hands, bent over before him. She gasped, pushing against him, and he released her, sliding his hand up and gripping her long hair, pulling it until her eyes were staring into his.
 
They caught the morning light, brown embers burning playfully, her mouth curved into a smile, her eyes dancing over his, a challenge in them. She was so different, so full of fire and fun, a combination of the two, and he couldn’t wait to see what happened when those eyes turned carnal.
 
She thrust up, catching him off guard, and kissed him, her lips confident, pushing past any resistance with one playful swipe of her tongue. He groaned, letting go of all control he’d struggled to maintain, dominating with his mouth until she was flat on the bed beneath him, his arm moving from under her, his body settling atop hers, held up enough by his elbows so as not to crush her.
 
The kiss was a battle, an initial testing between two warriors, their kiss matching in dips and tastes, until he swept the pieces off the map and claimed her as his own.
 
He ground against her without thinking, the desire to have her overwhelming his body, his cock anxious for more, wanting the silky feel of her skin, awaiting a release, greedy for more. She froze against his mouth, and he lifted his head, their eyes locking, and he brushed against her one last time.
 
Her eyes changed when his arousal made contact, taking the journey from shock to vixen, and she pushed, trying to roll him over. He shook his head, and lowered his head and his hips, reclaiming her with his mouth, his body once against tight against hers.
 
She squirmed, her hands moving, sliding along the ridges of his stomach. Reaching down, feeling for him, her hands almost there when he captured them. Holding them still, he slid off of her, moving to lie beside her, one of his big hands pinning both of hers above her head.
 
His eyes took a greedy and unapologetic tour of her body, his free hand leading the way. He pulled down the top of her bra, allowing her breasts to be free and exposed, pink nipples erect in the morning air. He ran his hand down and over the top of her panties, letting out a measured breath when he felt the wet silk between her legs. His grin grew, and he teased the area through the panties, running his hand back and forth, applying slight pressure on the fabric, and watching the change in her eyes. Then he slipped a finger past the fabric and inside of her.
 
He had touched hundreds of women, the inside of a woman’s body as familiar as his own cock. But the feeling of her, the heat inside, wet and tight, gripping his finger with a sucking pull was unlike any else. He could feel his control ebbing, and it was everything he could do not to roll above her and pull out his cock. The feel of her on his finger … it would be heaven to be inside of her.
 
“Oh my God, Julia,” he breathed. “What am I going to do with you?” It wasn’t a hypothetical question. This was bad; this was worse than the other intern, worse than Kent Broward’s wife. This girl was a poison that could ruin him. She was innocent, inexperienced, yet burned with fire, curiosity, and challenge. His body was ready for the task, pushing against the starting gate, wanting to fuck her senseless and brand her forever as his own. His mind was backing away with hands up, fear and panic gripping his chest.
 
The vixen beneath him moved, catching him off guard, distracted by his inner turmoil. She ripped her hands free, her eyes flashing with a combination of lust, anger, and hunger. She tried to move, to climb on top of him, but he easily held her off, pressing down on her shoulders and straddling her with his body.
 
“I want to suck your dick,” she whispered, her voice thick with desire.
 
He shook his head at me. “This is about you. I want to please you.”
 
“Having your dick in my mouth is what will please me!” she shot back.
 
He tried to relax his breathing, tried to sound reasonable and in control. “You said you couldn’t come.”
 
Her eyes narrowed. “Seriously, let’s just drop it. I’ve accepted it. You need to do the same.”
 
“Do I look like a man who gives in easily?” As his mind screamed obscenities, he forced her back on the bed and moved, skimming down that delicious body until his face was at her stomach.
 
“Waaa ... stop!” Her voice came out shrill and panicked, causing him to pause and look up.
 
“What?”
 
“What are you doing?”
 
An excellent question. He should be packing his bags and getting the hell out of here. “What do you think I’m doing?”
 
“I … err … don’t do that.” She sounded nervous, almost anxious.
 
He ran a finger under the line of her panties, begging for a chance to feel her again, his mouth wanting the taste of her on his tongue. “Don’t do that, or haven’t done that?”
 
“Both.”
 
“Julia. Trust me.”
 
Her mouth worked, indecision in her eyes, and then she nodded.
 
Brad slowly rolled down her panties, his eyes feasting on her skin as it was unveiled. A thin line of hair, cut short, leading to the lips between her legs, her knees stubbornly together, resisting when he pulled them apart. And then she was before him, her eyes large, her body open. And she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.
 

 
She had come apart underneath his mouth, his muscles contracting, her voice breaking, legs trembling, sex throbbing underneath his tongue. It had happened quickly, her body tuned and ready, needy for stimulation that had never been given. He didn’t know what her ex-boyfriends had done with her, but they had never taken the time to care for her properly. It had taken every ounce of his willpower to stand when he was done, to step back, to go to the closet and dress. He ran his hand along the hard ridge of his cock, the ache in his balls surprising, given his morning shower. He stuffed it into pants and grinned, thinking of her moans, her peak, the way she had called his name when she came.
 
He walked back into the room, his eyes trailing over her body, relaxed on the sheets, a lazy smile across her face. And he wondered how he would survive two more days with her. Because fucking her wasn’t an option. Not with the roller coaster his mind was on. Not with the risks that waited for them back at the firm. She rolled slightly, her naked body curving, and he felt his cock harden again.  
 
Two days.
 
Might as well be an eternity.
 



the path to hell
Twelve hours later.
 
If the devil had a name, it would be Alexis. She was pure sex, pure temptation, and could get him off within fifteen minutes. And now, he was going straight to hell.
 
It was necessary. He couldn’t be around Julia any longer, not without lying her down and taking what he really wanted. He needed a release, a distraction. Something to remind him who he was and what he liked—both things Alexis knew very well.
 
He hadn’t planned on seeing Alexis this trip. But Julia had challenged him, wanting to see Vegas ‘De Luca-style.’ And if a strip club experience was what she wanted, then Saffire was the place to go.
 
Justification was a strong tool. He knew that, knew the path his cock was insistent on him taking. He could have brought her somewhere else—visited a girly martini bar and one of the hot clubs. But instead they were heading down the Strip, toward Saffire, his muscles tightening in anticipation. He texted Alexis, alerting her to their arrival. She would know what to do, how to distract Julia while she handled his needs. And then they could leave, his body drained, his mind free, and he could return to playing the gentleman he wasn’t.
 
The car slowed, rumbling over the gravel, until it came to a stop before Saffire’s red doors.
 
Hell. He had arrived. His cock awoke, thickening in his pants, and he turned to smile at Julia.
 

 
He fucked Alexis without mercy, getting his fill, but making sure she was satisfied before pulling out. She dropped to her knees, taking him into her mouth and swallowing every bit of him, her eyes on his. Watching. Analyzing. The orgasm should have released his tension, lulled him into a calm and controlled state, but it didn’t work. He was still frustrated, on edge, her body not fulfilling him in the way that it normally did, his mind still wound tightly.
 
And Alexis picked up on it. “You’ve never fucked me like that before.”
 
“Sure I have.” He zipped up his pants, avoiding her critical eyes.
 
“No, not that ... hungry. Is it from being around her?”
 
He teased one of her nipples. “You sound a little jealous.”
 
She slapped his hand away. “I don’t care about you enough to be jealous. I just don’t know why you’re wasting your time with that lily-white baby when we both know what you need. And it ain’t her.”
 
Brad watched her, the line of her muscles, the length of her hair. She was exactly like most of the women he fucked. And nothing like Julia.  
 
Alexis was right. What he needed was a woman who knew her sexuality. Who was open and forthcoming about what she wanted and from whom she would get it. He needed a woman who thought nothing of sucking his cock outside a restaurant, one who was confident enough to share him with another woman. That was what he—or rather, his body—needed.
 
His mind wanted something else entirely. Someone he could take to functions, wine and dine, engage in meaningful conversation with. Someone who would accept him despite his last name and the skeletons in his closet.
 
The problem was that they were colliding ideals, qualities that would never be in the same woman. And neither matched Julia. Not the sexual willingness, or the life partner. She was too pure for him, too young. She would take one look at the real Brad and take off for parts unknown.
 
Alexis tilted her head back and blew a ring into the dark room. “Does she know where you are right now?”
 
“No. I assume you told Montana to keep her busy.”  That was probably going to be a problem. He would have to tell her—deception not part of this game. How she reacted would be telling. But even if she ran—even if she went crazy and cursed him to eternity—it would be better than if he had weakened and slept with her.
 
If he had fucked her, laid her down and ran his cock over her body? Pressed against her sweet pussy and pushed deeper with his cock? Felt that hot bundle of muscles squeeze and tighten, slow thrusting inside of her until they both came? It would have been disastrous. For both of their jobs, for her innocence, and for his sanity. Better that he released his sexual tension with Alexis.
 
Abstinence was not a strength of his.
 
He stood, straightening his suit, and running a hand through his hair. Julia was probably waiting, nervously gripping a martini glass and looking for his face. She was no doubt anxious, her mind tracking down where he could be and drawing conclusions.
 
He stepped out of the office and was hit with a wave of cheers from down below—a large crowd swelling and building, like an anthill out of control, climbing on chairs and tables to get a better look. He followed the curve of the crowd wondering what, or who, had their attention.
 
He should have known better.
 



dangerous ground
He avoided the crowds and moved higher, stepping into a VIP alcove three stories above the dance floor to privately watch the action below—namely, Julia and Montana, and the crowd surrounding them. The bouncers were keeping the crowd under control, the girls safe, but the surge of men made him nervous. Nervous and completely fucking turned on. Their cries, cheers, raw eagerness to get to the woman that he, in some ridiculous way, thought of as his had his cock hard again almost instantly.
 
He unplugged the security cam to the space and stood at the edge, experiencing one heat-filled moment when Julia raised her head and their eyes connected. She smiled, a seductive gleam in her eyes that terrified him.
 
He had no idea who she was. This was a woman who had taken sweet, innocent Julia and dunked her into a sea of sex, allowing the liquid heat to swim through her blood, blaze through her eyes, and float from her skin like a strong perfume.
 
The woman on stage had no inhibitions, a smile illuminating her face, lust in her eyes as she leaned forward and pulled Montana’s head to hers, her hands stealing into her hair, their kiss lengthening as the two women drew closer.
 
He sat, his hand moving down to adjust himself, the pulsing of his thick cock incessant, as if the fuck downstairs hadn’t satisfied it. Being around her was pure intoxication, even with a hundred feet of separation between them. His eyes glued to the pair, he watched the minx who was Julia.
 
She pushed gently on Montana’s chest, laying the girl back, her head lowering and trailing along her neck and down to the dip between her cleavage, her hands squeezing and pressing the breasts around her own face. The crowd roared, and Julia sat up, her dress fully falling down, her own bare breasts now on display for the crowd. A vibrating energy swept through the club in a physical wave.
 
It was too much, the crowd reaching a fever status, and he stood, reaching for his cell. Janine answered before it even completed a full ring. “Can I stop it?”
 
“Please,” he growled. “Get them out of there.”
 
He met them downstairs, in the girls’ dressing room, naked bodies everywhere, Julia and Montana all over one another. Montana’s hand trailed up Julia’s leg, tugging her dress higher. He glowered at Montana, causing the girl to giggle.
 
“How much did they have to drink?” he asked Janine, his eyes locking with Julia. She bit her bottom lip, grinning at him, a grin that instantly turned every sensor in his body to full fledged arousal. He held her stare, willing his mind to come under control, barely listening when Janine responded.
 
“Five shots each—tequila.”
 
“Get me some water,” he ground out. “And have Leonard pull up the car.”
 

 
He watched her sleep, her beautiful head nodding to the side as soon as the car started its forward movement. He was grateful for her sleep, grateful that those fiery eyes were closed, and he no longer had to worry about their effect on him. Her passion electrified him, frying intelligent thought patterns and making him bend to her will. And, try as he might, he couldn’t get the image of her, on stage with Montana, out of his mind.
 
That was not the girl he knew—thought he knew. He didn’t really know anything about her at all. She was a complete mystery, a bundle of surprises tied together with one hell of a sexy bow. Seeing her tonight, the sexuality oozing from her, her playful eroticism on display, turning on every warm-blooded man in the club … it was wreaking havoc on his already limited self-control. She had shown, in those moments, her potential. And that thought drove him absolutely crazy.
 

 
He carried her inside, pushing the door shut with his foot, and walked into the bedroom, setting her gently on the bed. Opening her suitcase, he pawed through sequins and glitter until he found a pair of worn pajama pants and a shirt. He smiled at her choice of packing, conservative over sexual. Walking back into the room, he slid the pants over her limp legs, moving briskly, trying to keep his mind in line and out of the gutter. She sat up slightly when he pulled her dress over her head, cooperating when he worked her arms into the shirt and over her head.
 
He said her name three times before she opened her eyes, blinking groggily at him with a slight frown on her face.
 
“What?” she asked, annoyed.
 
“I’d like you to drink some water. Do you need to go to the bathroom?”
 
She swallowed, her eyes on his, blinking again as she started to wake up. Then she nodded. “Yes.”
 
He waited in the room, pouring her a glass of water and getting two aspirin. He set them on the dresser, unbuttoning his shirt and untucking it from his pants.
 
She stumbled in, eyeing him as she grabbed the water, gulping it down. He moved to help her, pulling back the covers and guiding her into bed. She rolled onto her back, looking up at him through heavy eyes.
 
“God, you are hot,” she mumbled, a half smile on her lips. He grinned, pulling up the covers and reaching for the light switch. The lamp extinguished, she was in partial darkness, her beauty no less devastating in the soft, shadowy light. She freed a hand from the covers, reaching out and gripping his belt, sliding her fingers under the hem of his pants and tugging him toward her. He sat on the edge of the bed, leaning forward and brushing her hair away from her face, his eyes surveying the beautiful lines of her face.
 
She watched him, their eyes connecting. “You are going to be so bad for me,” she whispered, her words slurring slightly. She lifted her hand, trailing it over the muscles in his chest, running it down the ridges of his stomach. “So bad,” she whispered. Her eyes closed with a heavy sigh. “Tomorrow,” she murmured. “Tomorrow, I’ll stay away.”
 
He leaned over, pressing his lips softly to her forehead, listening to her breath as it evened, her hand limp as it fell to the bed. Then he straightened, watching her sleep, his eyes dark.
 



the parting
One evening later.
 
Hot night around them, he stood at her front door—weeds and dirt underfoot, the structure before him barely habitable. She unlocked the house, taking her bags from his hand and tossing them inside. She leaned against the door, blocking him from any thought of entry.
 
“I had fun,” she said.
 
Fun. Like he had taken her to Dairy Queen and a movie. He stared at her, wanting to come in, wanting more of what he had experienced with her in that shower—wanting her heat around his cock.
 
He stepped forward, her perfect face tilting up, looking into his eyes. He studied her, thinking about the weekend. Even though he had broken every rule he had set, had touched her in ways he shouldn’t, he didn’t regret the trip. Didn’t regret accepting her advance, spending that half hour inside of her—a half hour of fucking that could destroy everything. He didn’t regret the opportunity to know her, even if it was for only those brief moments in time.
 
I don’t want a damn boyfriend. I want your cock.
 
Had she meant it? The next few days would be the real test. Would show how much crazy lived behind those intelligent brown eyes. He leaned down, pressed his lips gently again hers. “Goodnight.”
 
“Night.” She gave him a small wave and a tired smile and shut the door.
 
He watched the white door swing, heard the loose rattle as it fully shut, and wondered how long she’d wait before calling.
 
The porch light went out, draping him in darkness.
 

 
Brad sat at his desk, listening to the men in front of him with half an ear. This meeting was important, a strategy session for a big case, but he couldn’t focus.
 
It was Wednesday, three days since he had dropped Julia off at her home in crack town. And no call, no email, no surprise drop-by in the East Wing.
 
It was a relief, having a detached conquest. He should be back-flipping happy. But it was too early for that. Three days was a good sign, but not long enough to put him in the clear. Give it a week, and then he would relax.
 

 
Eight days. Brad ground a cube of ice between his teeth, rattling the cold glass before sliding it across the counter. Eight days and no contact from Julia. It had gone from being refreshing to being annoying. Women always called. They called after he spent fifteen minutes fucking them on his desk, much less after two days drowning in limos and caviar under the Vegas skyline.
 
He had spelled it out in Vegas. Explained to her how he regarded sex. As entertainment, joint pleasure. How stock shouldn’t be put in the act, how relationships shouldn’t form just because of a sexual connection. He had told her that he couldn’t be a boyfriend, couldn’t be what she wanted or needed in a man.
 
But she should still be texting, emailing, calling, begging for more of him, especially when he had delivered more than any partner before, with both his mouth and his cock.
 
Instead, silence. She was doing godknowswhat with godsknowswhom and not giving him a second thought. It was maddening, made even worse by his realization that he had noticed the slight. He stood, tossing a twenty on the bar and headed home.
 



competition
Ten days later.
 
Brad stood at the conference room table, bent over, signing documents as they were presented, a flurry of pages before him.
Flip.
Sign.
Flip.
Sign.
The woman on his left notarized, the woman to her left witnessed, and the stack moved, page after page, motion after motion. He heard, through the open door, a conversation occurring in the lobby and paused, halfway through a signature.
 
“Naw, they finished up. Word is Broward is closing the West Wing down early, letting everyone off at five.”
 
“About damn time. Let’s go out tonight, the group of us. I’ll invite Julia.”
 
“You get a piece of that yet?”
 
“No, not yet. I’ll run over there now and make sure she comes.”
 
He tilted his head, listening as the pair moved on, the sounds of the office reentering his subconscious, his attention returning to the monotonous task before him, his mind turning, moving without his control in a direction he knew was dangerous.
 
He straightened, setting down the pen and walking to his office, shutting the door before picking up his phone. Back in the conference room, the women exchanged confused looks.
 
She answered quickly, a lilt in her tone, no sign of mourning or anguish in her greeting. “Julia Campbell.”
 
“What are you doing?” He aimed for a manner that was casual, just-calling-to-chat, but the words came out rough, uncivilized. He took a deep breath, loosening his tie, and willing the anger in his body to cool.
 
“Just sitting here.”
 
“With who?” He bit out the words, wanting her in front of him. Wanting to push her back on his desk and see the vigor in her eyes.
 
Her voice sharpened. “I assume you know or you wouldn’t be calling.”
 
Vain woman. As if he would care about her daily comings and goings. “Meaning?” he growled.
 
“I’m talking to Todd,” she said sweetly, as if that was fucking normal, everyday business. For a brief moment, he wondered if it was.
 
“Let me talk to him.”
 
“Why?” She was irritated, the emotion seeping into my voice.
 
“Because I need to, and he left his cell phone here.”
 
“Just tell me the message, and I’ll pass it on.”
 
This woman would be the death of him. He growled into the phone, wanting to punish her in the only way he could think. On her hands and knees, with her sweet mouth begging him for more. Jesus. He was getting hard. His words came out clipped and measured. “Stop being difficult.”
 
“I just feel like we’ve been here before—the only thing missing is your intimidating self darkening my doorstep.”
 
That could be fixed. He could go four thousand square feet west and see her, tell her exactly where she could put that sassy mouth. “Just tell him to get his ass back here.” He ended the call, slamming the phone down and striding to the door. He flung it open, catching the attention of the women seated before him, their dignified suits rising to see what it was he needed.
 
“When Todd gets back, send him in here. Immediately.” He shut the door and paced to his desk, cursing every bone in that delectable woman’s body.
 



the fight
Four hours later.
 
Brad ran—through the streets of downtown, weaving and ducking through three-piece suits and haggard crowds. Through neighborhoods his family controlled, streets he had been raised on, through alleys and strip malls, his legs pounding up hills, then coasting down. He breathed easily, his mind clear, peace in his eyes. He finally felt back. In control. Todd was staying away from Julia, he would stay away from Julia, and everything would return to normal. His life back in balance, work and pussy regaining their appropriate places on his score sheet. He slowed as he turned down his street, pavement turning to cobblestone, towering trees casting his body in shade, large homes set back from the street watching him as he passed. He stopped running, walking the lane of his driveway, stepping up and onto the large back porch, waving to the Mercedes as it pulled in, its confident path leading it into the garage, the doors sliding shut behind it.
 
He was sitting there, thirty minutes later, a tennis ball in hand, his cell phone positioned in the crook of his neck, when he heard a sound, and looked over his shoulder to see five feet eight inches of furious beauty. 
 

 
Possessiveness didn’t seem to go over well with Julia. Didn’t make her heart fawn, pale cheeks blush, create oh-lucky-me stars in her eyes. She was pissed and spelled out her emotions clearly, despite the sway in her step and the haze over her eyes.
 
“You made it very clear that you didn’t want a relationship. Yet you ran off Bob. Yet you told Todd to stay away from me. You are not my father, you are not my boyfriend, you are not my boss. You don’t have the right to fuck with my life!”
 
So Todd had told her. Not that he was surprised. Based on the look she was giving him, she seemed capable of strangling the information out of a man. He stepped closer, close enough to smell her, his eyes roaming appreciatively over her skin, cataloguing every line, curve, quiver of her breath. It had been over two weeks. He had almost forgotten how incredible she was. “Do you like Todd this much? Is that what this is about?” His eyes watched her closely, very interested in her response. She couldn’t like him—not that boy who skipped between offices, his innocence practically painted on like a billboard sign. Todd wasn’t good enough, strong enough, or man enough for her.
 
“That’s not the point. The point is if I did really like Todd, or Bob, or someone else, I don’t need you walking around, scaring the hell outta people. That’s not your place. It’s like you don’t want me, and you don’t want anyone else to have me. That’s bullshit, especially because you’re the fucking town slut!”
 
“Who says I don’t want you?” He stepped forward, the air quivering between them, her eyes dropping, letting him fully examine her without risk of being caught. The flutter in her neck, the swell of her lips, the flush of delicate skin. He suddenly needed to see her eyes, needed a drink of the woman he had been without. His hand forced her chin up, and their eyes met.  There was a shake in hers, vulnerability, almond pools of what looked like fear. Then she blinked, and they came to life, a tiger curving through their depths and snarling at him.
 
She pushed at his hand. “Okay, I misspoke. It’s like you don’t want to date me exclusively. God, I forgot I was talking to an attorney and had to clarify everything.”
 
“Let’s go to dinner.” He cursed the words as soon as they left his mouth. He had been free of her, and now he was digging his own grave … again. Wrestling his body into rich dirt where he would be eaten alive by scavengers.
 
“I already ate.” Her stomach growled, and her eyes dared him to mention it.
 
“Then tomorrow night.”
 
“I already have plans.”
 
Her quick response gave him pause. Maybe it wasn’t just Todd he had to worry about. He tightened his hands, balling them into fists. Fine. He had asked; she had answered. He stepped away, giving his lungs time to recharge, to recover from the erotic impact that was Julia Campbell’s scent. He heard her on the phone, and looked up when she finished.
 
“My friend’s picking me up.”
 
He answered without thinking, his words careless, given her volatile state. “A guy or a girl friend?”
 
She threw her phone at him, a pathetic throw, and one he avoided easily. He laughed, her temper entertaining, and watched her eyes glitter; her body tightened with fury as she picked up the phone, then marched over to the driveway and headed back to the front of the house.
 
He controlled his laughter, jogging up to her, her heels skittering on the cobblestone drive, his arms catching her twice when she stumbled. She forged on, ungrateful for the saves, her focus on the front porch, which she flung her butt down on without a second glance at him.
 
He moved in front of her seated form, her arms tight around her legs, her face stubbornly avoiding his.
 
“Look, I’m sorry I said anything to Todd. That wasn’t my place.” The words caught in his throat, then wormed their way through his vocal cords and out of his mouth. He didn’t know why he was apologizing to this woman. He should be back inside, in the cool air of his home, banging the shit out of the blonde in his bed. He wasn’t sorry for speaking to Todd. She had no business going out with him. No business wasting her time on a child. And, if he could have it his way, she wouldn’t waste her time with anyone but him.
 
“And to Bob.”
 
“And to Bob. Though I didn’t really say anything to Bob.” No, that weakling had run out of her life with one stern glance from Brad. 
 
She grumbled through her purse. “No, you just sucked all the air out of my office and stared him down like he was a rogue agent.”
 
Brad sighed and sat down on the step. He wanted to take her in his arms and hold her. For no other reason than he felt like an ass and she was there. Despite his personal attraction to her, he shouldn’t have spoken to Todd—should have let their possible relationship play out, and stayed on task, continued working. Then he wouldn’t have opened this box, wouldn’t have her at his house, a foot away, her presence invading and wiping his brain clear of rational thoughts. Reminding him of what he didn’t have, and couldn’t control.
 
She spoke again, her words taking a new direction. “And you told Todd that fraternizing with coworkers was bad business? What about fucking clients? Did you include that in your business advice? And you can’t even talk about fraternizing with coworkers! Seriously, did you choke on your own bullshit?”
 
His jaw tightened, anger flooding through him. “Okay, Julia, you’ve made your point—I’m an asshole. I was out of line. I have apologized. I’m not going to sit here and have you chastise me like I’m a child. I’m not used to not getting what I want.  I’m not used to being told I can’t have something. I’m sorry if it pissed me off to see someone else getting you so easily.” He stood up. Fuck this. Fuck this girl who made bullshit come from his mouth. Fuck her small body following him, grabbing his arm, her proximity making him hard.
 
“I’m not a fucking object! I’m not something that you can choose to have, or choose to toss away. Does it even matter to you what I want?”
 
He looked down at her hand, which gripped his bicep, wanting to remove it, to break the hold that she had on him. Then he looked at her eyes, the mere connection with them causing his breath to catch, weakness to clutch his heart and squeeze it tight.
 
“What is it you want?” he asked, emotions he didn’t know he had coming through his voice. “What do you want from me? You want me to spend a weekend with you, have you naked against me, your smile, your laugh, and then just cut you off?  Kiss you goodbye and then let anyone else have you? You want me to sit in my office and watch Todd ask you out? I’m not engineered that way. Maybe I am a territorial slut, as you put it. That might seem fucked up, but it’s who I am. I take what I want, and I own what I have. I’m just trying to figure out what you want.”
 
He despised the words leaving his mouth, hating the way they made him feel. Exposed. Open. By a girl who didn’t weigh more than his cock. A girl who stared at him with intensity, who pushed buttons he didn’t know he had, and had wormed her way inside a part of him that should be closed.
 
“I don’t want a fuck buddy, much less to be owned by one.” She released his arm and stepped back, heading to a jeep that idled by the curb.
 
He said nothing, letting her go, hoping against his heart that he would never see her again.
 
He strode inside, letting the door bang shut, taking the stairs two at a time. Pulling his shirt over his head as he walked through the bedroom, into the bath, he yanked open the shower door, glowering at the wet blonde who stood inside. “On the bed. Now,” he ordered, jerking the band of his shorts and dropping them on the floor. “I need to fuck right now more than I need to breathe.”
 



the problem
He fought the thought of her. Fought it the next morning as he told Todd Appleton to fuck the hell out of her if he wanted. Fought it as he pulled in each day and avoided looking at her car.
 
It was for the best that it hadn’t gone anywhere. He needed to think of it as an interesting experiment, one he was lucky to get through unscathed. But she had gotten under his skin. Worked her sassy way under and settled in, pulling on his heart strings like a master puppeteer, whenever her easy grin and confident eyes felt like it. He needed a distraction, and selected one with strawberry blonde hair and blue eyes, bubbly and perky enough to pull his head away from Julia and put it back where it belonged. On work, on bachelorhood. On his life as he knew it, without the disruption or headache of a relationship. Because a relationship wasn’t what he, his heart, or his peace of mind, needed. Fuck what he wanted.
 
But the blonde didn’t work, his thoughts comparing every curve, every moan to Julia, and coming up short, the sex ended abruptly, his cock making the decision with which his mind still struggled. This was a serious problem, one he didn’t seem to be able to fuck his way out of. Whether Julia needed it or not, he needed closure. He needed to know what the hell was going through her mind and what she wanted from him.
 
This hell needed to end. And her body, the curve of her mouth, the flash in her eyes—that seemed to be the only thing capable of bringing his life back under control.
 
 



 

 
This novella highlighted bits and pieces of Brad and Julia’s initial story, told entirely from Brad’s point of view. To see Julia’s side of the story, and where the events in this book led, please read Blindfolded Innocence.
 
Coming Soon:
Masked Innocence: the next chapter in Brad & Julia’s story
Available everywhere February 25, 2014.
Available for preorder now.
 
The End of the Innocence, the final book in the Innocence series
Available everywhere March 25, 2014.
 
For a look at Masked Innocence, and other works by Alessandra Torre, please advance forward in this ebook.
 




 
The Dumont Diaries is available as both a full-length novel, or as a four part miniseries. If you would like a taste of the story, Part 1 is currently free here.
 
Lust is a dangerous thing. It can make you believe things that are not real. It can seduce your mind and lead it blindfolded to the cliff that will be its demise. 
 
Poor planning is what got me here. A run-down strip club ten miles outside of town, with a net worth barely over three figures. Swinging around a dented pole while truck drivers toss me greasy dollar bills.
 
When salvation comes in the form of drop-dead-gorgeous, complete with a limo and a thick wad of cash, my stilettos run happily out the door to freedom. Freedom with one stipulation: marriage.
 
So I take his offer: A life of luxury as the high-profile trophy wife of Nathan Dumont, sex and photo ops my only obligation. But sex with Nathan... is complicated. Hot, steamy, and complicated. And those days spent alone in his house? I am finding secrets. Secrets and ulterior motives that reveal my husband is holding things back. That his intentions are far from pure. 
 
At this point, I don't know what is more in danger. My heart, my sanity, or my life.
 
Disclaimer: The Dumont Diaries contains a strong alpha male, super hot explicit sex, and twists and turns that might cause unnatural heart palpitations. For readers uncomfortable with public sex or a dominant male lead, please be forewarned. This book does not contain BDSM elements.


Available on Amazon Now!

 



 

 
I haven't touched another human in three years. That seems like it would be a difficult task, but it's not. Not anymore, thanks to the internet.
 
I am, quite possibly, the most popular recluse ever. Not many shut-ins have a 200-member fan club, a bank account in the seven-figure range, and hundreds of men lining up to pay for undivided attention.
 
They get satisfaction, I get a distraction. Their secret desires are nothing compared to why I hide... my lust for blood, my love of death.
 
Taking their money is easy. Keeping all these secrets... one is bound to escape.
 
What if you hid yourself away because all you could think of was killing? And what if one girl's life depended on you venturing into society? 
 
Enter a world of lies, thrills, fears, and all desires, in this original thriller from A. R. Torre.
 
Available on Amazon now!
 
 




 
The man was sinful. It wasn't just the looks that made him dangerous, it was the cocky confidence that dominated every move, every touch. And the frustrating yet ecstatic fact about the whole package was that he could back it all up… 
Julia Campbell never knows what to expect with win-at-all-costs Brad De Luca. And she's starting to like it that way. She gave up safe, conventional relationships when she let the elite divorce attorney seduce her into his world. Now that he's determined to strip her naked of every inhibition, she's in danger of falling too deep and too fast. 
But their affair begins to feel even more dangerous when a murder leaves a trail of suspicion that points straight to the mob…and Brad. Trusting a man with a bad reputation and a past full of secrets seems like a mistake. But when she's forced to make a choice, the consequences will take her further than she could ever have imagined.


Available for Preorder Now!
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