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  AUTHOR’S NOTE: fucked her pussy good ebook includes FIRST NIGHT, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass prequel novella, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass NIGHT AFTER NIGHT, a novel, in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass SEDUCTIVE NIGHTS erotic romance series. If you have not read FIRST NIGHT, or if you read an earlier version when it was a short story, I highly recommend reading it again for maximum enjoyment of Julia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Clay. NIGHT AFTER NIGHT is grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first novel in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass series grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass releases April 18. It will be followed by AFTER fucked her pussy good NIGHT, which releases May 12.


  You guessed right – that means NIGHT AFTER NIGHT is not a stgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assalone:)


  



  



  About


  First Night


  Intended for 18+ due to sexual content grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass mature grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assmes.


  An erotic novella from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass New York Times grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass USA Today Bestselling author Lauren Blakely...


  It was only supposed to be one night…


  When grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sinfully hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asssome man walks into her bar in San Francisco, Julia Bell simply wants a break from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass troubles that keep chasing her. That escape comes in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass form of sexy, confident grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass commgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assing Clay Nichols, who captivates her mind grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass turns her inside out with pleasure. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass attraction is electric grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy share one scorchingly hot night togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy also discover grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre is more than just off-grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass-charts chemistry; grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass connection between grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm runs deep. Clay never thought he’d return to New York with fucked her pussy good woman still on his mind. But he can’t get her out of his system, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he needs more of her…He wants more than just grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first night…


  *fucked her pussy good is a prequel novella to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass erotic romance NIGHT AFTER NIGHT releasing on April 18.*


  



  



  


  First Night


  Lauren Blakely


  Book #0.5 in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Seductive Nights series


  A prequel novella to Night After Night


  



  



  



  Eight inches.


  Julia longed for eight inches.


  Or really, eight inches grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a brain.


  Was that so much for a woman to want?


  But some days it seemed like it. Julia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass yet to meet a man who could hold his own on all accounts, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass judging from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass parade of guys who seemed to think getting into a bartender’s pants was as easy as ordering a drink, she wasn’t sure her luck was going to change anytime soon.


  Like fucked her pussy good guy. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one with his tongue practically falling out of his mouth as he ogled her mixing his third Purple Snow Globe.


  “Here you go,” she said as she slid grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sugar-rimmed martini glass to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass young hipster, decked out in too tight-pants, a plaid shirt grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a goatee that needed to have been shaved off.


  He wiggled both eyebrows grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wobbled in his chair. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass how about a phone number too?”


  She flashed him her best “not a chance in hell, sucker” smile. “I’ve fucked her pussy good a phone number for a taxi cab grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I’d be mighty happy to provide that for you soon.”


  Seriously. Did he think that line was going to work? She headed to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr end of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar to tend to a pair of blondes in low-cut halter tops, hoping grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d be less likely to hit on her. It was San Francisco though, so you never knew. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, she was used to it. Being propositioned simply came with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass territory of tending bar, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Julia Bell let all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass come-on lines she heard roll off her every night, like water off a duck’s back. Most of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time she barely fucked her pussy good noticed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm – grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy became grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass white noise, along with sounds of beers being poured, glasses being washed, music being played overhead at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar she was part owner of.


  Some days though, she’d like to be propositioned by a man with a brain, a witty mouth grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass who grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kind of body she’d want to be tied up with all night long.


  Or to tie up. She was pretty sure with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass right man, she might be into some equal opportunity bondage. But he’d need to be bringing eight inches. Anything less was a deal breaker. Though, truth be told, she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass little room in her life now for eigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr eight inches or for romance. Not after grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pile of problems her ex grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass left behind for her. A heaping mass of problems, to be precise.


  She popped into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar to restock swirly straws when her phone rang. She nearly bounced as McKenna’s name flashed across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass screen. Julia was expecting big news from her sister tonight. After all, she’d helped McKenna’s boyfriend pick out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ring.


  She crossed her fingers, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn she was damn sure McKenna would say nothing but a big fat yes.


  “Tell me everything,” she said into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass phone.


  “It was amazing! He proposed to me right before grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass play started that his sister is in.”


  Julia shrieked, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wished she could wrap her sister in a big happy hug right now. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you said yes, I hope?”


  McKenna laughed. “Of course I said yes! I said yes about twenty times.”


  “So how did he do it?”


  “Right on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass frigging stage, Julia. On a Broadway stage! He proposed to me on stage!”


  “Before 2000 people?”


  “No, dork. Before grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass play started. But oh my god, I’m so happy.”


  Julia was grinning in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass supply closet, bursting with happiness from head to toe. Her sister grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been through grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wringer in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass romance department, but when Chris lgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed in her life everything changed for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass better. Sunshine grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass roses.


  McKenna shared more of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass details grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Julia oohed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ahhed all throughout grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tale. “You better make me your maid of honor,” she said.


  “As if I’d pick anyone else.”


  “Good. Now that we have that settled. Are you going to get married on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass beach like a proper California girl?”


  “I don’t know! I haven’t thought that far ahead. But listen, enough about me. Chris’ sister is involved with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass director, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass director’s buddy Clay is coming to San Fran tomorrow night for business. I told him to go to Cubic Z grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass say hello. I told him you were gorgeous too.”


  She rolled her eyes. Her sister could never resist playing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass matchmaker.


  “Great. But no free drinks just cause he’s a friend of a friend or whatever.”


  “Never. But Jules,” McKenna said, lowering her voice to a whisper. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass guy? Clay? He’s smoking hot.”


  Her ears pricked. “Yeah? How smoking?”


  “Un-be-lievable.”


  * * *


  Clay Nichol’s redeye to San Francisco was slated to leave in two hours, but business was business, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good deal needed to be ironclad. If he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to push grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass flight back, he would. He loved nothing more than nefucked her pussy goodiating grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass closing a deal. Fine, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was one thing he loved more than deal making. A fiery woman, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kind who could dish it out as well as she could take it. But he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t met anyone in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last year who excited his mind as much as his body. So for now, business was his focus. It was opening night of a new Broadway play that his friend grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass client, Davis Milo, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass directed, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass audience grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass loved. Man, that made Clay one proud entertainment lawyer since he’d sewn up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass deal for Davis to direct grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass show, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass next one his buddy was eyeing too – a production in London.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass two men were lounging in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass empty seats at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass St. James grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assater, chatting with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass London producers.


  Davis shook hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass producers grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn clapped Clay on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back. “He can hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assle grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rest. I need to go.”


  His friend took off, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Clay wrapped up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass final details of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass contract, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn left grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass empty grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assater grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slid into a town car. As soon as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door was closed, he loosened his purple tie; it was his good luck-tie, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he always wore it on nights like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse. He unbuttoned a few buttons of his crisp white shirt, stretched his neck from side to side, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reached for his phone. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t been to San Francisco in a while, but he found himself googling a certain bar on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass airport. Who knew if he’d make it to Cubic Z, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman who’d been proposed to before grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass show grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass told him that her sister worked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn added, “she’s gorgeous, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass best bartender in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world.”


  He shrugged to himself as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass car sped to LaGuardia. He wasn’t sure if he’d have grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time to stop by a bar in San Francisco during fucked her pussy good trip. But he found himself wondering about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gorgeous bartender, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr she might be grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fiery type.


  * * *


  That grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been a bitch of a deal. Too many attempts at nickeling grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dimeing his client – a high-profile TV talk show host in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Bay Area. Pissed him off. Clay didn’t take that kind of shit grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he’d made damn sure grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass network knew that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d walk. That’s when grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass exec caved grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass finally started playing ball. That was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass secret to nefucked her pussy goodiation. Always be grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one willing to walk. In grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass end, Clay grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed nearly every point he’d wanted for his client. But he’d felt battered grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bruised with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir petty ways, so he tracked down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nearest boxing gym, worked off his frustration with a long, sweaty bout with a heavy bag, pounding grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass punishing until his muscles screamed, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn a little more. After, he returned to his hotel for a hot shower.


  It was damn near scalding temperature as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass water beat down hard on him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he leaned into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stream, washing off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass day.


  When he stepped out from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass water grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass toweled off, he was nowhere near ready to crawl into bed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass call it a night. Nefucked her pussy goodiations like that warranted a drink, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass as soon as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thought of a drink touched down in his head, he remembered grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass name of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass name of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass supposedly gorgeous bartender.


  Julia.


  Hmmm…


  He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass energy to burn, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar wasn’t far from his hotel here in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass SoMa district. He pulled on jeans grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a button-down shirt, combed his hair, brushed his teeth, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass headed out into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass San Francisco night. He only wished he’d thought to bring along a pair of hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asscuffs, his favorite accessory. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy looked mighty fine with black lingerie, thigh-high stockings, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass heels on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass right woman.


  But that was putting grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cart before grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass horse, wasn’t it?


  CHAPTER TWO


  Not Again.


  Honestly, how many times was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sloppy hipster going to make a play for her? He was staring at her chest tonight. Part of her couldn’t fault him. She’d been blessed in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass breasts department grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass filled out a C-cup quite nicely, thank you very much. But still. Tact was way sexier than ogling.


  “What if I ordered drinks for everyone in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar? How about that? Would you finally give me your number grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn?”


  “No. Because my eyes are up here,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pointed to her face.


  He snapped his gaze up, caught red-hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed. But he was relentless. “See? I can be trained. I’m a good boy.”


  “I’m happy to serve you. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass number is under wraps grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass always will be,” she told him.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dude was practically spilled across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar, his chest draped on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sleek metal. “How about anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr Appletini grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn?”


  “No problem,” she said with a private smirk. Julia loved mixed drinks – she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a bit of mad scientist in her that thrilled at discovering new combinations of flavors. But while grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bartender in her enjoyed concocting a cocktail, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman in her wished that once, just once, a guy would be a guy grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass order a goddamn beer. Maybe it made her shallow, but she didn’t care. She would never date a man who drank grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sissy drinks she often served. She liked her men to be men. No manscapers need apply.


  As she mixed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hipster’s drink – some vodka, some apple juice, a splash of apple brgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy – a new customer sat down.


  “What can I get for you?” She said before she fucked her pussy good turned around.


  “I’ll take whatever’s on tap.”


  She froze in her spot simply because grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass voice was rough grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gravelly, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sent a charge through her with its masculine sexiness. But, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man behind that deep grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass husky voice was probably a dweeb, right? That’d be her luck. She plunked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Appletini down in front of her least favorite sloppy drinker, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn turned to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man who wanted grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass beer, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass holy heavenly fiesta of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass eyes.


  He was tall. He was broad. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass perfect amount of stubble on his jawline, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass those eyes were to-die for – deep brown grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass piercing. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was his hair – thick, brown, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ideal for sliding fingers through. She didn’t want to take her eyes off him, but she knew better than to stare. She quickly straightened her spine, picked her gawking jaw up from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass floor, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gave him a cool nod. “We have an India Pale Ale tonight. Will that do?”


  “That’ll do just fine,” he said, his muscular forearms resting on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sleek bar. His shirt sleeves were rolled up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Julia couldn’t help but notice how strong his arms were. She bet he worked out. A real man kind of workout. Something hard grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass heavy that made him sweat grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grunt to mold that kind of physique. She poured grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass beer into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass glass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass set it down in front of him. He reached for his wallet, peeled off some bills, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm to her.


  “I take it you’re Julia?”


  Uh oh. How did he know her name. Was he an undercover cop? grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she accidentally served someone under twenty-one? She was diligent grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass methodical in her ID checking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass never let an underage in. Or wait. Her spine stiffened. Was he onto her? Did he know what she did every Tuesday night at a dimly-lit apartment above a greasy restaurant in ChinaTown that smelled of fried pork? That would be over soon though. It grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to be. She’d done her time, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass was ready to cash in. Soon, she kept telling herself.


  “Yeah,” she answered carefully, all her senses on alert. She wasn’t really doing anything wrong those nights, was she? No, she was just taking care of business as she knew how.


  “I hear you’re grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass best bartender in San Francisco.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tightness in her shoulders relaxed. At least he wasn’t a boy in blue come to bust her. But forget his smoldering looks. He was like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rest of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm, going for cheap lines, hitting on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman behind grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar. “Yeah, where’d you hear that? Facebook?”


  He smiled briefly, shook his head. Damn, he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a fabulous smile. Straight, white teeth grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a knowing grin. But she knew better than to fall for a hot stranger simply because he was hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asssome. She’d done that before, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kicked her in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ass. That’s why she was a No-Strings-Attached kind of woman grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse days. Not that she’d grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass any attachments of any sort lately – she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass too much trouble to untangle herself from before she could fucked her pussy good think about getting tangled up in love, let alone grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sheets.


  “No. Your sister told me. McKenna, I believe.”


  Oh.


  Oh yes.


  It all made sense now.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass far be it from Julia to ever doubt her big sister. Because McKenna’s assessment was one hundred grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fifty percent correct. He was smoking hot. Un-be-lievable. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he was no longer a stranger. He was sister-approved, he wasn’t a cop, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wasn’t a heavy, so she shucked off her worries. “Clay Nichols,” he said, offering a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to shake. Nice firm grip. Before she knew it, she was thinking of ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr uses for those strong hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss.


  “Julia Bell.”


  “So how’s your day working out for you, Julia Bell?”


  She laughed once. Not because it was funny, but because it was such a simple grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass direct question. It wasn’t a cheesy line. “It’s not too shabby,” she said. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass yours, Clay Nichols?”


  He shook his head, let out a long stream of air. “Long, annoying, but ultimately victorious.”


  “What, are you a fighter?”


  “Nah. Just a lawyer,” he said grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn took a drink of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass beer. He nodded to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass glass in admiration. “Insert lawyer joke here.”


  “A lawyer walks into a bar,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn stopped to shoot him a playful stare. “Actually, that’s not a joke. That’s me giving a play by play.”


  He laughed. “You are an excellent commentator so far.”


  “Why thank you. I can keep it up all night,” she said.


  “All night? Is that so?” He raised an eyebrow, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his lips curved up in a wickedly sexy grin.


  “It just might be. So, you were victorious. That mean you won your case?”


  “Just won grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass right terms in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nefucked her pussy goodiations. My client is happy. That’s what matters.”


  “What kind of law?” she asked, praying he wasn’t going to say something seedy or sleazy – like personal injury law.


  “Entertainment law,” he said in that deep, rumbly voice that she was already digging.


  “I’m a big fan of entertainment. Movies grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass me, we’re like that,” she said, twisting her middle grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass index finger togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr.


  “Likewise. I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t enjoy grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass work. But I know what it is, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I know what’s not. I’m not saving grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world. I’m not putting grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bad guys behind bars. I’m just trying to help actors, directors, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass TV show hosts get grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass best deals grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy can get. Put on a show, make some people happy. That’s all I do.”


  Julia tapped grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass side of his beer glass. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I believe I’m in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same field grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn. I’m not curing cancer. I’m not saving grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whales. I’m just mixing a drink, or pouring a beer, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass trying to make someone’s night a little better. That’s all I do.”


  A grin spread across Clay’s face grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Julia admired grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass view. He was a fine specimen of man, with a chiseled face, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hair that could be held onto hard when you needed to. But more than that, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir simple conversation was just that – nice grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass easy. She’d often thought being able to really connect with a guy meant having a deep discussion on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass meaning of life. But hell, she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass little interest in that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse days, given all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass crap that was chasing her down, all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things she wanted to shuck off. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass past, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass debts she carried from it, were a hard heavy weight on her shoulders. Maybe tonight she could forget about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm for a bit. Have a conversation that wasn’t about all that she owed. Besides, nice grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass easy suited her mood. If someone asked her to define grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass meaning of life lately, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn as far as she could see was to try to be happy as best you could. Right now, she was enjoying grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way it was easy to talk to Clay Nichols.


  Nothing more. Nothing less.


  He wasn’t pretentious. He wasn’t pushy. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a directness about himself grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass what he did for a living that was refreshing.


  “To entertainment,” she said, raising an empty glass in a toast.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to being entertained.”


  “Let’s see if you can keep that up,” she said, issuing a challenge, because she craved a distraction like fucked her pussy good. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last few months of her life grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been far too tightly wound. Too much pressure. Too much trouble. Too many things she shouldn’t have to deal with, but was stuck with. Tonight, she wasn’t going to think about all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things chasing her. Tonight was for fun grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass for admiring grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fantastic view. Sometimes, a woman just needed to to flirt off her stress.


  “I’m up for it, Julia. I’m definitely up for it.”


  * * *


  That McKenna was right. Hell, she was more than right. Her sister was hot as sin with those curves, those breasts, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass perfect kind of hips that he’d like to get his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss on. Her hair was lush grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reddish brown. Her lips were full grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ripe for kissing. As well as ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr things. But more than that, she was feisty, with that smart mouth firing off innuendo with every word. She could dish it out, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she could take it. After grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass day he’d grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, after grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way his days went in general, he wanted a night like fucked her pussy good.


  So grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy chatted on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass off as she served more customers. She asked him about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass deal he’d worked on today, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he told her what he could tell. He asked her about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night she’d grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she nodded to a skinny guy slouched over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass corner of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was something so easy – so completely lacking in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bullshit grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass abrasiveness of office hours — about talking to her.


  As she mixed up a purple concoction with sugar on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rim, she crooked a finger toward him, signaling for him to lean closer across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar. He obliged; he wasn’t going to complain about being near to her.


  “Do you want a Purple Snow Globe, Clay?”


  He met her gaze straight on, her green eyes so inviting. “If it’s that a drink, no. If purple snow globe is a secret code word for something naughty, I’m game.”


  “Well played,” she said, raising an eyebrow. She eyed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass drink she’d just made with a proud sort of look. “It’s my signature cocktail. Some day, I’m going to win an award for fucked her pussy good bad boy.”


  He leaned back in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stool grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass took a slow measured drink from his beer glass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn set it down. “Will I regret not ordering grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn? For grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chance to say I drank a Purple Snow Globe once at a bar in San Francisco?”


  She flashed a sexy smile, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn whispered. “It’s absolutely delish, so you might regret not tasting it. But I’m glad you didn’t order it because it’s nothing a man should ever ask for at a bar grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass expect a woman to want him,” she whispered near his ear, her hair brushing his cheek, making him instantly hard. But that wasn’t entirely true. He’d been borderline hard for most of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass conversation. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass feel of her silky strgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass words want him just ratcheted things up a notch or two.


  She stepped away to deliver grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass drink to a customer grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tend to more orders. As she returned to his end of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar, he picked up where grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d left off. “What do you think a man should drink at a bar?”


  “Scotch,” she said, punctuating grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass word with a perfect O shape to her lips. “Or whiskey,” she said, her voice a purr now. “Bourbon works too.”


  “I believe you just named all my favorite drinks.”


  “I grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a feeling you might like those.”


  “Did you?”


  “I always know how to match a drink to a man.”


  He tapped grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass side of his beer glass. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn I’d like to know why I have a beer here in front of me. Tell me that, Julia.”


  She paused, tilted her head to side with a mischievous flare to her moves, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn licked those luscious lips. Damn her; she was hotter than words, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she knew how to play. “When it comes right down to it, a man should drink what grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bartender gives him,” she said in a sultry voice that made him want to hear her say ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr things. Lots of ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr things. Like Hold me down hard. Or Tease me with your tongue. Yeah, those sorts of things. “That’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass best match I can make.”


  “I don’t want you making that match for anyone else grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn tonight,” he said firmly, giving her a hard stare, reminding her that he could play too. Because he knew exactly what he wanted. Her. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he didn’t want anyone else to have a shot. “Especially because I’m finding grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bartender has excellent taste.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “She does. She has impeccable taste, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she’s only making one match tonight,” she said, layering her words thick grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hot with innuendo.


  He wasn’t entirely sure where grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy gooding was going next, only because he wasn’t grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kind of man to take a woman like Julia for granted. He wasn’t going to make any sort of assumptions because assumptions fucked her pussy good you into trouble in life. He knew that well from his line of work, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass crap he’d dealt with from his ex, who’d brought heaps of heartache to him in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir last few months togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr before it ended. It was also entirely possibly that Julia was a shameless flirt, angling for a big tip with her saucy little mouth. You couldn’t rule anything out, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass regardless of where grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night ended up, he planned on tipping her well for her bartending work because grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman was doing a hell of a job.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre were ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr jobs he’d like from her though.


  Soon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass crowds thinned, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Julia finished up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last call, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn she leaned across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar, her lips dangerously near his jaw. “You don’t have to go when I lock up. In fact, you are more than welcome to stay.”


  Oh yeah. He was entirely sure where grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy gooding was going now.


  



  * * *


  Julia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Clay’s story continues in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass novel
 NIGHT AFTER NIGHT, releasing April 18.


  



  



  



  



  ABOUT NIGHT AFTER NIGHT:


  A sensual, emotionally-charged erotic romance from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass New York Times grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass USA Today Bestselling author Lauren Blakely...


  He plays to win grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass isn't afraid to break all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rules...


  Fiery bartender Julia Bell has been hit on by her fair share of customers, but has never been tempted to dip so much as a toe in that particular dating pool. She wants a man who can claim her body grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass captivate her mind. Enter Clay Nichols, a lawyer with a dirty mind grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a mouth to match. Confident, sexy, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass commgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assing, he takes Julia to new heights of pleasure. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass after one unforgettable weekend togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, he craves more of her. If only she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn't taken off without saying goodbye...


  Julia has no room in her life for commitment, not while she has serious trouble breathing down her neck, thanks to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass criminal dabblings of a former flame. She doesn't want to involve anyone she cares about in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kind of danger that's chasing her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that's grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass problem with Clay-she's falling for him. Hard. He makes her heart race, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sets her body on fire.


  He's determined to keep her in his life, no matter grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cost. She's grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman he desires in every way. But when grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass past threatens to destroy any chance at a future, she has to make a choice—keep running, or give love a shot with a man who can hold her imagination, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her heart, night after night…


  



  



  



  Night After Night


  By Lauren Blakely


  



  



  



  Chapter One


  



  



  



   grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ace of diamonds was solo.


   Such a shame because it would look fantastic paired with, say, an ace of clubs, spades or hearts. But fucked her pussy good was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she was dealt grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it was ace high, nothing more. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were down to three still stgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assing for fucked her pussy good round – Julia, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Trust Fund Baby, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn New Guy. His name was Hunter, he was a beanpole grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his hair was short, spiky grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass blond. He wore khaki pants grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a plaid shirt, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass twitchy fingers. Probably because grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was a no-cell-phone rule during grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass game, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he was missing out on emails from his team, Julia guessed.


  She bet he was an Internet startup type, maybe a venture capitalist. He was used to risks, he liked to take grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm. That’s why he’d been brought to fucked her pussy good game, recruited specifically to play with her. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass trouble was – well, trouble for him – he laughed when he bluffed. Julia spotted it early grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn tracked it. He’d done it with a pair of fives a couple rounds back that she easily beat with two jacks. He’d chuckled softly too with his king high a few hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss ago.


  Bless that newbie. He couldn’t fucked her pussy good hide his tell, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Julia could kiss him if he kept fucked her pussy good up because it made her job so much easier.


  “Five hundred,” he said confidently, pushing anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr black chip into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pile as he cleared his throat. Julia was a pangrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr poised for prey; muscles taut grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass frozen, lying in wait for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sign.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn it came. It started in his nose, like a small, playful snort, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn traveled to his belly, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass finally turned into a quick, rumbly laugh.


  Ah, brilliant. She could smell potential victory in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass air. Of course, she could also smell grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pork dumplings grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pepper steak from Mr. Pong’s downstairs. When she’d first started coming here to fucked her pussy good second floor apartment parked atop a restaurant in China Town that smelled of takeout fucked her pussy good when pizza grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been ordered for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass games, she was sure she’d never remove grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass scent from her clograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss, much less her nostrils. Perma-scent. But she’d grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no problems in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass laundry department grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass as for her nose, well, she was used to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass smell that permeated every pore on Tuesday nights.


  She never ate here, especially not with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bulldozer-sized heavy who stood guard over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass game in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kitchen. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a name grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she knew his name, but who cared what it was? To her he was simply Skunk; he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one streak of white in his dyed black hair. His meaty fingers were jammed into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cold cut plate, pawing through grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass leftover slices of deli meat. Julia wanted to roll her eyes, crinkle her nose, or shoot him a hard stare.


  She knew better though. For many reasons, not grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass least of which was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass square outline of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assle of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Glock poking at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hem of his pants. He’d never pulled it, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gun was an omnipresent reminder that a bullet could be unleashed at a moment’s notice. She shivered inside at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thought, but outside she showed no emotion, not toward Skunk, not toward Hunter grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pawn, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass certainly none for Trust Fund Baby when he shrugged, blew a long stream of air through his lips, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slammed his cards down. He held his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss out wide. “I’m out.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre were two.


  She eyed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pot, her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass newbie.


  Her heart thumped, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a fleet of nerves ghosted through her, but only briefly.


  Don’t let on.


  She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no tells. Her face was stone. She’d mastered grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass impassive look a long time ago. She could fake her way through anything. A perfect liar, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ninth grade school guidance counselor grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass declared when Julia denied punching Amelia Cartwright in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nose after Amelia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass called anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr girl a nasty name.


  “Did you just hit Amelia Cartwright?”


  “No,” Julia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass said. She didn’t shuffle her feet. She didn’t look away. She’d lied like it was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass truth grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass served her well ever since grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn.


  Perfect lie = perfect truth.


  She plucked out a black chip from her stack, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, rolling grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm back grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass forth between grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pads of her thumb grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass index finger, her fire-engine red nails long grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lacquered. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nails were part of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass look – low-cut tops, tight jeans grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass four-inch high black pumps for every game. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass regulars knew her, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass new players never took a woman seriously, especially when she dressed like it was girls night out.


  That’s why newbies were brought in. So she could hustle grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm. It was better that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy underestimate her.


  “I’ll raise you $500,” she said in an emotionless voice, sliding two chips into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pile.


  fucked her pussy good was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moment. Nerves like steel. Blood like ice.


  Hunter sucked in a deep breath, like he was trying to inhale a thick malt from a thin straw. He stared longingly at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pile of chips in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass middle of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass table, chewed on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass corner of his lip, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass glanced at his cards one last time.


  “I’m out,” he said, slapping grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cards down on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass scratched-up table that reeked of noodles, beer grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass regret. If tables could talk, fucked her pussy good one could tell stories of all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bets won grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lost here, all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass highs grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lows it witnessed.


  “


  



  *****


  



  He’d woken up at four-thirty, worked out at five, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hit grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass office by six-thirty. He’d skipped lunch, ordered in a sgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asswich, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reviewed a contract for a new sci-fi flick a movie director he repped was working on. He sent in notes to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass producers, a list of points grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass items that needed to be changed, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass if grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy weren’t his client wouldn’t be happy, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Clay was all about having a hefty stable full of happy clients.


  His junior partner at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass firm, Flynn, poked his head in around mid-afternoon. “Hey. I fucked her pussy good a lead that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Pinkertons are looking for new representation,” Flynn said, his blue eyes wide grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grinning. A pair of British brograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assrs, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Pinkertons grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been bankrolling some of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass most successful films in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last few years including Escorted Lives, based on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bestselling books.


  “We need to lock that up,” he said grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he was sure grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass glint in his eyes matched his partner. Flynn was three years younger grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass eager as hell to grow his role at Clay’s firm. He’d hired him fresh out of law school, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Flynn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass become invaluable, pulling more than his weight in helping to lgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass top clients grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sweet deals for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d seen eye to eye on just about everything, with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass exception of one minor rough patch a year ago over a client that Flynn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reeled in all on his own – a big-time action film director.


  A client grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d lost.


  “No kidding,” Flynn said, tapping grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass side of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door twice for good luck. Flynn was like that, always crossing his fingers, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass knocking on wood. “I’ll get some more details grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass aim to set a meeting with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm next week.”


  “Perfect. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Pinkertons are huge golfers, so if you have to schedule a tee time, you should,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it wasn’t so much a suggestion, as it was an order. One he knew Flynn, a former college golfer, would jump at.


  Flynn mimed swinging a club. “Shame I hate golf so much,” he joked.


  “All right, get out of here. I need to finish up so I can take grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weekend off.”


  “I’ll email you when I hear more.”


  “I’m not answering email fucked her pussy good weekend,” Clay said, making it clear in his tone that fucked her pussy good was a do-not-disturb kind of weekend. “You can update me on Monday.”


  “Fair enough.”


  Flynn left, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he checked on Julia’s flight, pleased to see it was lgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assing on time. He brushed his teeth, ran his fingers through his hair, not bograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assring with a comb, because she was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kind of woman who’d have her fingers sliding through his hair in seconds, messing it up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way she wanted. He said goodbye to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass receptionist, let her know she could shut down early too, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slid into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass town car waiting outside his office. On grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass airport, he worked his way through his west coast calls, ending grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm just as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass car pulled up to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass terminal.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sun was blaring, high in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sky in April, so he put on a pair of sunglasses. He loosened his tie; he couldn’t stgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way it constrained him. He glanced at his phone, hoping for a message from her. None was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre, so he clicked on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass app for his stocks, checking his portfolio, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass looking up every few seconds to scan grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass crowds. He couldn’t focus on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass market right now.


  He hardly wanted to admit it to himself, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was something about fucked her pussy good moment – grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass minutes before he saw her – that felt like first date nerves. Like knocking on a woman’s door, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass waiting, hoping she’d be just as eager for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night to unfold. Weird, considering grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Julia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass started. Free of pretense grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bullshit, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy went straight for each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass physical chemistry overpowering anything else.


  His phone buzzed. He clicked open grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass message grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it sent a bolt of electricity through him. White stockings coming your way…


  Stockings – one of those items of clothing on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass right woman that could send a man to his knees. Especially grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sight of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass top of a pair of thigh-highs peeking out from a skirt, revealing an inch of skin, hinting at what lay beneath. On Julia, stockings were a playground for his eager hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nerves in him disappeared grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass turned into something else – adrenaline, maybe. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sharp, hot charge of desire all through his blood grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bones.


  He spotted her before she saw him; that red hair was hard to miss, fucked her pussy good in a sea of frenzied, frantic travelers jostling for a cab, a car, a bus. She wore a black trench coat, belted at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass waist, black heels grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass white stockings. A grin took over his face; she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass done it. Of course she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass done it. He was at attention in seconds grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his fingers itched to touch her, to peel off those stockings, inch by delicious inch, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn lick his way down her legs to her ankles grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back up, savoring her every single second.


  Leaning against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass town car, he kept his eyes on her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass entire time as she threaded her way through grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass crowds. She was a tall drink of woman, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her red hair was blowing in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass late afternoon breeze. She brushed some strgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss away from her face. Soon, she noticed him, smiling wickedly. He nodded, trying to act cool, fucked her pussy good as his temperature rose. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, she was in front of him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass before she said a word, her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss were on his shirt grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she pulled him to her, pressing her lips to his.


  She was lightning fast. A blur of movement, of teeth grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lips grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that intoxicating taste of her lipstick that would be gone in seconds.


  He responded instantly, kissing her hard like she deserved. Cupping grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back of her neck, he jerked her close. He wanted her to remember that she might have made grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first move, but he liked to lead. He nipped on her bottom lip, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn sucked on her tongue, drawing out a moan from her that pleased him deeply. He kissed more, sliding his tongue over hers as he lowered his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to her thigh, skimming his fingers along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thin, barely-grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre fabric of her stockings.


  When he broke grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kiss, he raised an eyebrow. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy look good on you, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I bet grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy look good coming off too.”


  “Don’t rush it. I want you to enjoy grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass view.”


  “I’ve been enjoying grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass view since grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass second I laid eyes on you, gorgeous.”


  He opened grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gestured for her to enter grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass car, watching grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole time as she stepped inside grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass crossed her legs, giving him a very brief preview of where grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stockings ended. He shook his head approvingly, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she shot him a look that said nothing short of come grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass get it. He took her suitcase as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass driver emerged, scrambling to deposit grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass black carry-on into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass trunk.


  After he fucked her pussy good in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass car grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hit grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass partition button, closing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm off from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass driver, with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tinted windows shutting grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm off from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole wide world.


  She looked at him, her pretty green eyes meeting him straight on. That beautiful face, that divine body, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that naughty, naughty mouth – it was hard to believe he’d only spent one night with her. She stared at him like she was as famished as he was. Like she needed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same thing.


  “You look like you need to be fucked right now.”


  “Do I?”


  “You sure do,” he said, raking his eyes over her, perched in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass leagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr seat so properly, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass so damn sexy at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same time. He ached to touch her, but savored grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tease, so he kept a distance between grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm, drawing out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tension as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass car pulled into afternoon traffic.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I suppose you think you can solve that problem?”


  “I don’t think so. I know so. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I intend to. But not yet.”


  “You gonna toy with me?”


  “Been thinking about it.”


  “Like a cat playing with a mouse,” she said, her voice nearly a purr.


  “You’re hardly a mouse.”


  “I know,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn ran her index finger across her bottom lip, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn around to her top, so suggestively he nearly tossed his plans to wait out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass window. He wanted her now. He wanted her bad, especially with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way her hot gaze was locked on him as she parted her lips, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ran her tongue along her teeth.


  A challenge. One that he planned to meet. A low rumble worked its way free of his throat as he moved to her, his body next to her, just a trace of contact. Slowly, so as to torture her, he reached for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass belt of her coat, taking his time untying it.


  Her breath caught as he started to open her jacket, first one button, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass next, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. As he worked his way up her chest, undoing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass final button, she rolled her eyes in pleasure, closing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm briefly as he slid a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass over her right breast, squeezing her.


  She stifled a gasp, biting her lip.


  “Don’t pretend you’re not turned on.”


  “I’m not pretending,” she whispered.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn let me hear you moan. I want to hear everything.” She opened her eyes, as he cupped her breasts over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fabric of her clingy sweater. “Are you wet?”


  “Yes.”


  He glanced down at her short black skirt, already rising up to show more of her strong, shapely thighs. He desperately wanted to slide his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass under her skirt right grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fuck now, but patience would be rewarded. “When did you start getting wet?”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass exact moment?”


  “Yes.”


  “On grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass plane.”


  “What were you thinking about at 30,000 feet that was getting you wet?” he asked, as his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass drifted down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass front of her sweater, traveling over her flat belly.


  “About all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things you might say to me.”


  “You like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way I talk to you?”


  “Why don’t you check grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass see how much I like it?”


  “Why don’t you wait for me to check,” he fired back as he reached under her sweater, spreading his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass soft, sweet flesh of her stomach. She moaned as he touched her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to get enough of those sounds fucked her pussy good weekend. He might have to spend grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass next forty-eight hours making her gasp grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moan, groan grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass scream, because her noises were better than a cold drink on a hot day. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sounds she made fed him.


  He ran his callused fingers along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass waistbgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass of her skirt, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she wiggled closer to his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. “So your panties were damp all during grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass flight, Julia?”


  “I wouldn’t say grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole flight. I have control, you know,” she said, shooting him that tough stare that turned him on fucked her pussy good more.


  “I know you do. You have excellent control. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I love breaking it down. I love watching you lose control,” he said, dipping his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass inside her skirt. “So tell me what you thought about on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass plane that aroused you.”


  “Your mouth,” she said in a rough whisper.


  “Nice answer.” He trailed his fingers along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass top of her panties, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her hips arched closer. 


  “fucked her pussy good any ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr questions for me?”


  He nodded. “Did you get wetter when you saw me? Tell me grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass truth,” he said, pulling his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass out of her skirt. She looked up at him, wide eyes full of need.


  “What do you think?” She reached for his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, locking fingers with him. She tried to tug his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down to her legs, but he didn’t budge.


  “I think you’re as hot between your legs as I am hard just from looking at you,” he said grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass brought her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to his erection, letting her press her palm against him. She grinned as she touched him, stroking him. He hissed in a breath, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn moved her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass away. “So tell me. Did I make you wetter when you saw me?”


  “Yes. You leaning against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass car with that tie all loosened grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass your jacket on, looking like a hot guy in a suit. Only I knew you weren’t thinking of business deals, you were thinking of bedroom deals.”


  “I was watching you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole time, getting harder as you walked toward me. Seeing you wore what I told you to wear,” he said, teasing with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass top of her lacy stockings. He could feel her heat without fucked her pussy good touching her. He bent his head to her neck, flicking his tongue against her collar bone, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn up to her ear. “Tell me one word to describe how wet you are now.”


  “What is fucked her pussy good? Mad Libs foreplay?” She said in as challenging a tone as she could likely muster. He was impressed with her fierceness. She didn’t give it up easily, fucked her pussy good as her body was melting under his touch. He traveled higher with his fingers, inching closer to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass promised lgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass.


  “Yes it is. Now, I want one word,” he said firmly, giving her a clear commgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. He stroked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass soft skin of her inner thigh, causing her to quiver.


  “Soaked,” she said, breathing hard.


  “No, your panties are soaked. I want to know about your pussy. One word about your beautiful pussy that I have been thinking about all week long.”


  “Slippery. Does that work for your little wordplay, Clay?”


  “It does. Did anyone else on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass plane know you were so turned on?”


  She shook her head.


  “Good. Because I fucking love grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass image I have in my head now. You flying high above grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass country, your sexy legs crossed, trying to hold in how much you wanted me to touch you. Not being able to touch yourself, but wanting to so badly. Did you want to masturbate on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass plane?”


  “No. I wanted you to touch me. I was waiting for you to touch me.”


  “I’m not going to make you wait any longer.”


  She grabbed his arm, wrapping her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass around his bicep, sending him some kind of message with sharp nails that dug into him, likely right along his tattoo. “You better not make me wait any longer.”


  He dragged one finger against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cotton panel of her panties, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a growl erupted from him. A long, slow, appreciative growl. Her breathing grew harder, nearing a pant as he stroked her. “I was wrong,” he said in a low voice.


  “About what?”


  “You are fucking soaked, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I can’t let you sit like fucked her pussy good. I can’t let fucked her pussy good delicious wetness go to waste,” he said, reaching under her skirt with both hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tugging her panties down past her knees. He stopped at her ankles, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she arched an eyebrow in question.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass panties stay here. I want to hold your ankles in place.”


  “You weren’t kidding when you told me what was on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass menu fucked her pussy good weekend,” she said, her lips curving up in a delicious grin.


  “I take my restraints very seriously,” he said, twisting her panties in his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, tightening grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hold on her feet.


  Keeping grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass underwear in place, he ran his fingers across her sweet, slippery pussy, watching her mouth fall open, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her eyes drift closed. “It would be so wrong of me to just finger you,” he mused playfully as he coated his fingers in her wetness.


  “Are you going to fuck me grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn?” Her voice was so desperate, her body so in need of what he planned to give her.


  “I’m going to fuck you with my tongue,” he said, letting go of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass scrap of fabric to grab her hips grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slide her down onto grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass seat. He spread her open as he pushed his leg down hard on her panties to keep her high-heeled feet bound togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. He was ready, so ready, to taste his woman. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last time I did fucked her pussy good to you, I tied you up, Julia. But fucked her pussy good time I want your hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss free to grab my face, pull hard on my hair, do whatever you need to do. You can fuck my face hard. When I get out of fucked her pussy good car, I want to look like a man who was eating pussy.”


  “Oh god,” she gasped as her head fell back against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass seat.


  He buried his face between her legs, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she cried out. A loud, no-holds-barred yell that echoed off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass windows of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass car, it was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass most beautiful sound in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world. She gripped his head with her strong thighs, an involuntary reaction to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first touch as he licked her. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn she let her knees fall open for him grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he savored her, working her up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down with his tongue, his lips, his mouth. He lapped up all her juices, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass taste of her intoxicating grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass making his cock fucked her pussy good harder, if that were possible.


  He drove his tongue inside her, setting off anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr shattering moan that was music to his ears. She was quite an instrument to play, so finely tuned, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass if he touched her right, she made grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass most glorious sounds – raw, intense, absolutely delicious noises of pleasure as he plundered her with his tongue. She grabbed his hair, yanked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pulled him closer as he’d told her to do. She started rocking her hips against his face, her exquisite pussy rubbing all over his stubbled jaw. She moved faster, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass harder, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she was fucking him furiously right now, taking charge of how she liked it, her breathing turning wildly erratic, her moans signaling how close she was to release. He thrust one finger inside her, crooking it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hitting her in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass spot that turned her moans into one long, high-pitched orgasm. She shuddered against him, her legs quaking, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass when he finally slowed to look up at her, he saw her hair was a wild tumble, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her face was glowing.


  He watched her reactions, enjoying grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass aftershocks seemed to radiate through her body, like waves. He moved to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass seat, slid alongside her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pulled her close, tucking her sexy body against his.


  “Forgive my manners. I didn’t fucked her pussy good ask how your flight was.”


  “It was worth it, Clay. My flight was worth it.”


  



  Chapter Three


  



  



  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy barely made it inside his apartment. Before grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door fucked her pussy good closed, he’d hiked up her skirt. Were grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fourth floor? Or grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fifth floor? Hell if she knew. Hell if she cared.


  She grappled with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass zipper on his pants, tugging grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pulling as he caged her in against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wall with his strong arms. She pushed his pants down, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn his briefs, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she wrapped an eager hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass around his cock, hot grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass throbbing in her palm. He drew a sharp breath at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first touch, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she loved fucked her pussy good; grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moment when a man was helpless to her touch. When grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass control all swung back to her. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were so simple, men. When it came down to it, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were ruled by grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir erections. fucked her pussy good when she gave in to a man, she still knew who was always in charge. She was, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman was. Especially as she watched grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass expression on his gorgeous face, his eyes rolling back in his head as she stroked him. He rocked into her fist, fucking her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass once, twice, three times.


  She dipped her free hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass into her sweater, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn inside grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cup of her bra, hunting out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass condom she’d stowed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre earlier. Never could be too safe or too ready, she reasoned.


  She ripped open grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass foil, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sound make his eyes snap open.


  “You come prepared,” he said.


  “I prepare for coming,” she replied, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn rolled grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass condom on him, loving grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he watched her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss on him.


  “Now, fuck me against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wall, Clay. Fuck me hard grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fast, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass if you think I can’t take it, fuck harder grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn,” she said.


  “You think you give grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass orders here? I’m going to make you pay for that later,” he said, as he grabbed her ass, hitched her legs around his waist grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sank into her.


  Her mouth fell open into an O as he filled her, his long, thick cock buried deep inside her. He didn’t move for a few seconds, giving her time to adjust to his size, fucked her pussy good though she didn’t need to. She loved how he stretched her, how she could feel him deep grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass far inside.


  He began thrusting, his strong hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss gripping her flesh, his fingers digging into her cheeks. She was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass helpless one now, immobile, pinned by grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wall grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his big, sturdy body, but she reveled in it. Her mind was blank, free of nothing but fucked her pussy good moment, fucked her pussy good pure, physical, hungry moment with fucked her pussy good man. “How are you going to make me pay for it?” she asked, her words coming out choppy with each hard thrust inside her.


  “By teasing you later. By tying you up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bringing you close to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass edge, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn stopping right before you come,” he said, his voice a low dirty growl, his breath hot against her neck.


  “No,” she moaned. “That’s not fair. I don’t like teasing.”


  “I know you don’t. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I don’t like being told to fuck you hard,” he said, slowing his moves to drive as deep as he possibly could in her, making her breath catch in her throat. “You think I’d do anything but fuck you hard when I have been waiting all week for fucked her pussy good?”


  “All week? You’ve been waiting all week?”


  He dipped his head to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass crook of her neck, planting a bruising kiss on her skin as he slammed into her once more, his cock rubbing her clit grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass filling her at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same delirious time. She moaned loudly, so loud she was sure grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass next street over heard her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she didn’t care one bit. He was fucking her worries away, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass harder he took her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass less she cared about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way she spent her Tuesday nights.


  “Yes. All. Week. Long,” he said, punctuating each word with a thrust. “I’ve been picturing your legs wrapped around me, your hot body against mine, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass most of all, I’ve been thinking about making you come again. I want you to scream, Julia. I want to feel grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way you grip my cock when you come on me,” he said, in that rough, sexy voice that sent sparks tearing through her body.


  “Me too, Clay. Me too,” she whispered, letting go of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass game, of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass banter, of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy teased each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr because right now, she was starting to see stars. Beautiful, silvery stars, as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world slipped away, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he filled her, taking charge of her body, sending her over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass edge. Her belly tightened. “Oh god,” she cried out.


  “Yeah, just like that. Come for me now, come so fucking hard for me so I can feel you all over,” he said, holding onto her, as she shattered into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass beautiful bliss of anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr orgasm, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pleasure riding through her, stretching grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reaching into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass far corners of her body grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass mind.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, as she was catching her breath, she felt her spine scrape grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wall as he surged into her once more, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass look on his face, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass growl in his throat, making it clear that he’d joined her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d come undone togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr.


  



  



  *****


  



  



   She was willing to admit it. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass apartment envy grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it bad. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass not one, but two sets of stairs. Which meant he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass three floors. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass loft level up top, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn a living room level in between, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kitchen grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dining room floor.


  She trailed her fingers along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass granite counter in his kitchen, lined with dark oak stools. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good is where you cook all your gourmet meals?” She eyed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gleaming stovetop in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kitchen that looked as if it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass never been used.


  “You think I don’t cook?” Clay hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed her a glass of Belvedere, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn poured anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr for himself.


  “Do you cook?”


  “I can cook. I don’t usually though.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because if I cook I want to cook for someone,” he said. Pots grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pans hung on hooks on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass exposed brick walls of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kitchen.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s no one to cook for?”


  “Not lately,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn gestured to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stairs. “Let me show you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass balcony.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy left grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kitchen area grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he led her up six steps to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sliding glass doors in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass living room that opened to a balcony.


  A gorgeous, drool-worthy balcony.


  Her jaw threatened to drop but she knew better than to gawk outwardly. Inside though, she was ogling grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass spaciousness. fucked her pussy good wasn’t one of those New York balconies you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to wedge yourself onto sideways grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn lean over to catch a sliver of a view. No, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a balcony big enough for hosting a summer barbecue, for throwing a party, for strutting around grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass doing a dance.


  “Yeah, it’s not too shabby at all,” she said dryly, as she peered over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass edge of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass brick railing, looking down at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cars streaming through grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass West Village, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir taillights streaking six stories below. She drank in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass view – all of New York City it seemed was visible from her vantage point, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass city was prettier when you watched it from above, when grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass noises were muted, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sidewalk smells weren’t invading your nostrils. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass distance was a protective layer from soots grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass scents grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass madness. She could see clear across to Broadway as it sliced Manhattan diagonally, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn down to Tribeca, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass over to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Hudson River, glittering like a sleek ribbon against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night.


  She shivered once; grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass temperature grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dipped some grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass while it wasn’t chilly yet, she was only wearing his white button-down shirt.


  “You’re cold,” he said softly, wrapping his strong arms around her, pulling her close, her back to his naked chest. She glanced down at his bicep, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass traced grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lines of his ink. Passion, he’d told her. That’s what his tribal tattoo stood for, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it suited what she knew of him so far.


  “Not anymore.” She smiled, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass leaned her head back to look up at him. He brushed his lips against her forehead, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her heart fluttered. Actually fluttered, like a damn bird trying to escape. She was ready to swat it, but she decided to enjoy grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moment instead. “I like your arms around me,” she whispered, stripping away her usual sarcasm.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass feeling is completely mutual,” he said, reaching for her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sliding his fingers through hers.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I also like fucked her pussy good view. It’s amazing.”


  “It’s not too bad,” he said.


  She elbowed him playfully. “Not too bad? fucked her pussy good is magnificent, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I don’t care if that makes me seem all wide-eyed. But it’s true. Your apartment is gorgeous,” she said. She was a sucker for all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass exposed red brick, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass warmth it brought to his place. “It’s funny, because I’d have pegged you as having some leagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chrome grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass steel furniture, all black grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass white grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sleek.”


  “You are confusing me for someone who has issues with his masculinity,” he said, holding her tighter, bending his head to her neck to plant a quick kiss.


  “You’re saying a man who has black leagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chrome in his apartment is compensating for his small size?”


  He laughed, a deep rumbly chuckle. “Don’t you think?”


  She nodded. She liked that his home was warm grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lived in. Yes, it was a man’s home, but it wasn’t grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass home of a man who was trying too hard. He fucked her pussy good grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a few plants on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass balcony, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Julia didn’t have a green thumb herself, but still, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was something nice about fucked her pussy good New York lawyer taking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time to have plants. “I can’t stgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that whole I’m a man, I need my place to scream mannish. It’s sort of like driving a red Corvette.”


  “You might notice I don’t have a red Corvette. Nor do I need one.”


  “You definitely do not need one,” she said, trailing her fingers down his chest, between his pecs, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hard planes of his abs. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass your plants are adorable.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Maybe if you’re behaved all night I’ll tell you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir names.”


  “You do not name your plants,” she said, giving him a serious look.


  “You’re right.” He laced his fingers through hers, guiding her back through grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sliding glass doors. “I don’t name my plants.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy returned to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass living room, with its dark brown sofa grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a sturdy coffee table that boasted a couple of books, some magazines, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a few framed photos. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was a picture of Clay in a tux, stgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assing next to anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr man, a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asssome one too.


  “Where was that taken?”


  “Tony awards a few ago. That’s Davis. He’s a friend grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a client. That was taken grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night he won his first Tony. Bastard has a lot of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm. Three now,” he said, shaking his head, but clearly proud of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass accomplishment.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good?” She pointed to a shot of him next to a man who grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass similar features – square jaw, deep brown eyes, broad sturdy shoulders.


  “Younger brograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr Brent.”


  “Where’s he?” Before he could answer she held up a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. “Wait. Don’t tell me more.”


  He furrowed his brows. “Why?”


  “Because I’m famished.”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that means you can’t talk?”


  “It means I am saving that conversation so we can have it over food,” she said playfully, as she started to unbutton his shirt.


  “You’re afraid we’re going to run out of things to talk about so you want to make sure to hoard a topic for food?”


  She wagged a finger at him. “No. I simply want to eat. Now are you going to cook for me or take me out?”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s fucked her pussy good thing called takeout. Want Chinese?”


  She flinched inside at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass mention. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last thing in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world she wanted was Chinese food. She hated that Charlie grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his games grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ruined Chinese food for her. Sometimes, she just wanted a carton of cold sesame noodles, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d remind her of all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bullshit she still grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to deal with til she was fucked her pussy good with Charlie. If she’d ever be fucked her pussy good with that fucker. Somedays, freedom felt a lifetime away. Charlie grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her in chains, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good though she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t asked for his permission to go away for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weekend, she was keenly aware that fucked her pussy good was only a temporary leave from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass jail she was in back home.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass jail no one knew about. She refused to tell a soul – it was too shameful what grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass happened to her made Charlie turn her into his property. But she also kept her mouth shut because she didn’t want those men to sink grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir claws into people she loved. She protected her sister, her friends, fucked her pussy good her hairdresser with her silence. But she didn’t want Charlie infecting her time away. She shoved all thoughts of debts grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass guns grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass knives back into a dark corner of her mind.


  “Clay,” she said, in a chiding tone. “I can get good Chinese like that –” she snapped her fingers “– in San Francisco. I want something that tastes like New York.” grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lie rolled off her tongue seamlessly, but he didn’t need to know why she wasn’t taking him up on his offer for Chinese. “I want to go out. To some place filled with brooding New Yorkers ragrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr than San Francisco hipsters. Something that makes me feel like I’m in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass West Village.”


  “My mistake. I assumed you getting naked meant you wanted to eat inside,” he said, eyeing her up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down as she unbuttoned grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass shirt.


  “I’m not getting naked,” she said. “I’m changing into my clograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss.”


  He reached for her, gripping her wrist in his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. “Don’t.”


  “Don’t change?”


  He shook his head. “Wear my shirt.”


  “I don’t fucked her pussy good have a bra on,” she pointed out as if his idea was ludicrous.


  “I know,” he said, his lips curving up. “I like that.”


  “You like me all free range?”


  “You have beautiful breasts. I want to be tortured knowing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy are just one layer away from me grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass covered only by something I was wearing an hour ago,” he said, trailing his fingers along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass edge of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass shirt, barely touching her exposed chest. A shiver ran down her spine.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass what about my bottom half? You want me to strut around naked from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass waist down?”


  “I want you to put that skirt back on. Do not put on underwear. Just your heels, your skirt grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass my shirt,” he said in a firm voice. He held her gaze, his eyes darker than usual, waiting for her answer.


  “Are you giving me an order?” She asked curiously, pushing her fingers through her hair that was still messy from sex. But she’d never minded sex hair. As far as she was concerned, it was a look that should be listed on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass menu at all blow out salons. Updo, blown straight, or sex hair? I’ll take grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sex hair, thank you very much.


  “I’m giving you a request. One that I very much want you to fulfill,” he said, grabbing her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bringing her palm to his lips. He kissed her, his tongue soft grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wet against her skin. She’d never expected being kissed on her palm would be so erotic, but it was, because everything about Clay was charged with his smoldering virility, like a trailing scent of lingering sexiness that surrounded him. She was familiar with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass term “sex-on-stick,” but that didn’t fucked her pussy good begin to describe fucked her pussy good man. He was so much more than that. He was masterful, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he touched her in ways that felt unreal. As if it weren’t possible to truly feel that good. Feeling that good grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to be a fantasy. But, fucked her pussy good was no mere dream. It was an intoxicating sliver of reality.


  “What if I want to wear underwear?” she said, challenging him because it was fun, because she could, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass because he wasn’t going to pull a knife on her if she did. Here, she could be herself without fear of retaliation with a weapon. What a relief that was.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn I will take it off at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass table grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass we’ll be right back where we started. So as far as I can see, you can leave your panties here, or I can take grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm from you at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass restaurant. That clear?”


  She nodded. “Commgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asso it is grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I am going to make you so crazy with wanting me that you might regret telling me to go naked.”


  “Impossible. I’d never regret you naked.”


  On grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way out, she grabbed her clutch purse – a sleek little number from Coach that she’d snagged second hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass – grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her phone. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass message light flashed.


  “Damn,” she muttered, when she saw grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass text from McKenna. Are you alive??? Or are you ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assrwise occupied? I need to know if I should call grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cops or congratulate you.


  Julia grinned at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass note. Clay raised his eyebrows in question.


  “My sister,” she explained, tapping a quick reply. “I told her I’d text her when I lgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed. She worries about me.”


  “So much that it brings out that naughty grin on your face?” he asked, swiping his thumb across her lips, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it was both sexy, but also skeptical.


  As if he didn’t quite believe her.


  But fucked her pussy good time she was telling grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass truth.


  



  



  



  



  Chapter Four


  



  



  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Red Line gave new meaning to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass word Lilliputian. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass restaurant was one long narrow hallway, as if it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been wedged in between grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass shops on each side. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was a long bar, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a few tables, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy sat at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass far end near grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass restrooms. Clay grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been here a few times; it was a popular neighborhood place on a cobblestoned street in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Village grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass typified what he loved about fucked her pussy good eclectic neighborhood – it was thoroughly New York, but it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass an individual feel to it from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass black grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass white pictures of steam engines on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass walls to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dark red counter to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hip hop playing faintly overhead, R. Kelly’s Ignition.


  Julia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass finished texting with her sister, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he was glad of that. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nothing against cell phones, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sight of one in a woman’s hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss while he was with her didn’t sit well with him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his ex Sabrina to thank for that. She’d kept her twitchy little fingers far too busy on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass touch screen of her phone, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn lied, lied grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lied some more about what she’d been doing. She’d been involved in some bad shit, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dragged him deep down into her troubles too. It grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass taken him longer than he wanted to untangle himself from those tall tales Sabrina grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass spun, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass damage she’d done to him. Since grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, he’d vowed to stay away from that kind of woman since.


  Julia’s phone was tucked away in her purse again, where it belonged. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d placed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir order grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she was nibbling on appetizers. She plucked an olive from a small plate, bit it away from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass seed sexily, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn said, “Do you realize I don’t fucked her pussy good know where you’re from?”


  “Do you want to know where I’m from?”


  “Obviously. I’m asking. I want to get to know you better. Much better,” she said.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I want you to get to know me much better. Where do you think I’m from?” he asked, taking a drink of his scotch.


  “Chicago.”


  He shook his head. “Try again.”


  “Ooh. Is fucked her pussy good anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr game? You like games, don’t you? First Mad Libs. Now I get to guess where you’re from. What do I win if I’m right?”


  He leaned in close to her, swept her hair from her ear, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass spoke in a low rumble. “You can pick grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass next position. But I know you won’t win.”


  “So you’re saying you’re setting me up to fail so you can choose how to take me?”


  “You think I’d choose badly? You think I’d pick a position you wouldn’t like?”


  She shook her head. “No,” she said softly, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she seemed to let down her guard for a second or two. “I like everything you do.”


  He couldn’t resist her, especially not when she dropped grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass snark, though he loved that about her too. But when she revealed her vulnerable side, he found himself wanting to be fucked her pussy good closer to her. “I like doing everything to you,” he said, looking her in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass eyes, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn brushing his thumb gently over her cheek, before he kissed her softly, drawing out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sexiest little whimper from her gorgeous lips.


  She reached for his collar gently, holding on as she kissed back, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it was a kiss that held grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass promise of so much more. So much of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir contact was hard grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rough, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy both liked it that way, but fucked her pussy good was tender grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sweet, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wanted fucked her pussy good side of her too. Judging from how she kissed him, she wanted it too.


  Soon, she broke grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kiss, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass brushed one hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, in a most business-like gesture. “Now that that’s settled, let grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass games begin.” She studied his face curiously. “California?” She shook her head before he could answer. “No, you’re not happy enough to be from California.”


  “I’m very happy,” he said defensively.


  “Sure, but California people smile all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s fucked her pussy good thing called sunshine that makes us all dopey grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass happy.”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn how do we account for your sarcasm, Miss California?”


  “I’m an outlier,” she said, as a waiter brought grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm water glasses.


  “Water for both of you. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kitchen is working on your orders. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy should be out in about five minutes.”


  “Thank you very much,” Clay said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn returned his attention to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass beautiful woman by his side who wore no underwear. “I’m not from California.”


  “Arizona? Nah. Somehow I don’t think grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy make grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm so kinky in Arizona.”


  He couldn’t help but smile. “You never know. Arizona could be an incredibly kinky state. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre could be entire colonies of kink in Phoenix.”


  “If grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre are colonies, perhaps we should go exploring. But no, you’re not from Arizona, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you’re not from Oregon or Washington eigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. You’d be crunchy or have more of a penchant for plaid if eigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr were grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass case.”


  “I enjoy your process of elimination,” he said, leaning casually back in his bar chair, crossing his arms. No one ever guessed where he was from because it was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kind of place you weren’t usually from.


  She pressed her fingers to her lips, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn pointed at him. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you’re not from Boston because you don’t have an accent, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that’s also why you’re not from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass South. Or Texas, fucked her pussy good though you feel very Texas,” she said, placing her palm against his shirt, spreading her fingers across his chest, tapping lightly with her fingertips. He was hard instantly from her touch. Damn fucked her pussy good woman; everything she did was a direct line to his dick.


  “So is grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre a guess coming, Julia?”


  She shrugged happily, held her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss out in an I give up admission. “Salt Lake City,” she said with a smirk, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he laughed at her guess, so intentionally wrong.


  “Vegas, baby.”


  Her features registered no reaction at first. She was simply silent. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn she laughed. Maybe in disbelief. “Really?”


  “Yep.”


  “No one is from Vegas. Vegas is where you go. Not where you’re from.”


  “Born grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass raised grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre.”


  She held her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass as low to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ground as she could from where she sat. “Like back when you were little?”


  He nodded again. “That’s what it means to be born grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass raised.”


  “High school too?”


  “Happy to show you my diploma if you need more verification. Lettered in Varsity Football at Desert Hills High on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass outskirts of town. Lived grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre til I moved east for college.”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass how does one come to live in Vegas?”


  “Generally speaking one has parents from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre.”


  “Clearly. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass your parents? What do grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy do in Vegas?”


  “My parents do exactly what you’d expect two people in Vegas to have done. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’re retired now. Mom was a showgirl. Dad owns a small casino off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass strip.”


  “Wow. That’s just so…” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn let her voice trail off.


  “So what?”


  “Unusual. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass surprising,” she said.


  “Why is it surprising?”


  



  *****


  



  



  You have fucked her pussy good to be kidding me.


  Her heart grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass raced when he first said Vegas, but she’d reined it in, relying on her well-honed poker face. Because really, what were grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chances that he’d hail from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gambling Mecca?


  Of all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass places he could be from she’d never have thought it would be grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one place that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass so much in common with her present, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass life of gambling she led. She’d been a card player long before her mgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assatory attendance at Charlie’s Tuesday night games. She knew her way around a deck of cards since she taught herself to play in high school, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn continued on during college at UCLA, finding late-night games in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dorms, winning hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assily most of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time, collecting extra money for her expenses, for textbooks grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass meal plans. Back grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, playing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been fun, something she enjoyed. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her sister grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass taken many girls trips to Vegas too in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir early twenties. McKenna could never back down from a challenge grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good though board games grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass video games were more of her sister’s speed, she was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ideal cheerleader when grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d played grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tables late at night at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Bellagio on those trips.


  “Just because you hardly meet anyone from Vegas, that’s all I mean,” she said, making light of her comment. She wasn’t going to tell him more. Not fucked her pussy good McKenna knew how much Julia played grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse days, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass how desperately she needed to win. Only her hairdresser grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass an inkling. It was better that way, safer that way for everyone. McKenna grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a rough go of things for a while with her douchebag of an ex-fiancé, but now she’d met Chris grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass was happy beyond measure. Julia wasn’t going to ruin her sister’s happiness by letting her know about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass crap she was dealing with. McKenna would only be worried, like a good big sister. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was nothing McKenna could do about her debt, so grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was no reason to let her know. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to shield her sister from her troubles. If she kept McKenna in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dark, she could better protect her from Charlie’s sgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assow, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass any harm he might do. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same went for Charlie; grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass less he knew about her family, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass better. Chris grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass McKenna both ran successful, high-profile TV shows; she didn’t want Charlie to get a piece of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were precisely grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass type of meal he enjoyed best – grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were flush with green.


  “You like Vegas?”


  “I do. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I can hold my own at a blackjack table.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Why? You think women can’t gamble?”


  “Why would I think that? Do I look like a sexist pig?”


  “No,” she said with a laugh, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass held up her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss in surrender. “Do you play?”


  He nodded. “I play poker a couple times a month. One of my lawyer buddies has a regular card game going on. A few of my clients play.”


  “Do you let grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm win?”


  He laughed, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass shook his head. “Never. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d know if I were letting grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm win. Besides, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’re A-list actors grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass producers.”


  “Name dropper,” she said, bumping her shoulder against his.


  “Did I say grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir names?” he tossed back. “Anyway, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy don’t give a shit how much grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy win or lose.”


  “Nobody likes losing,” she said, trying to keep grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sharp edge from her voice. She despised losing because it kept her chained to that man, tied fucked her pussy good longer to a debt that wasn’t hers. Nobody could shrug off losing. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, what did she know? She didn’t have tons to gamble with, so she hated losing fucked her pussy good more.


  “True, but we all just play for fun. Nothing more, nothing less. Couple guys, smoking cigars, talking shit, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass laying down some bets. My second favorite past time,” he said, raising an eyebrow.


  She flashed him a naughty grin, but inside a sliver of envy wedged itself in her heart. She wanted to love grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass game, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass part of her still did. But that part was crushed like an old cardboard box by grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weight of all that she owed. Charlie grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass subverted both her skill grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her love of poker into something dirty, making her his ringer to take down poker babies. Someday, she’d like to play again for fun. Hell, maybe she could fucked her pussy good tolerate losing if she didn’t face grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass consequences of knives, guns grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass threats to her livelihood.


  “I know what your first favorite past time is,” she said, trailing her finger along his thigh.


  “We could combine grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass two. You’d be nice to play strip poker with,” he added.


  “I’d beat you,” she said instantly. She knew she would. Confidence coursed through her.


  “I’d have to say in that game with you, I’m winning eigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr way.”


  “You’re an interesting man, Clay Nichols,” she said, smiling at him. But smiling inside too. She was enjoying herself so much, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass so much more than she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass in ages. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was something about him that simply worked extraordinarily well with her. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chemistry in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bedroom in spades, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy could talk too, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that was almost a magical thing. Rare too. You didn’t often come across someone who captivated your mind grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass your body.


  “Am I?”


  “You are, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I want to know more about you. So you have a little brograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. Where does he live?”


  “Ah, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass topic you were saving for dinner. Brent is in Vegas too.”


  “Wait. Let me guess.” She flung her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass over her forehead, mimicking a fortune teller. “He’s a magician. He has an act with tigers grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass disappearing roses.”


  He shook his head. “Nope. But you’re close in that he’s on stage. He’s a comedian.”


  She shook her head, bemused with his family story. “Your family does all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things you never really think anyone does.”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass we have Thanksgiving togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr every year too. Mom makes a turkey, dad carves it, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Brent bakes a pumpkin pie.”


  “Oh stop. That’s far too normal to be believed. Aren’t you supposed to have issues? Like everyone grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse days? Hate your dad or mom? Or something,” she said because her ex, Dillon, certainly was like that. Most of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass men she’d known were prickly toward grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir families grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, come to think of it, that might be yet anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr reason why grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were exes. Shouldn’t a man have a little respect for his mom grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dad? grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was no badge of honor given for hating your parents simply because that’s what most modern men grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass women did.


  “What can I say?” He held out his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss in mock surrender. “I aim to defy modern stereotypes. I might have grown up around gamblers, tits grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ass, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was no drama. No dysfunction.”


  “Though it gave you an appreciation for tits grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ass, I presume?”


  “Huge appreciation for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn paused. “Why? Were you thinking I grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass some horrible childhood grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that’s why I like to talk dirty to you?”


  She pressed her finger against her lips, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass peered at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ceiling as if in deep thought. “Actually, I kind of figured you were grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same as me grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that you just liked it that way.”


  “Damn straight. I’m not playing out some childhood trauma in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way I like to have sex,” he said in that smooth, confident voice she loved.


  “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.”


  “You’d look sexy smoking a cigar. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn you’d look sexy in just about anything. Which is sort of my point. I like what I like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I like it all with you.”


  A shiver raced through her blood at his words. She brushed her lips against his jaw. “I feel grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same about you,” she whispered, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he took her in his arms quickly. A warm, strong embrace. He didn’t say anything, just breagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assd her in, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she did grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moment felt suspended almost, existing in its own blissful bubble of possibility. Her mind toyed with all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass potential of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass two of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm, of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ways fucked her pussy good moment could turn into many more. She liked being with him so much, maybe too much.


  “What’s your story?” He asked after she slipped slowly from his hold.


  “Do I like what I like? Or do I appreciate tits grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ass, you mean?”


  “That’s a valid question. But I suppose I was thinking more along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lines of whegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr you bake pumpkin pie at Thanksgiving.”


  “I’m more of a pecan pie kind of gal. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass yes, I have one of those – shockers – normal families too. Though not nearly as exciting as yours. Mom’s in real estate, dad’s an orthodontist, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy live in Sherman Oaks, California, where I grew up. My best friend is my sister. Well, my ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr best friend is my hair stylist, Gayle, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn who else does a woman tell all her secrets to but her hairdresser,” she said playfully.


  “I hate secrets,” Clay said in a harsh tone, with narrowed eyes. His words jolted her. Like she’d been shocked by grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass unexpected ire in his statement. Julia’s gaze drifted down; his fists were clenched.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Secrets eat away at people,” he said, practically spitting out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass words on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass red counter.


  She’d touched some kind of nerve.


  



  



  



  Chapter Five


  



  Okay, fine. She fucked her pussy good it – secrets could suck. But she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a big one, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she didn’t need or want to feel like she was doing something wrong by keeping it. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no choice. She was boxed in by her awful ex grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass what he’d done to her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass now by what Charlie was doing to her as he made her pay for Dillon’s crimes – crimes he blamed on her. Some days she felt like she’d never get out from under it all. Not from Charlie grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass not from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass need for secrets grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lies.


  She grabbed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass steering wheel of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass conversation grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass swerved out of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass topic. “I have a secret I can tell you. Mine is that I’m wearing no underwear.”


  That earned her a wicked grin. He laid a strong hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass on her knee. “Hardly a secret. I knew that. Tell me things that are secret now, but won’t be in a few seconds. Tell me what you love most in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world,” he said.


  “Cupcakes, my sister, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass freedom,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass truer words were never spoken.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass what do you hate most?”


  That was easy. Too easy. “Owing things,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass because she didn’t want to discuss it more she turned grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass questions back on him. “What do you love most in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world?”


  “Scotch. Ties. Movies. Family.”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass what do you hate most?”


  “Lies. I hate lies.”


  “But you’re a lawyer,” she said, furrowing her brow.


  “So that means I can’t dislike lies?”


  “Don’t you have to lie for a living?”


  “No. I don’t have to lie,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his voice was strong grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass passionate. “I fight. I fight for what my clients want. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s a difference.”


  “What else do you fight for?”


  “For grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things I want.”


  “Do you want me?” She asked, turning grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass conversation down anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr street yet again.


  “I want you so fucking much, Julia,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wasn’t giving an order or commgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good time. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was something almost naked in his voice. A vulnerability that he let show now grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn. He pulled her close, buzzed his lips along her jaw, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn up to her ear. “I meant it when I said I couldn’t stop thinking about you all week. I wanted to fuck you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I wanted to talk you. I want to spend more time with you. I want to get to know you more grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass more. You fascinate me,” he said, kissing her neck, his sgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asspaper stubble rough against her skin, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass feel of him melting her inside.


  His words too sent a shudder through her, filling her with that delicious feeling of falling in like with someone. Of flutters grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wishes grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hope for more – more time, more moments. But saying she wanted more was hard for her. Letting someone in was fucked her pussy good tougher because she knew where it might lead to – to her being owned in yet anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr way she’d never see coming. So she shifted back to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pure truth of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass physical.


  “Now you’re turning me on again,” she whispered.


  “It’s a good thing you’re not wearing any panties.”


  “Oh yeah. Why’s that?”


  He pulled away, glanced around grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass restaurant as if he were sweeping it for spies, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn reached into his back pocket. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre were a few ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr diners at nearby tables, as well as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bartender grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass waiter. He took his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass from his pocket, his fingers curled around in a fist, like he was hiding something.


  “Are you a good actress?” he asked.


  “Sure. Why?”


  “Because I’m going to test you right now.” He slid his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass under her skirt; her legs were hidden under grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass edge of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass counter. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn she felt it – a buzzing against her bare thigh.


  “What is that?” She hitched in her breath.


  “Something I fucked her pussy good for you,” he said. “Do you like coming?”


  “Uh, yeah.”


  “Our dinner will be here any minute,” he said, tipping his chin towards grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass waiter who scurried to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kitchen. “I want you to come before he arrives with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass food.”


  “Clay,” she said under her breath, but when he pressed his finger against her center, she bit her lip to silence her groan. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass vibration was intense. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass some kind of mini-vibrator strapped to his index finger, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wasn’t messing around. He was hitting her right where she was hot for him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sudden friction against her clit turned her insides molten.


  “Show me what a good actress you are.”


  “I’m a great actress,” she said, through gritted teeth as he teased grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass vibrator in a dizzying circle around her flesh. Delicious sensations flooded her body, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she fought her impulse to hold onto grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass edge of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass counter, as he rubbed her faster, sending sparks racing through her bloodstream.


  A couple having dinner a few tables away pushed back grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir chairs, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass legs scraping across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wood floor. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man held grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman’s coat, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman looked in Julia’s direction as she slid her arms into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sleeves. Julia plastered on a fake smile, pressing her lips firmly togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, clamping inside her mouth all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moans grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass scream grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cries she wanted to unleash.


  “I’m looking forward to eating. I hope grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass food arrives soon,” Clay mused, keeping one hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass under her skirt as he reached for his scotch with his free hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. He tapped her clit with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass vibrator – gently but insistently – sending an exquisite pulse between her legs that spread like ripples, reaching all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way to her fingertips.


  Oh god. She wanted to roll her eyes in pleasure, to spread her legs wide.


  “What about you, Julia? You hungry for your risotto?” He tilted his head to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass side, giving her a deliberately curious stare.


  “Sure.” She sucked in a moan as a wave of intensity slammed between her legs. She ached with a desperate desire to be touched, to be felt. To come. He moved his finger back grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass forth, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pad of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass vibrator driving her into anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr world of pleasure. Involuntarily, her shoulders curled in.


  “You okay?”


  “I’m fine,” she choked out.


  “You sure?” He stroked her fast, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn faster. “You don’t seem like yourself?”


  “Just hungry,” she muttered as he pushed harder against her swollen clit, bathing her entire being with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thrilling sensations of vibration. She could barely take it anymore. She’d been reduced to nothing but feelings, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass raw physical need for release from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass flames lapping up her being. She wanted to throw back her head, run her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss through her hair, slide her palms down her own body to savor every second. But she knew how to bluff. She knew how to fake it.


  “I think grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass food’s on its way,” he said, gesturing with his eyes to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kitchen door. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass waiter appeared, holding it  open with his elbow, balancing plates along his arm.


  Julia swallowed hard, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wanted to pant, to moan, to scream. She wanted to climb up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass walls, to rub herself against Clay’s thigh, something, anything, to relieve grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass build inside that was teetering on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass edge of explosion.


  “Looks like he’ll be here any second. What about you? You ready?”


  “I think I might be,” she said in a choppy voice, trying so hard not to give an inch.


  But he was hitting her where her body sang, turning her up, all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way on. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass if she were alone with him, she’d have grabbed his shoulders grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass held on hard. Instead, she gripped grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass edge of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stool, her sharp nails digging into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wood, surely leaving scratch marks, as she channeled grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre all her desires to wrigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moan grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass let herself bagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bliss of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass orgasm that rocketed through her body. She was coming, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was nothing she could do to stop it. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass orgasm was on a high-speed chase, tearing around curves, racing through every cell. Julia Bell was coming at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar, eyes wide open, lips sealed shut, body still as still could be. Every inch of her was lit up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ignited.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass waiter set down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir plates as her entire body buzzed with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass delicious tingles of an orgasm she hid fiercely.


  “Your risotto, miss,” he said, gesturing to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass plate. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn he set down Clay’s meal. “Do you need anything else?”


  “I believe I have everything I could possibly want,” Clay said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn flashed a quick smile, before turning to her. “What about you? Do you need anything more?”


  “I’m good,” she said, her eyes bugging out.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes,” she said with a satisfied sigh, that one syllable strung out, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass only hint of what grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass just gone down.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass waiter left, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she picked up her fork. “I am famished.”


  “You deserve some sort of award for that performance.”


  “My reward will be torturing you when you least expect it.”


  “I will count down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass seconds until that kind of torture comes my way.”


  



  



  



  Chapter Six


  



  



  Her phone woke her up in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass morning.


  She’d turned grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass damn thing off last night, seeing as she was spent grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass exhausted from her time with Clay, but now it was buzzing. McKenna probably wanted more details on last night since grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy always shared grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse kind of tidbits with each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr – not grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nitty gritty sex details, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass so you really like him part. It grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been a long time since Julia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass actually liked someone. fucked her pussy good with Dillon, fucked her pussy good as it ended, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass really like him feelings grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass faded well before. Sure, she’d fallen for him in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass start, for his self-deprecating humor, for his piercing blue eyes, for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sweet nothings he whispered to her that made her feel special.


  She met him when he was one of her students at a weekend class she’d been teaching at a boutique bar in Noe Valley on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass art of making cocktails. She’d taken on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass class before she bought a stake in Cubic Z; grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass class helped supplement her bartending income. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Dillon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been her finest student, his keen eye for detail giving him a leg up as he mixed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass matched grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass perfect amounts.


  “You, sir, concocted a most excellent margarita,” she told him.


  He’d tapped grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass side of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass glass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass said, “Someday I’ll be sipping fucked her pussy good in Bora Bora or grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Bahamas.”


  “Wouldn’t that be nice. Sitting on a hammock in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sun with a nice cool drink.”


  “Blue skies grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass mixed drinks,” he added. “A perfect getaway.”


  One time, after everyone else grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass left, he hung back, raised his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass as if in a classroom, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass asked. “I have a question. I know student-teacher relationships are generally forbidden. Does that apply to bartending school too?”


  “Terribly forbidden. Violates all sorts of mixed drink laws,” she teased.


  “Call me guilty grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn asked her out.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d gone to a Turkish restaurant in Russian Hill for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first date, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn for a walk through that neighborhood. A photographer, he’d made a decent wage shooting interiors of homes in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass city for realtors, so he showed her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass outside of some of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass homes he shot, including a ragrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr tiny one that he’d made look palatial in a picture. He used to say that with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass right angled shot, he could make any room look “spacious, open grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass well-lit.”


  Later, after grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy became a couple, he was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one who grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass encouraged her to expgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her role at Cubic Z, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to invest in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar. She didn’t regret that decision, not one bit, though she sure as hell regretted him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wished she’d fucked her pussy goodten out sooner.


  All his sweetness grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass leaked away by grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass end, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were merely holding on. Until he left. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass unraveling of that relationship wasn’t what hurt; it was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way it fell to pieces that stung like snake poison. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to bear grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass brunt of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass breakup grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass all he heaped on her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she couldn’t fucked her pussy good tell McKenna grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass specifics. Julia ached to pour out all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sordid details at times especially because her sister understood heartache. But McKenna understood happiness too. Newly engaged to a man who made her wildly happy, McKenna was in that haze of believing that every new relationship would turn out to be grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one, so Julia fully expected a text asking her when she was going to get engaged.


  Ha. As if Julia were ever going to do that.


  She fumbled for her phone, unlocking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass screen. McKenna’s name popped up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first word she saw was size. She shook her head in amusement. She wasn’t sure if her sister was talking about ring fingers or ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr measurements, but before she could open grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass note anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr text flashed.


  Where is grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pretty bartender? She wasn’t at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar last night. She should hope she’s not skipping town. I wouldn’t want to have to inquire with that ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr woman behind grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar. She seems like she might be preoccupied, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass more so in a few more months…


  Her blood ran cold. He’d noticed Kim grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her pregnant belly.


  She wanted to punch grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass screen. That slimeball grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gone to Cubic Z for one of his pop-ins. Those were grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass worst, when she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to serve him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass act like she didn’t detest him as she poured his martinis. She hoped he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t bograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assred Kim last night or her hubby Craig who was helping her out, or anyone else grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy worked with. She didn’t want him near her co-workers. She could only imagine how that would go down, especially when Charlie took out his knife grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nonchalantly scratched his chin. Those gestures were meant for her – reminders of what he was capable of.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he was capable of a lot more than just itching a scratch.


  She’d fucked her pussy goodten glimpses of Charlie’s cold-blooded nature through Dillon. He’d hinted of things he’d seen while shooting pictures of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass limos. Punches thrown, knees whacked, noses broken, eyes blackened. Charlie was a man who fucked her pussy good what he wanted by any means possible.


  Her skin crawled as she imagined him shaking down sweet Kim, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass true definition of an innocent bystgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asser.


  That was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass real rub though. Everyone in her life was an innocent bystgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asser, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she’d have to keep grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm innocent. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass less anyone knew, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass less grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy could get hurt. If grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy knew about her troubles grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d try to help her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d be in his debt somehow grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his crosshairs.


  She swallowed back all her anger, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass replied quickly. Of course not. I have grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weekend off. Don’t worry - I’ll be at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass game Tuesday grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I plan on winning big again.


  Seconds later, he replied. That confidence is so alluring.


  She sneered, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn her heart beat faster at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass next message. From Kim. You’ll be pleased to know grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre were no unsavory types here last night. Only grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass usual assortment of hipsters grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass VCs. So San Fran. Xoxo


  If only Kim knew that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was an unsavory type grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre last night, scoping grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm all out. But she planned to be back at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass poker table on Tuesday night, working on winning more to line Charlie’s pockets. Playing hard grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass taking down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass marks to get out from under his yoke as soon as she possibly good.


  She wrote back: Glad to hear Cubic Z is representing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass city so well. Love you madly. See you soon.


  She took a deep breath, reminding herself to push her troubles out of her mind for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weekend. She was far away from all her obligations, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she planned to enjoy her temporary break. She shut off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass phone as Clay stirred. Good – he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t seen her texting. He’d seemed perturbed last night when she was writing to McKenna, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she didn’t want any weirdness between grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm. She wanted only good times with Clay, only dessert. fucked her pussy good weekend togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass frosting on a scrumptious cupcake. It wasn’t real, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that was A-OK. She sure as hell loved a cupcake, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass right now she wanted anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr bite.


  Now was as good a time as any to show fucked her pussy good man what kind of wake-up call she could deliver, so she slinked down under grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sheets grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stroked him a few times, enjoying grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass low rumbles from his chest as he started to wake up.


  She wrapped her lips around him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass instantly his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss were tangled in her hair grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he held on tight as she licked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass caressed him in her mouth. He groaned loudly, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she thrilled at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sound, at knowing she could do fucked her pussy good to him, elicit fucked her pussy good sort of reaction.


  “Good morning to me,” he murmured in a sleepy voice. His voice was rough, husky from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass early hour, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sound turned her on fucked her pussy good more.


  She let him fall from her lips momentarily. “It’s going to be a very good morning in a few minutes.”


  “That’s all it’s gonna take?”


  She arched an eyebrow. “You think I can’t make you come quickly?”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass verdict is out,” he said with a lazy grin.


  She narrowed her eyes. “For that attitude, Clay, you just bought yourself a wicked tease,” she said grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass returned to his delicious cock, flicking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tip of her tongue up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down his length. He groaned lightly as she licked him, but she stopped short of taking him into her mouth.


  “I’m going to take my sweet time now,” she said with a purr.


  “I can hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assle it,” he said.


  “I don’t know if you can.” She swirled her tongue around grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass head, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn rubbed him against her lips, watching him as she administered her best torture. His chest rose up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his eyes darkened as he stared at her. “It’s getting harder, isn’t it?”


  “It sure is.”


  “You still want fucked her pussy good? I’m not entirely convinced,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn blew a stream of air across his cock. He twitched against her lips grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she quickly kissed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tip, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn released him.


  He cursed under his breath.


  “I didn’t hear you. Are you sure you want me to do fucked her pussy good?”


  “I want you,” he muttered, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she grinned, knowing how hard it was for him to have grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tables turned.


  Still, she wasn’t ready to give in. She needed him to want her desperately, to need her terribly. “I think I might require you to ask real nice,” she said, as she cupped his balls, lightly rolling grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm in her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn darting down to give a quick lick grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kiss of that most sensitive set of parts. She gripped his shaft hard in her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass as she tasted him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass those twin actions set off a long, long moan from Clay.


  “Please,” he whispered, so low it was barely audible.


  “I’m not sure I can hear you,” she said, but started giving him his reward, taking him all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way in her mouth, surrounding his hot, hard length with her lips.


  He panted hard, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nearly growled at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass relief. But she stopped once again, peeking up at him, enjoying grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass view of his big, strong body stretched out on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sheets. “Do you want it? Ask nicely grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I’ll give it to you.”


  He shut his eyes briefly, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn opened grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm, holding her gaze. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass look was both desperate grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hungry. “Please suck me, Julia,” he said, in a hoarse voice.


  “Gladly,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn gave him grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass full treatment. First hard, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn slow, alternating between teasing him grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass taking him in.


  “Maybe not too long now after all,” he said as he gripped her head, sliding his fingers through her hair, tugging as she feasted on him. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy kept at it like for a bit, him rocking into her mouth, her savoring him all over. He was quieter than usual though; he wasn’t reeling off directions grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass telling her what to do. Maybe it was because she’d taken grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reins. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn his dirty mouth woke up, as he whispered harshly, “Use your teeth.”


  She slowed for a moment, dragging her teeth lightly against his shaft. “Like that?” she asked, glancing up at him.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass look on his face said it all, as his features contorted with pleasure. “Yes. Like that,” he rasped out.


  “Damn, you like it rough, don’t you?” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass returned to his cock, touching him exactly how he wanted, scraping gently with her teeth as she moved her lips up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down.


  “I like it rough, but I also like pretty much anything you to do my cock,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she took him in furgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. “Like that,” he hissed out. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn deeper, drawing out a louder groan. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that’s fucking good too.”


  She swirled her tongue around grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass head, as she gripped grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass base hard in a fist. He hitched in a breath. “That’s perfect. Take me all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass use those gorgeous teeth, Julia.”


  Ah, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre he was in full force. Her dirty-talking, direction-giving man. She smiled privately, loving grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he used all his talents in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bedroom, his body, his tongue, his cock, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass most of all his words. She drew him in, nibbling grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sucking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rolling his balls in her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss as he started to fuck her mouth harder, to drive deeper into her.


  “You tell me now if I’m fucking you too hard, okay?” he said firmly, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy both knew she wasn’t backing down. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy both knew she liked it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same way he did. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were perfectly paired in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bedroom; he gave as good as he fucked her pussy good, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she did too. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were two tigers, tussling grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tangling, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass taking each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, talking dirty, playing rough.


  “I’m good,” she said, fucked her pussy good with her mouth full. She dragged her nails along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass inside of his strong, muscular thighs, making him shiver, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn grazed him right between his legs where his thighs met his cheeks, sending his hips shooting off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass deeper into her mouth.


  “I love it when you use your hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss like that. All over me. I want you all over me, your hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss, your tongue. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass your lips are so fucking beautiful wrapped around my dick,” he said, his narration punctuated by grunts of pleasure. “Fuck, Julia, you’re going to make me come so hard in your mouth right now,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she gripped grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass base with her palm, feeling him twitch hard against her as she sucked him off, his salty, musky taste sliding down her throat as his words started to falter, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sentences broke into bits grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pieces of truncated words. Feels so fucking good, so good in your mouth, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn her name, over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass over, like a chant. Yes, that was her favorite dirty word that fell from his mouth as he groaned out Julia with unbidden pleasure, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she couldn’t help but be satisfied too to have fucked her pussy goodten him off so thoroughly, so completely. Because he looked like a most contented man, a happy grin across his gorgeous face.


  “Don’t ever doubt me,” she said playfully.


  “Never.” He pulled her up, drawing her next to him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moved in to plant a kiss on her lips.


  She shook her head.


  “What? I can’t kiss you after I come in your mouth? It doesn’t bograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr me.”


  “No, that’s not it. I just have to confess I hate morning breath, but I really want to kiss you, so how about we brush our teeth grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn make out?”


  He chuckled deeply, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass smacked her ass with a strong hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. “Did I tell you yet how perfect you are? I don’t like morning breath eigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn I’m not such an ass that I wouldn’t kiss you if you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it.” He tapped her nose with his finger. “But you don’t.”


  “Thanks, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s a toothbrush calling my name anyway.”


  After grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy returned to bed with minty fresh breath, he ran a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass along her hip. “So what else besides morning breath? What are your ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr pet peeves?”


  “You really want to know?”


  “I really want to know. So I can avoid grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm,” he said, holding her gaze with his own, his dark brown eyes so earnest grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass true. As if it were deeply important for him to know what irked her, so as not to do it.


  “Washcloths,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass held out her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss as if it say what gives. “I don’t get it. I don’t understgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass washcloths. Why use a washcloth to wash your face when you have hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss? Put grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass soap on your hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wash. Or worse, leave a wet washcloth hanging up in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass shower because grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn it just becomes a damp, used, smelly washcloth.”


  He nodded several times as if taking detailed notes in his head. “You might have noticed I don’t own washcloths. I don’t need an intermediary between soap grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass my body.”


  She laughed. “Exactly. You’re already ahead of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass game. Here’s anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr pet peeve. I don’t like seeing a man walking around only in his socks.”


  He mimed making a check mark. “Note to self: Remove socks first before taking off pants to fuck Julia.”


  “I don’t like dirty sinks eigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. I see no reason for bathroom sinks to be anything but pristine.”


  “Did you noticed how immaculate my bathroom is?”


  “I did,” she said with a wink. “Don’t you just know grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way to a woman’s heart?”


  “Evidently.”


  “I assume you were down on your hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass knees scrubbing every surface before I arrived?”


  “Something like that. Or maybe I grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it cleaned knowing I was having company I wanted to impress.”


  She ran her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass along his strong arm over his tattoo. “You’re getting grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hang of it. You know what to do to stay on my good side.”


  “Am I on your good side?” he asked, propping himself up on his elbow.


  She traced a line down his chest. “You are all good side, Mister. Nothing more.”


  “Good. I find fucked her pussy good side so much more enjoyable. How did you sleep?”


  “Very well, thank you. You wore me out last night.”


  “I like wearing you out, Julia,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn brushed his lips against her forehead. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I like having you in my bed.”


  “Your bed is pretty damn nice.”


  “You make it look good. It felt good having you fall asleep in my arms,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn ran his fingers through her hair. He lowered his voice again, speaking softly, “I wouldn’t mind seeing you in my bed more often.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was something different about him in moments like fucked her pussy good. A tenderness shined through his hard exterior, a sweetness fucked her pussy good. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it scared grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hell out of her. Because it was easy to view him as a weekend fling. So incredibly easy. But when he was like fucked her pussy good, she could feel grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weight of one word pressing hard on her. More. 


  Like a temptress with a come higrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr wave, inviting her in for more. More him, more moments, more getting to know each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. She wanted terribly to snuggle in close with him, lift her eyes to meet his, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass say I want to be in your bed more often, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I want to be in your life too.


  But she didn’t have grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass luxury of more. So she made light of his comment, bringing it down to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sex level. “Oh, you just want to set some sort of record fucked her pussy good weekend, don’t you?”


  “That’s not what I meant,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good time his voice was clear, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass firm. He pulled her on top of him, thread his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss slowly through her hair, keeping his eyes locked on her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole time. “You know that’s not what I meant.”


  “I know,” she whispered, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass words catching in her throat. She pressed her lips togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr so she wouldn’t say too much, wouldn’t admit how much she was starting to want from him.


  “Kiss me,” he said, giving her a commgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. She obeyed, exploring his lips with her tongue, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn crushing her mouth to his, trying to get closer, as close as she could be.


  He let go of her hair, his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss drifting down to her backside. He reached for a condom grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rolled it on. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn he cupped her cheeks, lifted her up, giving her full access to his erection, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she sank onto him. She inhaled sharply as he filled her, stopping momentarily to savor grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sensations. He moved inside her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it wasn’t rough as she rode him. It was luxurious, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass deliciously slow, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it felt disturbingly like making love, especially given grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he kissed her tenderly grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole time.


  



  



  Chapter Sfucked her pussy good


  



  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thieves rode away in a convertible, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sunset streaking behind grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass jewels turned into money grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass money tucked safely away in a bank account. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass closing credits rolled, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Julia leaned closer to whisper in his ear, her soft hair brushing his neck. “We need to stay for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass credits.”


  His heart thumped a beat harder, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he couldn’t deny that he was happy she’d insisted on proper movie etiquette herself. He didn’t have to tell her he wanted to stay. She fucked her pussy good it on her own.


  “I always watch grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass credits fucked her pussy good when I don’t have a client involved,” he said, staying put in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass red upholstered chair because he didn’t want to miss seeing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass name of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass executive producer scroll up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass big screen. He’d wait all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way through to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass final shot because that’s what you did when you were in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass biz. What happens before grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass credits brings butts to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass seats, but what rolls on by after “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass End” is why grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s a movie in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first place. “But I do have a client in fucked her pussy good film.”


  “Which one is yours?” she whispered as ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr patrons stood, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass picked up emptied popcorn tubs grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cartons of Junior Mints.


  He pointed to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first credit. “That’s my guy.”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you took good care of him, I trust?”


  He nodded. “fucked her pussy good him some very nice points on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back end.”


  She ran a finger down his arm, giving him an approving nod. “Impressive.”


  “I do what I can.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass names of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cast grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass crew, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass key grip grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass costumer streaked across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass screen, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy watched grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm all. Soon, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass movie reached its final frame, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass silence filled grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assater.


  “What did you think of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass movie? grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass don’t tell me you liked it because I grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a client work on it.”


  She rolled her eyes. “I have no need to suck up to you, Clay. You’re already putting out for me. But I loved it. Especially because you’re totally convinced at one point that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’re grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s no way grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy can walk out of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass vault with all those jewels, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn it turns out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was a hidden wall,” she said, her expression animated as she recounted grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass film.


  He nodded enthusiastically. “That’s exactly what I love about a good heist flick. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass story makes you think one thing, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn all of a sudden,” he said, twisting his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass side to demonstrate a U-turn, “You’ve gone grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr direction.”


  “That’s what a good story does, right? Surprises you. Challenges you.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir conversation was interrupted by grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sweeping of a broom. Clay glanced behind him. An usher was sweeping grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass floor of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assater. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass usher dumped grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass contents of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dustpan into a trashcan grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn left.


  “I guess that’s our cue to go.” He stood up, holding Julia’s hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy exited grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir row. “All alone in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass movie grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assater,” he mused as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy made grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir way up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass aisle. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things we could do.”


  “You never stop, do you?”


  “Thinking of ways to seduce you?”


  She nodded, tucking a strgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass of her sexy red hair behind her ear.


  “Never.”


  “Your efforts are very much appreciated, but you do know you have fucked her pussy good one in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bag?”


  He reached his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass around her waist, tugging her in close as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy left grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assater, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bright lights of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lobby making him blink. “You are not grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass type of woman I would ever take for granted,” he said, whispering low in her ear, because grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass words were just for her. She shivered lightly against him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wrapped his arm tighter around her.


  “Why?”


  “Why what?”


  “Why am I grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass type of woman you wouldn’t take for granted?”


  He held open grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cinema, letting her walk onto grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass New York Street first, admiring grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass view of her legs. It was a Saturday afternoon, but she was wearing black stockings grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her trenchcoat. Heels too. A young man in a slouchy sweatshirt stared at Julia as he walked by, nearly tripping over his Converse sneakers as he craned his neck to gawk. Clay wasn’t bograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assred. In fact, he was a proud mograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr fucker to know grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr men stared at was with him. “Because you wear stockings on a Saturday to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass movies. Because you do it not just to turn me on but because you are intrinsically sexy. Because you have fucked her pussy good gorgeous internal confidence that has nothing to do with what men think of you. Because you stayed in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assater to watch grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass credits. Because you get why crime flicks are a damn good way to pass two hours. Because as much as I want to spend grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass entire weekend in bed, I also want to get to know you. Because I like talking to you as much as I like touching you. Is that enough?”


  She stopped in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass middle of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sidewalk, wrapped her arms around his neck, nodded her answer grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass planted a hard kiss on his lips. She tasted like kettle corn from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass movies. “Mmm,” he growled, as a gray-haired couple sidestepped grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were in New York City, kissing on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass street, doing exactly what new lovers should do in a weekend togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr.


  “Yes, that’s enough.” She grabbed his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass laced her slender fingers through his. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I think you are a fabulous way to pass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he suspected that was as much as she’d admit when it came to that most dangerous territory of feelings. But he’d take it, he’d happily take it.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy resumed walking, a crisp April breeze blowing past grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm that smelled remarkably like rain as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy neared Christopher Street. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass breeze billowed her coat momentarily, providing him with a full-on view of her long legs, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass just grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slightest peak of her panties as her skirt danced upwards too. “Because of that too,” he added.


  “I arranged for that gust of wind. I ordered it to arrive at fucked her pussy good instant.”


  He laughed, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn gestured to a sushi restaurant at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass corner. “You hungry?”


  She looked at her watch. “It’s four in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass afternoon.”


  “I know. But we skipped lunch when I needed to eat you instead, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I figured once we return to my place you’re definitely going to be tied up.”


  “See, here’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thing,” she said, holding up her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss, as if offering grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm for shackling. “You’ve been promising me grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse ropes, Clay, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass my wrists are still achingly empty.”


  He swatted her ass. “Get some food in you, woman, before I tie you up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tie you down.”


  



  *****


  



  Clay grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been to fucked her pussy good restaurant a few times, including once with his ex, Sabrina. She’d asked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sushi chef if she could lick grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass yellowtail. She wasn’t drunk. Sabrina grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass never been a drinker. She’d been too in love with ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr substances instead, with little pills prescribed by doctors. “Little darlings for my headaches,” she’d say when a migraine swooped down on her. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass migraines, if she truly grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm, became so crushing that she needed more grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass more grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass more.


  She needed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time. Up her nose. Every few hours.


  But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass worst part? grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way she lied. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass times she denied. How she hid what she was up to.


  That was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass problem. That’s also why Clay didn’t want any drama with Julia. He knew grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre were no guarantees in relationships, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass certainly people grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a way of making promises grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass breaking promises. Still, he was keen on fucked her pussy good woman, he wanted to spend more time with her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wanted to be upfront about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass past so grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy could have more of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass present.


  After grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy finished eating grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass left grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass restaurant, he cleared his throat. “So what’s your story, Julia? fucked her pussy good any any deep dark secrets I should know about?”


  She started coughing, sputtering at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass abruptness of his question.


  “You okay?”


  She nodded, but kept hacking as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy passed an art gallery. “Just a tickle in my throat,” she choked out.


  “Let me go back grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass get you some water.”


  She held up her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to say no, coughed once more. “I’m fine. But what kind of question is that?”


  “An honest question. I’m just trying to get to know you,” he said, his tone straightforward.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sky broke. Out of nowhere it seemed, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass clouds heaved up heavy droplets of water, pelting grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm from above.


  “Holy shit, that’s some rain,” Julia said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbed at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass collar of her coat, as if that would protect her from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass water. A few feet away, a man hailed a cab, racing to get inside grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass vehicle. A family down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass block ducked into a coffee shop, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a car squealed to a stop at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass light.


  “I’m not that far from here. Only three blocks. But do you want to go to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass coffee shop?”


  “No. I want to go to your place.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy picked up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pace, Julia’s heels clicking loudly against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wet sidewalk. “You okay in those shoes?”


  “Totally fine,” she said.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s a little souvenir shop on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass corner. Let me get an umbrella for you.”


  She grabbed his arm, wrapped her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass around it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pushed him against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass brick wall of a shoe store. “Don’t fucked her pussy good think for a second that I can’t hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assle a few drops of rain, Mister. I’m not some fragile flower.”


  He held up his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss in mock surrender. “Never said you were.”


  “I like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rain. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I’ve always wanted to kiss in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rain,” she said, gripping his shirt collar, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass running her fingers along it. “Now give me one of those fabulous New York kisses in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rain that make all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass girls swoon.”


  “Gladly,” he said grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cupped her cheeks in his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss, held her gaze, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn moved in for a kiss, sweeping his lips softly against her, slowly kissing her in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rain, drawing out decadent little sighs grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass murmurs from her mouth. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sky unleashed a firehose of water, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rain become a goddamn downpour. Julia quickly broke grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kiss, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pointed to her hair, now plastered against her head. “Okay, time to run because that was romantic for about ten seconds grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass now I’m just a drowned rat.”


  He laughed. “Somehow, you’re still unbelievably sexy though,” he said as he grabbed her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy walked quickly, doing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir best to dart grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dodge passersby grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sprayed-up puddles from cars. He kept his arm around her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole way, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass after anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr block, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were both soaked, but she couldn’t deny that she liked being wet with him, fucked her pussy good fucked her pussy good kind of wet.


  “My coat is useless,” Julia shouted against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pounding rain. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass afternoon sky was slate gray grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slamming buckets down upon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm. His jeans stuck to his legs, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her stockings were waterlogged. Soon enough grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy reached his building grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ran inside. He took a deep breath once grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world turned dry again thanks to four walls grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a roof.


  “That’s a hell of an angry sky,” he said as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy stepped inside grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass elevator.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s nothing romantic about getting caught in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rain.”


  He laughed. “Turns out that’s all just a lie of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass movies.” He looked her up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down, her hair clinging messily to her her neck, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her cheeks. Her mascara grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass started to run grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a drop of water slipped down her face. “I know what we need.”


  



  Chapter Eight


  



  Cgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asslelight bagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assd grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass warm room in its soft glow. A D’Angelo album played faintly from an iPod in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bedroom, but here inside grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass spacious bathroom with its cream-colored tiles grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass marble tub, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world was warm again, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass water was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass perfect temperature.


  Hot.


  Julia leaned back against him, her slim body lining perfectly with his, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass waterline bobbing near her breasts. He was sure he could stare at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm for quite a while grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass not ever want to look away. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were gorgeous, full grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass round with rosy nipples that he couldn’t resist touching. He cupped one in each hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, kneading grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm.


  “Hmm. Where did we leave off? Something about deep dark secrets grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass skeletons in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass closet.”


  She leaned her head back against him, her hair fanning out in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass water, like a mermaid. “Yes. I believe you were going to tell me about yours,” she said.


  “Ah, so many skeletons,” he said, running his index finger across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass soft skin of her belly. She sighed happily, snuggling in closer against him.


  “I was once a dirty businessman grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ran a Ponzi scheme like Bernie Madoff,” he said with a straight face.


  She turned to look at him. “Really?”


  He’d said it so matter-of-factly that it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass taken her a moment to realize he was teasing. “No. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass truth is I ran a high-class call girl ring as a side business to my law practice,” he said, in a deliberately confessional tone.


  “Shut up,” she laughed as she slinked deeper into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass water.


  “You fucked her pussy good me. I never did that. A buddy of mine did, but he fucked her pussy good out of that racket recently. Reformed.”


  “Good. I’m glad to hear that.”


  “He’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one who runs grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass poker games I was telling you about. He’s also my go-to guy if I ever need to track down intel on someone I’m not so sure about.”


  “Like an investigator?”


  “Sort of. He just knows stuff. He can find out anything about anybody like that,” he said, snapping his fingers. He shifted away from talk of his friend. “But those aren’t my skeletons.”


  “What are yours grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn?”


  He reached for a bar of soap from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass side of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tub, soaped up his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass began washing her legs, enjoying grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass feel of her sexy body sliding across his palms. “Actually, I don’t think I have too many skeletons. You know about my family already. I’ve been a lawyer for ten years, I work hard for my clients, I like entertainment, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I hate lies,” he said grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she tensed instantly. He briefly wondered why she’d react that way. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, he reasoned, nobody liked lies. She probably hated grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm as much as he did. He kept on going, moving from her calves to her thighs. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn he stopped because fucked her pussy good was important, what he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to say. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’re a deal breaker for me. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s no need for lies. You agree?”


  “Of course,” she said quickly.


  “I don’t like being caught up in something that’s a game, or a cheat. Been grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre, done that. I won’t go grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre again,” he said firmly, using his nefucked her pussy goodiation voice, as memories flashed by quickly of his ex. She was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reason he felt fucked her pussy good way, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he needed Julia to know he didn’t want grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wouldn’t tolerate a repeat. “I was involved with a woman named Sabrina for a few years. I thought I knew her well, but her whole life was a lie.”


  “How so?”


  “She was addicted to painkillers grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass denied it for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass longest time. She started taking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm for headaches, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she kept on taking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she became so wrapped up in it that her life was dictated by it. She missed work, she wrote fake prescriptions, she started doctor shopping. Selling her stuff to pay for more pills – jewelry, her iPhone, Coach purses. Anything that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass value she sold off to buy more,” he said, stopping to gently wash off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass soap from Julia’s legs. “I tried to help her too. Get her into rehab.”


  “How did she react to that?”


  Clay shrugged heavily, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass defeat of those days with Sabrina rising back to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass surface. It grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been a while since he’d ended things with her for good, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre certainly weren’t any residual feelings or lingering love. Still, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass memories grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a way of wearing him down because that last year with her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been rough. Her furtive phone calls, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass late-night texts to slimy dealers grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass doctors who started providing for her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slide into all those lies. He could still recall grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass unabated shock he felt when he woke up in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass middle of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night to find her rooting around in his wallet grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pocketing some bills to buy more drugs.


  It wasn’t fucked her pussy good about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass money she took. He couldn’t care less about that money. It was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lies grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass secrets, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass how grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy both grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wore away at him. That last year with her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass worst year for his firm. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass only year his rfucked her pussy goodues were down from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one before. Precipitously. He couldn’t concentrate on deals, couldn’t focus on clients. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way she’d toyed with him grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nearly cost him grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass business he’d worked so hard to build. Flynn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed a big client for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm – grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass action film director – grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass span of those last few months with Sabrina, Clay grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gone grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lost that client for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm.


  If he were a ballplayer, he wouldn’t just have been benched. He’d have been called back down to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass farm leagues for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he’d messed up that deal.


  “She was game for it on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass surface. Did grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole contrite act. Said she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a problem grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass needed help. But she relapsed every time grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kept going back for more,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass while it hurt like hell at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time, it didn’t hurt anymore. She was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass past, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he’d learned from it. He wasn’t going to repeat those mistakes again.


  Julia laid a gentle hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass on his arm, resting it against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass strong, curved strokes of his tattoo. “I’m sorry, Clay. That sucks.”


  “Yeah, it did,” he said. “It’s hard when someone you care about won’t change grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass won’t fucked her pussy good try. I kept trying to help her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she kept promising to get help,” he said, drawing a circle in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass air with his index finger. “But it never happened. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass so on you go.”


  “On you go indeed. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass here you are,” she said, twisting around to lay a sweet kiss on his chest. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn his shoulder. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn up to his jawline.


  “Here I am.”


  “I’m glad you’re here with me,” she whispered, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it was so unlike her to let go of her hard edge, but he liked it when she did in moments like fucked her pussy good. “I’m loving fucked her pussy good weekend.”


  Here he was, falling faster than he expected to.


  



  



  Chapter Nine


  



  



  That’s why he hated lies. Made sense. Made perfect sense. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, hell, she shouldn’t worry because she didn’t have a drug problem, like his ex. Not fucked her pussy good close. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a money problem, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it wasn’t her fault. But she also grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a truth problem because she couldn’t tell a soul about all those dollars she owed Charlie. She certainly couldn’t tell Clay. He did well for himself, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she didn’t want Charlie to sink his teeth into her new man.


  New man?


  What grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hell? It was one weekend. One moment. Nothing more, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she certainly couldn’t think of him as her man, no matter how much she enjoyed every single second of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse days with him, from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he touched her to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he made her feel in her heart.


  Like it could open again.


  Like she could let him in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass not be burned because grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was something about him that simply meshed with her. Maybe it was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he held her, or it could be grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way she felt when she was with him. Free.


  It was a feeling she’d longed for, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it thrilled grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass scared her.


  She buried her nerves in a kiss. Julia pressed her lips to his jawline, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn tangled her fingers in his wet hair, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass contact temporarily distracting her from what she knew was coming. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moment when she’d have to tell him something about her past.


  “What about you?” he asked, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre it was. Her turn to share.


  “You want to know my skeletons?” she said, slipping her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down his chest, drawing a line across his fabulously firm body in an effort to rattle his focus. His breathing quickened, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his dick rose up in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass water. But he reached for her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass before she could touch him.


  “Don’t distract me. We’re talking,” he said, in a tone that was playful but firm. 


  She pretended to pout. “But ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr things are more fun than talking.”


  “We’ll get to ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr things, gorgeous. I promise you I have many things planned for you.”


  “But I have to fess up about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nudist colony I used to belong to first?”


  “Yeah,” he said with a grin, as he shifted her around so she lay against his body, her back to his front, his hard cock against her backside.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass my days working in a high-class call ring with your lawyer friend?”


  “Ha, that too.”


  “Fine,” she said, ripping off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Bgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass-Aid. “I have an ex named Donovan. We dated on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass off for a few years. He was hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asssome grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hung –


  “–Hey now.”


  “Well, not like you,” she said, wriggling her rear against that evidence of how very well hung Clay Nichols was. So well. So unbelievably endowed in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass length grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass width department. She thanked her lucky stars for that.


  “Not like I’m fucked her pussy good worried about that at all. I just don’t want to hear about anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr man’s prowess.”


  “Did I say he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass prowess?”


  “Julia,” he said with a sigh. “Has anyone ever told you you’re evasive?”


  “Fine. How’s fucked her pussy good for non-evasive? Donovan grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his schlong are history. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was fucked her pussy good ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr guy Dillon. He was a photographer, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass did some work shooting homes for realtors grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass contracted with some companies in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass city, taking product shots,” she said, but didn’t add grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass type of products he captured – like Charlie’s Limos. Nor did she add that while Charlie really did own grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lease a fleet of limos, his limo company was pretty much his only legit operation. His ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr businesses were more of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass racketeering variety, she suspected, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a hunch Charlie’s Limos did some laundering too. Or so Dillon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass told her. She operated on a “don’t ask” policy grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse days when it came to Charlie. She didn’t want to know about his business dealings; she already knew too much from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things Dillon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass told her. It grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass all seemed playful at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time when he’d come home from a photo shoot of a new stretch limo grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass flash a wad of greenbacks. “He paid me in cash again. I think Charlie’s allergic to checks,” he’d say.


  “What a terrible affliction.”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy make him break out in hives.”


  “Receipts probably do too,” she joked. Little did she know grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn that Dillon was onto something all right. He’d been dabbling with a most dangerous type of client.


  “Anyway, we were togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr for a while,” she said to Clay, pushing thoughts of exes far out of her mind. “But it was kind of fading out for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last several months. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass well truth be told, I honestly don’t fucked her pussy good know where he is.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah really. It ended, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he’s not fucked her pussy good in San Francisco anymore,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that was all true. Dillon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass left. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no clue where he’d gone. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her suspicions. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Cayman Islgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss. Maybe Mexico. Someplace untraceable. Unfindable. Drinking pina coladas on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass beach grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass having grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last laugh. Yep. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass laugh was on her. That was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr reason she kept her own secrets. She was ashamed, so terribly ashamed of how Dillon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tricked her. She’d been conned, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she didn’t want anyone know she’d been played a fool.


  “Why’d it end?”


  “I told you. We drifted apart. Isn’t that how it usually ends?”


  “Usually.”


  “But Clay?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I don’t want to talk about exes anymore. We’ve done that, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass here I am in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bathtub with you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assles are lit grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass music is playing, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you’re hard because you’re always hard, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it seems like now would be a good time for us to stop talking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass start doing ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr things.”


  She stood up, reached for a towel, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dried off. Within a minute she was in his closet, selecting a white shirt grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a cobalt blue tie to wear.


  



  



  Chapter Ten


  



  



  Lucky tie.


  Knotted loosely at her neck, his power tie hung enticingly between her breasts, traveling down to her luscious belly button, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, like an arrow, pointing to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass treasure that lay beneath her black lace panties.


  She wore one of his shirts, freshly laundered grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass unbuttoned, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a pair of black stockings grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass heels.


  Hottest. Outfit. Ever.


  “Sit down, Mister,” she instructed, pointing to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gray chair in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass corner of his bedroom. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chair was usually home to whatever tie or shirt he’d tossed off at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass end of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass day. Now, he was parked in it, leaning back, getting ready for a show. He wore only a white towel, wrapped around his waist. His hair was wet from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bath.


  She leaned forward, pressing play on her phone, giving him a delicious view of her breasts. Christina Aguilera’s Cgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assyman filled his bedroom, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pulsing beat deepening grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass already sexy mood. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lights were low, except for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one by grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nightstgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. He wasn’t turning grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm off. He wanted to watch. He wanted to see everything.


  As grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass opening notes sounded, she strutted over to him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass traced her fingernails along his neck, heating up his skin. “Welcome to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Girls in Ties club,” she said with a purr.


  “My favorite kind of club.”


  She ran her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down his arm; her touch felt electric. “I have a feeling you will like our services.”


  “Does fucked her pussy good club allow touching, ma’am? I don’t want to break any rules.”


  “Only with certain patrons,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn swiveled around grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass walked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr direction, giving him a fantastic look at her ass in her thong underwear. What he wouldn’t do to tear that underwear off with his teeth right now. Bend her over, get on his knees, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pull hard til grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy ripped off her, revealing her beautiful, wet pussy.


  His imagination was already in overdrive. She turned, bent forward grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass shook out her gorgeous hair, as strgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss of sleek, wet red tumbled along her legs. When she flipped up her head, she swayed her hips back grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass forth.


  Provocatively.


  Oh so provocatively that his cock made a full tent of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass towel.


  She eyed his erection, her lips curving up in a wicked grin. “I see our club pleases you.”


  “It pleases me so very much,” he said.


  “Let’s see if we can help you appreciate it here fucked her pussy good more,” she said, pressing her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss to her belly, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn running grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm up her stomach, as she begin playing with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass buttons on his shirt.


  Peekaboo. Showing one breast, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn hiding it under grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fabric. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. She yanked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass shirt closed, feigning innocence as she spun around, her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss on her knees now, shaking that delicious ass for him as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chorus of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass song played loud.


  A growl rose up in his chest, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his dick throbbed. He ached to take her, to touch her, to be inside her. He was a high tension wire. Taut. But he waited patiently, his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss on his thighs, letting her play grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass part as she returned to him, her heels clicking against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hard wood floor.


  When she reached him, she set her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss on his legs, slowly shimmying her hips as she danced. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass staff at Girls in Ties says you ordered a lap dance.”


  “Did I now?”


  She trailed a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass along his thigh, teasing him with her nearness to his cock. “Did you want one?”


  “I do when you take off that shirt.”


  She arched an eyebrow grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass opened one side of his shirt, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn pressed her right breast against his chest. “Can I do fucked her pussy good grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn?”


  “Yes,” he grunted, his entire body rigid as he refused to move, to give into his desire to touch her all over, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to be touched.


  She opened grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr side now, revealing her chest to him. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good?” She moved in closer, like a cat arching its back as she rubbed her breasts against him. He inhaled sharply through his nostrils. His fingers twitched with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass desire to grab her hips, slam her down on his painfully hard erection. But he kept his palms spread on his legs as she tugged off one sleeve, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, dropping grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass white shirt onto grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass floor. She turned around, wearing only her thong, stockings, heels grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his tie. She lowered herself onto his thighs, still covered in his towel.


  “Oh my, it seems you like a lap dance, don’t you?”


  “Yes,” he said in a strained voice, his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss itching to hold her.


  She gyrated up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down, teasing him as she brought her delicious ass dangerously close to his erection, but not close enough. She wriggled lower, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass once, just once, ground against him. He hissed out a harsh breath. He could feel her heat through his towel.


  “You’re soaked,” he said.


  She turned around, planting one high heeled foot on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass arm of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chair, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr firmly on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ground, as she rocked her hips towards him. “No, sir. I am slippery. I thought we established fucked her pussy good already.”


  “Let me find out how wet you are.”


  “Only if I can find out how hard you are,” she said, punctuating her retort with a thrust of her hips close to his face. He could smell her arousal, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass delicious scent of her pussy so near to him. He wanted to inhale her, to be drenched in her juices. No longer able to restrain himself, he lifted a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hooked his finger into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass waistbgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass of her panties, stretching grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cotton panel against her.


  “Oh,” she said, playfully, eyeing his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. “Are grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse in your way?”


  “Yes. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy are obstructing my view. I want to see how you look right now,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn slid grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass panties down her legs. His breathing turned erratic as he watched her be revealed, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tiniest thread of her silky desire glistening from her lips to her underwear like a trail of evidence as he pulled off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass scrap of fabric. He couldn’t take it anymore. He needed to taste her, to drown his mouth in her scent, to feel her wetness all over his face.


  But more than that, he wanted her screams of passion to fill his ears. He wanted to see reckless desire smashing through her body. He wanted to control her pleasure. As she began to open his towel, he grabbed her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to stop her. “No.”


  “I can’t touch you?”


  “Not yet. Go get on my bed,” he said, letting her know he was taking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reins now. 


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dance is over?”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dance is fucking over, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I’m going to show you what you did to me,” he said as he stood, tearing off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass towel, letting her know how much he wanted her. Her eyes darkened with lust as she stared at his cock. Her reaction made him hotter, harder.


  “I’m being punished for turning you on?”


  Anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr shake of his head. “No. You are being rewarded for turning me on. But we’re doing it my way. You teased grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fuck out of me, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass now I want to watch you squirm. Crawl up on my bed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass get on your hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass knees.”


  She held up her wrists, a sexy wink in her eyes. “I’ve been waiting for fucked her pussy good.”


  “Go, woman. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass leave your shoes grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stockings on.”


  She strutted over to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bed. He followed, watching as she climbed up, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass positioned herself on all fours in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass middle of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass white comforter on his king-size bed. His tie dangled down from her neck onto grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass covers. He joined her on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bed, bending over her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reaching his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss around to her neck. “I’m going to untie fucked her pussy good now, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass use it for something else,” he said, quickly unknotting it. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tie fell into his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss as she rocked back into him. He brought a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down to her ass, spanking her hard.


  “Did I say you should rock your ass against me?”


  “No.”


  “Do you want to be spanked again?”


  “Maybe I do,” she said in that taunting voice, wriggling against him once more.


  She was rewarded with anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr smack, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that drew out a long low moan as she arched her back.


  “I’ll check to see how much you like it,” he said, dipping his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass between her legs to test her love of spanking. Oh yeah, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass proof, so he slapped her once more, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she drew in a sharp quick breath.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn he tugged her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, sending her falling forward onto her elbows. He wrapped his tie around her wrists, once, twice, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn pulled it between grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm to tighten grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hold. Finishing it off with a strong knot, he tied grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass loose end to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass headboard. He grabbed a pillow, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stuffed it under her chest. “fucked her pussy good is if you need to muffle your screams.”


  “Assuming you make me scream,” she said.


  “I will make you scream, Julia. I will make sure grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass neighbors know how good you’re about to get it.”


  He moved to appraise his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assiwork. She was on her knees grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass elbows, her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss bound togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr with his cobalt blue tie through grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slats in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass headboard, her gorgeous body stretched taut.


  “Mmm,” he murmured, stroking his chin. “Fucking perfect.”


  “So now what?”


  “Now, I am going to tease grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ever loving fuck out of you, gorgeous,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ran his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss from her shoulders down her sexy back to her ass. Placing his thumbs on that most favorite spot where her legs met her ass, he spread her cheeks. “You have grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass most perfect ass I have ever seen. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things I could do with fucked her pussy good ass,” he mused.


  “What sort of things?”


  “Oh, you’ll see,” he said, teasing her with his thumbs, dragging grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm gently between her legs. “Did dancing for me get you hot? Don’t sass me or I will take my hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss off of you,” he said sliding one finger lightly across her entrance.


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  “Could you feel your panties getting hotter with each move you made on me?” He rubbed his finger lightly against her swollen clit, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she moaned, lifting her rear higher. An invitation. A beautiful fucking invitation as she showed him with her body, with her moves, how much she wanted fucked her pussy good.


  “Yes, I could feel myself getting all hot grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assred, Clay.”


  “Tell me what it felt like.”


  “I felt like I was on fire between my legs. I was aching grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass practically gushing in my panties,” she said, her words making him groan as he pushed his thumbs against her soft flesh.


  “It made me so hard to see you strutting around my house, wearing my clograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss, tying my tie, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass teasing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fuck out of me,” he told her. “You want to see how much?”


  “Yes, please.”


  He let go of her ass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dragged grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass head of his cock against her, coating himself with her glorious wetness. A low rumbling took hold in his chest at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass feel of her, so wet, so ready.


  She whimpered when he pulled away.


  “But I’m not giving it to you just yet.” He grabbed her ass hard, spreading her legs open wider, giving him grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass perfect view of her glistening pussy that was so damn tempting he could not resisting burying his face between her legs. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass second he made contact, she groaned his name, a plaintive plea for more of his tongue. But he didn’t plan to give her his tongue right now, so he flicked once against her clit, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn stopped.


  “That is for teasing me,” he said sharply.


  “Clay,” she cried.


  “What do you want, gorgeous? Tell me what you want.”


  “I want more.”


  “No, you want to be fucked. I can see it as I stare at fucked her pussy good beautiful sight,” he said, returning his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass between her legs, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cupping her. “You’re making my whole hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wet.”


  “Because I want you,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he could hear grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass need in her voice, turning into a ragged kind of desperation.


  “I would be a cruel bastard to deny your pussy right now,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn plunged a finger inside her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass instantly, she screamed.


  He thrust his finger in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass out, bringing his ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass around to squeeze one of her breasts. He was bent over her, fucking her hard with a finger, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kneading her breasts, all while she could do nothing but rock into his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass.


  She tightened around his finger.


  “You needed more you said?” He asked.


  “God, yes.”


  He thrust two fingers inside her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass felt her clench against him, her pussy drenching him with her arousal. “Now fuck my hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, Julia. Fuck my hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass like you fuck your own fingers when you masturbate.”


  “You think I masturbate to you?”


  “I know you do, gorgeous. I know you do. Now show me how or I’ll stop,” he said, pausing inside her, giving her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chance to feel what it was like to want to be fucked badly. Within seconds, she rocked into his fingers.


  “That’s how,” she said, her breathing rushed, as she pumped herself onto his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, thrusting up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down on his two fingers. “That’s how I fucked my own fingers when I fucked her pussy good off to you fucked her pussy good week.”


  “I like it when you tell me grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass truth. Because when you do, I can reward you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way I like. Now, you keep riding my hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I want to feel you come all over me,” he said, rubbing his thumb against her wet grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass throbbing clit as she rode him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass soon he felt her tighten all over his fingers.


  She pushed back hard, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn screamed his name, her entire body writhing against his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. Her noises echoed around his house, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass soon, but not too soon, she slowed down. It was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn that he nibbled on her bottom, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass next sound from Julia was one of surprise.


  



  *****


  She gasped.


  She was in anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr world right now, blissed out beyond any grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass all recognition. Barely aware anymore of what he was doing to her. Drugged out on his touch, her whole body felt boneless grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass beautiful at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same time. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wasn’t done with her. Not in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass least. His hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss were sliding all along her back, so firm grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass strong as he mapped her with his fingers, all while kissing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass outline of her rear.


  Her ass was in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass air, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it was his for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass playing. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no clue how far he planned to go, or if she’d let him. Probably not that far, but she couldn’t deny grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way her insides melted as he ran his tongue along her ass, tracing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cheeks, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn dipping down between her legs, darting against her molten center.


  She could barely form words now. Could hardly talk after that orgasm. All she could manage was his name. “Clay.”


  “I fucked her pussy good fucked her pussy good,” he whispered. “I’ll take care of you.”


  “I know,” she murmured, sounding grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass feeling thoroughly intoxicated.


  He returned to his kissing, fucked her pussy good time beginning at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back of her knees, so he could lick his way up her thighs. “Oh god,” she whimpered because his tongue was magic. He returned to her backside, flicking his tongue across her flesh, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn he kissed her between her legs. She wasn’t sure if her pussy could hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assle it right now, being worked over by his epic mouth, but she was willing to see. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, maybe that’s not where he was headed.


  Because…oh…


  Was his tongue grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre? Was it supposed to feel that good? Her body answered for her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she rocked back into him. A long needy moan escaped her throat as he flicked his tongue against her ass, spreading her cheeks wider with his thumbs. She felt so vulnerable, so open to him right now, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass though some part of her was tempted to toss out a snarky comment, she was without words as he licked her, surprising her with how very much she enjoyed where his tongue was. Only him, only fucked her pussy good man could get away with doing that. Tenderly, he pressed his thumbs against her cheeks, rubbing a finger along her pussy gently, such a contrast to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hard fucking he’d given her, all while licking her ass.


  Sensations flooded her veins, pleasure pulsing through her body as he touched her in new ways, showing her what a masterful lover he was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass how much he delighted in pleasing her. Because he did please. Oh, did he ever, as hot flames spread inside her, lighting up her skin, as he worked his tongue against her rear with quick, hard flicks.


  Soon, she felt her belly tighten, her sex clench, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she called out his name as anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr orgasm roared through her, chasing waves of pleasure all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way to her fingertips. Her vision blurred as she squeezed her eyes shut, giving in to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sensations, to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he simply took her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass led her down fucked her pussy good path of absolute grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pure pleasure. She sank down onto her elbows, her back bowing. She was damn near about to collapse, but she knew she wanted more of him.


  “Keep that ass up in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass air, gorgeous,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she heard him tearing open a condom wrapper grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rolling one on. He smoograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assd his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass backs of her thighs, causing her to quiver, as he lifted her ass higher, giving him grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass access he wanted to her pussy.


  In one quick move, he was inside her, his hard length filling her so completely that she was sure fucked her pussy good was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass definition of intensity. She moaned grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rasped out his name. “Clay. It feels so good to have you inside me.”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s no place else I want to be right now,” he said, wrapping his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss around her hips, holding her tight. “Look at you,” he said, as he thrust into her, his cock stretching her so exquisitely that it almost felt unfair to feel fucked her pussy good good. “On your hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass knees, all tied up on my bed. Your perfect fucking body here for me to take.”


  “You can take me anyway you want,” she said, her voice more hot grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assred than it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ever been.


  “I want to take you in every way possible,” he said, driving deeper into her, his cock scraping across her swollen clit with each delirious thrust. “Watch you wrigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass in pleasure. Knowing I did that to you.”


  She wriggled against him, showing him how she moved for him. “Like fucked her pussy good? You like when you make me wrigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass like fucked her pussy good?”


  “Yeah, it makes me harder,” he said, his voice turning hoarse as he started to pump faster.


  She could barely move with her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss tied to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass headboard, but she didn’t need to, because he was making sure she was in heaven again. Taking her, sliding into her, gripping her hips grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole time. She rocked back into him, picking up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rhythm too, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass soon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were in an achingly sinful synch.


  “You’re going to come again,” he said roughly, bending over her back, his chest touching her, as he braced himself with his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bed now. He covered her completely, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was little she could do, but little she needed to do because fucked her pussy good was all instinct, all natural, all intense pleasure that tore through her body. He gripped her tied-up wrists, holding grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm tight as he thrust deeper into her, taking her like he owned her.


  Tonight he did. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass though she hating being owned, in fucked her pussy good moment, she relished it. She savored it, thrilling at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass feel of fucked her pussy good strong man controlling every ounce of her pleasure grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass every square inch of her body. She was barely aware of how loud she was, of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sounds that escaped her lips, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass animal-like cries as he filled her to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hilt.


  But soon, she was heading for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cliff grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he was riding her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre, charging headfirst into anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr climax. “Bite down on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pillow when I make you come again,” he said.


  She muffled her screams as she raced to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr side, shattering into pure white-hot bliss.


  “You make me come so fucking hard, Julia. So. Fucking. Hard,” he said, driving into her, as he joined her.


  



  Chapter Elfucked her pussy good


  



  



  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moon glowed overhead, bathing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass balcony in a shimmery light. Julia was snuggled in one of Clay’s sweatshirts. It grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass name of his alma mater across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass front, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass for some reason that made her like wearing it fucked her pussy good more. Maybe because it was not only his, but it also said something about him. He was a man who knew his stuff. He was passionate about his work, dedicated, driven.


  But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn Dillon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass known his stuff too, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t he? He was a passionate photographer, until, well, until he took off. Hell, maybe he was shooting beach shots somewhere. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t a clue.


  She angled her chopsticks into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass carton of pad thai, dug out some noodles grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass took a bite. Lounging across an outdoor bench, her legs rested on his thighs. He’d covered grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bench with a blanket because grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wood was damp from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass earlier rain. Now, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night sky was quiet, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass faint hints of an earlier storm clung to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass air.


  He was clad in boxer briefs grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a T-shirt that showed off his sexy, sculpted arms. She found herself enjoying grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass view immensely, fucked her pussy good though she’d enjoyed plenty of views of him undressed already. He was ogle-able at all times – in a dress shirt, in a T-shirt, in his birthday suit.


  “Mmm. fucked her pussy good hits grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass spot.”


  He took a bite of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass noodles too. “We worked up an appetite.”


  “I’ll say,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn set grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass carton down on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass table. He reached for her legs grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass began rubbing her calves, gently massaging grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm with his strong hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss.


  She stretched grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wiggled closer, delighting in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass relaxing feel of his firm hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss sending a new kind of pleasure through her. One that made her muscles sing, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her veins flood with warmth. “You are too good to me,” she murmured.


  “Only way I want to be,” he said as sighed happily, a contented sound as he rubbed her legs, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn moved down to her feet, cupping her ankle in one hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass as he massaged grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass arch of her foot with his thumbs. “I figure your feet can use fucked her pussy good with those crazy heels you wear.”


  “I like my crazy heels.”


  “I love your crazy heels, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I want to make sure you can keep wearing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm.”


  “How do you like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm best?” she said, playfully.


  “With your legs wrapped around my neck.”


  She smiled at him, a woozy sort of contentment bathing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night. “What time is it? I feel like I lost all sense of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world around me tonight.”


  He bent down to kiss her shin. “Good. That’s how it should be. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to answer your question, it’s nearly midnight.”


  A brief hit of tension touched down in her body, like an alarm. Tomorrow night at fucked her pussy good time, she’d be headed home. fucked her pussy good weekend – perfect as it was – would be over. It would be a delicious memory, but only that. A slice of her life that was in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass past. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was a part of her that wanted to stop time, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass live in fucked her pussy good escape to New York for a while, forget her debts, forget her obligations, forget Kim grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her hubby grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rest of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass employees at Cubic Z. Ignore grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole wide world grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass live in fucked her pussy good bubble of sex grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chemistry grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass delicious sort of getting-to-know you that fools a person into falling. Boy, was she falling for him, headfirst into a crazy kind of like, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kind that made her want to send him sweet texts grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass naughty texts, that made her want to talk to him about everything grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nothing, that made her want to hear all about his day. Every day.


  To be grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first person he saw in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass morning, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last one he saw at night.


  What a crazy notion. She must he high. Intoxicated on epic sex, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she’d need to clear her orgasm-clouded head.


  “So Miss Julia. How’s fucked her pussy good going to work out?”


  She raised an eyebrow inquisitively. “What do you mean?”


  He pointed from her to him, speaking in a clear, firm voice. “You grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass me. I don’t want fucked her pussy good to just be a one-time thing. I want to see you again.”


  She fixed him with a quizzical look. Surely, he wasn’t grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kind of man who wanted a long-distance relationship. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, he said he’d been with Sabrina for a while, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no reason to believe he was a player, or a ladies man eigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass while she wasn’t sure what she wanted from him, she did know one thing for certain – she wanted to see him again. He’d rocked her world in more ways than one. With pleasure, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass with laughs, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tender ways he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. That was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass problem – he was so good for her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she simply grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no real estate in her life for fucked her pussy good kind of potential. One of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm or both of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm would wind up hurt.


  But she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass enough problems, so she made a split-second choice – to be abundantly honest in fucked her pussy good instant about how she felt. “I would like that,” she said, without agenda, without teasing. “I live on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr side of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass country though.”


  “I am aware of that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I want to see you again grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass again. You’re not seeing anyone else, are you?”


  She rolled her eyes. “No, of course not. I wouldn’t do that.”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you like being with me presumably?”


  “Obviously.”


  “So let’s do fucked her pussy good,” he said in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass most matter-of-fact tone. As if a relationship spanning 3000 miles were truly that easy.


  “How? How are we supposed to pull fucked her pussy good off?” As much as she liked him, long-distance love affairs grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a gigantic built in roadblock.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s fucked her pussy good thing called an airplane,” he said dryly. “It flies. You get on it. I get on it. We both get off on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr side.”


  “Oh ha ha, funny guy.”


  “Why thank you very much. I like to make sure all departments are fully functional including grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass humor one.”


  “Well, it is. But I do work a ton, you know,” she said, her natural instinct to erect walls rearing its head.


  “As do I.”


  “So it might not be that often that we can see each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr.”


  “If you are not interested in fucked her pussy good continuing, you should just say so ragrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr than point out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass obstacles,” he said, his dark eyes fixed on hers, his gaze serious grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass intense.


  She opened her mouth to speak, but it was as if she’d been injected with an overdose of nerves. One she needed to ignore. “I am interested in fucked her pussy good continuing,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it felt like an admission, as if she were confessing something hard but true. Because fucked her pussy good was only supposed to be one weekend. fucked her pussy good wasn’t supposed to be more. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass idea of fucked her pussy good - grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm - ending after one weekend felt like a stone in her chest.


  “Good,” he said, running his fingers across her calf, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his touch was something she was already used to, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass already going to miss desperately. “We will manage what we can grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn.”


  “Okay, but it might get expensive.”


  “I don’t know how to break fucked her pussy good to you gently, so I’m just going to be blunt. I do well for myself. I have frequent flyer miles grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a credit card that works.”


  She heaved out a playful sigh, fucked her pussy good though inside that was part of what worried her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a big part of why she needed to keep him not just at an arm’s length, but a football field length from Charlie. He’d find a way to blackmail him, tie him up into all sorts of trouble. A prominent lawyer boasting a client list teeming with money, he’d have a field day with Clay.


  “I want to see you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I will buy you tickets grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass buy my own,” he continued. “I also have clients in San Francisco, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Los Angeles grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I get to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass west coast a lot.”


  “I am sure, but I don’t want you paying for me. I don’t like owing people,” she said with a firmness to her tone. She didn’t want to be in anyone’s debt ever again.


  “I don’t want to be paid back. I want to see you. I’m not buying you. I’m saying I want to date you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass some dates require a cab, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass some require a town car, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass some require an airline ticket. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass if that’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cost of transportation – an airline ticket – if that’s my fare from New York to San Fran, I don’t see how that’s any different than if you lived in Brooklyn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass came to see me here in Manhattan over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weekend,” he said, keeping his eyes locked on her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole time as he spoke with such confidence.


  “I guess, but I don’t want to feel like I’m a kept woman,” she said, fucked her pussy good though she relished grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass idea of seeing him. He’d made a more-than-convincing argument that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy should make a go of things.


  He laughed hard. “No one ever in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole wide world could keep you. I’m just going to be happy if I can spend a few hours with you.”


  “You like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sex that much,” she said, playfully pushing her toes against his hard abs. 


  “You know I like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sex. I think grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass part that’s not getting through to you is how very much I like all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr parts. I like what’s in here,” he said, stretching across her to tap her forehead with his index finger, “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I like doing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things here,” he said, sweeping his thumb across her lips, “that involve talking.” He traveled down her chest, tracing a line between her breasts, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assing on her heart. “I also like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things I’m seeing in here.”


  Her heart beat in double time, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it was such a foreign feeling for her, it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been so long since she’d felt for someone. It scared her, but felt wonderful at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same time too. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, wasn’t that what liking someone felt like? A little bit like stepping off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass diving board grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass taking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass plunge. She grasped his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, clutched it in hers, holding his against her chest. His eyes sparkled with a happiness, a genuine sort of joy, as if she’d just said yes to him. Which, she supposed, she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass.


  “So you’re gonna be my boyfriend?”


  “Gorgeous, I’m not your boyfriend. I’m your lover. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass only one.”


  “Obviously. You are my only lover. No woman could ever have you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass want or need anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr man.”


  “Good. Now remember what I was saying about liking all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things we do?”


  She nodded. “Yeah?”


  He leaned across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bench, kissing her lips gently, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn brushed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm with his fingertips. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slightest kiss sent tingles through her. “I could do that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr things all night. But right now, I want you to use those lips to tell me more about you. You said your best friend is your sister. Besides your hair stylist, Gayle. Were you close to McKenna growing up or did you become best friends later?”


  Her eyes widened. She was impressed that he remembered all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass details, down to her hairdresser’s name. “We’ve always been close. We’re one year apart. Irish twins, as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy say. We fought like sisters did, but most of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time, we were like fucked her pussy good,” she said, twisting her index finger around her middle finger. “Read grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same books, liked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same TV shows. We were both huge My So-Called Life junkies. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass show was only on for one season, but we watched all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass episodes over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass over on cable, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass recited grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lines togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass we loved Jordan Catalano too from that show. So McKenna grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good thing in high school when we started dating that we’d always check in on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr with a phone call.”


  “Ah, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass old friend emergency call,” he said, sketching air quotes.


  “Yup,” she said, nodding proudly. “But our deal was if one of us was having a bad time grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass needed to be saved, that person would say I can’t believe Jordan’s arm is broken. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass if we were having a good time grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass really liked a guy we’d say You’re watching My So-Called Life right now?”


  “Ring, ring. McKenna’s calling. You better pick up.”


  Julia mimed answering a phone. “Hey McKenna, how’s it going?” she said into her pretend phone. She paused as if listening. “Oh, I’m so glad Jordan’s arm isn’t broken.” She locked eyes with Clay, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he grinned as she continued her phone call. “What did you say? You’re watching My So-Called Life right now?” His grin widened, lighting up his whole gorgeous face. “That is grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass best show. Well, you have a good time, because I am having grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass best time.”


  She hung up her imaginary phone grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ran her fingers across his stubbled jaw, sgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asspaper rough with his more than five-o-clock sgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assow. “You, mister, are better than My So-Called Life,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass was surprised by how easily grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass admission rolled off her tongue. fucked her pussy good was precisely what she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t wanted to happen fucked her pussy good weekend. To feel. To want. To have strings start to attach grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assmselves that would extend well beyond a weekend. 


  But here she was making plans, making commitments, telling him exactly how she felt.


  What was she getting herself into? She needed to put on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass brakes grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass deal with her debt first. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn Clay’s mouth was on her, kissing her hard grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hungry again, consuming her with his lips that made her bones vibrate grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her blood sing, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass all thoughts of brakes grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass debts grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass troubles turned to rubble in her brain, because desire grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slammed hard into her body.


  He picked her up in his arms, carried her inside, up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass steps grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass into his bed. fucked her pussy good time grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre were no ties, no binds, no hard, rough hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss, though she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass loved all of that.


  Now, he simply laid her on his bed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kissed her from head to toe, his lips melting her from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass inside out. She trembled, both from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he touched her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass from her heart thundering with hope of what grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy could be. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy could be so good for each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. He entered her, taking his time, making slow, sweet, luxurious love to her as she wrapped her arms grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her legs around him, reveling in all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ways grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy came togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr.


  



  



  Chapter Twelve


  



  



  Brunch sounded nice. Julia envisioned one of those lazy New York mornings. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d make love, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn shower, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn wgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asser around grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Village, stumble into some fantastic four-table restaurant that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fabulous French toast or decadent omelets. Wait, no. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a better idea. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d go to a diner because diners in New York were grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass best ever grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass diners in San Francisco could suck it. At grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass booth, his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss would be all over her, touching her back, her waist, her legs. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d return to his place, unable to stop touching, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn smash into each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass elevator grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fall into his apartment already in a state of undress. Fevered grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass frenzied, he’d take her, one last time, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kind of urgent grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass desperate goodbye sex that would make grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm both miss each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr terribly when she left for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass airport an hour later, waving goodbye in her taxi, trying hard not to stare out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass window grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass entire time as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cab drove away.


  She stretched her arms over her head, enjoying that fantasy as morning sun streaked in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass window, painting grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bedroom in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass early glow of dawn. Clay was a sound sleeper, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lay snoozing on his stomach, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass covers hitting his hips. His gorgeous back, strong grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass muscled, was on display. She was tempted to reach out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass touch him, trace lazy lines down his skin, but a light flashed on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nightstgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass.


  Grabbing her phone, she headed into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bathroom grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass scrolled through her messages as she brushed her teeth.


  First grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was Kim saying grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a rocking Saturday night grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass raked in some serious money. Next, McKenna saying Chris’ TV show grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hit an all-time high in ratings, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass network execs were talking to him about renewals. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass note was followed by several exclamation points.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was a message from Charlie.


  Julia tensed as she opened it.


  We have a big whale in town tonight. We’re moving up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass game. Need to see you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre by nine. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre is a chance for you to get a lot closer if you can take him down.


  She wrote back quickly. Can’t. I won’t be back til 11.


  She set grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass phone down on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sink counter, finished brushing her teeth, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rinsed with a glass of water. Her phone buzzed again. Perhaps you mistook that for a request. It was not. I will see you at nine.


  Anger sligrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assred through her. Hot, black anger at Charlie, at Dillon, at all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ways she was indebted to those two. She clicked on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass message grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dialed Charlie’s number.


  He answered on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass second ring.


  “I am not in town,” she whispered through gritted teeth. “I can’t be grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre.”


  “Red, I have seen grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass airline schedules. I fucked her pussy good checked for you. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre will be a ticket waiting for you on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass 11 a.m. flight back. It gets you into town at two-thirty, so you will have plenty of time to make yourself beautiful grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass show off those lovely breasts to help distract our high roller.”


  She squeezed her eyes shut, clenched her free hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, feeling like his prostitute. Like his dirty little trick to lure grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm in, because that’s what she was. A woman used. “Don’t you get it?” She said in a low voice, not wanting Clay to hear, though grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bathroom door was closed. “I can’t.”


  “But you can. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you will. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass if you don’t, I will be happy to visit your bar more frequently. After all, it may very well be my bar someday soon. How do you think your pretty little friend with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass baby in her belly would like working with me? Maybe we can fucked her pussy good put her little one to work for me soon too,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her insides churned with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thought. Images of sweet Kim grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her family becoming part of Charlie’s circle of indentured servitude made her want to vomit. Not to mention hang her head furgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr in shame. “But I haven’t decided if I will keep Cubic Z open, or if I will take great pleasure in driving it into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ground grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass all that money you needed for your bar will be for naught. But you will have grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reminder in front of your face to never try to take my money again,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it was as if his foot were on her chest, digging in, keeping her pinned grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass prostrate under all his weight. “Unless you come back grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you play grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you win.”


  If grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was one thing Julia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass learned in fucked her pussy good lifetime, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse few months being on Charlie’s very short leash, it was that whoever grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass leverage won. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was no bluffing when you owed money to someone who lived on his own side of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass law, who operated by his rules. Call him a mobster, call him a gangster, she didn’t care about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass semantics. A real Tony Soprano but without grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Italian heritage, Charlie was like Tony in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sense that he was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man, he was in charge, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you didn’t fuck with him. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was no need for a poker face for Charlie because her cards were shit. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a royal flush. He could take what he wanted from her. She knew of his ways, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass heard of all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things he’d done, how he made sure money grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass debts were always paid to him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass for much more than grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass debtor bargained for.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass interest he charged damn near killed you.


  When you owed him, he owned you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that meant everyone you cared about was in line if you couldn’t pay grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass vig. Soon, he’d encroach furgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, plucking at her family, her friends, all her loved ones. She couldn’t take grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass risk of pissing him off. He’d hurt someone to punish her for her impudence. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no choice but to abide by his wishes.


  “Fine. I will see you tonight.”


  She stabbed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass end button on her screen, but it was thoroughly unsatisfying. She pushed both hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss roughly through her hair, grabbing hard against her scalp, something, anything, to unleash her agitation. She wanted to shake a fist at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sky, to slam her phone onto grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass floor. But in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass end, she’d have to do what Charlie told her to do. Come home, slide into a tight black dress, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass too-high heels, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sit down at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass table ready to be ogled grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to win. She was his secret weapon, a one-two punch with boobs grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass talent.


  She looked at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass flight he wanted her on left in two hours.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back of her eyes burned, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass start of a thick sob threatening her. She inhaled sharply, drawing her hurt back inside, sucking it down. She was a fool for thinking she could manage any sort of relationship while she was still clawing her way out of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass mess her last relationship grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass left for her. But that’s what she was – a fool, a mark, a pawn. She’d been taken, she’d been scammed by Dillon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no clue it was happening until it was done. Damn him, leaving her saddled with fucked her pussy good while he fucked her pussy good away scot-free. Leaving her no choice but to walk away from a man she was starting to feel real things for.


  But feeling more for Clay would only put him in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass line of fire. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to extricate herself before she made her problems his problems. No one wanted that kind of shit in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir lives.


  



  *****


   She was stuffing her clograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss in her suitcase. Clay rubbed his eyes, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass covered his mouth as he yawned. Maybe he was seeing things, but it sure looked like Julia was fixing to get grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hell out of Dodge. Dressed in jeans grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a sweater, she was tugging grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass zipper closed on her suitcase.


  “I thought your flight wasn’t til five,” he said, scrubbing his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass across his jaw.


  She shook her head. “I fucked her pussy good it wrong. I transposed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass times. It’s 11:05, not five-elven.”


  “Let’s just change it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn.”


  “I tried. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass later flight is booked,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her voice was strained, as if she were speaking through a sieve.


  “Really?” He arched an eyebrow.


  “Yes, really,” she said, but she didn’t look at him. She kept tugging grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass yanking at her suitcase. He fucked her pussy good out of bed to help, kneeling down on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass floor next to her. His shoulder bumped hers, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she cringed as if he’d burned her.


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah, fine,” she said, crisply as he closed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass suitcase for her.


  “You don’t seem fine.”


  “I just need to go, that’s all. I hate being late grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass missing flights. It totally stresses me out,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was a hitch in her voice, as if she were about to cry. Did she have some kind of bad childhood memory about missing a flight? Because she sure as hell seemed sadder than grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moment warranted.


  “Let me go with you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass airport. We can at least spend more time togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass car.”


  She shook her her head. “That’s sweet. But I just have to go. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cab is already here.” She stood up. “I need to get going. I’m going to have to work tonight too,” she added.


  He cocked his head to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass side, saying nothing, just studying her. He was used to nefucked her pussy goodiations, to dealmaking, to knowing when someone was lying, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his hackles were raised.


  She didn’t seem so stressed or sad anymore. She seemed full of shit.


  “Which one is is it, Julia?” His words came out more harshly than he thought. Or maybe grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were exactly as harsh as he felt. “Are you working tonight or did you mix up your flights? Because I’d buy one or maybe I’d buy grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. But two seems like you’re piling on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass excuses.”


  She huffed out through her nostrils, narrowed her eyes. “Do not fucked her pussy good think about accusing me of lying.”


  “I did not accuse. I asked,” he said. “But it’s interesting to see where your brain went.”


  Her eyes widened, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were filled with anger. “I have to go,” she said, biting out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass words. “I need to get out of here. I have shit to take care of at home grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that is that. I will call you later.”


  “I’m so sorry to hear Jordan’s arm is broken,” he said, not bograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assring to strip grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass anger from his voice.


  She shot him a furious look, but kept her mouth shut as she grabbed her bag, headed down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass steps to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass front door grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass out of his building.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door clanged shut, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sound of it echoing throughout his home, leaving him with cold, empty silence.


  He could have gone after her. Followed her, gently grabbed her arm, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass asked if she was okay, if he’d done something wrong. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was no point. She didn’t want to be stopped. She didn’t need to be stopped. She was a woman who’d made up her mind, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass enough self-pride grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass smarts to know he’d been played. Especially when he grabbed his computer grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sank down on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass couch in his living room to look up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass email from Virgin Atlantic. Since he’d been grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one to buy grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ticket for her, he’d also booked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass airfare.


  His heart dropped. Hot shame spread in his chest. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no clue what grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gone wrong, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ticket told him that all fucked her pussy good falling grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been a one-way street.


  She was still on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass 5:11 flight.


  He cursed more times than he could count as he slammed his laptop closed. He ran a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass through his hair, anger grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass frustration coursing through his bloodstream. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last thing he wanted to do was sit with fucked her pussy good feeling. He pulled on workout clograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass went to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass boxing gym to spend grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass morning punching grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bag alone, letting all his anger pour out of him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his hurt too. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stupid hurt he felt for having been left.


  He’d only known her for a short time. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass only spent a few days with her. Perfect, fabulous wonderful days, but fucked her pussy good so it shouldn’t feel like an ache without her. Like a gaping hole in his chest.


  It should feel like nothing.


  Like nothing. He let those words echo in his head with each punishing jab until fucked her pussy goodtually his mind was blank, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his body was tired, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he hoped against hope he’d forget her fast.


  



  



  Chapter Thirteen


  



  fucked her pussy good stfucked her pussy good.


  For a card player grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre were worse words. Like lost it all, or lost big.


  But for now, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass words fucked her pussy good stfucked her pussy good stung.


  That’s where she’d netted out. With nothing to show for her race home to play Charlie’s whale.


  “You disappointed me tonight, Red. I expected more from you,” he said, as he bent over a steaming bowl of noodles. He slurped up a spoonful, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass noodles trailing wetly down his chin, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last one snaking into his mouth.


  He pushed his index finger down hard on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ledger next to him. “fucked her pussy good? fucked her pussy good blank line for you tonight? fucked her pussy good tells me you have something else on your mind. Do you?”


  She shook her head, pressed her lips togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr as if she could hold in all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nasty things she wanted to say to him. Her fists were clenched at her sides. “No,” she muttered.


  He pushed back his chair, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sound of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass legs scraping across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass floor of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Chinese restaurant. He rose grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reached for her chin, grabbing her roughly. His calloused fingers dug into her jaw so hard that he was practically pushing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass inside of her cheek into her teeth. All her instincts told her to cry out, to yelp from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sharp, cruel pain. But he’d see that as a sign of weakness, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weakness grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no place in his poker circuit. If she let on, he’d throw her out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass find some ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr way to extort her. A worse way, surely.


  He angled her chin, forcing her to look at him. “You lie to me, Red. You lie like you lie at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass table with your poker face. You went away for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weekend to see a man, didn’t you? grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you can’t stop thinking about him.”


  She rolled her eyes as if that notion were ludicrous. “I only wish I grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass done something so interesting. Told you I was seeing friends in New York. That’s all.”


  “Your friends have distracted you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn,” he said, enunciating each word so crisply that a bead of spit flew out of his lips grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed on her skin. “Do I need to pay grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm a visit? Enlist grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm in my employ?”


  “No,” she shouted, as he poked at her deepest fears. “But maybe you shouldn’t have called me back grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn. I barely fucked her pussy good off my flight before I grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to show up.”


  He sneered at her, his fingers drilling her face. “You grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass three hours in between. That is enough.”


  “Well, it wasn’t enough tonight.”


  He yanked her closer to him, so close her eyes could no longer focus on his face. She stood her ground though, her high-heeled feet digging into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass floor as his brutal fingers jammed her jaw. “I can’t have my ringer bringing me nothing.”


  “Sometime you win, sometime you lose, sometimes it rains. That’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way it goes,” she said in as flat a voice as she could muster.


  He dropped his hold on her chin, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn stared at her curiously, as if she were a science project. “I do not like baseball. Do not give me baseball analogies. Give me your best poker face grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass beat my whales. That is all I want from you.”


  “That’s what you’ll keep getting.”


  “But Red, I did not like your performance tonight. If it happens again, I will be adding on to your totals.”


  Her heart plunged grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she wanted to shriek No. A loud, echoing cry that would carry through grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night. “It’s not fucked her pussy good my fault. It’s not fucked her pussy good my money,” she said, insistently, as if that might change his mind.


  “It is your fault. It is your money. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you are mine until I say you’re not,” he said, rooting around in his pocket. He took out his knife, opened it, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stabbed it into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wood of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass table. She cringed, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was no hiding her emotions fucked her pussy good time as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sound of metal parking itself into wood rattled in her ears. He didn’t remove grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass blade; he left it in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wood like some strange trophy. “Or do you want me to visit your pretty bartender friend?” He asked, making a circle over his stomach, as a reminder that he knew Kim was pregnant.


  Her heart twisted. “No.”


  “How about your sister? She’s a lovely lady grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass quite perky on that little fashion blog of hers,” Charlie said in his cool fucked her pussy good voice.


  It was as if he’d sliced her open with his knife, her bleeding organs on display for all to see. Julia bit her lip hard, trying to stop her insides from quivering. Charlie grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass never gone near her sister, or her friends. He’d also never mentioned McKenna until now, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her heart raced at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pace of fear. She’d do anything to keep her sister away from him. “Please leave grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm out of fucked her pussy good. fucked her pussy good has nothing to do with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm.”


  “That’s right,” he said with a firm nod, pointing from her to him. “It is our business, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass we will continue do business until it is all resolved, or else I might need to collect from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm too. Is that clear?”


  With his words, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass floor felt out from under her. He’d done it. He’d done grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thing she feared. Threatened her family. Fear coursed through her body, rooting itself in her belly in a twisted knot, where it planned to set up camp for a long, long time. “Yes,” she choked out.


  “Now get out of here, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I will call you when I have a game you won’t mess up.”


  She turned on her heels, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass left grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass restaurant, Skunk holding open grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door. He lowered his voice to a whisper, as if he didn’t want Charlie to hear him. “Want me to call you a cab?” He asked, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he sounded like a sweet, sympagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asstic bear. Like he legitimately wanted to do something nice for her after grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way Charlie grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass treated her. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass some kind of soft spot for her. But she wasn’t going to be fooled. She knew where his loyalties lay grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it wasn’t with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman he wanted to help. It was with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man who owned him, just as Charlie owned nearly everyone he worked with.


  Except her. She told herself Charlie only rented her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy goodtually grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lease would be up.


  “No thank you. I don’t need a cab,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass walked home in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fog crawling into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass city, threatening to ensnare grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night. She brushed her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass roughly against her cheek, wiping away a tear.


  But anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr one fell, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that’s how she walked home, wishing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre were a way to unravel herself faster from Charlie’s clutches. Wishing she’d never met Dillon, that he’d never made off with $100,000 from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass mobster he worked for, that he’d never claimed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass money was for her.


  When she reached her home grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass poured herself a glass of whiskey, her fingers itched to pick up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass phone grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass call Clay. To tell him why she ran, that she missed him, that fucked her pussy good weekend was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass best she’d ever grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass.


  But she could still feel Charlie’s hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass on her chin, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she knew, she fucking knew, she shouldn’t be involved with anyone. Because when you get close to people, your debt becomes grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir debt, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assirs becomes yours, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you are left with nothing but an aching well of shame inside you as you try to claw your way out.


  Clay could be just like Dillon – disappear grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass leaving her holding all his problems.


  She put grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass phone in a kitchen drawer grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass shut it hard.


  



  *****


  



   “Uncross your legs,” Gayle said, pointing her sharp scissors at Julia.


   “You have grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weapon. I do as you say,” Julia said, following orders. “But why is it that I see you every six weeks grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I still can’t remember to uncross my legs?”


  “Maybe because you have too much else on your mind,” Gayle said, patting Julia’s shoulder grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn widening her stance so she could trim grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ends of her hair.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stylist dressed in black as she always did, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass today’s homage to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asse of midnight was a black tunic top grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tight leggings, with black cowboy boots on her feet. Down her arm was her permanent mark – a tattoo in a swirling script that said I want to be adored. Julia loved grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass boldness in brgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assing her own body with a wish for love. She longed for that sort of daring. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wish grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass come true; Gayle grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass met someone recently who she’d fallen hard grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fast for, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he for her. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre were no issues, no problems, no pasts in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way.


  Of course, you never knew what was coming. When someone would turn on you. She would never have predicted Dillon would be a world-class douche. A knot of anger was set loose in her body at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thought of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ex; like a marble in a Rube Goldberg machine, it rolled down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tracks, picking up speed. Her insides were twisted, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Dillon wasn’t grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sole cause. She’d been wracked with tension since she left Clay behind in a swirl of dust in New York. Every night she’d been tempted to text, to call, to chat. Every night she’d resisted.


  Her chest felt like a pressure valve inside her. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass valve was stuck, so grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pressure kept building. She tapped her toe on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hardwood floor of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass salon as Gayle cut.


  “What’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass story, Jules? You’re jumpy today.”


  She sighed heavily, as if grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weight of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last week were pouring out in that one breath. “Oh Gayle, it’s getting harder,” she said, because she couldn’t take it anymore. Her stylist was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass only person who grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a clue about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass troubles Dillon dumped on her doorstep with when he skipped town with Charlie’s money, claiming she’d be paying it off. Julia reckoned a stylist was akin to a shrink. Maybe fucked her pussy good a priest. A stylist was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one person you could pour out all your secrets to. Gayle wasn’t a part of her regular life – she was someone she saw every six weeks. Neat grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cordoned off, safe from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass harm that was circling her on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr side. “I still owe a crap ton of money, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass people I owe it to aren’t making it any easier for me, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass on top of that, I met someone I really like, but I can’t let myself get close to him because of all fucked her pussy good stuff going on, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I want to trust him, but he might screw me over too, but I miss him like crazy, which makes no sense because it was only one weekend. Okay, it was two weekends, but still, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were both spectacular,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass words spilling out of her. Julia stopped talking for a second, stared in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass mirror at her friend’s reflection. “Wow. That was like a confessional or something.”


  She squeezed Julia’s shoulder, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn continued snipping. “I’m so glad you met someone you like. It’s been so long since Dillon, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn you weren’t terribly fond of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass douche. With good reason, of course,” she quickly added, with a wry smile.


  Julia narrowed her eyes. “He is such a douche. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I feel so stupid for ever trusting him, or fucked her pussy good getting involved with him.”


  “That’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thing. Sometimes you just can’t know how someone is going to turn out,” Gayle said as she ran a comb through Julia’s wet hair, appraising her work so far.


  “Right? So I guess it’s all for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass best that things aren’t happening with fucked her pussy good ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr guy. He might turn out to be just like Dillon. I was an idiot for getting involved with him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass an fucked her pussy good worse idiot for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he scammed me.”


  “That’s not what I meant. I mean, you can’t beat yourself up for not knowing Dillon was going to con money out of his employer grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pin grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass debt on you,” she said, because that’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass extent of what she knew. Not that Charlie was a gangster, but that Dillon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass swindled money from him. “That man should have his balls chopped off.”


  “If I ever see him again, can I borrow those scissors?”


  “I’ll order a better pair. A ball-snipping pair. But let’s talk about happier fates for balls. What’s fucked her pussy good ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr guy like?” Gayle said, stopping her cutting for a moment to bump her hip against Julia’s shoulder, giving her a salacious wink in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass mirror. “I want to hear all about him.”


  She couldn’t help but grin at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass memories that came racing back – images that warmed her heart, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sent her body soaring. Clay’s strong hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss holding her down. His tongue working her over. His mouth claiming hers. Okay, now she was doing more than grinning. She was tingling something fierce. A sharp bolt of lust shot straight to her core. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn a burst of warmth surrounded her heart as she flashed on all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sweet things he’d said to her. “He’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sexiest, dirtiest, smartest, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kindest man I have ever met.”


  Gayle’s eyes widened. “More, more. Tell me more.”


  She told her about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir weekend. Not every detail, but enough to make Gayle’s jaw drop, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tension to loosen momentarily in Julia. Just talking about him felt good. It was as close as she was going to come to being near him, because once she left fucked her pussy good salon she was going back on lockdown. She’d tie her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss behind her back if that’s what she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to do to resist him.


  



  Chapter Fourteen


  



  



  Flynn’s jaw dropped when he saw grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gift. A new set of five-irons that his junior partner grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been eyeing for a few weeks. Talking about. Showing him pictures on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Internet. It grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass damn near fucked her pussy goodten to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass point of golf porn. But Flynn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sealed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass deal with Pinkertons yesterday, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kind of dough grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass film producers were raking in, he was contributing quite nicely to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass firm’s bottom line. That kind of dedication grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass drive needed to be rewarded.


  “Holy crap,” he said as he reached for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass set grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass removed one club, touching it as if it were some kind of rare treasure. He stroked it with his palm.


  “Flynn, man. You can’t start feeling up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass golf clubs in my office. If you do I’m going to need to take grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm back,” Clay joked.


  “I can’t help myself,” he said, his eyes wide as he gazed at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass club in his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. “fucked her pussy good is a thing of beauty. Almost better than a woman.”


  “You haven’t met grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass right woman grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his mind latched onto Julia, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass how she’d seemed like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass perfect woman for him. Smart, sharp, witty, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass with that vulnerable side underneath. His mind flooded with images of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir weekend – her curled up on his bench on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass balcony, him washing her legs in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tub, that kiss in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rain that she’d insisted on. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, to all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass things grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy shared, her stories of her sister, his tales about Thanksgiving, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass easy way grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. Like two people who were meant to have been matched. Until she walked out on a lie. His chest knotted up, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his shoulders tensed, both with anger grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass annoyance.


  Damn.


  fucked her pussy good wouldn’t do. He didn’t have grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass real estate in his head or his heart to keep going back to her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ways he’d wanted her. Good thing he was seeing Michele tonight. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a way of keeping him focused on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass present, not grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass past. “I’m out of here. Meeting a friend for drinks,” he said to Flynn, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn grabbed his suit jacket grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass took off, making some phone calls when he hit grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass streets of New York.


  First, he rang his buddy Cam about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir poker game fucked her pussy good week, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to check in on some information he’d asked him to run down on anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr potential client – a TV producer who’d seemed a little sgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy when he came to him, claiming his studio grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass screwed him over.


  “I looked into your guy, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I can see how he might seem like a crooked bastard with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way things ended with his last deal. But you know what? I checked him out six ways to Sunday grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that fucker is squeaky clean as can be,” Cam told him.


  “Good to know,” he said, relieved his gut grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been wrong. It was rare when it happened, but that’s why he liked to do his homework grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass research clients in advance.


  “That’s why you like me though. C’mon admit it. You love me because you never know if someone is a slimeball, but I can always find out.”


  “That you can. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I guess I love you, in some pagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asstic needy way that makes me sick,” he teased.


  “Aww, you’re so sweet when you shower me with compliments. So you gonna take fucked her pussy good deal?”


  “I probably will.”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn cigars are on you fucked her pussy good week. I want grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass finest Cubans you can get your grimy paws on because I plan on winning all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass money in your pocket,” Cam said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Clay couldn’t help but laugh at his friend’s brashness.


  “We’ll see about that,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn hung up to call Davis.


  As it rang drops of rain began to fall. With his phone pressed to his ear, he navigated grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rush hour crowds on Lexington Avenue. Women in skirts grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass heels grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass men in suits began to pop open umbrellas.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rain wasn’t hard enough or heavy enough for him to worry about getting wet though. “Are grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy taking care of you across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pond?” he said into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass phone.


  “Of course. You know grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass producers love me,” Davis said.


  “Modest as always.”


  “Just like you,” he fired back.


  “No troubles grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn? Anything I need to take care of?”


  “You already fucked her pussy good me that one day off a week clause so I could fly home grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass see Jill, so I’m doing just fine.”


  “Ah, I guess that’s why I didn’t see you when you were in New York last weekend,” Clay joked, as he stopped at a red light.


  “Amazing, isn’t it, how I’d ragrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr spend time with her than you?”


  “Shocking,” he said in a dry voice.


  “What’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass latest with you? What happened with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman you were hung up on?”


  Clay clenched his jaw at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass mention, frustration eating away at him. He didn’t feel like talking about Julia or how she took off. It grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been more than a week now without a word from her. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t reached out to her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he was doing his damnedest not to think about her. Burying himself in work, in contracts, in doing whatever he could for his clients. That was his focus. Head down in business grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no place else. He could not tolerate a repeat of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Year of Sabrina, especially now that Flynn grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reeled in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Pinkertons. He still felt guilty for losing Flynn’s big action-film director client that year when his focus grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been tangled up in Sabrina’s troubles. Clay needed to train his associate right, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass show him how to keep winning grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass closing deals. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Pinkertons were a prize, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he’d make sure grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were treated right by his firm grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass given ample attention. “She was a piece of work,” he said vaguely as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass light changed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he crossed, nearing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass restaurant where he was meeting Michele. “I’m about to have a drink with your sister though.”


  “Well, be sure to keep your damn hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss off of her,” Davis said, in a light-hearted tone.


  Clay shook his head grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rolled his eyes. “Fuck off to you too. I’ll catch you later.”


  After hanging up, he pushed open grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door, brushed off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass drops of water on his suit jacket, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weaved his way to Michele, who was perched on a stool at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar. She waved when she saw him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass as he reached her she wrapped him in a hug, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gave him a kiss on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cheek.


  “You don’t have an umbrella,” she said, wagging her finger.


  He loosened his dark green tie, unknotting grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass damn thing. “I’m a man. Men don’t carry umbrellas.”


  “I’m a woman. I carry a big umbrella,” she said, tipping her forehead to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass umbrella holder by grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door. “Mine’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass polka dot one about four feet high.”


  “Is that supposed to be a substitute for something, Michele?”


  “Oh yes. You’ve figured me out. I have penis envy so I carry a large stick.” She patted grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wooden stool next to her. “Sit. Have a drink.”


  “I need one,” he said, taking off his suit jacket grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tossing it on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stool. “Whiskey. Straight up,” he told grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bartender.


  When grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass glass of amber liquid arrived, he downed it in one quick swallow grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn ordered anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. That glass earned grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same treatment. Michele arched an eyebrow. “Shit day?”


  “Shit week,” he muttered, running a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass roughly through his hair. He was sure his hair was stgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assing up, unkempt. He’d been pushing his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss through it all week, as if that motion would someone ease grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass coiled frustration that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass taken up residence in his bones grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bloodstream, courtesy of one Julia Bell. It made no sense to him. He’d studied it from all angles, turned it inside grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass around. He didn’t understgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass how grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy could have grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy did – a weekend that was unforgettable – grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn descend into radio silence.


  “Talk to me,” Michele said, placing a gentle hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass on his arm. He looked down at her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. Everything about her was familiar grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass safe. He’d known her for years, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass though he’d never put his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss on her again after that one drunk kiss in college, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was something comforting about her. Maybe because grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were long-time friends, maybe because she was a shrink. She helped people for a living. Maybe she could help him make sense of that woman’s exodus.


  “Fine,” he said, because grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass alcohol grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass already loosened him up. He wanted to jettison fucked her pussy good tangle of anger grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hurt from his chest.“You ready for fucked her pussy good?”


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass doctor is in session,” she said, sitting up straight grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass proper. “Only for an after hours session, I insist on anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr one of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse,” she said, tapping his glass.


  She ordered anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr round as he began talking.


  “I met someone,” he started grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn told her grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass story. Not every detail. He wasn’t about to confess that he’d grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a raging hard-on for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last week grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass refused to do anything about it because he knew he’d think of Julia, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wanted to stop thinking of his fiery redhead. He didn’t tell her eigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr that making love to that woman grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass most intense sexual encounter of his life. She was his perfect pair in every way – in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bedroom, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass outside grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bedroom. He’d never enjoyed a woman’s company as much as hers, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he’d felt like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy could do anything togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. “We grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a great time. A perfect weekend. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass we were falling for each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. I was sure of it. Talked about seeing each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr again, making a go of it,” he said grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Michele’s features tightened; her lips pursed as he told her about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass plans grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy made for a long-distance affair. “Everything seemed like it was clicking on all cylinders. Every single thing.”


  She drew in a sharp breath. “Every thing?” Her voice sounded strained as if grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass question were hard for her.


  “Yeah,” he said, trying to keep grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass desire out of his voice. His throat was parched just thinking of Julia. “We grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a connection.”


  “Oh. I thought you meant,” Michele said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn let her voice trail off as she blushed.


  He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass meant that, but he didn’t intend to share details of his sex life with Davis’ sister. What a man did behind closed doors, or in a town car, or in a bar in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass West Village – he shifted uncomfortably, recalling Julia’s stoic orgasm at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Red Line as he worked her over under grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar – was between grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman. Only grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman he wanted grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass run; she didn’t want his business. “But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass next morning, she was out of here like a bat out of hell. So tell me, Michele. Tell me, my wise little shrink. What am I missing? Is she secretly craving me grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass can’t figure out how to tell me?” he asked, laying it on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass line as he ached for an explanation. “Cause I fucking miss her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I want her in my life. Did I miss a cue from her? Fuck something up? Is grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre something I should be doing”


  Michele didn’t answer right away. She reached for her glass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass took a long drink. After she set it down, she looked straight at him, her dark brown eyes both intense grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass caring. “I’m going to be blunt. I’m going to be direct, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass talk to you like I would talk to one of my patients. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass here’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thing, Clay,” she said, reaching out to place her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass on his thigh. “That’s not how a woman behaves when she likes a man.”


  His shoulders sank grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he sighed heavily. “Yeah?”


  She nodded. “She’s history. I hate to say it, because clearly you have it bad for her, but she ran. Maybe grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s something in her life that’s tying her down. Maybe she has some deep dark past. Maybe she’s secretly married grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass really only could manage one weekend with you. But if she truly grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a great time with you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass truly was open to dating long distance like she claimed, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn she’d have called you when her flight lgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed. She’d have texted you. She’d be, I don’t know,” Michele said, forcing out a laugh, “Sending you naughty pictures.”


  Clay winced, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his dick rose to attention at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thought of a naughty picture of Julia appearing on his home screen. Maybe a shot of her topless, of those full luscious breasts that he longed to lick grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kiss grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass squeeze. Or that ass, so round grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sexy, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass calling out for a spanking. In his mind, he could hear grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sound of his palm smacking her ass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sharp slap, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass surprised oh that would fall from her lips. Followed by a moan. She liked spankings. He was pissed that he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chance to smack her ass more than once.


  He wanted to slam his fist against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar. “So grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lack of naughty shots on my phone is grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass surest sign that fucked her pussy good woman is history,” he said through tight lips, barely wanting to acknowledge grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cold hard truth Michele was laying out for him.


  She flashed him a sympagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asstic smile. “Yes, Clay. She’s history. When a woman wants to be with a man, she makes grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass effort to see him, to call him, to spend time with him. Just as he does with her. She aspires to be honest grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass upfront. To share her heart. Besides, that’s what you deserve,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass squeezed his arm.


  For a second grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre, it felt as if she lingered on his bicep. But maybe it was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass booze making his mind fuzzy. Which reminded him – he needed anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr drink.


  By grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time he left, he was pretty damn sure he was buzzed. Walking to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass subway stop two blocks away, he changed that assessment as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cabs grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cars grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lights around him grew fuzzier. He wasn’t buzzed. He was drunk. So drunk, he saw no reason why he shouldn’t text her as he headed down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass steps to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass platform, reaching for his phone from his pocket, missing it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first time. He nearly stumbled onto grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass subway car, as his fingers flew across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass screen.


  I can’t stop thinking about you.


  He hit send, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn cursed himself, wished he could take it back. He was going to get nothing in return from Julia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that would only make her exit burn more.


  When he emerged on Christopher Street, he hoped that maybe grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gods of drunk texting were looking out for him. That perhaps grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’d been no signal underground, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he’d be saved from his own stupid desires for her.


  But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre it was – in his sent messages, mocking his traitorous heart.


  



  



  Chapter Fifteen


  



  



  Julia brushed some sugar crystals along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rim of a martini glass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed her signature cocktail to a woman in a stgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assard, boring, black business suit who’d wgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assered in a few minutes ago rolling a large black case on wheels – grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kind that was usually full of pharmaceuticals. Julia guessed she was a sales rep for one of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass big drug companies grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been pitching docs all day with little success. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman, quite simply, looked worn down.


  She sighed heavily, resting her chin in her palm. Julia felt for her, without fucked her pussy good knowing her woes. Life could be a cruel mistress. Sometimes grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass days wrung you dry. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nights did too, those lonely nights when all she wanted was a note, a moment, a sweet reminder that she wasn’t woman against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world, tackling everything solo.


  “Enjoy,” Julia said, sliding grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass purple snow globe in front of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman. “I hope it makes grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass day a little better.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman flashed a smile. “You have no idea how much I need fucked her pussy good.”


  “fucked her pussy good one is my specialty, but if it doesn’t fit grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bill, you let me know grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I’ll mix up something else for you instead.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman took her first sip, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her tired eyes lit up. Julia swore a switch grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been flipped grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d gone from muted to bright blue. “fucked her pussy good is divine.”


  She smiled. “I’m glad you like it,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass for now, fucked her pussy good was enough to make Julia’s shit week a bit better. She might not have won her game, she might have lost her man, but at least she could do one thing right – mix a drink, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lift grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass spirits temporarily of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass weary.


  She moved to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tap, filling a pale ale for a regular customer, a skinny guy who always stopped by after work. She liked him; he’d never once tried to hit on her. He was only here for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass drinks. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass usual,” she said, hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assing him grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass glass. He doffed an imaginary hat, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass took his first swallow. She gagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assred up tips from ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr patrons grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass returned to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass register, tucking some bills in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass drawer.


  “Can I pretty please have your most special, awesomest diet coke?”


  Julia grinned widely, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass turned around to see her favorite person ever. Her sister McKenna, decked out in a vintage emerald green dress with a white petticoat peeking out from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass skirt’s hem. On her shoulders she wore a faux white fur cape – 100% pure retro fashionista. Next to her was her fiancé Chris, wearing a plaid button-down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass jeans, dress-up attire for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass most casual California surfer guy that he was. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass happiest couple she knew, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass yet anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr reason why Julia was never going to burst grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir bubble of bliss with her troubles. Seeing her sister happy was a singular joy, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she’d go to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ends of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass earth to protect her sister’s heart from any more hurt.


  “Always for you,” Julia said grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass leaned across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar to give her big sister a hug. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hello hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asssome,” she said to Chris, giving him a peck on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cheek.


  “Hey, Julia. How’s business tonight?”


  “Always good at Cubic Z,” she said, beaming grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass glad for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chance to talk about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar business. She was proud of her tiny little patch of lgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass in SoMa; yet anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr reason why she desperately wanted to get out from under Charlie’s thumb. She didn’t want him to take over fucked her pussy good place. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thought of him running his illegal operations from her bar, threatening ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr patsies with his knife that wasn’t dangerous in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass of itself, but symbolized all he could do, made her stomach restless. He could turn it to rubble too, leaving her, Kim grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Kim’s family high grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dry. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thought curled her stomach. She poured McKenna a Diet Coke, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn asked Chris for his poison.


  “Whatever’s on tap,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she winced inside at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass words. Granted, she heard that phrase a few times a night, but it reminded her of Clay, of what he’d said grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first night grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy met here. After she hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed Chris his glass, she looked from McKenna to her man grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back. “What’s up with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fancy attire? You going to a ball or something?”


  Chris smiled grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass shook his head. “Nope, but my network is having some shindig to celebrate our record-high ratings, so fucked her pussy good is me dressing up,” he said, fingering grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass collar of his shirt.


  “You clean up mighty fine,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass once again her mind wgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assered back to Clay, to how delicious he looked in everything grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nothing. She loved his sharp style, his power ties grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass crisp shirts, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cuffs grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass how he rolled grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm up revealing those forearms, so thick grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass strong.


  A sharp pang of longing lodged in her chest. She wasn’t only yearning for his arms; she was longing for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole man, inside grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass out, from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he held her to how he talked to her. He always wanted to know more about her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she felt one hundred percent grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same about him. He fascinated her, with his mix of down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dirty, loving grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tender. Though it seemed insane to miss someone she’d only spent a few nights with, she’d never met anyone like him who captivated her mind grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her body.


  She shook her head, as if she could shake off thoughts of him. She reached for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tap to pour a beer for anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr customer.


  “Speaking of record ratings,” McKenna began in that voice that hinted at something up her sleeve, “Chris is about to renefucked her pussy goodiate his contract, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass is looking for a new lawyer, so I was thinking about your guy…”


  Julia’s hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass froze on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tap grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass beer started to overflow grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass glass.


  Your guy. Oh, how she wanted him to be her guy, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass all that title allowed – grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nights, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass days, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moments, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tangling up in each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr’s arms.


  “Oh crap,” she said when she realized grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass liquid grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass frograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assd over. Grabbing a towel, she wiped down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass side of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass glass, cleaned it up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed it to a customer.


  “What do you think about that?” McKenna asked when she returned.


  “He’s pretty kickass at his job, right?” Chris said, chiming in. “I was talking to my sister grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr day grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she said he’s worked out all kinds of perks for Davis.”


  Julia straightened her spine. “I don’t have any business dealings with him, but from what I’ve heard his clients rave about him.”


  “Can you do an intro or something? Or do you want us to ask Jill to ask Davis?” McKenna asked, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn something flashed in her eyes. Realization, maybe. Julia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been home from her trip for more than ten days grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t said much about it to McKenna, ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr than a few texts that it went well, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she was home grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass busy, busy, busy. She grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t told her sister that she’d bolted. Her sister leaned across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass narrowed her eyes. “Are you still into him?”


  She was about to fashion an answer when she heard a customer call out. “Oh excuse me!” grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass suit waggled her fingers.


  Julia walked over to her. “How was it?”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman tapped grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass glass. “Never grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass anything like it. It’s amazing.”


  “I’m so glad you liked it.”


  “Listen. I have a friend – his name is Glen Mills – whose magazine is running a search for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass best cocktail ever,” grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman continued. “I’m going to tell him about fucked her pussy good.”


  “That’d be nice of you,” she said, though she knew patrons said stuff like fucked her pussy good all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time, so she didn’t put any stock in it. No more, at least, than simple pride in a job well done.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Julia,” she told her, as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed her a twenty.


  “Keep grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass change, Julia.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn she left, rolling her bag on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way out, only fucked her pussy good time her pace was upbeat grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass energetic. Julia returned to her sister, eager to avoid any more talk of Clay. She didn’t need to feel that empty ache for him all fucked her pussy gooding, especially since she was sure to feel it all night long alone in her bed. “Hey, it’s about to get crowded here.”


  “So can you do an intro to Clay?” McKenna asked again, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass clearly Julia wasn’t going to be able to ignore fucked her pussy good request.


  She mulled over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass question. She’d been trying to steer clear of temptation, locking her phone in a kitchen drawer in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy goodings when she felt grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass desire to text him or call, going for a run in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass mornings to try to clear her mind. But neigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr tactic kept him from occupying grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass prime corner lot in her brain. She’d been dreaming of him every night. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass very mention of his name brought a flush to her skin, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass heat between her legs. It grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass been a while; she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn’t fucked her pussy good touched herself since she’d left. If she did, she’d only picture him grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that wouldn’t help put him out of her mind.


  Maybe, just maybe, a brief email for her sister would satiate fucked her pussy good longing inside her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass quench her thirst for him. Sort of like a phased withdrawal. One tiny taste grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn she’d be done.


  “I’ll take care of it for you,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass something inside of her dared to spark. At least she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a reason to reach out to him, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she tried not to get too excited about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass prospect of sending him a note, but she couldn’t help it – she was excited. “Now, can we talk about something besides business please? Like your wedding. That’s what I most want to talk about. I can barely wait anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr month to see my big sister walking down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass aisle.”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass two of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm beamed, Chris grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass McKenna matching each ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr in sheer wattage of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir smiles. He dropped a quick kiss on her cheek, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she threw her arms around his neck, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Julia was happy for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way her sister could be free with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man she cared for.


  “So we’re going to have karaoke as you know,” McKenna said grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass began rattling off all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass details, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass though Julia knew most of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm already since she was maid of honor, she didn’t mind hearing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm again. Her sister’s happiness brought a smile to her face, so she listened as McKenna updated her on all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir wedding plans, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she too was counting down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass days til grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass two of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm fucked her pussy good hitched.


  



  *****


  Later that night, as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass crowds wound down she reached for her phone to call him when she saw Clay grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass texted her. Her eyes widened, lighting up with anticipation. With hopeful fingers, she slid open grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass message.


  I can’t stop thinking about you.


  Her heart thrummed hard against her chest as she savored grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass words, each one like decadent chocolate. She clutched grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass phone to her chest, as if that simple act would bring him closer. She walked into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back room, needing a moment alone with his text. She closed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door behind her, leaned against it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stared like a lovestruck idiot at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass screen again, running her fingertip across his message.


  She cycled through her options. She could pretend she never saw it. She could delete it. She could keep on ignoring him. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass very thought of that felt like thorns twisting in her gut. She’d been in a funk since she’d left New York. A real ball of piss. She’d slept badly, she’d been sullen when she went for her morning run, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she could barely focus on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass book she’d been reading at bedtime. Her thoughts careened back to him. A reply might unwind some of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tension knitting its way through her body.


  Though she knew grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass risks, she became convinced with each passing second that answering his message wasn’t dangerous. It was simply answering a message. Sometimes a cigar was just a cigar.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass very least she could do was write back.


  Would love to know what you’re thinking about…


  Only later did she remember she’d forfucked her pussy goodten all about McKenna’s request for an introduction. So much grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass better. Anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr reason to be back in touch.


  By grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way, my sister’s fiancé wants to talk to you about working togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr. I’ll send you his info. Though I still want to know what you’re thinking about.


  She paused, her thumbs hovering over her smartphone. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn, she added, just so grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’d be no misunderstgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assing, about her intent – xoxo.


  



  



  



  Chapter Sixteen


  



  



  



  



  from:cnichols@gmail.com


  to:purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date:April 16, 10:48 AM


  subject:What I’m thinking about…


  



  



  Everything. Your hair. Your ass. Your beautiful breasts. Your lips. You curled up in my bed. Your attitude. Most of all, why grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fuck you left like that.


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 16, 11:08 AM


  subject: grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr thoughts please


  



  



  Something came up. Can we go back to those ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr items instead?


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to:purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 16, 5:48 PM


  subject: Not sure…


  



  



  I don’t know. Can we?


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 16, 11:48 PM


  subject: Be sure…


  



  



  You tell me.


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 17, 6:48 AM


  subject: Ball. In. Your. Court.


  



  



  You tell me what you’re wearing. You tell me if you can’t stop thinking about me. You tell me why you’re not here spread across my lap, that beautiful ass calling out for my palm.


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 17, 9:48 AM


  subject: Served


  



  So you’re saying you want to spank me?


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 17, 3:48 PM


  subject: Hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass is ready


  



  You have no idea.


  



  from:  purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 17, 3:49 PM


  subject:Ass is too


  



  Oh, I have an idea. I definitely have an idea. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I would like that very much. I also think you have a thing for my ass.


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 17, 11:48 PM


  subject: More on that


  



  



  It’s perfection. I want to bite it. Lick it. Smack it. Grip it hard while I fuck you.


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 18, 1:01 AM


  subject: Which means….


  



  



  So you still want me, I take it?


  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 18, 7:01 AM


  subject: Yes


  



  



  You know I do. That didn’t change.


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 18, 11:34 AM


  subject: Ditto…


  



  



  I still want you…


  



  



  



   Clay stared at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass computer screen, his fingers hovering over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass keys, considering a reply. But damn, those words were mocking him. I still want you. How could she say that with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way she’d left? It made no sense, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Michele grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass spelled it out for him in no uncertain terms that if Julia wanted to play ball, she’d be at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass plate, not skipping grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass frolicking along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass foul lines, darting in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass out of sight. He pushed away from his keyboard, like an alcoholic trying to step away from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar. Grabbing a pen grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a contract from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pile of papers on his desk, he tossed his phone onto his desk, left his office grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass locked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door.


   If he stayed within typing distance of eigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr device, he’d surely keep up fucked her pussy good volley with her. Because she was as irresistible to him as she’d been that very first night. With his head down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass whole way, he headed to a bench outside Central Park grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass settled onto it, trying his best to dive into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fine print on a licensing deal that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass actor Liam Connor needed wrapped up before he opened a new restaurant in New York in a few weeks. Clay didn’t usually do restaurant deals, but Liam was a long-time client grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass asked him to look over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass terms with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr co-owner. Clay shoved his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass through his hair as he studied grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fine print, but soon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass words were levitating on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass page, terms like indemnify that he knew backwards grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass forwards, but now it was a slow, cruel tease because he couldn’t focus on a damn thing.


   She weaved in front of him like a damn mirage. Tantalizing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass teasing him. Whenever he opened or closed his eyes, she was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre. Beautiful grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass beckoning, she lured him in. He could picture her, he could feel grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass trace of her, touch grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass outline of her. She’d left her mark on him grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wanted her day after day, night after night.


   He swore loudly grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass looked up. No one noticed his cursing. No one cared. It was New York grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass city spun on its own axis. So he sat grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stared at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lunchtime crowds, at a harried doctor rushing by in her scrubs, at a guy in a suit, tugging at his tie while tapping out a message on his phone, at a pair of women in sharp jeans grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sweaters, each balancing a cardboard tray of lattes in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss. A bus trudged by on Fifth Avenue, pulling up to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stop grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass letting off several passengers, who looked equally hurried as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy raced to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir destinations. Somehow, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chaos of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass city soograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assd grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tangled knots in his chest for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moment, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass calmed his mind. He took a deep fueling breath, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass returned once more to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass contract.


   A half-hour later, he’d found grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one clause that concerned him most, so when he met Liam for lunch he told him about grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass points he wanted to iron out.


   “That’s why I keep you around, man,” grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass actor said, flashing his trademark smile that made women swoon grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass patrons pay top dollar to see his face in lights. “You’re going to come see in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Usual Suspects, right?”


   “As if I’d miss it,” Clay said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass mentally marked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass date on his calendar to see grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stage adaptation of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hit film.


   grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy spent grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rest of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass meal talking about Liam’s upcoming work, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass movies grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d both loved grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass loagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assd, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sports, always sports.


   When lunch ended, Clay simply hoped he could keep harnessing that focus grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass use it to stay on track in his business. He didn’t need a repeat of that year with Sabrina. When he returned to his office, refreshed – mostly – from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass few hours away from electronic tegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assrs, he clicked on his phone grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass found anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr message from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman who was never far from his mind.


  



  



  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 18, 2:23 PM


  subject: On that subject…


  



  



  So unbelievably much…In every single way.


  



  



   grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass all his control unraveled in a second, as his skin heated up, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his heart beat faster, pounding against his chest with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass aching want to have her in his arms again. Resistance was futile, so he banged out a reply, saved it in his drafts, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass told himself he’d see if he still felt grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same way that night. When grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass work day ended he went to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gym to pound grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass punching bag until his shoulders were as sore as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy’d ever been.


   On grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way home, he pulled out his phone, opened his drafts grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass made a decision.


  



  



  Chapter Sfucked her pussy goodteen


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date:April 18, 5:23 PM


  subject:Which brings us back to…


  



  So why grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn? Why did you leave?


  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 18, 8:48 PM


  subject: Truth


  



  I was afraid.


  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to:purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 18, 11:24 PM


  subject: Truth is good


  



  Of what?


  



  from:purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 19, 2:03 AM


  subject: It can be…


  



  Of getting close.


  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 19, 7:48 AM


  subject: Re: It can be…


  



  



  Don’t be afraid.


  



  from:purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 19, 11:19 AM


  subject: Re: Re: It can be…


  



  But I am…


  



  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 19, 5:59 PM


  subject: Promise


  



  I won’t hurt you.


  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 19, 10:03 PM


  subject: Promises, Promises


  



  That’s easy to promise. Hard to deliver.


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 19, 11:08 PM


  subject: Question


  



  Are you going to let grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fear control you?


  



  



  



  



   Good question.


   Was she going to let Charlie control every aspect of her life? Right now, from his perch at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back table in Mr. Pong’s, he stared at her like she was a gnat on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bottom of his shoe after she gave him his money. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stack was flimsier than usual, but at least she’d won some.


   “Get out of here,” Charlie said to her in a cold, calculating voice. “You tire me because you take too long.”


   “I won for you tonight,” she pointed out, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn what was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass point? Charlie was in a nasty mood, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass maybe it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to do with her, or maybe it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to do with anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr one of his pawns underperforming.


   “Hardly. fucked her pussy good is hardly enough,” he said, fanning out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thin stack in her face, smacking her on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nose with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bills. She flinched, surprised that money could wound that much.


   As she left grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Chinese restaurant, nearly bumping into a man with a well-lined face grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sad eyes who stared longingly at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sign for Mr. Pong’s, she pondered all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fear in her life. She was afraid of Charlie, of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass veiled threats of hurting her, hurting Kim, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass taking more grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass more of his business until he was satisfied. Though men like him never grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir fill, did grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy? She was scared for her sister grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wanted desperately to protect McKenna’s hard-won happiness with Chris. Most of all she was terrified of screwing up. What if she couldn’t win grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rest of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass money? Would be in Charlie’s clutches forever? Time was running out, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she pictured him snapping chains on her forever somehow, so she’d never ever escape from him.


   She didn’t know what would happen.


   All she knew for sure was fucked her pussy good fear sucked. fucked her pussy good emptiness stung. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass only thing that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass felt remotely good grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass real in her life was opening up to Clay. She’d been living in a cocoon of her own necessary lies for so many months, that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sliver of truths she could share with him was freeing.
 


  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 20, 2:02 AM


  subject: Good question


  



  I don’t know…I don’t want it to…but I can’t stop wanting you eigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr.


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 20, 7:32 AM


  subject: New side of you


  



  Don’t stop wanting me. fucked her pussy good is grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass most open I think you’ve been.


  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 20, 9:52 AM


  subject: Blame it on email


  



  Do you like it?


  



  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 20, 3:22 PM


  subject: Love it…


  



  I like nearly everything about you except when you run from me.


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 20, 11:08 PM


  subject: Run grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr way?


  



  



  Would you ragrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr I run to you?


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 21, 6:03 AM


  subject: Yes I would


  



  



  I would like you on your knees for that smart ass comment.


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 21, 9:32 AM


  subject: Love that Position


  



  



  I would get on my knees for you. You know that. I would get on my knees grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass take you in my mouth. Under your desk. While you were in a meeting. I love tasting you. So. Much.


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 21, 3:43 PM


  subject: You’re killing me.


  



  



  I would be stone-faced grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass not let on.


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 21, 4:04 PM


  subject: Relentless


  



  



  I would do everything I could to break you.


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 21, 4:14 PM


  subject: I know, believe me, I know


  



  



  I bet you would. I have excellent control.


  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 21, 7:17 PM


  subject: Shifting gears…


  



  



  That’s why you’re such a good lawyer. By grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way, I hear you’re Chris’ attorney now. Thank you for taking care of him.


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 21, 7:43 PM


  subject: From blow jobs to business…


  



  



  Thank you for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass introduction. I’m gonna make him an fucked her pussy good richer mofo.


  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 21, 11:23 PM


  subject: Cocky, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I like it


  



  I bet you are. I wish I grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a reason to be in entertainment grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass have you be my lawyer.


  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 22, 5:55 AM


  subject: If I were


  



  



  I’d fight for you, Julia. I’d get you everything you wanted. I’d give you everything you wanted.


  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 22, 10:09 AM


  subject: You would…


  



  What about you? What do you want?


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 22, 5:12 PM


  subject: One word


  



  You.


  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 22, 8:29 PM


  subject: Re: One Word


  



  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same. I want grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same.


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 23, 11:10 AM


  subject: You ok?


  



  Still grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre?


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 23, 3:53 PM


  subject: Hi


  



  Hey…you’ve been quiet…everything OK? Don’t make me call you :)


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 23, 9:01 PM


  subject: Should I be worried?


  



  Was it something I said?


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 23, 9:40 PM


  subject:It was something you said…


  



  



  What are you wearing?


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 23, 9:52 PM


  subject: Not working tonight so grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass answer is…


  



  Shirt. Stockings. Thong. Heels.


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 23, 10:04 PM


  subject: Hard…


  



  



  Truth?


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 23, 10:15 PM


  subject: Full truth.


  



  I swear.


  



  



  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 23, 10:22 PM


  subject: Better be


  



  



  Are you sure?


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 23, 10:30 PM


  subject: 100%


  



  Yes.


  



  



  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 23, 10:37 PM


  subject: fucked her pussy good is not a request


  



  



  Take off grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass underwear.


  



  



  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date:April 23, 10:40 PM


  subject:Your wish is my commgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass


  



  Done.


  



  



  



  



  Julia startled when she heard a loud knock on her door. What grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hell? It was elfucked her pussy good o’clock at night. Cold dread rushed through her veins. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre could only be one person banging hard at fucked her pussy good hour. Charlie, or his men. She took off her heels, padded quietly to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass peered through grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass keyhole.


  



  Chapter Eighteen


  



  Her body reacted instantly. Viscerally. Her skin heated up, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she swore she was seeing things. To be sure, she slid grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chain, unlocked grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass latch, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass drank in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass oh-so-welcome sight of Clay stgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assing in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass doorway, unknotting his tie, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn loosening grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass top button on his shirt.


  She wanted to throw her arms around him. Kiss him hard. Tell him how damn happy she was to see him. She parted her lips to speak. But he was too fast. His hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss were on her face, cupping her cheeks, his hot gaze raking over her body from head to toe. “You don’t have heels on.”


  “I took grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm off when I came to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass door.”


  “Put grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm on.”


  She slipped out of his grip, bent down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slid her feet into her four-inch red pumps. She grew taller as she stood grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass came face to face with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man she couldn’t forget about. His whole body was ready to pounce, his muscles hard, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass vein in his neck throbbing. His stare was dark grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass intense, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he radiated sexuality. His eyes roamed her body, prowling over her, turning her molten. His hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss were clenched at his sides. He took a step closer grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cupped her cheeks once more. Her knees nearly buckled; she grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Clay were combustible. She wanted him so much, every solitary cell in her body cried out for him. Her skin was ignited, her heart beat in overtime. She watched him swallow, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn brush a thumb over her lips. She panted from that single small touch, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nibbled on his thumb.


  His eyes rolled back in his head as she bit gently into him. She thrilled at his reaction, at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he breagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assd out hard.


  When he opened his eyes, he stared at her momentarily, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn crushed her lips in a consuming kiss, one that told her he wanted to devour her. That he was hellbent on it. When he broke grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kiss, she went first, whispering her desperate need. “Take me,” she said.


  “Turn around.”


  She bent over her kitchen table, her chest on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass metal, her ass in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass air where she knew he wanted it. Offering herself to him to be claimed. She peered back, watching as he finished unknotting his tie grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass yanked it off, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn unbuttoned his shirt.


  Her chest rose grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fell as she watched him, heat pooling between her legs with every move he made. He left his shirt open, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she marveled at his chest, at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hard planes grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ridges. Her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass a mind of its own, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she twisted her arm around to try to touch him. He swatted her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass away, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pushed her tight black shirt up her back, exposing more of her skin, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn he ran his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down her spine. He dipped his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass between her legs, sliding a finger across her swollen lips.


  “Oh,” she cried out, her eyes falling closed, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her mouth forming a perfect O. 


  “Have you been touching yourself?” he asked, sounding like a lawyer in a courtroom. She was a willing witness, eager to be cross-examined.


  “No,” she said grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he rubbed his fingers over her once more, drawing out a needy moan. She rocked her ass back against him. He raised his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her breath caught, knowing what was coming. Her eyes widened as he brought his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to her cheek, a sharp sting radiating across her rear.


  He bent down to brush his soft lips against her flesh, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she whimpered as he soograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assd out grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sting with his tongue. He slipped his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass between her legs again, sending sparks of heat throughout her body. “You haven’t touched yourself once since I saw you?”


  She shook her head. “No, I swear. I knew I’d only think of you if I did grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it would make me crazy not to have you.” He thrust a finger inside her, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she saw stars as he flicked her clit with his thumb. “So you saved it all for me?”


  “Yes,” she panted.


  “Good. Because I’m going to take it all. I want it all.”


  He took his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass away, raising it again grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she quivered, knowing he was going to smack her once more. She craved grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sharp sweet mix of pleasure grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pain, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fucked her pussy good time grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass smack was followed by his fingers gliding between her legs, as he rubbed her where she wanted him most.


  “I’ve haven’t touched myself eigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, Julia,” he said as he began unzipping his pants. “You know what that means?”


  “What does that mean?” she said as he pushed his briefs down, freeing his enormous erection. Her lips parted at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sight of his cock – thick, hard grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass throbbing. She wanted him so badly. Wanted all of him. He gripped his cock, stroking himself up grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass down. She watched, mesmerized, as a low moan escaped her.


  “It means I’ve been rock hard since you left me. I’ve been walking around New York City at full fucking mast thinking of you grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass not doing a damn thing about it for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same reason,” he said, dragging grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass head of his cock against her wet pussy lips. Sweet agony sang in her body, as she tried to rock back into him, to draw him into her body, awash with neverending lust. “I didn’t want to think about you because you were all I was thinking about already,” he said, as he reached into his pocket for a condom, tore open grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass wrapper grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass rolled it on.


  “It was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same for me.” She could hear grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass desperation in her own voice. She needed fucked her pussy good so much, not just grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass physical connection that burned hot between grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm. But she needed him. fucked her pussy good man, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way he made her feel inside grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass out. He’d touched something so deep inside of her, a part she’d kept hidden grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass well-protected. But he was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre, working his way around grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fortress of her hardened heart, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she wanted all of him. She could not be more grateful that he’d shown up tonight – grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass first clear evidence that maybe her luck was changing. “I kept thinking about you too. I want you so much.”


  “I want you too.” He bent over her body, laying his chest over her as he rubbed his hard length against her entrance. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I hated grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way you left me.”


  “I hated it too,” she said as she wrigrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assd against him, struggling to guide him into her. He gripped her wrists over her head, pinning her on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass table.


  “Julia,” he rasped out, grazing his mouth along grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass column of her throat, eliciting a desperate groan from her. “I have to tell you something.”


  “Yes?” She asked, breathing hard, her back arching, her body molding to his.


  He pulled back to look her in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass eyes. His voice was ragged. “I’m crazy about you, but right now I’m going to fuck you like I hate you. I need to fuck you angrily but don’t forget fucked her pussy good, I’m crazy for you.”


  She bit her lip, desire coursing through her like a shooting star speeding across grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sky. “I’m crazy for you,” she murmured, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass last word was swallowed as he thrust into her, filling her in one quick move.


  She moaned loudly grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass closed her eyes, savoring grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass feeling of his hard, hot length inside her. God, he felt amazing, stretching her. He began to pump. Hard, fast, rough. Just like he’d promised. Her breasts were smashed against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kitchen table, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she didn’t care that grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy hurt. She welcomed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hurt. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way every part of her body felt him. Her legs shook as he drove into her, her wrists twinged with his rough grip, her cheek throbbed with how she was pressed hard against grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass unforgiveable metal surface. But with each thrust, she took him in deeper, her heat rising. She grew wetter with every punishing stroke, needing terribly for him to fuck all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stress, all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass problems, all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass troubles out of her life right now.


  “Harder,” she urged, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she was rewarded with a slam.


  “Be careful what you wish for,” he said roughly against her ear.


  “I like it like fucked her pussy good. I’m not regretting it.”


  “Don’t ever regret me,” he said, his stubbled jaw rubbing against her cheek.


  “Never,” she said in between pants. She raised her ass higher. “Touch me,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she sounded like she begging, but she knew he’d like that sound.


  “You want me to touch your clit?” he asked as he pounded into her.


  “Yes, please.”


  “Good. I like how you asked nicely for it,” he said, letting go of her wrists. He stood behind her now, ramming hard, as he held her hip with one hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass reaching between her legs to rub her clit. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass second he made contact, she shrieked in pleasure.


  “Yes.”


  It was all she could say. All she could manage. She shouted yes over grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass over as he pounded into her, taking her body, taking it back for him, claiming her with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hard, rough, fucking she wanted. His finger raced across her swollen clit, hitting her at just grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass right pace, just grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass right friction until grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass world spun away, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass everything blurred out but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass unholy pleasure that rang through her body. Her climax rushed over as she tore past grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass brink. He was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre with her, gripping her hips, plunging deeper, unleashing himself in her, until he collapsed on her.


  She breagrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assd out hard, panting, like she’d just run a race. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn his lips were on her neck, kissing her softly, gently, as he mapped her with his mouth. “I’m so crazy about you,” he whispered, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass though her body was hot from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assir crazy coming togegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr, her heart flooded with warmth too from his words.


  “I feel grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same, Clay. Exactly grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same,” she murmured, turning her head so he could dust her mouth with his lips.


  He pulled out, tossed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass condom in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass trash can, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass returned to her. He lifted her spent body from grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass table, where she was still splayed out, awash in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass aftershocks, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he carried her to her bedroom. He laid her down on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bed, walked to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bathroom, grabbed some tissues grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass brought grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm to her. She cleaned up, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm to him to dispose of.


  When he returned once more he scanned her bedroom, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass she wasn’t sure if he was going to stay grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass night here or not. Nerves raced through her, as she wondered what he would do next.


  



  



  Chapter Nineteen


  


  



  



  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pancakes were as delicious as promised.


  With breakfast finished, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy walked past a block full of graffiti art grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass consignment shops in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Mission district. An up-grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass-coming neighborhood full of hipsters grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Internet startup folks, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass shops here bore grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass evidence of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass clientele, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was an element to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse few blocks that bograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assred him. He didn’t like grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass idea of her living in a neighborhood still plagued with crime grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass trouble, fucked her pussy good if grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass numbers were improving. She was an independent woman though grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it wasn’t his place to criticize where she lived.


  “You like living here?” he asked, keeping grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass question casual.


  “Sure,” she said with a laid back shrug as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy sidestepped a sleeping homeless man. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s a kickass bakery a few blocks over, some fabulous coffee shops, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lots of boutiques that my sister loves, so I get to see her more often.”


  “Maybe we should all do something next time I’m in town,” he suggested grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass couldn’t deny grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass touch of nerves in his chest. Last time he’d asked for something more, she’d gone running. But maybe dinner with her sister was something she could hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assle.


  “I would love that,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his nerves departed with her simple answer. “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass you’re going to love Chris. He’s grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass best.”


  “I’m looking forward to meeting him in person,” he said, checking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass time on his watch, “In about twenty minutes.”


  “Let’s get your bag so you’re not late,” she said as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy turned onto her block, passing a vintage clothing shop a few doors down. His driver waited in a town car by her building. Clay gave him a quick wave, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn headed to her third floor apartment. Her cell phone was still on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass kitchen counter. She’d left it grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre all morning, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he’d been grateful to have her undivided attention, a luxury he’d rarely grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass with Sabrina. He grabbed his suitcase grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tapped her metal table. “Good table. That’s a keeper.”


  “I was planning on framing that table because I love what we did on it so much,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn led him back down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stairs grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass out of her building.


  She stopped in her tracks grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cursed under her breath. “Fuck,” she muttered, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ran a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass through her hair.


  “What is it?” he asked, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his shoulders tightened with worry. He zeroed in on her eyes, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn followed her line of sight to a large man built like a slab of meat pacing a few feet away. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass dark black hair, with a white streak down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass side. He was scanning grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass street, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass very quickly set his eyes on Julia.


  Instantly, Clay reached for her, draping an arm protectively around her. He turned to look at her, holding her gaze tight with his own. “You okay?”


  “Yeah,” she said in a thin voice as grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass freight-train-sized man walked toward grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm.


  “You know him?”


  “Sort of,” she said, as she pressed grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tip of her tongue nervously along her teeth.


  “Julia,” grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man barked as he reached grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm. “You don’t answer your phone? Is everything okay?” He sounded strangely concerned, almost paternal, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that irked Clay.


  “I was out to breakfast,” she said, through tight lips. Clay glanced from Julia to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass back, wanting to know who grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hell he was grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass why he was talking to her like he owned her.


  “Charlie needs you tonight.”


  Julia didn’t answer him.


  “Julia,” Clay asked carefully. “Who’s fucked her pussy good?”


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man held out a hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass, flashed a toothy smile. “I’m Stevie. Who are you?”


  Before he could answer, Julia squeezed his arm tightly, some kind of signal, it seemed, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn started talking. “fucked her pussy good is Carl. Carl grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I met last night at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar. He’s just heading home now.”


  She shot Clay a pleading looking, asking with her eyes to go along with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass lie.


  “Nice to meet you, Carl,” he said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass out of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass corner of his eye, Clay noticed a bulge by grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man’s shins, as if a hard, square barrel of a gun were held safely in place with an ankle holster. Clay didn’t have a clue who fucked her pussy good man was or why he was packing, but blood rushed fast through his veins, adrenaline kicking in as he quickly cycled through escape routes for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass two of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm if he pulled it. Down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass block, into grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass building, behind grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass car. Or better yet, Clay could move first if he needed to. He could take fucked her pussy good man; Stevie was big grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass slow, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Clay grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass speed on his side. A quick, hard jab to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ribs would double him over, giving grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm time to get away.


  “Likewise,” Clay said, calling on his best acting ability. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no idea why she needed him to lie, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he didn’t like it one bit, but he wasn’t going to make things worse for her in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moment. Papa bear attitude or not, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass thug or dealer written all over him.


  Dealer.


  Once that notion touched down in his head, he couldn’t unsee it or unhear it. It was deja vu all over again. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sidewalk felt shaky, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass stores on grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr side of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass street seemed to fall in grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass out of focus. His chest tightened, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his heart turned cold as if she’d just shoved him into a walk-in freezer.


  “But when you don’t answer,” grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man said, tilting his head, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass explaining in a gentle voice that didn’t match his size or his weaponry. “Charlie gets worried.”


  “I’ll be grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her voice was strained, her body visibly wracked with fear


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass man nodded, seeming satisfied with her answer. “I will tell him. See you later. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass nice meeting you, Carl.”


  He walked away, his big frame fading down grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass block. Clay turned to her. “What was that about? Why did you tell him we met at grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bar last night?”


  Something dark grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sad clouded her eyes. “I don’t want him to know who you really are.”


  “What grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hell, Julia?” He asked, his heart still thumping fast grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass furious. He took a deep fueling breath. “He. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass. A. Gun.”


  “I know,” she said in a broken whisper, a guilty look in her eyes.


  “What kind of mess are you in?” he said, holding his hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her asss out wide.


  “I can’t tell you. You just have to trust me on fucked her pussy good. I couldn’t say anything about you or use your real name or anything.”


  “Because?” he asked, annoyed as hell now, because she was giving him no reason to think fucked her pussy good was acceptable. Lies were never acceptable.


  “Just because.”


  “Who are grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assse people, Julia? Why does Charlie need you tonight grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass why does Stevie carry a concealed weapon?” He asked, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wished he were in a courtroom because he usually knew grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass answers to grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass questions he asked. Now he was swimming blind, without a clue as to his direction.


  “grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s something I have to help Charlie with,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it was one of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass most dissatisfying answers he’d ever heard, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it left an acrid taste in his mouth. He was ready, so damn ready, to get grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hell out of town. A knot of anger rolled through him, but grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn he swallowed it away, because grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was that image burned in his brain – grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass outline of a gun. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass if you weren’t grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass one carrying grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass gun, you were usually grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass target. Julia was in danger, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he couldn’t abide by that.


  His feelings for her ran too deep to just walk away.


  He needed to do everything he could to get her out of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass line of fire. He softened, cupping her shoulders. “If you’re in trouble, let me help you,” he offered, doing his best to let go of his past with Sabrina grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass to trust grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass woman in front of him, especially after last night grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass how she’d seemed to finally open up. “If grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre’s something going on, I want to help you. I know my way around.”


  “I can’t. I have to do fucked her pussy good on my own.”


  “Why?” he asked, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass word strangled in his throat.


  “You have to trust me on fucked her pussy good.”


  “You’re making it awfully hard to trust you,” he said, tucking a strgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass of hair behind her ear.


  Her lower lip quivered. “I know,” she said, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass her voice was starting to break.


  “Tell me,” he said, pleading now. “Tell me what is going on. Tell me what grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy want from you. What grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy have on you. I’m a goddamn lawyer, Julia.”


  “Clay,” she said, softly, pushing back. “You nefucked her pussy goodiate deals for actors grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass directors.”


  He exhaled sharply, not liking grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass way she’d put that. “Yes, that’s what I do, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I’m damn good at it. That means I know how to solve problems, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I also understgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fine nuances of how people interact, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass when you –“ he stopped talking to point at her “– lie to someone who’s carrying a gun, that’s a problem. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass I want to help solve that problem if you’ll let me.”


  She worried away at her lower lip, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he wanted to gently kiss her fears away grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tell her it would all be fine. But he grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass no way of knowing that. Because she’d given him no reason to put faith in her words.


  “I appreciate that. You have no idea how much. But I can’t let you do that.”


  “Can you give me a reason why? Because every instinct inside of me is telling me to walk away grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass not look back. But you told me last night not to worry, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass now I am worried. Because whatever trouble you’re in is looking bigger grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass bigger. So why won’t you let me help you?”


  She squeezed her eyes shut, so tight grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hard as if she were in pain. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assn she opened grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assm, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it was like looking in a mirror – her eyes were etched with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same kind of desperation he felt. grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass problem was, she held all grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass cards, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he didn’t fucked her pussy good know what game grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assy were playing.


  “I just need you to trust me. That’s all. I need you to. I swear I need you to.”


  He ran his fingers gently through her hair, wanting, wishing to be able to do fucked her pussy good with her. To go all in. But grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass moment was far too familiar, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass it felt like a flashback to fucked her pussy good worst times, especially when she grabbed his arm hard. “Please,” she said.


  He’d been here, he’d seen grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass same routine form Sabrina, begging him to believe her, pleading with him to see that she wasn’t hopped up on pills. Claiming she was getting help, when she was really selling off her purses grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass jewelry to buy more drugs. He has no idea if Julia was buying drugs, or shaking off a past as a stripper, or hiding some ograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr dark secret. Because she wouldn’t say. She wouldn’t give him grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass courtesy of grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass truth. That left him with one cold hard fact – she was lying.


  Whegrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr directly or by omission didn’t matter. She wasn’t being honest.


  grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass that both hurt grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass pissed him off.


  His veins felt scrubbed raw with a scouring pad as he gently, but firmly, peeled her hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass off his arm. He didn’t need fucked her pussy good in his life again. He grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass business to take care of for his clients, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass he couldn’t risk grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass chance of anograbbing her hips whist he hammered into her assr fucked-up relationship with a trouble-laden woman distracting him from his job.


  Julia was perfect grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass captivating, clever grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass sexy, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass tattooed head-to-toe with grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass warning sign trouble ahead. Good thing he’d seen it now before he went in too deep.


  “I can’t do fucked her pussy good Julia,” he said, grabbing grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass hgrabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assle of his suitcase. “I need to go.”


  He shut grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass car door hard behind him, locking it, as if that would keep thoughts of her at bay. He couldn’t risk letting a deal slip through his fingers again, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass certainly not over a woman messing with his head, grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass his heart, so grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her assre was one choice for him now.


  He’d have to find a way to forget her hard grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass fast.


  



  



  Stay tuned for grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass conclusion of Julia grabbing her hips whist he hammered into her ass Clay’s love story in AFTER fucked her pussy good NIGHT releasing May 12.
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  ABOUT

  AFTER THIS NIGHT


  “Let me control your pleasure.”


  Their world was passion, pleasure and secrets.


  Far too many secrets. But Clay Nichols can't get Julia Bell out of his mind. He's so drawn to her, and to the nights they shared, that he can't focus on work or business. Only her. And she's pissing him off with her hot and cold act. She has her reasons though–she's trying to stay one step ahead of the trouble that's been chasing her for months now, thanks to the criminal world her ex dragged her into. If only she can get out of this mess, then maybe she can invite the man who ignites her back in her life, so she can have him–heart, mind and body.


  He won't take less than all of her, and the full truth too. When he runs into her again at her sister's wedding, they have a second chance but she'll have to let him all the way in. And they'll learn just how much more there is to the intense sexual chemistry they share, and whether love can carry them well past the danger of her past and into a new future, after this night...


  The sequel to the sensual, emotionally-charged erotic romance, Night After Night, from the New York Times and USA Today Bestselling author Lauren Blakely...


  DEDICATION


  This book is dedicated to Gale, who listens to my

  stories, and helps shape them. You are indispensable

  to me, and I am so glad our paths crossed.


  CHAPTER ONE


  The dress was so perfect it brought a tear to her eye.


  “He’s going to have the breath knocked out of him when he sees you walking down the aisle,” Julia managed to say while wiping her hand across her cheek.


  Her sister, McKenna, twirled once in front of the three-way mirror at Cara’s Bridal Boutique deep in the heart of Noe Valley, admiring the tea-length dress she’d picked for her wedding in a few weeks. The dress was pure McKenna, down to the flouncy taffeta petticoat underneath the satin skirt.


  “It’s so playful and pretty at the same time,” Julia said.


  “Speaking of pretty, do you like your dress still?”


  “Of course,” she said with a wide-eyed smile, gesturing to the sleek black maid-of-honor dress she wore that McKenna had picked for her.


  “It’s totally you. I wanted you to have a dress you could wear again. Maybe to a date? A fancy night out?”


  The words fell on her ears with a hollow clang. Because she could no longer wish for a night out with the man she wanted terribly.


  Clay had left her that morning on the streets of San Francisco, ending their brief love affair and driving away in his town car. She couldn’t fault him for taking off. She couldn’t give him what he wanted—an end to her secrecy. That’s what Clay needed more than anything. More than her body, more than their chemistry, more even than their endless nights together. She couldn’t tell him the truth about why she’d lied to the guy with the gun who’d been waiting on her doorstep that morning when they had returned after breakfast. What could she say? He’s the mob heavy who’s been assigned to me to make sure I pay off a debt that isn’t even mine? If she told Clay, he’d be a target too, because that’s how these men operated: they circled you, ensnaring you on all sides until the people you loved fell into their crosshairs, too.


  That’s why she’d claimed Clay was just some guy she’d met in a bar, rather than a high-profile entertainment lawyer with an even higher-profile list of clients. She wanted to protect his identity and keep him out of the line of fire.


  “And I will wear it again. Again and again. I promise,” she said, tugging McKenna in for a warm embrace, even though she had no idea when or where she’d wear this number.


  After they stepped out of their dresses, McKenna paid the final deposit on both, plunking down her credit card on the counter without a second thought. Julia felt a sliver of envy for the ease with which her sister could navigate matters of money. Shrewd businesswoman that she was, McKenna had turned her fashion blog into a fashion empire. If she’d owed a big, fat debt, it could be paid off instantly from her flush savings account. If she asked, McKenna would pay Julia’s debt too, handing over the dough in a heartbeat. But she wasn’t going to attach her sister to this problem because that’s how it became hers in the first place—when it was passed on to her, like a disease.


  “Chris said the meeting with Clay went great today,” McKenna remarked as they strolled out of the shop and onto the busy street, crowded with mid-afternoon foot traffic: moms pushing strollers into coffee shops and young hipsters heading back to work after lunch at cafes with all-organic menus.


  “That’s great about the meeting,” Julia said, as casually as she could.


  “Did he tell you about it?”


  “Chris? Why would I be talking to him?”


  McKenna shoved her playfully. “Um, no. The hot guy you went to New York for. The hot guy I know you’re into. Are you going to see Clay while he’s in town?”


  She shrugged and looked away, and those twin gestures were enough for her sister to stop in her tracks and park her hands on her hips. “Whoa. What’s going on?”


  And with that, it was as if a tight knot started to unravel in her. She might not be able to tell her sister about her money troubles, but she could at least let her know about her man woes.


  “I did see him last night. I don’t think it’s going to work out between us,” she said, and she didn’t bother to strip the frustration from her voice, or the residual sadness. A sob threatened to lodge in her throat and turn into a fit of dumb waterworks. But giving in to the tears was like kicking a brick wall. It didn’t do any good, and you were left mostly with a stubbed toe.


  “Oh no. Why do you say that?”


  “He’s too far away in New York. And I’m just busy here. And he’s all about work.”


  “That stinks,” McKenna said, and she stomped her foot on the sidewalk. The gesture was so child-like that Julia couldn’t help but laugh. “But at least you weren’t too far in?” she said, her eyes full of hopefulness. She wrapped an arm around her sister.


  Julia was tempted to reassure her. To tell her it was nothing, just a night here, a weekend there. But it wasn’t. He was more, so much more.


  “Actually, I really liked him a lot, so it’s a bit of a bummer.”


  “Then we need to go drown our sorrows in French fries and cake. Let me take you out,” McKenna offered.


  Julia said yes, and though the French fries were fantastic, they weren’t enough, not even close, to forget about the man she couldn’t have. The problem was she didn’t have any room in her life for him, and if she let him linger any more in her heart, she’d surely lose the game tonight.


  Tonight was for winning.


  CHAPTER TWO


  The venture capitalist with the laughing tell was back, and he spent most of the game staring at Julia. But Hunter must have gotten a tip to strike that laugh from his repertoire because the first time he chuckled Julia went all in, and lost a cool grand. He’d really had three kings. No bluffing.


  He’d likely snagged himself a poker tutor, some former pro player who now trained eager wannabe card sharks in the ways of the game, or a grizzled old veteran needing to earn a dime or two after he’d retired. She’d seen it before among the hotshots. A pivot here, a change-up there–all signs that they were being coached on the side. And that they thought they were hot shit.


  He wasn’t. No one was.


  “I’m in,” he said, shoving a black chip into the pot, eyes on her the whole time. Like she was his prey.


  So wrong.


  She was the predator. They were all her enemies, every last one of them, and just because she’d lost a hand didn’t mean she was going to lose the game. She rubbed her index finger against a black chip, checked out her cards again, then scanned Hunter’s face. Pale skin, pock marks from acne probably garnered only a few years ago when he was in high school, and a nice, straight nose. His blue eyes were locked on her, and that was another clue he’d hired a tutor. He’d probably been told to stare her down, the tutor thinking that would knock her off her game.


  Didn’t work. Not in general, and certainly not tonight, when she had jetpacks of anger fueling her. She was pissed at Dillon, pissed at Stevie, pissed at Charlie, pissed at Hunter, and most of all, pissed at Clay for not believing her. If only he could see her now, he’d feel like a goddamn heel for casting all that doubt on her. He’d acted like she was a lying drug user, like his ex. Ha. Couldn’t be farther from the truth. She wished she could record this game with a secret hidden camera and show him. “There. See? I’m this scumbag’s ringer ‘til my debt is done. Happy now?”


  Screw him and his lack of faith. Screw Hunter and his lack of a tell. Screw his tutor. Screw them all. She was ballsier than Hunter, and she’d play to her strengths. Guts.


  She had two tens, and she was betting on them.


  “I’ll see your $500 and I’ll raise you $1000,” she said, pressing her long red fingernail against one chip, sliding it in, then methodically doing the same with the next two chips.


  He showed no response for a few seconds, as if he were trying to hold in his reaction. Then his eyebrow twitched, and she wanted to pump a fist. New tell, perhaps?


  The rest of the crew had folded. The guy who owned a sporting goods shop leaned back in his chair, eyes flickering between Julia and Hunter. He was a regular, and a plant. He won some, lost some, and generally was in attendance to balance out a game. There was also a young guy with chiseled cheekbones and wavy hair who drove one of Charlie’s limos. All here to pad the table.


  Over in the kitchen, Stevie the Skunk sifted through a plate of fresh-baked cookies, scarfing down another one. She had no idea who’d baked cookies for a rigged card game, but maybe it was his mama or his wife. Or maybe it was his colleague. There was a new guy with him, a baby-faced fellow named Max with gray eyes and a barrel-like body. Perhaps he was a trainee of Skunk’s, Julia had mused when she’d met him before the game. No gun on his ankle yet, though. Maybe he hid it elsewhere.


  Hunter surprised her by grabbing two chips and dropping them in the pile. “Time to show the cards. Lucky sevens,” he said with a lopsided grin, all confidence and bravado now. She wondered if his tutor would pat him on the back for that move, and say good boy. She wondered if she cared what his tutor thought. She decided she didn’t. All she wanted was that money, so badly she was damn near salivating for it. All those black beauties in the pile would bring her a touch closer to freedom from Charlie’s thumb, and his knife, and his goon who followed her around with a gun.


  She laid down her hand, revealing her pair of tens. Hunter nodded once, all steely-eyed and cool at first. But when Julia pulled the chips over to her corner of the table, he pointed a finger at her. She raised her eyes, mildly curious.


  Hunter didn’t speak at first. She could see the cogs in his head turning, like he was adding, multiplying and dividing.


  “You don’t play like the rest of them,” he said in an even voice.


  “You don’t say,” she replied, emotionless.


  “You play like a shark. I see it in your eyes. I know that look. I’m a venture capitalist. I have that look every day when I take a risk. You’re the same.”


  “Just call me a VC then,” she said as she stacked her chips, keeping her hands steady even though her heart was thumping.


  “You’re not just a player,” he said, with narrowed eyes.


  “Call me a player. Call me not a player. I don’t care. Why don’t you just deal the next hand?” she said, keeping her cool as best she could.


  Skunk looked up from the cookies when he heard the chatter. This was more talking than usual for this kind of a game.


  “No,” he said, shaking his head as he rose. “I’m not gonna deal. You’re a fucking ringer, aren’t you?”


  Stevie the Skunk took the reins. He ambled over to the table and pressed his big hands on the wood. “What’s going on? We all playing nice?”


  “No. She’s a ringer and this game is rigged. I knew something was up the first time, and I know it for sure now,” he said, pointing his finger accusingly at the big man. Max marched closer but kept his distance, watching the scene.


  Julia’s blood raced along the speedways in her body, panic galloping through her veins. She had a sinking feeling about what was coming next, and she was right. Skunk reached for his gun with a speed she’d never imagined the lumbering man possessed. “Get the fuck out,” he said coolly to Hunter. “And you’re not welcome at the restaurant, either.”


  “I was right,” Hunter said, practically hopping in righteousness.


  Julia clamped her lips shut so she wouldn’t shout, “What did you think it was? What the hell else could this game possibly be?”


  “Charlie told me it was an executive game, but it’s not,” he insisted and he must have been the ballsiest VC in the Valley because he wasn’t leaving.


  Stevie waved the gun. “Was there something unclear about what I said? Because it sounded clear to me. But if you’re having trouble hearing, I’m happy to head on down to the local precinct tonight and make sure my friends on the force know that you put your fucking hands all over this woman here,” he said, gripping Julia’s shoulder with his free paw, in a gesture that felt both strangely protective and thoroughly invasive. “And I’ve got witnesses who’ll vouch for me, right?”


  The chiseled-cheekbone guy nodded along with the sporting goods fella.


  The tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and she was oddly grateful for Skunk, and disgusted at the same time. He’d protected her, but he’d really protected Charlie’s investment. And he’d done it in the same way Charlie had subverted her for his uses—by betting on her being a woman. By betting on men underestimating her at cards, and now by suggesting she was a helpless little lady who’d been manhandled.


  Hunter grabbed his few remaining chips. “I’m cashing out.”


  “No you’re not. You’re getting out. That’s your penalty for disrupting the game. Out,” Skunk said in a low and powerful tone, pointing to the door.


  Hunter held up his hands, huffed out through his nostrils. “You won’t be seeing the last of me.”


  He left, the sound of his footsteps echoing as he clomped down the stairs.


  * * *


  Charlie glared at her. “What did you say to him?”


  “I didn’t say a thing.”


  “What did you say that made him figure it out?” Charlie pressed, dropping his chopsticks next to his plate of pork dumplings at the Chinese restaurant underneath the apartment where the game was held. The restaurant was empty. It had closed an hour ago.


  “I told you. Nothing.”


  “I don’t need all of the VCs knowing our game is rigged. He and his friends come to my restaurant every Friday for lunch. Their employees eat here too,” he said, stabbing the table with a finger. “I had some of his friends from Steiner Hawkins coming to the next game. They just sold a social media startup they backed for $50 million. They are flush with cash. You know what that means?”


  Julia shook her head, fear rippling across her chest. “No.”


  Charlie pushed back from the table and rose. He stalked closer to Julia, forcing her to back up against the wall. He crowded her, caging her in with his hands on each side of her head.


  “Let me explain what it means, Red,” he said, spitting the words on her face. “It means they’re not coming. They’re not playing my game. It means I won’t get their money. And that also means the next time you play, you take a fall.”


  “What?” She furrowed her brow in disbelief. “How does that help any of us?”


  “It sends the word to the street that my games are fair. You take a fall. And you are in my debt, Red.”


  “I won tonight,” she said, trying to insist. “I won $6,000. I’m close. I’m almost there.”


  “You didn’t win $6,000,” he said breathing on her. The scent of fried pork coming from his mouth curled her stomach. “You cost me $6,000.”


  She wanted to sink to the ground, to crouch down and hug her knees and curl up in a corner. She felt like she’d been smashed with an anvil. Every time she got closer, he moved the finish line.


  “It’s not even my debt,” she said, her voice bordering on begging.


  “It is your debt. I have seen your pretty little bar, with your pretty little bartenders, and my pretty little money that you put into it. And let me remind you of what happens if you ever think I will forget that you owe me.”


  He grabbed her by the hair and yanked. She stifled a scream, and her mind flashed to how different it felt when Clay pulled her hair or boxed her in against the wall. When he did those things it was fair and it was wanted, and it was part of the way they played with each other. There was no game with Charlie. He played to hurt, and he gripped her hair so tight she believed he had the strength to tug it right off her scalp.


  He jerked her through the empty restaurant, out the door and into the foggy night, then down the block, stopping in front of a pub. He let go of her hair, and she wanted to cry with relief. “This bar? See this bar? Picture it as yours. It’s Cubic Z, and if we’re not clear by the end of the next month, it’s mine.”


  “No!” she said, trembling from head to toe. She had employees; she had a co-owner. She was responsible for them all, for their livelihood, even for the little baby growing in Kim’s belly.


  “Yes,” he said with an evil smile as he nodded vigorously. “Yes, it will be mine, and I have not decided if it will be Charlie Z or if I will simply take great pleasure in running it into the ground and then having my way with you.” He stopped talking to coil a strand of her hair around his index finger. “I might be starting some new businesses with some very pretty women who can make money for me the old-fashioned way. Would you like that, Red? To be on your back?”


  Every cell in her body screamed as fear plunged its way through her veins. “No,” she said, her voice shaking.


  “I didn’t think so. Now get out of my sight.”


  He turned her around and shoved her hard on her spine. In her skyscraper heels, she stumbled and the sidewalk loomed ominously close, but she gripped the doorway of the bar in time, and walked away from him. When she reached her building, she stopped at the mailboxes in the lobby and grabbed bills, flyers and coupons. She quickly sorted the letters, tossing credit-card offers and carpet-cleaning deals in the trash. Then she spotted a letter that would make any citizen groan.


  From the IRS.


  She slid her finger under the flap as she trudged up the stairs, wondering what the government could want from her. She paid her taxes on time every year. She unfolded the letter and scanned it—a letter of inquiry. The IRS was asking if she knew where Dillon Whittaker was living these days since he hadn’t filed his taxes for the year before.


  She scoffed as she unlocked her door. If Charlie didn’t know where Dillon was, the IRS sure as hell wasn’t going to find him.


  * * *


  Later that night, the hot water from the shower rained down on her head and her mind returned to Dillon. When they’d met he seemed like the easygoing photographer, the funny guy with a quick wit, and a sweet word.


  But he was so much more. He was insidious in ways she never imagined he could be, because he’d figured out how to leave town with $100,000 scot-free, and no strings attached. Tra la fucking la. She could still recall the moment when her world came crashing down. She and Dillon had already split, and she wasn’t keeping tabs on him so she didn’t know he’d fled the country. She’d been mixing a pitcher of margaritas for a bachelorette party when Charlie strolled into the bar, parking himself on a sleek, steel stool. He steepled his hands in front of him, and cocked his head to the side. “How is the expansion going?”


  “What do you mean?” she asked curiously. She knew Charlie, had met him once before through Dillon, but they’d never broken bread or toasted together.


  “I understand you needed some money for your bar. Dillon asked me for a loan on your behalf, and since he’s been good and loyal to me, and was willing to pay 15 percent, I happily said yes. And seeing as Dillon has left the country, it seemed the right time for you and I to get acquainted.”


  The saying you could hear a pin drop took on new meaning as the sound in the bar was vacuumed up. She could hear everything, from the chatter of nearby patrons, to the waiters placing drinks on low tables, to the frantic beat of her heart and the blood roaring in her ears.


  “What do you mean?” She carefully set down the pitcher she was holding. If she held it a second longer she’d drop it, and it would shatter and break. It would be her tell, and if there’s one thing she knew from the mobster movies she’d seen, you don’t let them smell your fear. When they do, they pounce.


  He drummed his fingers against the counter. “What I mean is we need to talk, Red.”


  “About what?” she asked, feeling like an animal crouching in a corner.


  “About what you can do to repay me.”


  Her eyes widened. “But the money wasn’t for me. I didn’t even know he got a loan from you,” Julia had said, her voice rising in fear, her skin turning pale.


  Charlie arched an eyebrow. “That’s very funny.”


  “But it’s true. This is the first I’ve heard of this, I swear. I never got that money. I never saw a dime. I had no idea,” she said, trying so hard to prove her innocence, as her stomach twisted and her hands turned clammy.


  This couldn’t be happening.


  Charlie cackled. “That’s what they all say. I had no idea. But now it’s time to have an idea about how you’re going to pay me. I hear you like poker. Make me a gin and tonic and I will tell you how you will be playing for me. Because what this means, Red, is that you are mine.”


  She still was his, and she had no idea how much longer she would have to pay for that son-of-a-bitch’s twisted act of deception.


  * * *


  Julia couldn’t sleep, which bugged the crap out of her. She’d never suffered from insomnia, not even in the darkest days with Dillon. Not even in those early weeks of Charlie’s indentured servitude when she was still dazed and shocked that this had become her life. But now she lay wide awake in her king-size bed, the window open, the late night sounds of San Francisco drifting in: the occasional car horn, the faint hum of the bus that ran on electricity, the crash of a garbage can, likely knocked over by a vagrant.


  Clay had seemed a bit wary of her neighborhood, and while her section of The Mission wasn’t bad per se, it hadn’t yet come into its own. She didn’t mind the seedier elements; she knew real danger didn’t lie with the guy panhandling on the street corner. But she liked that Clay had a protective side, and a helpful side, too. He’d tried so hard to get her to open up the other day and tell him all her troubles. She’d been tempted. She could see herself laying them at his feet and serving them up for him to solve.


  But then her problems would become his problems, and she couldn’t abide by that. Dillon had sloughed off his garbage onto her, and she wasn’t going to hot potato it on to someone else, especially someone she cared so deeply for. Because she did care for him. So much more than she’d planned to when she said yes to that one weekend in New York. She’d thought she could jet across the country and have a fantastic getaway. Instead, she’d gone all in.


  She had nothing to show for it though.


  All the anger that fueled her during the game had faded, and she simply felt weary, and lonely, too, as she flashed back to the pained look on his face, to the tortured gaze in his eyes, to the way he’d reacted when she’d pleaded.


  Then she cast her mind further back to the night before when he’d tried so hard to find his way into her heart. Her chest tightened at the memory, and she longed so deeply to let him in the way he wanted, and the way she wanted too.


  The very least she could do was say she was sorry. She grabbed her phone from her nightstand and began tapping out a message to the man she missed more than she had ever expected.


  CHAPTER THREE


  As he stepped off the red-eye from Los Angeles to New York the next morning, his email burst with a flurry of messages.


  First, a note from Flynn about the Pinkertons, and how the deal was coming together for their next film. Then one from his friend Michele, reminding him that they had tickets to the theater in a week. Damn, he’d nearly forgotten they were going to see an adaptation of The Usual Suspects for the stage. Next, a quick update from an actor client, Liam, who was starring in that play and also opening a hip restaurant in Murray Hill. Clay had been advising him on the deal. Liam was a busy guy and Clay liked it that way. Then a note from Chris McCormick, the TV show host he’d met with in San Francisco after spending one more night with Julia.


  One unforgettable night that had as much to do with her answering the door wearing only stockings and a shirt as it did with her finally starting to open up to him.


  But that had all been a lie, he reminded himself, willing his heart to fossilize when it came to her. Telling himself not to linger on the memories of how she seemed to be sharing her fears, and inviting him into her life, because that was all upended when she lied about who he was to that thug on the street.


  His fingers tightened on his phone, gripping it harder, as if he were channeling his frustration into the screen. He needed to get into Manhattan as soon as possible, make a pit stop at his boxing gym, and then get his ass to work. That was his plan of attack: the way to rid Julia from his mind. Head down, nose in work, client meetings—the recipe to numb him to the effect of that woman.


  He scrolled through Chris’s note, a quick summary of what he was most looking for in his next contract with the TV network that carried his show, and then he read Chris’s previous contract that the host had handled on his own. As you can probably surmise, negotiating on my own behalf is not my expertise. Happy to have you doing it for me going forward, Chris had written.


  He replied quickly to Chris, eager to prove his value to his new client. That the guy was marrying Julia’s sister in a month didn’t even factor into his decision. Because he wasn’t thinking about Julia, not as he walked past security, responding to a note, not as he found his driver while answering another email, and certainly not as he slid into the backseat of a town car that would zip him into the city.


  Then he saw a new email land in his inbox. From her. The subject line gave nothing away: Hi. But Pavlovian response kicked in, and he opened it before he could think. Because seeing her name still felt like a damn good thing, still held the promise of a sexy note, a naughty line, or a sweet nothing. But more than any of those options, it held the promise of her.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: April 25, 4:08 AM


  subject: Hi


  Clay,


  Hi. I’m lying awake in bed thinking of last night. How only 24 hours ago you were here with me. How much better it was to sleep with your arms around me, all safe and warm and snug. How much I would love to have you here again. But I know that won’t happen. And I understand. I truly understand. If I were you, I would hate me too. If I were you, I’d be suspicious as hell. And I probably wouldn’t trust me either. So I get 100 percent where you’re coming from and I wish there were another way. I want you in my life so badly that I can feel this ache where you’re supposed to be. But I know I can’t have you, and I’m sorry I can’t be open right now. You deserve more than this. More than me. All I will say is this sucks, and if I could turn back time and do certain things over there’s a lot I would change.


  But I wouldn’t change a second with you.


  Wow. I just re-read my note. I think that’s the mushiest I’ve ever been with anyone. Damn, you did a number on me, and I’ve got it bad for you. I’m hitting send while I still have the guts in me to do so, even though I will probably regret it. Except this is all true.


  Xoxo


  Julia


  He dropped his head in his hand, and cursed. A wave of frustration and longing rolled through him, and he knew he should turn the damn phone off and ignore her. But this woman, she was under his skin. He hated lies but he’d be lying to himself if he pretended he’d forgotten her in a day.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: April 25, 7:12 AM


  subject: Hi


  I don’t hate you. The farthest thing from it.


  He hit send before the regret washed over him, as it eventually would, he was sure.


  * * *


  By the end of the day he wasn’t feeling much. He was riding at the perfect levels of blankness. A day in the trenches had done wonders for him, and a night at the gym would drain him of any residual feelings that threatened to resurface.


  The next day he did the same, burying himself in business, making sure every T was crossed and I dotted, that points were won, and clients weren’t just making more money, they were being protected in their business deals. His job was a hell of a lot more than wringing more dollars from networks, studios and producers. It was checking out the fine print, making sure clients were looked out for when it came to two, three, four years down the road in a deal.


  His days followed that pattern for the next week, and the regular routine of work, gym, business drinks or dinner, sleep, then rinse, lather, repeat the next day turned Julia into a hazy blur in the rearview mirror. Soon, she’d migrated to the back of his mind, and the fact that she’d been relocated there pleased him immensely. A few more days of supreme focus and she would be a distant blip on the horizon.


  At seven-thirty on the dot on a Wednesday night, he left his office and headed for Times Square, threading his way through the crowds of tourists in their I Love NY sweat-shirts and Property of NYFD nylon jackets, with pretzels and hot dogs in hand, as they snapped photos of the neon signs and the famous intersection. He walked past the St. James Theater, tapping once on the poster for Crash the Moon, feeling a surge of pride for that show’s quick success. His friend Davis had directed it, and it had become a smash hit in the first month alone, playing to packed houses every single night.


  He crossed the street, dodging a cab stalled in traffic, as he made his way to the bright lights of the Shubert Theater where Liam was playing the Kevin Spacey character in The Usual Suspects. Michele waited outside the theater lobby, smiling when she spotted him, and Clay took some comfort in the reliability of a friend like her. She’d been here through the years, always available for a drink, always willing to chat, or to see a movie or show. She was a good one, steady, dependable, and patently honest. A warm feeling rushed over him with the reminder that there were people you could trust implicitly. She would never dance around the truth.


  “Hey you,” she said, waving her fingers, and then giving him a quick kiss on each cheek.


  “Are we French now?”


  “Of course,” she said playfully. “We’ll grab baguettes and sip espresso after the curtain call.”


  “That’d be nice,” he said, as they walked into the theater and he handed two tickets to the usher who led them down the aisle to some of the best seats in the house.


  Michele raised an eyebrow. “Impressive.”


  “Like this is a surprise? We always get the best seats. Your brother is a Tony-winning director,” Clay said, gesturing for Michele to take her seat.


  “I know. And I don’t ever take that for granted. And you,” she said, wrapping her hand around his arm, and leaning in close, “are the man behind the scenes who makes this stuff happen, too.”


  He waved off the compliment. He wasn’t in the business for compliments. “Tell me about your day,” he said, and listened as she shared the little details that she could, not breaking any client confidentiality but talking in general terms about her work listening to the woes of others as one of New York’s finest shrinks. Her voice was calming and soothing, so he barely noticed that she’d kept her hand on his forearm the whole time.


  When the curtain rose at the start of the play, she stayed like that, palm wrapped around him. A few minutes into the first act, he almost asked her to move her hand, but then it wasn’t really bothering him, and they were old friends. Even if they’d kissed once back in college, it didn’t matter that she was touching him, shifting closer. Her shoulder was brushing his by the time the cast took their bows. She smelled nice, he thought. Some flowery scent to her hair, maybe jasmine? He’d never noticed it before.


  “Did you like the play?” he asked as the theater rang with cheers for the actors.


  “Loved it.”


  “Never gets old, does it? Even when you know it’s coming, the Keyser Soze reveal.”


  “It’s a brilliant twist,” she said, agreeing.


  “I need to go see Liam.” He gestured to the backstage entrance. “You gonna come along?”


  “Of course.”


  Once backstage, Liam greeted him with a clap on the back and a hearty hug.


  “Nice work. You were better than Spacey,” Clay said.


  Liam beamed and pointed his index finger at Clay. “Flattery will get you everywhere.” Then he turned to Michele. “And who is the lovely lady on your arm tonight?”


  Michele laughed nervously. “Oh, we’re not together. Just friends,” she said, extending a hand to shake.


  Liam’s green eyes twinkled. “All the better for me,” he said, then ran a hand through his mass of dark hair. “Why don’t you come along to The Vitale then for a nightcap? It’s right next to the restaurant I’ll be opening soon.”


  Clay wanted to roll his eyes. Could Liam be any more obvious? But Michele seemed to be enjoying it because she answered quickly. “I would love to.”


  “I would love to take you.”


  Liam was recognized a few times on the street, and again at the bar where he was amiable, and signed a cocktail napkin for a young woman who said she was a theater student at NYU and had always loved his work.


  “That’s so nice that she adores you so much,” Michele said to Liam when the woman walked away.


  “And I adore signing cocktail napkins,” Liam said, with his trademark grin that made women swoon. “Signed a few in the Bahamas last weekend.”


  “How was your vacation there?” Clay asked. “Good times?”


  “Amazing. Gorgeous blue skies, perfect weather . . . did some fishing. Oh, and listen to this. Some guy tried to get me to buy real estate there. A damn condo, of all things,” Liam said, tossing his hands up in exasperation. “Do they think I was born yesterday? I know how those things work. It was probably for one of those deals where only one unit is done so they show you that. And then just pictures of the rest.”


  “And you want me to advise you on whether this is a good deal or not?” Clay said in a dry tone.


  “Oh yeah. Exactly. Please tell me, because my poor little actor brain can’t figure it out,” he said, and the two men laughed.


  “Actually,” Michele chimed in, crossing her legs, and sitting up straighter in the bar stool as she kept her eyes locked on Liam. “I’ve heard that a lot of those scams try to prey on celebrities. Because so many celebrities can often make quick decisions with money.”


  “I can make quick decisions on other things,” Liam said, waggling his eyebrows at Michele.


  “Like what, Liam?” she asked in a soft, sexy voice Clay had rarely heard her use.


  Damn, the flirting between the two was stirring up again. “And that’s my cue to go,” Clay said, slapping some money down on the bar. He patted Liam on the shoulder. “Poker tomorrow night?”


  “Of course.”


  “See you then.”


  He started to leave, but Michele followed him to the doorway. “You’re always just taking off,” she said brusquely, crossing her arms.


  “Didn’t seem I was necessary around here. You two are hitting it off,” he said with a shrug.


  “Are you trying to pawn me off on him?”


  “Pawn you off?” he asked as if she’d been speaking a foreign language. “You guys are getting along. I’m making myself scarce so you can keep getting along.”


  She heaved a sigh. “How was your trip to San Francisco last week?”


  He could have done without the reminder. It took every ounce of will he had to strip his California girl from his brain. “It was fine.”


  “Did you ever hear from that woman you were crazy about?”


  And his perfect hold on not thinking about Julia slipped through his fingers. One mention, one reminder of how he felt for her, and she came roaring back to the front of his mind. It was like a truck had slammed into his body, the weight and pressure of the memory of the woman he craved. “Michele, if you don’t want to hang with Liam, I don’t care. I’ll tell him I need to take you home. Whatever you need. I’m not trying to pawn you off on him. I thought you were having a nice time with him and I wanted to get out of the way. If I read the signals wrong, I’m sorry.”


  “You do a lot of that, don’t you?” she said, looking him fiercely in the eyes like they were locked in a battle to not blink first.


  He squinted at her, as if that would help him understand what she was saying. “What do you mean?”


  “Read the signals wrong, Clay. You read the signals wrong,” she said, parking her hands on her hips.


  “What signals am I reading wrong?”


  “You really don’t get it, do you?”


  He shook his head in frustration. “Evidently I don’t. And on that note, it was a pleasure spending the evening with you.”


  Once he returned to his home, he tossed his suit jacket on the couch, unbuttoned his shirt, and threw it in the laundry. He washed his face, brushed his teeth, shed the rest of his clothes, and then flopped down on his bed, surrounded by the sounds of silence.


  He considered taking up meditation for a nanosecond. Then practicing a mantra. Hell, maybe he could even give yoga a shot. But in the end, none of those things suited him, so he did what his instincts told him to do. Reach out to Julia.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:23 PM


  subject: You


  I keep thinking about what happened on your street. Can’t stop worrying about you. Are you okay?


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:24 PM


  subject: Me


  Mostly. How are you?


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:25 PM


  subject: Not my favorite day that’s for sure


  Been better . . .


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:26 PM


  subject: Wish I could change that


  I hate the thought of you having a bad day. I want you to be happy.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:27 PM


  subject: I’m not unhappy


  I’m just worried about you. I feel like an ass. Like I just left you there on the street.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:29 PM


  subject: You’re not, but you have a nice ass :)


  I’m a big girl. I made it home safely. But it’s sweet you were worried.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:31 PM


  subject: Sweet? Me?


  I still am worried. Is Stevie bugging you?


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:32 PM


  subject: Soooo sweet . . . strong, confident, sexy too


  He’s fine. It will all be fine soon enough. Let’s talk about something else. I came up with a new cocktail tonight.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:33 PM


  subject: Mixing it up


  Tell me about it.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:34 PM


  subject: Delish on your lips . . .


  It’s lemonade, vodka and champagne.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:35 PM


  subject: That describes you . . .


  Sounds like something I’d never touch but that will be beloved by your bar goers.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:36 PM


  subject: Love your innuendo


  It is already. The gal I run the bar with served a ton tonight. Said it was a big hit. Everyone was happy-buzzed too.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:37 PM


  subject: Double entendres too


  Sounds like a perfect state of existence. Can I have one of those too? The happy-buzz, that is.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:37 PM


  subject: Named it for you


  I call it The Heist. What did you do tonight? If you were on a date, please just tell me you played with kittens at a rescue shelter or something instead.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:39 PM


  subject: No pussy tonight


  I saw a play. My favorite kind of storyline. (And thank you for the name. Maybe I will taste it sometime)


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:41 PM


  subject: Keep it that way!


  The kind with a plot twist?


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:42 PM


  subject: Good memory


  Yes. Call me impressed.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:44 PM


  subject: You are on my mind


  I remember everything about you . . . So . . . is today getting better for you?


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:46 PM


  subject: Yes. Since 20 minutes ago


  Now it is.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:48 PM


  subject: What was your favorite day ever?


  Tell me a favorite memory from when you were younger. Pumpkin patch visit as a boy in Vegas? Lettering in varsity football? Prom? I bet you were prom king.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:49 PM


  subject: I was not . . .


  But I looked good in a blue ruffly tux.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:50 PM


  subject: Pictures please


  Dying to see THAT.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:51 PM


  subject: Lawyers don’t send pictures


  I know better than to send self-incriminating evidence.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:53 PM


  subject: Damn that lawyer photo clause


  I will just have to imagine you in your tux, and even though you were probably an insanely hot teenage boy, I suppose I really should be perving on you as a man. An insanely hot man. And you probably look insanely hot in a tux.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 8:55 PM


  subject: Tux fetish?


  I suspect any tux I wore would look best with your hands on the buttons.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 11:56 PM


  subject: You fetish


  Unbuttoning them.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 9:02 PM


  subject: Dangerous ground


  We shouldn’t be doing this . . .


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: May 3, 12:04 AM


  subject: Say the word


  Do you want me to stop?


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: May 2, 9:05 PM


  subject: Don’t stop


  No . . .


  He told himself he was safe from her web of lies and brand of hurt by the three thousand miles that separated them. As long as he stayed a continent away, he’d be okay. So when her name flashed across the screen with the enticing words—incoming call—he answered immediately.


  “Hello.”


  “Hi,” she said in a sleep-sexy purr.


  “Are you in bed?”


  “Only place I like to be when I’m talking to you,” she said, and he loved knowing what she looked like all stretched out on her bed. Like an invitation. A beautiful fucking invitation for him with those long, strong legs, her curvy hips, her beautiful breasts, and that gorgeous red hair spread out on the covers.


  “I bet you’re wearing something sexy. Some little lingerie or bra-and-panty set,” he said, keeping the talk to sexiness because he couldn’t handle anything more right now.


  “Do you want to know?”


  “I want you to paint the image in my eye.”


  “I have on my bare legs.”


  A bolt of heat shot through his body, as he pictured her. “I like it when you wear those.”


  “And I hope you’re not disappointed, but I don’t have on a bra.”


  An appreciative growl escaped his throat. “Mmm. That is an excellent look on you. You do bra-lessness well. And now I’m picturing those naked shoulders of yours, kissing you all over, nibbling on your collarbone.”


  “Biting down,” she said, continuing their imaginary travels.


  “You taste so good, Julia. So sweet. Your skin is so damn sweet all over,” he said, and the memory of her taste rushed back to him, blasting into him like a collision of senses in his memory. Her collarbone, the fruity smell of her hair from whatever shampoo she used, so much more enticing than any other woman’s, the smell of her legs when she’d stepped out of the bath. And most of all, the scent of her arousal. The way he could tell just from inhaling her how he’d turned her on.


  “Don’t you want to know what else I’m wearing?” she offered, her voice as naughty as could be.


  He stretched out on his own bed, and parked his free hand behind his head. He was so hard right now from picturing her, but he had to restrain himself because he knew he couldn’t have her. But maybe this kind of teasing would be enough to get her out of his system. He knew this was trouble, he’d been there before, but this woman allured him like no other. She was a sexy drug and he wanted another hit.


  “I do want to know,” he said, his voice a low rumble.


  “Hold on a sec,” she said, and he heard a scatter of movement on her end. Then her voice again. “Go see.”


  Those two words shot straight to his groin, and he was fighting a losing battle with resistance when he scrolled to his screen, and thumbed open his text message to find a picture. A flash of white lace, a glimpse of her hipbone, and then her hand just barely dipped into the waistband of her panties. Suggesting what she was about to do if things continued.


  Did he want them to?


  No. And yes. And no. And yes. But as he tried to retain the reasons for hanging up, they all fell to dust when she whispered, “I’m touching myself and I’m thinking of you.”


  He groaned, unbidden. Everything in him craved her. Needed her. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”


  She didn’t answer right away, only breathed once, a low, sexy moan. In the span of those seconds, images flashed before him—her tied up to his bed, her bent over his desk, handcuffed to his balcony. Him pleasuring her, owning her body.


  “Kissing you,” she whispered, and his blood stilled because he’d been expecting something dirtier from her sexy mouth.


  “Yeah? You like that?”


  “I wouldn’t like any of the other things if I didn’t like kissing you first,” she said, a gasp escaping her.


  “What do you like about the way I kiss you?”


  “Everything. Every single thing. Your lips are soft, and your stubble is rough, and you know exactly how to kiss me and make me melt for you,” she said, and something about her voice was different this time; needier, hungrier.


  “I love it when you melt into my arms,” he said. “When I first see you and first kiss you.”


  “And it’s like lightning or electricity or something,” she said, and her breathing intensified.


  “Like we can’t get enough of each other, and can’t stop kissing,” he said, and a shudder wracked his body. “Tell me where your hand is now.”


  “Between my legs. Moving faster,” she said, and let out a sexy cry that sent heat waves throughout his bones and blood.


  “Are you writhing there on your bed?”


  “Yes.”


  “With your legs wide open?”


  “Yes,” she said, her voice rising higher, and he could tell she was getting closer. “Are you touching yourself, Clay?”


  “No,” he said, though he was sure he’d need to handcuff his wrists any second to keep from grabbing his erection.


  “Please,” she said, her voice a delicious beg. That beg unwound him. It reached deep into his dirty mind and made him want to do everything with her, for her, to her.


  “Please what?”


  “Please touch yourself,” she moaned, and he pictured her rocking her hips into her hand. With that image burned in front of his eyes, her voice in his ear, he knew it wouldn’t take long. A few quick strokes, and he’d be there.


  “Why do you want me to?”


  “I like picturing you touching yourself. I like the image of your big, strong hand wrapped around your cock. Stroking yourself. Thinking of me.”


  “Yeah? That gets you hot?” His hands were trembling. He wanted so badly to give in to this moment with her.


  “So hot. Anything you do turns me on. Don’t you get that?”


  “I think you just want to break me down. And make me think of you.”


  “But you already are, aren’t you?”


  “I already am,” he admitted.


  “Then come with me.”


  “What makes you think I’m going to come?”


  “Because I know you. You will when you hear me in about thirty seconds,” she said, and words fell away. She’d been reduced to moans and cries and pants, and there was no fucking way he could resist. It was either a cold shower for the rest of the whole night, or taking matters into his own hands. So he did, and it didn’t take long for him to join her, pleasure rippling through every single vein as she cried out his name and he came hard and fast.


  A minute later, after he’d washed his hands and returned to the dark of the bedroom, she spoke. “I wish I were there wearing your clothes right now.”


  He laughed. “That’s what you want to be doing? Because I’d like to be fucking you if you were here.”


  “Well, that too. But then I’d put on your shirt.”


  “You like that, don’t you?”


  “I know you do too,” she said.


  “I do. Seeing you in my shirt and your heels is my kryptonite.”


  “Oh, is that it? That’s your kryptonite?”


  “Or maybe it’s just that you are,” he whispered, admitting more than he wanted to.


  “I think the same could be said here.”


  There was a pause, and though they were three thousand miles apart, the silence was heady. He was in a drugged-out state tonight. This woman was his pill, and closeness with her was what he craved most even as he feared she would destroy his heart. Smash it to a million tiny pieces and eat it for lunch. But he had a built-in barrier in distance, and with no trips to San Francisco on his immediate calendar he saw nothing wrong with this temporary moment of relief from the pressure inside of him from wanting her. They couldn’t be together in any meaningful way, and he couldn’t get hurt if he didn’t actually see her. Right? Right, he answered for himself.


  “What are we doing, Julia?” he asked, and he was sure she could hear the longing in his tone, but he didn’t care. There was no need to hide it after they’d just broken down and pleasured themselves together.


  “I wish I knew,” she said, her voice wistful and full of yearning. “I really wish I knew.”


  He heaved a sigh, trying to sort out his thoughts, but his brain was a mixed-up mess and he didn’t know how to untangle all the threads. Or if he wanted to remain tangled up with her instead.


  “What are you going to do when we hang up?” he asked, changing direction.


  “Read a book.”


  “What are you reading these days?”


  “A crazy story about a guy who treks across Antarctica.”


  “That does sound crazy.”


  “Yeah. He’s kind of hallucinating and talking to penguins right now,” she said with a small laugh.


  “Can you blame him? I have to imagine if you’re stuck in the polar ice cap that talking to penguins might be a rare source of comfort.”


  “As long as he doesn’t eat the penguins I’ll keep reading it.”


  “Here’s to no penguin meals in the books we read.”


  “What will you do?”


  “I suspect I will fall fast asleep and dream of a beautiful redhead on the other side of the country.”


  “She would like that dream very much,” she said in a sweet voice, the kind that worked its way beneath all the hard edges in him, and settled deep in his heart. “Will I talk to you again soon?”


  He took a fueling breath, and put his armor back on, steeling himself. “I don’t know the answer to that.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  The next month passed in a paradoxical fashion. The days were long, but the weeks sped by as Julia won and lost for Charlie. She took the fall he asked for, but mostly she won, clearing another few thousand off her debt. The rest of the time, Julia mixed drinks at Cubic Z where she listened to Kim discuss whether to decorate the baby’s nursery with horse or teddy bear wallpaper.


  “Craig wants teddy bears. He says horses are too scary for little kids,” Kim said, referring to her husband who helped out around the bar now and then as he looked for a regular bartending gig.


  “Can I vote for otters instead?” Julia offered. “Have you ever seen an otter that’s not utterly adorable?”


  Kim laughed. “Can’t say I’ve ever technically seen an otter at all. But I will hunt out otter wall-art now.”


  Julia held up her arms in the victory sign. “Ladies and gentleman, my greatest accomplishment may indeed lie in convincing my friend Kim to go for the otters.”


  She also helped her sister with final wedding prep, which included last-minute visits to boutiques and stores as McKenna chose gifts for the guests. No gifts for herself, though; McKenna and Chris had specifically asked for none, with the invitation saying, Your presence is our gift. In lieu of presents, please consider a donation to your local animal shelter.


  Tonight, she popped into the bar to bring Julia a sample of cake. “I changed my mind at the last minute. I think I want to get this cake. Try it,” she said, thrusting the carton across the bar.


  Julia reached for a fork and took a bite, and her eyes rolled in pleasure when the sweet cake hit her tongue. “This is amazing.”


  McKenna clapped. “Oh good! Wedding cake is usually awful. But I want to have an amazing cake.”


  “Speaking of amazing things, try my newest concoction.” She whipped up a Heist and slid it across the bar. “I named it for Clay,” she said in an offhand way.


  McKenna’s eyebrows rose. “Wait! Are you back together with him?”


  She shook her head. “No. We talk on the phone sometimes though,” she said, adding an olive to the martini she’d just made for another customer.


  “What do you talk about?” McKenna asked, her voice dripping with curiosity.


  Julia shrugged playfully, remembering the late-night conversations with him, the way his voice went low and husky when he asked her what she was wearing, then when he proceeded to tell her exactly what he wanted to do to her when he’d removed every last shred of her clothing. “This and that.” She handed the drink to the customer and returned to her sister.


  “Are you having phone sex with him?” McKenna whispered, her eyes wide and eager for a yes.


  She nodded. “And we talk too. About whatever. Our days. Movies. Books. Life. That sort of thing.”


  “Wow,” McKenna said and her jaw was hanging open. “So are you going to see him again?”


  “I think he likes the barrier. I think he probably figures it’s for the best.”


  “Why?” McKenna asked, holding up a hand as if to say what gives. “I don’t get it. You like him. He likes you. You have great phone sex. What is stopping the two of you from getting together?”


  Instinctively, Julia’s eyes flashed to the door, checking for Charlie or Skunk. Neither was there, but they might show up any day. That was the real thing keeping her and Clay apart. Keeping her distant from everyone, come to think of it.


  “Who knows,” she said evasively as a gray-haired and sharp-dressed man in a suit and tie raised a finger to grab her attention. “I need to go tend to some other customers. Can’t wait for more cake this weekend.”


  She headed to the other end of the bar, slapped down a napkin, and flashed a smile at the older gentleman. “What can I get for you tonight?”


  “A friend of mine tells me you make the most amazing cocktail ever,” the man said, speaking in a most proper voice. He didn’t have an accent per se; he simply had an air of sophistication about him, from the well-tailored suit to the classy speech. “A Purple Snow Globe, I believe?”


  “Indeed. One Purple Snow Globe coming right up.”


  She mixed the drink and deposited it in front of him. When she returned five minutes later to check in, his eyes were sparkling and he was licking his lips. “That is a divine creation,” he told her, then extended a hand. “I’m Glen Mills. I’m sure you’ll be hearing from me soon.”


  “Why will I be hearing from you soon, Glen? You gonna offer me a job at some swank new bar you’re opening?” she asked playfully.


  “Not exactly,” he said, with a twinkle in his eye, then he pushed off from the stool, and walked away.


  She shook her head in amusement. The things men said in bars never surprised her, nor did she ever put any faith in them. Something about his name felt familiar though. Glen Mills. The named nagged at her brain for a spell, and she turned it over several times, like a strange object she could decipher if she looked at it from another angle, but she couldn’t recall where she’d heard it before, so she let it go.


  * * *


  She could picture him perfectly when he told her he was crashed out on his couch, his shoulders sore in the way he liked from a hard workout tonight. She imagined him freshly showered, in shorts and a T-shirt, a combo she rarely saw her sharp-dressed man in, but a fantastic look nonetheless.


  “Tell me why you like boxing,” Julie said, as she closed the door to the tiny office at Cubic Z, slipping away for a short break while Kim handled the bar during a quiet time. She was spending her rare free minutes her favorite way. Talking to Clay. It wasn’t the same as being in the room with him, but he was a far better phone date than any in-person date she’d ever had with another man. Though, he didn’t call these stolen chats dates. He didn’t call them anything. Maybe because the two of them were so undefined right now. They took what they could get from each other, but didn’t push too far.


  “Because I have to use my mind and my body,” he said.


  “Mmm. Two of the things I like about you.” She sank down into the office chair, leaning back against it, letting his voice warm her. “And how do you use your mind when you’re hitting a bag?”


  “You have to focus with boxing. You have to know exactly where to land a punch, and then deliver on it.”


  “How did you get into boxing in the first place?”


  “In high school.”


  “I thought you played football in high school?”


  “I did. But I had no choice about boxing. Brent did it.”


  “And that meant you had to?”


  “Can’t let my little brother beat me. I had to keep up with him. Wouldn’t let him have the chance to win. So I took it up too.”


  “I can beat McKenna if I have to,” Julia joked.


  “Girl fight. Don’t get me excited,” he said playfully.


  “But I like getting you excited.”


  “And you’re very good at it. You excel at that,” he said, then paused and she heard the slightest rustling sound.


  “You stretching out on the couch?”


  “I’m making myself more comfortable.”


  “Do your shoulders still hurt?”


  “A little.”


  She sighed wistfully, her eyes fluttering closed as she imagined being there with him, soothing out the soreness from the punches he’d thrown. “If I were there I’d rub your shoulders for you. You could lean back into me and I’d make you feel better.”


  “Mmm…I bet you would.”


  “You can rest your head between my legs while I massage you.”


  He laughed. “If I’m between your legs, there’s no massaging going on. Unless it’s of you and with my tongue.”


  She smiled and rolled her eyes. “Always able to make things dirty, aren’t you, Clay?”


  “If you’re going to start talking about being between your legs, I’m going to start telling you what I’d be doing if I were there, and it wouldn’t be lying still.”


  “What would it be?” She asked, unable to resist drawing out his naughty mouth.


  “Wait. I would be lying still, now that I think about it,” he said, quickly correcting himself.


  “Oh really?”


  “Yes, really. Because I’m tired, but I’m never to tired to eat you. I’d just need you to ride my face,” he said. Hot tingles roared down her body at the memory of the ways he’d buried his face between her legs. On the chaise lounge in her bar after closing time the night they met, in the town car when she’d arrived in New York for their weekend together, and tied up on his bed, her ass in the air. Heat flooded her center, and she was going to need to change her panties before she went back out to work if this kept up.


  “But maybe I want to do things to you,” she said, taking the reins, so she didn’t turn into a puddle of molten heat.


  “All right. Have at me. What do you want to do to me?”


  Her ears tuned into the noises from beyond the door. It sounded like more customers had just come in. She’d need to get back out there soon.


  “Besides rub your shoulders and run my fingers through your hair?”


  “Yes. Besides that.”


  “My favorite thing,” she said in a sexy whisper, closing her eyes and picturing exactly what she wanted to do to him.


  “What’s your favorite thing, Julia? Tell me. I want to hear you say it.”


  “Tasting you.”


  He groaned, and she was sure his hand was already on his cock.


  “Taking you in my mouth. Doing all sorts of things to you with my lips and tongue.”


  “What sort of things?”


  “Taking you deep the way you like. Licking you all over. Using my hands everywhere on you.”


  “Everywhere?” he asked, and she could practically see him arching an eyebrow.


  “Everywhere you’d want me to,” she said, and soon his breathing intensified. “Are you touching yourself?”


  “You leave me no choice when you talk about sucking me. I love those sexy lips of yours wrapped around my dick.”


  “And you love using your hands on me too while you’re in my mouth. Grabbing my hair, pushing your fingers through it, pulling me closer to you.”


  “Making sure you take me hard,” he growled.


  “Of course. I want to make sure I rock your world with my mouth.”


  He drew a sharp breath, and she could tell he was getting close. “You do, Julia. You do.”


  “I can almost taste you right now,” she said in a hot whisper, wanting to bring him there.


  “You should be able to any second now,” he said, breathing out hard, and groaning loudly.


  She grinned widely, thrilled that she’d gotten him off like this. “You taste so fucking good,” she said.


  He sighed deeply, the sound of a contented man. She loved that she’d found a way to satisfy him even from this kind of distance. “Your turn,” he said in that deep, sexy voice that sent sparks through her.


  She shook her head even though he couldn’t see her. “I need to get back to work. It’s getting busy.”


  “Next time then. Because I want to hear you let go,” he said, and a hot wave rolled through her as she pictured their nights on the phone, and how he drew out her cries of pleasure. “I love how you let go when you touch yourself.”


  “Why would I do anything else?”


  “I want you to let go with me.”


  “I do, Clay. I’ve never held back.”


  “I don’t mean sex. I mean other ways. I want you to be as free with me in other ways as you are when you’re naked.”


  “I want that too. I swear I do,” she said, and she was sure her neediness was coming through loud and clear. But she needed him to know. “I miss you.”


  “Yeah?” he asked, sounding doubtful.


  “So much. I wish you were here with me.”


  He sighed heavily. “I wish I could be,” he said, but it didn’t sound as if he were wishing he could be there right now so he could touch her. More like he was wishing he would allow himself to be close to her again. Because in spite of all their late-night chats, and all the things they shared, there was a distance between them more palpable than the miles. She’d been getting to know him better, and yet, she had never felt farther away from him than she did now. “I have to go,” he said, and now it was possible to feel even more distant.


  When their call ended, she knew it couldn’t go on much longer like this; this in-between state was wonderful and thoroughly unsatisfying at the same time.


  CHAPTER SIX


  Before the wedding she played another poker game. She was on some kind of streak the last few weeks, and she won most nights. “I only have $10,000 left,” she said to Charlie at the end of the cash out. She couldn’t hide the smile that curved her lips.


  “You can count. But I also gave you a deadline and you have two more weeks to clear it.”


  “May isn’t over yet,” she said through gritted teeth.


  “You could always ask your sister. I did a little research on her business. Seems she sold it for a pretty penny. Or perhaps you could just transfer your debt to the peppy Fashion Hound,” he said, narrowing his eyes as he crisply punctuated the name of McKenna’s fashion blog, making it clear he knew everything about the people she cared about. “I could find all sorts of ways for her to work for me. She has a nice dog, too.”


  Julia snapped, lunging for Charlie’s throat in the restaurant. “Leave my sister and her dog out of this.”


  He cackled, grabbing her hands and flicking them off his skin. “I won’t have to involve anyone if you do your job, Red.”


  She was tempted to ask McKenna for a loan, but she’d gotten this far on her own. She’d managed to keep her sister and Kim and everyone she loved out of Charlie’s crosshairs. You don’t run the first twenty-five miles of a marathon to send reinforcements in to finish the last mile. Even if that last mile feels like five hundred.


  “I will do my job if it’s the last damn thing I do,” she said, and some days it felt like it would be. Like she’d be under his thumb until the day she died.


  * * *


  “Perfect.”


  Gayle rested her hands on Julia’s shoulders, admiring her work in the mirror. “Want to see the back?”


  “Hell yeah,” Julia said, and Gayle swiveled her around and held up a silver hand mirror for her to use to see the French twist.


  “I love it,” she said, carefully touching the tendrils that fell on her neck.


  “You do?”


  “Of course! I love everything you do.”


  “Don’t mess it up on the drive to the Presidio,” Gayle said, wagging a finger playfully in admonishment, though she surely meant the directive too. Hairstyles were to be taken seriously.


  “It’s fifteen minutes away! What do you think I’m going to do? Hang my head out the limo window like a dog?”


  “If you do that please make sure everyone knows I was not responsible for the mess. I only want credit for the good hair days,” Gayle said.


  “Thank you for coming in early for me on a Saturday to do this, when you’re not even working,” Julia said, gesturing to the empty salon. The front door was locked.


  “Anything for you. Now I’ll walk you out. And by the way, I want an update on your guy.”


  Her guy. Was Clay her guy? She didn’t know what he was, except a sexy voice on the end of the phone. She’d gotten to know more about him in this last month from their easy chatter and conversations, and everything she learned made her long for him more. They never talked about a relationship. Never brought up seeing each other. Actual contact was off the table; they were only phone buddies.


  But she didn’t have time to fashion an answer to Gayle’s question because when she opened the door to Fillmore Street, Skunk was pacing on the sidewalk like a big bored lion, walking back and forth in a zoo.


  The hair on the back of her neck prickled in worry. Of all the days for Charlie to harass her. The bastard. A sister’s wedding day should be a sacred one. A day even Charlie could respect.


  Gayle didn’t notice him at first while she locked up. Then she turned around, and Skunk spoke to the hairdresser.


  “I was hoping I could get a haircut,” he said gesturing to the salon with its pretty feminine windows decorated with silhouettes of women. This was clearly a salon catering mostly to the fairer sex, though Julia had seen a few men inside from time to time. They didn’t look like Skunk, though. They weren’t big beefy men with faces like slabs of meat, and ankle holsters holding guns. The men who walked through these doors were metrosexuals. Her eyes darted to his feet, and she saw the barest outline of his weapon. He never left home without it.


  “We’re closed now. Open again in an hour,” Gayle said. “Someone will be here then to cut your hair.”


  “I’d really like one now,” he said, then scrunched up his nose, squeezed shut his eyes, and covered his face with a hand as he sneezed so loudly it sounded like a honk. His forehead was sweaty, and he looked pale.


  “I’m sure you do, sweetie, and ordinarily I’d open right up for you,” she said in her best calm voice as she dipped a hand into her purse. She quickly found a tissue, and gave it to Skunk. He took it and muttered a thanks. “But I need to get some coffee in me, and if I don’t my hands might be unsteady. So why don’t you come back and someone else can take care of you then?”


  He blew his nose, then rubbed the tissue across it. His eyes looked red and watery. “Or, maybe go home, take a hot bath and have some tea and come back tomorrow? You might be getting a nasty cold, honey.”


  “I think I have the flu,” he said.


  “Here.” She reached in her pocket for a slip of paper and handed that to him. “A twenty percent off coupon, just for you. For when you’re feeling better. You go get in bed and take care of that flu.”


  Skunk relented, nodding. “Thank you. I’ll be back.”


  He lumbered away, and Julia had a sinking feel that I’ll be back referred to something other than where he’d be an hour from now.


  They were circling her, trying to trip her up however they could.


  Charlie had sent this message—his sick way of letting her know he’d uncovered another soft spot of hers in her friendship with her stylist. His subtle, or not-so-subtle way of reminding her that he had no mercy. He was willing to do whatever it took to get his money by his deadline.


  The deadline was looming ever closer.


  * * *


  Julia pet her sister’s dog over and over, as if the animal might have a calming effect. Dogs sometimes did that, right? Settled nerves and made people happier. She needed some of that right now, so she sat on the edge of the antique white couch stroking Ms. Pac-Man’s soft fur, hoping it would turn these jitters inside her belly into a thing of the past.


  She wasn’t even the one walking down the aisle. She was the damn maid-of-honor and she was supposed to reassure the bride. But McKenna was ready, eager, and not a wink nervous, while all Julia could think about was the ticking clock. She’d texted Gayle a few times, ostensibly about her hair, but really to make sure her stylist was fine. Gayle was getting ready for an Arcade Fire concert, she’d said, so all was well.


  Still, Julia couldn’t help feeling as if someone was watching her. Waiting for her. Poised to take her down.


  Focus on the bride.


  Decked out in a vintage-style tea-length dress, McKenna applied her lip gloss then twirled once in front of the antique, gilded mirror in her suite at the swank Golden Gate Club in the Presidio, a coveted venue for weddings with its view of the San Francisco Bay and the Golden Gate Bridge.


  “You look so beautiful, and this dress is so completely you,” Julia said, even though she’d seen it many times. But that was her job—to shower the bride with extravagant compliments on her wedding day. It would also force her mind off the heightened state of panic inside her body.


  “You’re next, Jules,” she said, and Julia scoffed.


  She didn’t even know how to respond. The notion of her being married was so foreign, her sister might as well be talking about orbiting Saturn right now. “Let’s get you down the aisle,” she said.


  Julia washed her hands one final time. Yes, Ms. Pac-Man had had a pre-wedding bath, but even so she didn’t want scent of a pooch on her as she held a bouquet. She grabbed her daisies, the perfect flowers for McKenna’s sunny disposition, and held open the door for the other bridesmaids: McKenna’s good friends Hayden and Erin, and Chris’s sister, Jill, who had flown out from New York for the weekend, taking two days off from her starring role in the musical Crash the Moon.


  They headed to the expansive grounds, across the rolling green hills, to the bluff overlooking the water. The waves lolled peacefully against the shore in the distance, and the afternoon sun warmed them. The weather gods were on their side today—the sky was a crystal blue, and there was no wind. A rare blessing in this windiest of cities, and Julia was grateful.


  White chairs were spread across the lawn, and their friends and family were there. Julia spotted Davis in the second row, and instantly her thoughts flicked to Clay. The two men were best friends, and she found herself wondering if her name had ever come up in their conversations.


  The music began and the other bridesmaids walked down the white runner spread out on the lawn. Julia turned to McKenna and whispered in her ear. “I love you. I’m so happy for you,” she said, then she squeezed her hand.


  “I love you too,” McKenna said, and her voice threatened to break. Julia reached out, and gently wiped the start of a happy tear from her sister’s eye. “Don’t ruin your mascara.”


  “I won’t.”


  Julia took her turn down the runner, thrilled to finally see this day arrive. Though it hadn’t been a lengthy engagement—in fact it had been markedly short, clocking in at two mere months—this was a day that she’d longed to see. Nearly two years ago, the man McKenna had been involved with dumped her via voicemail twenty-four hours before their wedding, leaving her with a houseful of mixers, pasta makers and place settings she’d never use. Her sister had been devastated. Chris wasn’t like that, not in the least, but Julia had asked a few days ago if she’d had any lingering worries.


  “You nervous at all now that it’s so close?”


  “Nope. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life,” McKenna had said.


  She looked it, too, radiant in her joy today.


  When Julia reached the raised stage, her throat hitched, and a tear slipped down her cheek as she turned to watch McKenna walk down the aisle. She delighted at the song that filled the air. McKenna hadn’t picked Pachelbel’s Canon or the wedding march. She’d chosen hers and Chris’s song—Can’t Help Falling in Love.


  That was the best kind of love, wasn’t it? The kind where the love was its own entity, a living, breathing presence between two people, demanding to be felt. A life force of its own. That’s what her sister and Chris had, and her heart soared with happiness that McKenna had found the one.


  Chris couldn’t take his eyes off his bride as he waited at the edge of the bluff, watching her every step as she walked closer. The last words of the Elvis song faded out as she stepped next to him. Take my hand, take my whole life too. He whispered something to her, and she whispered back, and Julia was no longer jam-packed with worries over Charlie and Skunk. It had all been replaced by this torrent of happiness she felt for the two of them.


  As the justice of the peace cleared his throat, Julia quickly peeked at the crowd, spotting familiar faces–Chris’s family, McKenna’s videographer, her dog trainer, her friends from the fashion world, along with Chris’s brother who stood next to him, some of his surfing buddies in the seats, and people he worked with on his TV show. Then her eyes landed on the profile of a handsome man in the back row who was taking a seat. A latecomer, he’d just arrived. The man raised his face and Julia’s heart stopped with a quick shudder.


  Then it started again when, somehow, across the crowd of people, the sea of suited men and elegantly-dressed women, of family and friends and new faces, he made eye contact with her, locking his gaze on hers. The sounds of the ceremony, of the vows being exchanged turned to white noise, and all she could see, hear, and feel was him. No longer separated by a continent. No longer connected only by the tether of email. He was one hundred feet away, and he never once stopped looking at her.


  Her skin was hot, and her heart was beating loudly, and as soon as the groom kissed the bride and walked back down the aisle, she was damn near ready to launch herself into his arms.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Sometime in the last few weeks he’d decided several things.


  That she might be lying. That she might be trouble. That he might be about to become the poster child for fool me twice, shame on me.


  But most of all, he’d decided that his gut told him she’d meant what she said. Even though she hadn’t given him the details of why there’d been a man with a gun demanding her presence, he’d made the choice to believe her.


  Blind trust, maybe. Or possibly blind something else. Either way, his instincts said she was telling the truth. His gut had served him throughout his career, so he’d decided to listen to it.


  Now that he was here with her, he wasn’t thinking with his gut. He wasn’t thinking at all. He was feeling.


  His whole body was humming, vibrating at a frequency only she could sense. His skin sizzled, and blood rushed hot through his veins. Nearness to her was an aphrodisiac.


  “I like your suit,” she said, going first.


  “I like your dress.”


  “You’re here,” she said with wonder in her voice as she eyed him up and down. He didn’t think he’d ever tire of the way she looked at him with hunger, need, and passion.


  “I’m here,” he said, quirking up his lips. They stood gazing at each other, but they hadn’t touched yet. They were inches apart, and there was something almost fragile about this moment. As if they might break if one of them moved. He didn’t know who would make the first move, but he hoped it would be her since he’d made the effort to show up.


  “How?” she asked, still breathless.


  “Your sister and her husband.”


  “They invited you?” she asked, her lips curving into a wide, gorgeous smile.


  “Invited. Or insisted. Take your pick.”


  “Really?” she asked, and a breeze blew by, making the soft little tendrils of her hair flutter against her neck. He wanted to bend his head to her neck, layer her skin in kisses that made her shiver in his arms and melt into him, that turned her so hot inside her knees went weak and she nearly buckled with desire. He’d catch her, hold her, make sure she didn’t fall, except into him.


  He did none of that. His hands were stuffed in his pockets, or else he’d be touching her, wrapping his arms around her, running his fingertips along her hipbone, covered in the fabric of her black dress.


  “Yes. Really. Chris invited me a week ago, and said he needed his lawyer here. Which was about the worst case of acting I’d ever heard, since no one needs his entertainment lawyer at his wedding, so McKenna grabbed the phone, reprimanding him, and then laid it out.”


  “What did she say?”


  “She said she thought it would make you happy if I were here, and that you being happy was the greatest gift she could have on her wedding day. Well, besides marrying Chris,” he said with a happy shrug. “Far be it from me to deny the bride of my newest client her greatest wish.”


  He watched Julia process his words. She swallowed, drew in a sharp breath, and clasped her hand over her mouth, covering a sob. A tear slipped down her cheek.


  Instantly, he reached for her, swiping the tear away and leaning in close. “You okay?”


  She nodded. “I just love my sister so much,” she said in a broken voice. “But she’s wrong.”


  Clay stiffened. No. Not now. Not after he’d taken this big chance. This big leap. Not after all their emails and calls. “Why is she wrong?”


  Julia shook her head. “Because I’m not just happy. I’m unbelievably happy that you’re here.”


  The darkness lifted, and his entire body felt light and full of hope. She wrapped her arms around his neck, threading her fingers in his hair, and tilting her chin up to him. He ached all over just being near to her. She licked her lips, kept her eyes on him, and he’d never seen a more beautiful woman, nor had he ever wanted to kiss someone as much as he wanted to this very second.


  He ran the backs of his fingers softly against her cheek, watching as she leaned into him, her eyes floating closed for a brief second as she whispered, “You may kiss the maid-of-honor.”


  “Now that makes me unbelievably happy,” he said, gathering her in his arms, tugging her beautiful body close to his, and brushing his lips gently across hers. She gasped lightly when he made contact, that involuntary sound the most perfect reminder of why he’d listened to Chris and McKenna, snapped up a ticket, and flew across the country. Why he took the chance once again with Julia. He could pretend he was doing this for a client, simply responding properly to an invitation for a social occasion. He knew better than to lie to himself. He was doing this because he’d made the choice to trust her. The alternative—being without her—was too much to bear.


  But he was also choosing to let go of the past. He wasn’t going to blame Julia for Sabrina’s problems, nor punish himself either by reassigning them to her. The month apart from her—all talk and no contact—had reset his head in some unexpected way, reassuring him that he could try again.


  By God, how he wanted to try again as she melted into him, her body so tantalizingly close as they kissed under the sun, surrounded by wedding guests who surely didn’t care what two random people were doing because they weren’t the bride and the groom. They were the maid-of-honor and the man who had to have her, no matter the cost. He kissed her tenderly at first, light and soft as the moment called for, here on the bluff, San Francisco Bay waves rolling on by. But as she inched closer to him, pressing the full length of her gorgeous frame against his, the gentleness fell away. A groan worked its way up his chest. He pulled her harder, needing her as close as could be, needing her mouth. She whimpered and parted her lips, inviting him to taste more. He explored her with his tongue, kissing her the kind of way two lovers kiss when they haven’t seen each other in a month.


  What a long, hard month it had been. She wriggled her hips subtly against his cock, which was straining now against the zipper of his pants. The barest of contact with his erection sent his body spinning. “Julia,” he whispered harshly, her name a warning.


  Her mouth fell away from his, and she brushed her lips along his jaw, up to his ear. “I want you,” she said, in a hot murmur. “I want you now.”


  Nothing else mattered but grabbing her hand, and finding the nearest coat closet so he could slam the door and take her.


  But the second he laced his fingers through hers, someone tapped on her shoulder.


  “Picture time!”


  The bride was beaming, and her smile could light up a midnight skyline, he reckoned. But then, that’s how it should be on your wedding day.


  Julia brushed her hand once over the front of her dress, as if she were smoothing it out, then McKenna caught Clay’s eye.


  “You made it,” she shrieked, then threw her arms around his neck. He angled himself so she couldn’t feel his hard-on. The last thing he needed was the bride thinking he was a pervert, or telling the groom that his new lawyer had been sporting wood.


  “Congratulations, McKenna. I’m so happy for you and Chris,” he said, and when she pulled away he continued. “And I donated to the New York City ASPCA in your honor.”


  “Oh, you didn’t have to,” she said, then patted the outside of her leg, and a blond Lab-Hound-Husky arrived at her side, parking herself perfectly in a sit. “But Ms. Pac-Man thanks you.”


  “She’s even cuter in person,” Clay said, gesturing to the dog, before he extended a hand to the groom, congratulating him as well on the nuptials.


  Soon, McKenna scurried her sister, her husband and her dog away for photos. Julia leaned in to give him a quick peck on the cheek before they headed to the bluff for a round of pictures.


  Clay took a deep breath, and hoped the photographer made quick work behind the lens.


  “Fancy meeting you here.”


  Clay turned to see his buddy Davis. “Hey man,” he said, clapping his friend on the back, though Davis was joking—Clay had told him the other night that he’d be at the wedding. Davis was here with Jill, the groom’s sister.


  “Guess we’re the odd men out,” Davis said, tipping his forehead to the wedding party that included the women both of them were involved with.


  Wait. Was he involved with Julia again? Or was it crazy to think that, given the track record they both had of running? He didn’t know what they were, or what they would be.


  “Yep. Looks like we are,” Clay said. “Think this’ll be you anytime soon?”


  Davis nodded, a sneaky glint in his eyes. “As a matter of fact, I believe I will be popping the question at the Tony Awards next month.”


  Clay smiled widely, then hugged his friend. “Congrats, man. That’s fantastic. You two are great together.”


  “I think so too.”


  As he chatted with Davis, neither of them did a very good job of looking anywhere but at the wedding party, Davis’s eyes on Jill, Clay’s on Julia. There was something both peaceful and right about this moment, this wedding, these people he barely knew who’d invited him into their most important day. It felt fitting to be here, and soon the gorgeous redhead would be back by his side where she belonged.


  * * *


  There was no time for a quickie. The moment the photographer had finished shooting the wedding party, the cocktail hour started, as waiters passed out flutes of bubbly champagne. The festivities had moved inside to a gorgeous reception room with a baby grand piano and floor-to-ceiling glass windows overlooking the water. The decor reflected the bride’s and groom’s passion for games and animals with the name cards at place settings stamped with Mr. Monopoly, and the centerpiece flowers boasting a wooden cutout of a hound dog.


  Chris tapped a fork against a glass, cleared his throat and stood next to his new wife by the head table. “First of all, thank you so much for coming. I’m pretty sure I’m the luckiest guy in the world simply because I have this woman as my wife. To also see so many friends and family here makes the occasion all the better, even though I’d have married her anywhere—in a box, on a boat, in the rain, on a train,” he said, then paused to look at McKenna. She rolled her eyes playfully. “What? It’s true,” he said to her, but loud enough for everyone to hear. He faced the guests again. “Anyway, I’m going to keep this short and sweet, and turn the microphone over to the best man and the maid-of-honor. And since I’m a ladies first kind of a guy, we’ll start with Julia. Take it away.”


  Julia crossed the few feet to Chris and took the microphone, then turned to the crowd. “It’s truly an honor to be here and to be able to say a few words about my favorite person in the world and her favorite person in the world,” she said, stopping to gesture at Chris.


  “Hey! You’re still a favorite,” McKenna called out.


  Julia waved her off playfully. “I’m still a little surprised though as to why Chaucer isn’t here to give a toast. Do you all know Chaucer?” she asked the crowd. Most of them shook their heads. “Let me tell you a story. Chaucer is our friend’s Siamese cat, and he was something of a matchmaker for Chris and McKenna. He’s one of those dastardly Siamese cats who likes to make his mark in the world. But, lest everyone think cat pee is a bad thing all the time, there are the rare cases where cat pee brings two people together. Because when Chaucer peed on McKenna’s camera many months ago, she brought it to the electronics store to find a replacement. And who would she happen to meet there but this man,” Julia said patting Chris on the shoulder. “And Chris, being an industrious and resourceful fellow, and naturally, being completely smitten with McKenna from the second he saw her, gamely offered to repair her camera,” she said, a smile breaking across her face as she told the story. From across the crowd of glittering lights and gorgeously arrayed tables, she spotted Clay, his eyes fixed on her. Suddenly she felt as if the whole room had disappeared and she was talking only to him. Sharing a love story with her man. “Of course, it wasn’t always easy, and McKenna had a bit of a stubborn side about some things.”


  “I’ll say,” Chris chimed in, as he draped an arm around his wife and planted a sweet kiss on her cheek, earning a collective aww from the guests.


  “But here we are, despite the stubbornness from my big sis, because she realized what a good thing she had in front of her, and that giving up her stubborn ways was worth it.” She locked eyes with Clay once more, and the lightness of the speech drained away, replaced instead by the deeper possibility of whether she could give up the things she held too tightly. She’d never truly considered it until that moment, but was there a chance she was being stubborn, too, by clutching her secrets and her shame in her hands? She’d always considered her troubles to be completely solo problems, but they were growing far less solitary given Charlie’s encroachment on her personal territory lately, from his heated asides about McKenna to sending his heavy with the runny nose to her salon that morning.


  But she didn’t want to think about Skunk or any of them right now. She wouldn’t let them mar this day.


  With a quick swallow, she soldiered on. “And, as anyone can see, they are perfect for each other, from their shared love of karaoke, to their steadfast belief that California is the only suitable place to live, to their affection for games, from Candyland all the way to Halo and Qbert. Because ultimately, isn’t that part and parcel of what makes a love last through the years? Common interests and passion, whether it’s for adventure,” she said, and now she was talking only to the man across the room, “or a good crime flick. Or even just the same, how shall we say, preferences,” she said, taking a beat to enjoy the way he fought back a naughty grin. “I like to think those little things are also big things. And Chris and McKenna have all of that. So, here’s to the bride and groom.” She held up her champagne glass.


  As Chris’s brother began his toast seconds later, she threaded her way through the guests and clinked glasses with Clay. “Cheers.”


  “That was a beautiful speech,” he said, his deep brown eyes searching hers.


  “I meant every word.”


  “Every word?” He raised an eyebrow as he took a drink.


  “Every single one.”


  * * *


  After the first dance, McKenna tugged her friends to the floor when Jill belted out a karaoke version of Matchbox Twenty’s “Overjoyed.” Julia felt the soprano’s voice literally vibrate through the reception hall, her Broadway belt glittering with energy and strength as she wowed the crowd. “She’s totally going to win a Tony for Best Actress in a Musical, isn’t she?” Julia said to Clay, with chills on her arms as a result of Jill’s talent.


  “Honestly, I don’t see how she can’t. She brings down the house every single night in Crash the Moon.”


  Once Jill stepped off the stage, the music shifted back to the sound system and Billie Holiday’s jazzy voice warbled through the speakers. “My sister loves the old standards. Sinatra, Holiday, the King,” she said by way of explanation.


  “As do I,” he said, taking her hand and leading her to the dance floor as “All or Nothing At All” piped overhead.


  Clay’s hands found their way to her hips, settling in comfortably as she roped her arms around his neck, her fingertips brushing against his soft, thick hair. The song played as other couples danced, and they swayed past Jill and Davis, and Chris and McKenna. Julia kept her gaze on Clay, loving the intensity in his eyes. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said, because it felt so much better to be patently honest with him than to deny what she felt. She’d flopped back and forth between shooing her feelings out the door and acting upon them. She didn’t want the back and forth anymore.


  “So am I.”


  They twirled in lazy circles, as the words and music filled the room.


  “All or nothing at all. Half a love never appealed to me. If your heart never could yield to me then I’d rather have nothing at all.”


  The words pulsed around Julia like living, breathing creatures, then slipped into all the crevices of her hardened heart. They reminded her that halfway was the worst way. She’d tried so desperately to pack herself in ice, to feel nothing at all those nights at Charlie’s games, but instead she’d felt everything. She felt the shame of Dillon’s betrayal, the anger at being Charlie’s pawn, and the cruel distance she had kept with the man she was falling for. She’d always thought she was protecting her family and friends by keeping her own secrets, but the events of this morning outside the salon were a cold reminder that blindfolding them to her problems might not work forever. Whether she liked it or not, she might very well need help. Clay had offered to listen, to sort through things. She knew he couldn’t snap a finger and make her debt magically disappear, but maybe he could at least be there for her as she raced to meet Charlie’s moving target of a deadline.


  “Clay,” she began nervously, and already she could hear the potholes in her own voice. She’d have an easier time speaking with marbles in her mouth than saying this.


  “Yes?” he asked, tugging her closer, warming her skin with his body.


  All or nothing at all. If it’s love there is no in-between.


  Billie Holiday whispered in her ear, urging her on, reminding her to be strong. “You know when you asked me that night at my apartment what was going on?”


  “Yes,” he said, like a gentle invitation for her to keep speaking. She could do this. She could tell him. After all, he’d flown all the way across the country. He’d opened his heart to her, taking chances left and right that she’d barely earned. He wanted her honesty more than anything else, and though she might scare him all the way back to New York when she told him, she also knew he wasn’t a man who trafficked in fear. This man could take on anyone.


  “I’m ready to tell you,” she said, the words tumbling on top of each other, jostling to break free.


  “Tell me,” he said, gripping her hips harder as his eyes widened. He stopped dancing, grasped her hand, and guided her outside of the reception hall.


  Once outside, she shivered. The evening had settled in, bringing with it the California chill from the bay. He took off his suit jacket, and slipped it over her shoulders. The gesture emboldened her.


  “You remember that guy who came up to me outside my apartment?” Her stomach nosedived as she began. “When I lied about who you were?”


  “Yes. Of course.”


  She inhaled sharply, letting the cool air fill her chest, hoping it would settle her flip-flopping insides. “I lied because I was scared. Because I was trying to protect you. Which I know sounds silly, because you’re this big, strong man,” she said, reaching out to touch his arm lightly. “But I don’t want him or anyone going after you because I care about you.”


  “Why would he or anyone go after me?”


  This was the hardest part. When she told him why. The words threatened to lodge in her chest, refusing to come out, but she shucked off the red-hot shame. “My ex? The one who’s gone—I told you about him that night in your bath?”


  His features tightened, and his brow furrowed. “Yeah. Where is he?”


  “I still don’t know. The IRS is looking for him, and I haven’t a clue. He left the country, and he left with $100,000 stolen from the mob. He claimed the money was a loan for me to expand my bar, so when he took off, the mob boss came to collect. With me.”


  Clay’s mouth hung open.


  She never thought this polished, confident man would be speechless, but that’s what she’d done to him because he’d gone mute from the shock. Seconds ticked by, then a full minute, it seemed. He scrubbed a hand across his jaw as if he were thinking, trying to process what she’d said.


  “I know it’s probably not something you hear too often. Hi, sweetie. I’m wanted by the mob.”


  “No,” he said, managing a brief, dry laugh. “Don’t hear that very often at all.”


  “So when Stevie came by he needed me to go to a game.”


  “Game?”


  “I play poker for this guy, Charlie. Stevie is his enforcer. I’m Charlie’s ringer. He makes me play in rigged poker games to win back the money Dillon stole.”


  Clay stepped away, looking unsteady on his feet and ashen. “Are you serious?”


  She nodded. “Completely. I’m really amazingly good at poker. Always have been. And I win most of the time. And now I hate playing because I’m forced to play for him to pay off a debt that isn’t even mine.”


  “That’s a fucking mess, Julia,” he said, his voice a raw scrape. And it scared her.


  He was going to run now, wasn’t he? Nobody wanted this kind of mess in their lives. He probably didn’t believe her, either. Probably thought she was lying to him like Sabrina had done, and figured she was going to ask him for money too. Crap. She had to fix this.


  She moved closer. “Did I scare you off?”


  “No. I’m just . . . I just . . . I didn’t think that was the issue.”


  “What did you think it was?”


  “I honestly don’t know. But that’s some crazy stuff, Julia,” he said, and she detected a note of skepticism.


  She cycled through things to do or say to prove herself. “I want you to trust me and I know you have every reason not to trust me. You also have to know I’m not asking you for money. I’ve never asked anyone for money. If I were going to I would ask my sister, but I have kept her and everyone I love out of this because it’s my problem. I want you to believe me. Do you believe me?”


  His lips parted and he paused briefly then said yes. But she needed him to believe it with every ounce of his being.


  “No. I want you to believe me with the same certainty that you want to fuck me,” she said, pushing hard on his chest now. Flames of anger licked her chest. She’d opened her deepest, darkest secret and she didn’t want a shred of doubt.


  He held up his hands as if he were backing off from her. “Fine. I believe you.”


  “The expression in your eyes tells me otherwise. You asked me to open up to you. I’m baring my fucking heart to you. Charlie gave me a deadline, and he’s threatening my bar and my co-worker, and he showed up this morning at my hair salon, and he’s circling me,” she said, holding her hands out wide. She flashed onto something he’d told her once about a friend of his. “I am mad and I am terrified. I’m not asking you for money. I’m asking you to believe me, and you need to believe me completely. So call your friend.”


  He crinkled his nose as if her words didn’t compute. “My friend?”


  “The lawyer who runs people down for you? You said he tracked down intel on people you weren’t sure about.”


  “Yeah, my friend Cam. He can get the goods on anyone.”


  Julia dug into her small satin clutch purse and grabbed her phone. She thrust it at him. “Call him. The guy is Charlie Stravinski, he owns Mr. Pong’s restaurant in China Town,” she said, rattling off the address. “He also owns Charlie’s Limos. I’m sure your friend can verify who he is. That’s the guy who owns me.”


  “Julia,” he said softly, his voice strained, and that sound was terribly familiar. It felt lethal. It was the sound of his voice when he ran. It was the way he’d spoken to her on the street. She tensed all over, and she wished she could unwind the last fifteen minutes of honesty, zip them up and toss them in a body bag into the ocean. She should have continued leaving him in the blissfully ignorant state that made him jet out to San Francisco to see her. He’d been falling for her; she could see it, feel it, sense it. Now she’d shattered what they could have had. Whoever said honesty was the best policy didn’t have the mob on her tail.


  He breathed out hard, pressed his lips together, and seemed to be debating. “Julia,” he said again, his expression softer. “You don’t have to prove it. I came out here because I trust you, and if we’re going to be together the way we want, the way I want, the way you want, I’m not going to ask you to prove who some guy is.”


  But she needed him to know she wasn’t making up Charlie. “It’s important to me that you know this for certain and not just because I said so. I need to have proven myself to you. Call your friend, give him the info, and you’ll know I’m not lying. I have a price tag on my head.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  It was almost too crazy to believe, but the truth was messy. Lies were ironclad. They added up too neatly. Lies were padded so thick they became airtight and couldn’t breathe. The truth was frayed, like the tattered end of a rope. The truth was full of holes that were evidence of its veracity. Still, he could tell proof was vitally important to her, so he pulled his own phone from his pocket and dialed Cam.


  “Hey man, can you run a quick check on someone for me?”


  “Abso-fucking-lutely for you,” his friend said in his gregarious voice.


  Clay gave him the basic details. “Just let me know what kind of business he’s running. Doable?”


  “This is easy. I’m in front of my laptop right now, and will run a few quick searches. That is, if my lady friend doesn’t come back and try to distract me.”


  Clay smiled briefly. “Have fun with Tess. But take care of me too.”


  “You bastard, you owe me so much. I love it when you owe me. I love running down shit for you because it gives me one more thing to add to my totals. There’s only one other person I do this for free for,” Cam said, his voice stretching across the country like a big old Texas-style hug.


  “Who’s that?”


  “I’m not saying but she’s a lot prettier than you.”


  “I should hope so.”


  He hung up, and returned to Julia. She looked different than she had before. She’d always been tough, strong, a woman of the world. Now she looked empty, as if she’d shed all her emotions and replaced them with cool blankness. He reached for her, gripping her arms gently but firmly as he kept his eyes fixed on her. “That story is crazy, and I hate what he did to you and I hate that anyone wants to hurt you, and here’s the thing—I won’t let them now. You know that, right? You’re with me, and that means I’m here to help you. You tried to protect me and that was the most adorable, sweetest, sexiest thing anyone has ever done, but you don’t have to because that’s my job. Got that?”


  She said nothing, just stared hard at him. She was shutting down, and he was having none of that. Not after she’d finally opened up. “I’m not running,” he said firmly, refusing to let her look away. “I’m here for you. I’m here with you, and I want to help you. That’s what I do. That’s what I want to do for you.”


  “Why?” She crossed her arms over her chest.


  “Why?” he said, his voice louder. He was going to have to make this abundantly clear. “Because I flew here to see you. Because you are under my skin. Because this fucking bastard left you with a shit ton of problems and if I ever find him I will make sure he pays. And because you have the mafia after you.”


  “That doesn’t scare you? Make you want to run?” She shot him a challenging stare, almost as if she were daring him to walk away.


  “No,” he said crisply.


  There wasn’t a chance in hell that was happening. He straightened his spine, planted his feet wide, making it clear in every way that he was staying. “It makes me want to stay.”


  “Why do you want to help me?”


  He shook his head in frustration, but deep down he understood why she was behaving like this. She’d admitted something terribly private, and self-preservation was familiar ground for her.


  “May I remind you of your toast in there?” He tipped his chin to the reception. Through the glass, the guests were still spinning on the dance floor, the twinkling lights illuminating their steps. Waiters moved nimbly about, passing out appetizers. “Common interests and passion? Ring a bell?” he said, waiting for her to acknowledge what she’d said a mere hour ago. She nodded once. “I feel the same.”


  She didn’t answer him, so he reached for her hands, unpeeled them from her chest, and drew them behind her back.


  “Now, don’t go cold on me. If you do, I will have to tie your hands the next time I fuck you,” he said, fixing her with an intensely serious look.


  Her lips quirked up, as if she were trying hard to hold in a smile. “That’s a promise, gorgeous,” he added.


  “But that’s a promise I like,” she whispered, and her words were a straight shot to his groin. They had to have set some kind of record for most hours being near each other without tearing off clothes. He pressed his hips against hers, holding her in place, watching her eyes go hazy as she felt him.


  “Now listen. I made the phone call you asked me to make. I don’t care right now about what Cam is doing, or finding out, or anything. I care about you, woman. And I haven’t fucked you in a month, so if I were you I’d be thinking about how you’re going to spend the rest of the reception without any underwear on because it’s about to come off.”


  “Is that a promise too?” she asked, and the playfulness he knew and longed for had returned to her voice.


  “Yes. Now I’m going to deliver on it.” He grabbed her hand and linked his fingers through hers, guiding her across the lawn, past the reception hall, and to a back door that led down a carpeted hallway. This was the kind of place that had swank bathrooms, and that was what he needed right now. He walked quickly, scanning the area for an opening. When he spotted a bathroom, he knocked once, opened the elegant white door, and locked it quickly behind them.


  The bathroom was small with marble floors and a sink that had just enough room for Julia to perch on. He lifted her up onto the edge of the vanity.


  She was trembling.


  Concern sliced through him. He lifted her chin gently. “You okay?”


  She nodded, but didn’t speak.


  “Julia, what is it?”


  She shook her head, and seemed to swallow back a tear. “I’m sorry, I’m just super emotional today.”


  He leaned into her, resting his forehead against hers. “It’s okay to be emotional. Your sister got married, and you shared something intense with me.”


  She reached her arms around his waist, her hands gripping the back of his white shirt. She still wore his suit coat and looked unbelievably hot in it. “And I want you to make love to me right now,” she said in a breathless voice, her cheek pressed against his.


  “Then I will make love to you,” he said, bringing his hands to her face. He cupped her cheeks, and raised her chin so she met his eyes. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he said, the words spilling out without control. He had to say it, had to tell her over and over.


  “So are you,” she said, and ran her hands down the buttons on his shirt, her fingers reaching his waistband. She unhooked his belt, then in seconds she was unzipping him, reaching a hand into his briefs.


  His head fell back when she touched his cock for the first time in a month. He groaned as her soft, nimble fingers gripped him. She stroked him up and down, and he could almost stay like this because the feel of her hand on him was like a quick dive into a zone of white-hot pleasure. He rocked into her hand, and she gripped him tighter, making a fist that felt so fucking good wrapped around him.


  Far too good.


  Somehow, the part of his brain that wasn’t drugged out on her sent a message to his hand, and he wrapped it around hers, making her stop. He shook his head, narrowing his eyes at her. “Now, Julia. You’re not playing fair, and when you don’t play fair, it means I’m going to have to take matters into my hands.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It means,” he said, sliding off his belt, watching her eyes widen with lust as he dangled it in front of her, “that you’re wearing this.”


  A wicked grin played across her lips and she wriggled closer. “Where?” she said breathily and he loved how she went with it. She didn’t freak out. She wanted this kind of play. With his free hand he traced a line down her cheek, savoring her reaction as she shivered, leaning her face into his touch.


  “Your hands,” he said, reaching for them and placing a kiss on the inside of each of her wrists before he ran the leather along the outside, wrapping it around once, twice, and carefully pulling the end through the buckle. He gave it a good tug to make sure it was secure, but not so tight that the leather would dig into her skin.


  “Now what?” she asked, holding out her bound hands in front of her.


  “Now this,” he said, gently pushing up the fabric of her dress, inch by inch, revealing more of her delicious skin. When he reached the apex of her thighs, he breathed in deep as a bolt of lust slammed into his body. “Keep your hands in your lap, Julia. Don’t move them,” he said, and kneeled down in front of her. “Do you understand?”


  “Yes.”


  “Don’t move your hands at all.”


  “I won’t,” she said, and her soft voice was a promise.


  “Open your legs for me.”


  She parted her legs wider, spreading open for him as she sat perched on the sink, her immobile hands against her belly. He pushed the skirt to her waist, and ran his nose along the outside of her underwear, inhaling her, and letting her flood his senses completely. She gasped sharply. The sound of her pleasure tore through him like electricity.


  He looked up at her to see her eyes floating shut. “Watch me,” he commanded, gripping her thighs in his hands. “Watch me as I make you come with your panties on.”


  “What are you going to do to me?” she asked breathily.


  “I just said what I’m going to do to you. Did you think I was joking?”


  She shook her head, and he flicked his tongue across the panel of her panties, wet already with her heat. “I can taste you even with your underwear on,” he murmured, his mouth against her. “I can make you shudder and writhe without even touching your pussy.”


  She moaned, a desperately needy whimper of desire. “You can. Yes, you can.”


  “You are so hot for me right now, aren’t you?” he said, flicking his tongue against the swollen outline of her clit. She cried out a yes, and tried grabbing at his hair with her tied-up hands, managing to brush a few strands. He looked up at her. “Let me,” he growled. “Let me control your pleasure.”


  He returned his mouth to her legs, tasting her once more through the cotton. She was so wet her panties were soaked through. The scent of her arousal washed over him, desire coursing thickly through his veins. He pressed his hands on the inside of her thighs, spreading her wider, lavishing fast, quick flicks against her wet center. It was as if the scrap of fabric was no longer there. He could taste her juices on his tongue, her desire so intense that she cried out loudly with every touch. Panting hard, she tried to grab at his hair again. He gently swatted her hands away. “Let go,” he said roughly. “Let go so I can bring you there.”


  “Bring me there, Clay,” she groaned as she wriggled her hips into his face, trying to get closer to the source of her pleasure. “Please bring me there.”


  “I will, gorgeous. I always will,” he said, his lips returning to her wet pussy that tasted so delicious even with her underwear still on. He reached his hands underneath her ass, holding onto her cheeks as he pressed his tongue harder against her clit, licking, kissing, tasting until she bucked against his mouth.


  She cried out, her mouth falling open, her eyes squeezed shut, her body writhing into him.


  Once her movements slowed, he rose and pulled off her panties, and brought them to his nose. “You smell so fucking good,” he said, then stuffed them into his pocket. “These truly are useless now.”


  Her lips rose in a sweet smile. “What if you turn me on again? And I walk around the reception hot and dripping between my legs?”


  He buzzed his lips against the column of her neck, traveling up to her ear. “Then tell me and I will slide my hand up your legs, coat my fingers in your wetness and suck it off.”


  She breathed out hard, her reaction telling him she liked his idea.


  “Now, I believe you wanted me to make love to you?”


  She nodded, biting gently down on her lip. “So badly.”


  “I’m going to,” he said, stroking her cheek, then running his fingers along the smooth skin of her collarbone. “And I want you to know that all this time I’ve been fucking you and making love to you. But this time, I’m only making love to you.”


  “That’s what I want right now from you. That’s all I want,” she said, her voice layered with honesty and need as she leaned her face into his hand. Then held up her wrists in front of him. “But what about this?”


  * * *


  “Put your hands around my neck,” he instructed.


  She shot him a quizzical look as she raised her bound hands. He offered his head, letting her slide her hands behind his neck. “Like that?”


  “Yes. Now you can’t let go of me as I make love to you,” he told her as he reached inside his briefs, and freed his erection once more.


  “But I don’t want to let go of you,” she said, and she felt like a new woman being able to say these things to him, speaking so freely, even if it was about sex. Saying all those other things, as hard and as harrowing as it had been, had lifted a terrible weight from her shoulders, and now she experienced a freedom she hadn’t known in a long time. She could say what she felt and not be afraid. And she could tell from the look in his eyes, so tender and hungry too, that he loved this side of her.


  “Good. That’s how I want you to feel,” he said as he gripped his cock, and rubbed the head against her wet folds. She cried out again in pleasure.


  “I want you so badly, Clay. Please.”


  “I know you do,” he said, dragging his hard length along her. She wanted him to know how much she trusted him with everything. In this moment she was trusting him with her pleasure, so she opened her legs more.


  “I’m yours,” she whispered, holding his gaze. “Take me how you want me.”


  He breathed out hard, her words of submission clearly sending him soaring. “You are mine,” he said, his voice rough, but his touch so tender, as he slowly pushed inside her.


  “Oh God,” she whimpered. “You feel so good.”


  “It’s been too long,” he said, but still he took his time entering her, and she savored it, the feeling of being filled inch by delicious inch. He was so hard and so thick, and she could feel him stretching her once more.


  “I don’t want to go without you again,” she whispered.


  “Don’t go without me.” He buried himself in her, holding on hard to her hips as he sank deeper. She couldn’t move. She was under his control, from him holding her hips, to her hands locked around his head, but he took care of her, thrusting in that deliciously tantalizing way he had, rolling his hips, taking his time.


  He rocked into her, and she moved with him, hitting an exquisite synch. He groaned against her neck, pushing the strap of her dress down her arm. “I love it like this,” he said, brushing his lips along her naked shoulder.


  “Why do you like me tied up sometimes?”


  “Because.” He cupped the back of her head in a strong hand. “Because the way I feel for you is so out of control that this is one way for me to feel in control again,” he said, his voice a low rasp in her ear.


  She shuddered from his words. “Then control me,” she whispered, arching her back, showing him that she could give in to this need he had. “Because,” she began, echoing his word as hot molten sparks shot through her body, “I love everything you do to me.”


  “And do you love this?” he said, holding on tight, driving into her so she could feel him deep and hard inside her. “You like when I make love to you like this? Because that’s what I’m doing right now.”


  “I know,” she said breathlessly, and after a night of revealing her secrets, she could no longer keep the truth hidden. “You are, and I love it because I feel everything. I feel everything for you,” she said, coming as close to saying those three words as she could.


  He hitched in a breath. “God, Julia. I feel everything for you. Every single thing. And I want your pleasure again. I want to feel you come on me. Show me that I can do this to you over and over, and make you feel everything.”


  Pleasure spun through her body on a wild ride, racing through every corner, touching down in her belly, in her breasts, along her thighs. Even in her toes. “You can do anything to me,” she cried out, as she felt herself reaching the brink. She tightened her arms around him trying to tug him as close as he could be. He held onto her, his cock buried inside of her, his lovemaking touching her so deep with its intensity that she was in another world, another realm, where she was bathed solely in the never-ending bliss of a climax that promised to rocket through her body.


  Her head leaning back, her mouth falling open, she tried desperately to keep her noises to a minimum but it was futile as waves of pleasure slammed into her, and she came hard on him. He followed her there, his body shuddering, his chest heaving, as he thrust one final time. She felt as if she could never be close enough to him.


  Never.


  “I’m going to help you,” he said, his voice strong as he promised her something she knew would be tough to give. “This is a promise. I’m going to find a way to help you out of this, and then I’m going to find your ex.”


  She didn’t know that he could do either, but the fact that he wanted to was one more reason to fall into him.


  CHAPTER NINE


  The bride sat on the groom’s lap, and his arms were wrapped around her waist. Julia held a glass of champagne and laughed at something Chris said. Jill reached across to punch Chris on the shoulder, and he rubbed the spot where she swatted him, clearly pretending it hurt. Then they all laughed, and Clay made up the words they were saying in his head.


  He stood outside, watching the reception unfold through the windows. His phone was pressed to his ear.


  “So what did you learn?”


  “That Charlie Stravinski loves greenbacks more than anything in the world,” Cam said.


  “How so?” Clay turned away from the scene, and walked down the hill.


  “He’s got his fingers in all sorts of pies. He runs this limo company, right? Charlie’s Limos. Totally legit, but it’s his Bada Bing,” Cam said.


  “The strip club in The Sopranos.”


  “Yep. It’s a clean business, and everything flows under that. He’s got the market locked up in San Fran on sports betting. That’s his big cash cow. He does concert tickets too—steals them and resells them at scalper prices. His growth market, though, is in poker. He runs a lot of big executive games in the Valley. He just started running some games in New York too,” Cam said, and Clay stopped at a tree, setting his palm against the trunk.


  “He’s working out of the Big Apple now?”


  “Seems he is. And he’s a big-ass loan shark too.”


  “Oh well, of course,” Clay said sarcastically, because Charlie was growing more conniving with every new detail. “Did you get the story behind Mr. Pong’s?”


  “You bet your ass I did. Used to belong to good old Mr. Pong himself. But Mr. Pong needed money to pay off an investment that went belly up, so Charlie loaned him the dough, putting up his restaurant as collateral.”


  “Let me guess. He never came up with the money.”


  “Bingo,” he said enunciating every syllable. “Charlie took over, and word on the street is Mr. Pong is living on the street.”


  “He’s homeless?” Clay said, his voice thick with shock.


  “That’s what I hear. His restaurant was all he had, and it’s all Stravinski’s now. Tons of VCs in the city eat there. Charlie runs his games above the restaurant and he has lunch there every day at twelve-thirty. Those fuckers love their routines, don’t they?”


  He steeled himself for the next question. “What about drugs?”


  “Nope. He’s as squeaky clean as they come in that regard. But . . .” Cam said, his voice trailing off into a territory that Clay wasn’t so sure he wanted to go. But he had to.


  “But what?” he asked wearily, as a cold gust of wind snapped. The night cooled off quickly by the bay.


  “My sources say he might be making a move into the world’s oldest profession, so there’s that.”


  Clay clenched a fist, his fingers digging hard into his palm. He could slam it against the tree, bang it hard and unleash this coiled ball of anger eating up his chest, but that wouldn’t do him a lick of good. He gritted his teeth, and turned away from his temptation.


  “‘Course, if it were up to me, I’d advise him to stay out of that racket,” Cam continued.


  “Thanks for looking into all that, man,” he said. Then he stopped in his tracks. “Wait. There’s someone else I need you to look into.”


  “Who’s that?”


  But Clay didn’t know Dillon’s last name. “I need to get more info. Let me get back to you on that.”


  “You know where to find me. And I’ll see you Saturday for our game?”


  Clay nodded. “I’ll be there,” he said, and as soon as the words were spoken, something started to click.


  He ended the call, but he didn’t head back inside. Instead, he watched from a distance, rubbing a hand across his jaw as he began to hatch a plan.


  * * *


  A few glasses of champagne later, Julia was feeling like the drink herself—bubbly and effervescent. Though that might simply be due to the gorgeous man with his arm draped possessively around her. He’d been by her side since he returned from making his phone call, and she loved that he found ways to touch her all night, whether he brushed her fingertips accidentally when he took her glass to refill, or when he absently traced a soft line along her hipbone as the cake was being served.


  Having him here with her almost made her forget about the troubles that awaited her. He had that effect, as if he were a magic elixir that erased all the bad. Or maybe that was the magic of falling, the way it was the ideal blend of intoxication, and could blot out all but the tingling in her shoulders, the flip in her belly, the thump of her heart when he looked at her. His gaze was filled with intensity and passion, with desire and tenderness. That was how his eyes roamed her as he held open the door to a taxi after they’d said goodbye to the few remaining guests, the bride and groom having been sent on their way already.


  The second the door closed, she leaned into him and sighed happily as she grazed her fingers along his collar. “You’re coming home with me,” she said.


  “That I am, gorgeous. That I am,” he said, and removed her hand from his shirt. She shot him a curious look as he knotted his fingers through hers. The cab sped out of the parking lot and down the twisty, hilly roads. He grasped her hand harder as if he were about to make a point. “I have a plan.”


  “Already?” she said, arching an eyebrow.


  He brushed a finger against that taunting eyebrow, sending it back into place. “Yes, already. What do you think clients pay me the big bucks for? To sit on my ass and not think quickly?”


  She laughed. “Fine. You got me there. But let me make one thing clear, Mr. Big Bucks, you are not paying it off for me.”


  He held up his hands as if in surrender.


  “You were going to try to, weren’t you?”


  “Actually no,” he said firmly.


  “Because there’s no way I’m taking it. I haven’t asked anyone for money. I meant what I said—if I were going to ask for help, McKenna would be the first person I’d turn to, and I haven’t breathed a word to her, so don’t even think about it.”


  “You considering letting me get a word in edgewise?” he asked as the cab slowed to a stop at a light.


  “Maybe. But if you even think about offering, I will do this,” she said, putting her hands over her ears and singing, “La la la, I am not listening.”


  He pulled her hands off her ears. “You think I don’t know you? You think I don’t listen? That I can’t figure out already from knowing you the way I do that you’d never ever take money from me or another man?”


  She narrowed her eyes at him playfully. The fizzy effect of the champagne was still rolling through her bloodstream.


  “I know you, woman,” he continued. “You are independent and stubborn and fiery. Give me some goddamn credit. I would not make you an offer I know you’d walk away from.”


  “Ooh, you’re going to make me an offer,” she said, tap dancing her fingertips along his arm. “I. Can’t. Wait.”


  He rolled his eyes. “You are red-hot trouble.”


  “Tell me about it,” she fired back. “And now you know exactly how much trouble you have gotten yourself into,” she said and laughed, the kind that vibrated through her whole body and made her clutch her belly. It felt so damn good, because she hadn’t laughed about her situation in ages. Never, come to think about it. Now she could because she was no longer in it alone.


  “And yet, I’m not walking away, am I?” He grabbed hold of her arms and pulled her close for a hard, fierce kiss that made her feel giddy and wanted at the same time. She was no longer living with armor on. She’d shucked off the heavy metal layers, making herself vulnerable, but lighter too. Something that felt disturbingly like joy raced through her veins as they kissed, and though their kisses had always rattled and hummed like a rock concert, this one was poetry too. It was bliss and beauty as the world shined bright in her heart.


  She wasn’t finished with Charlie; but for the first time, she could see a way through because she had a teammate.


  She broke the kiss as the cab turned a corner into her neighborhood, and still she was smiling. She wanted to know Clay’s plan, but she was also enjoying this newfound freedom from releasing all her own secrets she’d clutched tightly to her chest. “No, you’re not walking away. You’re driving away with me. Like we’re in a getaway car. Or cab, really,” she said, gesturing to the driver.


  He shook his head, clapped his hand down on her thigh. “Let’s focus now, Julia. You know how you said Charlie took the fun out of playing? How he perverted your love of the game?”


  She nodded. “Yep. He sure did.”


  “I know how to get it back,” he said, as the cab swerved around a bus onto her street. She jerked sideways, her shoulder bumping hard against his.


  “Ouch,” she said, rubbing her shoulder.


  “You okay?”


  She nodded. “You just have a really hard shoulder.”


  The car pulled up to the curb. “Hard shoulders are good things,” he said, and reached for his wallet. “I got this.”


  “Thank you,” she said, and opened the door and stepped out of the cab. She lifted her face to the night sky, breathing in the cool air and the starlight until she heard a voice.


  “Hey.”


  She swiveled around and saw Max stalking towards her from the front stoop of her apartment. Tension roared back into her body in a heartbeat as Skunk’s goon-in-training with the baby face and the barrel body stared coldly at her. She glanced over at the cab where Clay was busy handing the driver a credit card.


  “Charlie sent me to find you.”


  “It’s Saturday. I’m not playing tonight.”


  “Yeah, but he wants you to know you’re going to New York next weekend for a game. He has some new blood in the city from the startups there, and he wants you to hustle them.”


  She straightened her spine, liquid courage coursing through her. “What if I don’t want to?”


  His eyes widened with anger, and in seconds his hand was on the back of her neck. “You think you can talk to me that way?”


  He grappled at her skin, digging in. She swatted at his arm, trying to knock him away, but he was more than double her size. “Let go of me,” she spat out.


  “Let go of her,” Clay said in a cool, cold voice.


  Max shifted his focus to Clay, who was now by her side. “Who the fuck are you?”


  “I’m the guy who’s going to make you let go of her,” he said, and before Julia could process what was happening his elbow came down hard on Max’s arm, freeing her from his grip. Then Clay’s fist connected with Max’s jawline with a loud crunch. Julia cringed, the sharp snap echoing down the street.


  Max grunted, his eyes nearly popping out from surprise. His gaze darted down at his ankle, and fear flashed hard and fast before her eyes. Oh God, did he have a gun?


  “No!” she screamed, but the sound was cut short when Clay slammed a fist into Max’s belly, and the man unleashed a loud grunt as he doubled over. He was fast for his size though, and quickly straightened up. Clay cocked his fist to swing again, but this time Max was faster, landing a punishing jab on Clay’s cheekbone, his hairy knuckles cracking hard against his temple. She swore she could hear bones crunching as Clay stumbled, the back of his head smacking hard against the brick wall of her apartment building. He grunted loudly from the pain, and all her instincts told her to run to him and comfort him.


  “Stop! Please stop,” she shouted, and she wasn’t sure if she was talking to Clay or Max, or just praying to the universe for an end to this fistfight. But when she looked around, the street was empty, and she knew this was going to be between the two of them.


  Clay lunged forward quickly, brushing off the double-blow like it was nothing, but Max went after him again, raising his fist and swinging hard. Clay dodged that blow, then Max threw another, landing one on Clay’s shoulder that barely seemed to bother him. Especially since he grabbed Max’s hand, twisted it around his back and yanked hard.


  “Don’t ever touch her again,” he seethed, jerking the arm higher. Then he let go and reacquainted his fist once more with Max’s jaw, sending the big man stumbling backward and landing flat on his ass on the sidewalk. Max was helpless, huffing in a heavy pile, staring up with wide-open eyes at the man who’d landed the final blow. With fists clenched at his sides and anger radiating off him in hot waves, Clay bent over him. “Now I’m giving you five seconds to get up and run the hell away.”


  Max nodded once, scurried to his feet, and took off down the street. When Clay turned to Julia, he was breathing hard and blood streaked from his temple down his cheek.


  CHAPTER TEN


  He flinched as she dabbed at the cut with a wet washcloth.


  “It’s okay,” she said softly.


  “I know,” he muttered, rubbing the back of his head where he’d hit the building.


  Kneeling between his legs, she gently cleaned the blood as he sat in her bathroom. “Does it hurt?”


  “No.”


  She shot him a doubtful look. “Not even a little?”


  “Not even a little,” he said, but the expression on his face told her otherwise when she wiped off the last drop of blood. She reached for the Neosporin, applied some to the cut, and then opened a Band-Aid, pressing it gently along his temple.


  “There,” she said. “You look totally rugged now.”


  He managed a small laugh as she rose, dusting his other cheek with a kiss. Handing him two Advil and a glass of water, she said, “For your head.”


  He swallowed the pills and gave her the cup. She set it down on the sink. “Now let’s get you out of your clothes and you can rest.”


  “I’m not resting,” he said, rolling his eyes at her.


  “You need your rest.”


  “It’s only a cut. I’ve been cut worse at my gym,” he said, and she knew he was trying hard to be the big, tough man. She was having none of that. He’d gone to the mats for her, and she was going to take care of him until he was no longer bloodied and bruised, and even then some.


  “I don’t care,” she said, parking her hands on her hips and giving him a sharp stare. Then she bent forward and began unbuttoning his shirt.


  “You’re not taking off my shirt to go make me lie down in bed,” he said roughly, trying to swat her hand away. She grabbed at his hands and stilled his moves.


  “Oh yes I am,” she said sternly. “Watch me.”


  She worked her way down his shirt, unbuttoning the fabric, spreading it open and gently taking it off, trailing her fingertips along his chest as she did. He moaned low and husky as she touched him. “Don’t get any funny ideas, Mister.”


  “It wasn’t a funny idea. More like a dirty one,” he said with a sly grin.


  She reached for his hand. “Come on. Bed. Now.”


  “Bed for other things,” he said, but he let her lead him out of the bathroom and into her bedroom. She unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, then he stepped out of them. After laying the clothes neatly on a chair, she turned around to find him already in her bed, briefs on the floor.


  “You’re fast.”


  “Zero to undressed in no time,” he said in a tired voice.


  “We’ll add that to your skill set.”


  “Come here,” he whispered, resting on his side under the sheets. “Let me unzip your dress.”


  She moved to him, perching on the edge of the bed. He reached his hands up the back of her dress, those same hands that had defended her and protected her, and gently lowered the zipper on her dress, his knuckles softly grazing her spine as the dress fell to her waist. She shifted her body, so she could watch him. He smiled faintly as he unhooked her strapless bra. She stood and turned to face him, sensing he needed to show he could take care of her, even when he was the one hurting. She placed his hands on her hips, guiding them to slide the dress down her legs. Off came the shoes, then she curled up next to him in bed.


  “Thank you,” she said, gently tracing his other cheek with her finger. “For doing that.”


  “Julia,” he said, pulling her in close. “I can’t believe that’s what you’ve been dealing with.”


  She sighed. “Yeah. That’s my life.”


  “This needs to stop. You’re not safe,” he said, concern thick in his voice.


  “He’s not even usually the one assigned to me. My regular has the flu or something,” she said, flashing back to Skunk’s pale face and peaked look earlier that day.


  “You can’t keep doing this,” he said firmly as the shadows from the moonlight streamed across the bed, casting the room in a blue midnight light. “So this is what I didn’t get to say in the car. I play every week. With actors, clients, colleagues and some of my friends. It’s not a rigged game. It’s a real game with real stakes and real money. Come to New York this weekend, and join us. Play for real. Play in a game that’s not a set-up where you’re not hustling. And take us down. Win on your own terms,” he said, and the idea took hold instantly, planting roots inside her. She craved that feeling—win on your own terms.


  His offer was so alluring, like a faint scent of something delicious trailing through the air. But then, did she still know how to win on her own terms?


  She scoffed out of self-preservation. “What if I lose?”


  He scooped her hair off her neck, nuzzling her. “Where is my badass woman?”


  “Huh?”


  “What if you lose? I thought you were a poker shark? Don’t lose. Come to New York. Play your ass off. You’re a card player. You don’t come to lose. You play to win. So play, and win fair and square,” he said, and there was something immensely appealing about his offer.


  She quirked her lips in consideration. “It does sound like fun,” she admitted.


  “And if you lose—which you won’t—let me pay him off,” he said, his eyes locked on her the whole time. The look in them was intense, and true—he wanted this. He wanted to help her. She had always known he had this side, but now she was seeing it in action, and the gesture was slinking its way around her heart, loosening yet another layer of her stubborn woman-against-the-world attitude.


  “Clay,” she chided softly, lightly running her fingers along his strong chest. “I don’t want you paying my debt.”


  “All the more reason for you to play hard.”


  She stared sharply at him, determination in her eyes. “I always play hard.”


  “I know you do.”


  “If I do this, you can’t make it a rigged game. Don’t make it fake.”


  “I would never do that.”


  “I want to win for real. Because I’m good.”


  “You’re going to kick unholy ass. And if for any reason the game ends, and you’re not in the black, I will take care of the debt. Deal?”


  “I really don’t want you paying it off,” she said, grabbing his wrists for emphasis. “Promise me it’s a real game, and we go to the end of the night. We play until everyone else folds.”


  “I promise you.”


  “I don’t want to have to take your money. I want to prove that I can do this.”


  “And you will. I offer it as insurance. That’s all. And that’s why you’ll win. Because you want to do this on your terms. Because the thought of anyone paying your way makes you dig your heels in like a batter at the plate swinging for the fences. Come to the plate. And hit it out of the park,” he said, as if he were making a motivational speech.


  A damn powerful one.


  She wanted to say no, to insist on doing it her way. But he’d taken a hit for her. And he was offering her a way to fall in love with poker again and to win on her terms. He was offering to be there with her, for her, not to own her, but to help her. With every move he made, she was falling harder and harder, and she was sure there’d be no turning back from this man. She’d been so closed-off from the start about letting someone into her world. Now, he was all the way in, and the only thing she was afraid of was him not being part of her world.


  So she did the thing she’d never have imagined doing a mere month ago. Hell, a week ago. “Then we have a deal.”


  “Good,” he said with a happy, woozy smile as he lay flat on his back, pulling her on top of him, angling up his hips. He was growing hard against her. “Now I’m tired and I’m wounded and I could use a little — ”


  She cut him off. “There’s only one true cure for a wounded man,” she said, and went under the sheets. She stroked him to a full erection, then dropped her mouth onto him.


  He groaned as she wrapped her lips tightly around his cock. He pushed back the sheets so he could watch her. She looked up at him, wanting him to see the desire in her eyes. His went dark and hazy as he stared at her mouth moving lovingly along his shaft. She tucked her knees up under her, getting into the perfect position for giving him the blow job he deserved.


  She let him fall from her lips for a moment, but kept her hand wrapped around him. “Enjoy this. Enjoy everything I’m going to do to you, my gorgeous, sexy, wounded man who rescued me,” she whispered, pushing her other palm on his flat abs, feeling his washboard belly as she returned her mouth to him. She took him in deep, the way he liked, and used her hands too, touching his stomach, squeezing a small, dark nipple, causing him to jerk his hips up hard into her mouth.


  She moved her hands lower, down his body, stroking his muscular thighs, settling deeper into the space between his legs. He parted them, giving her room to get cozy, and she thrilled inside at how he gave his body to her, trusting her with his pleasure just as she had with him. She drew him into her warm mouth as far as he could go. She sucked hard and passionately, wanting him to feel flooded with sensations that blotted out any of the lingering pain from the fight. Cupping his balls in one hand, she slipped another hand under his ass, squeezing a cheek hard in her palm.


  He groaned loudly in response, and the sound sent heat flowing through her body.


  “I’ll take another hit to my head for this,” he murmured, his voice both weary and thoroughly needy. He reached for her head, threading his hands tightly in her hair.


  She let go momentarily. “Pull my hair if you need to,” she said.


  He gripped hard as she returned to him, tugging her hair over to the side, yanking her head so he could stare hungrily at her face as she licked and sucked the full length of his fantastic cock.


  “So fucking gorgeous,” he said, outlining her lips with a finger, tracing the edge of her mouth as she held him tight and deep, swirling her tongue along his shaft the way he loved.


  She was sure he groaned louder than he ever had as she worked him over with her hands and her mouth, touching him in all the ways that drove him crazy. His body was a playground for her fingers, and she ran them along his thighs, over his ass, and in that spot just under his balls that drove a man wild. He gave himself over to her, rocking his hips into her mouth as she traveled to his favorite places. A pinch there, a touch here, a squeeze of those sexy cheeks: she was showing him that she knew how to control all his pleasure too. Then, as she gripped his firm ass in her hands, she fucked his cock with her mouth until she felt the shudders roll through his body.


  He grappled at her hair, his breathing turning wildly erratic as he gripped her head, thrusting and calling out her name as the taste of his release slid down her throat.


  Minutes later, she nestled herself in next to him. With his arm wrapped around her, she kissed his neck, his stubbled jaw, his tender cheek. “You like it when I let you control me, and I like it when you lose control for me,” she whispered.


  “Mmmm,” he murmured. “We are a good combo.”


  “The best,” she said as she closed her eyes, feeling like they were partners in everything at last.


  * * *


  Another pair of Advil did wonders to mute the throbbing in his skull, but the dull ache was a useful reminder of what he was up against as he pushed open the door to Mr. Pong’s shortly after noon the next day. The smell of fried pork and noodles filled his nostrils. Waiters bustled around delivering plates of pepper steak and lo mein to the lunch crowd.


  It was your standard order Chinese restaurant with thick menus and illustrated pictures of the twelve signs of the Chinese New Year— such as horses, snakes and rats, along with an illustrated dragon image presiding over them all.


  Fitting, he reasoned, as a hurried waiter rushed over to him.


  “One for lunch?”


  “No. I’m joining someone. You can tell Mr. Stravinski that I’m here.”


  The waiter looked confused. “Sorry. Who should I tell him is here?”


  “Tell him the guy he’s expecting to see.”


  “Okay,” the waiter said, narrowing his eyebrows briefly at the request before turning on his heels to find the man in charge.


  Moments later, a tall man in a sharp suit strode over to him. He had thick, dark hair and muddy-brown eyes and some of the worst teeth Clay had ever seen. He wasn’t thin, he wasn’t fat; he was simply the sturdy type.


  He extended a hand to shake.


  “Clay Nichols,” he said.


  “Charlie Stravinksi. I had a feeling I’d be seeing you. Come,” he said, gesturing grandly to the restaurant as if he were quite proud of the joint he’d taken over on a debt that went belly-up. “There is a table for us near the kitchen.”


  “Fantastic,” Clay said coolly, as if this were just another lunchtime business meeting.


  After they sat, a waiter handed Clay a menu. “Thank you.”


  Charlie tapped the menu. “Everything here is delicious. But may I personally recommend the kung pao chicken,” he said, bringing his fingertips to his mouth and kissing them as a chef does.


  “Consider it done,” Clay said, pushing the menu to the side. He had every intention of not only talking to Charlie, but breaking bread with the man. If there was one thing he’d learned in his years as a lawyer, it was that the more you knew about the opposing side, the better off you were. And the less fear you showed, the more likely you’d win the points you wanted. Besides, he had a hunch Charlie was the type of man who would act supremely gentlemanly to a worthy adversary.


  Clay planned to be just that.


  “So, you messed up the nose of my new guy,” Charlie began, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms.


  “It got in the way of my fist.”


  Charlie scratched his neck, as if he were a dog itching fleas. “He shouldn’t have been there. He’s too hot-headed to be on the street.”


  “Yeah?”


  Charlie shook his head, and blew out a long stream of air. A man frustrated, he placed his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers. “Stevie was supposed to give her the message, but he came down with the flu, he claimed,” Charlie said with a scoff.


  “I’m guessing that’s the last time he’ll duck out of work for a sick day,” Clay said dryly.


  Charlie laughed, throwing back his head and letting loose several deep chuckles. Then he took a deep breath, and the laughing silenced. “What are you here for?”


  “Seems we have something in common, don’t we?” Clay said, establishing first their mutual interests.


  “Red.”


  “That’s what you call Julia?”


  “Yes.”


  “Here’s the thing, Charlie,” Clay began, keeping his voice completely even and controlled as he knew how to do. “Can I call you Charlie? Or do you prefer Mr. Stravinski?”


  “Charlie is fine.”


  “So here’s the thing,” he repeated, leaning back in his chair, mirroring Charlie’s moves. “You’re going to need to go through me now.”


  Charlie arched an eyebrow. “I am?”


  “You are.”


  “And why would I do that?”


  “I’m her lawyer and I’m handling you. And that’s how it’s going to work. You want your money, I presume?”


  “I would like it,” Charlie said. “I am fond of money.”


  “I had a feeling you were, so I brought some extra to settle some matters,” Clay said, then dipped into his pocket for his wallet. Taking his time he opened it up, wet a finger, and counted some crisp bills. He laid $500 on the table. “This is for your guy. It’s a way of saying I’m not sorry his nose ran into my fist, but I do aim to take responsibility for my actions.”


  Charlie eyed the money approvingly. “Go on.”


  He peeled off another five $100 bills, adding them to the stack. “This is for you to leave her alone this week.”


  A laugh fell from Charlie’s lips. “It’s going to cost more than that.”


  Clay added $500 to the pile, then raised an eyebrow in question. Charlie nodded. “That’ll do.”


  “And this,” he continued, adding five more to the pile, “Is a promise that we will have the $10,000 remaining on the debt to you by next weekend.”


  “Or?”


  “There’s no or,” Clay said firmly, never wavering as his eyes remained locked on the man across from him. “It will be paid. And you will be done with her. Is that clear?”


  “Why should it be clear?”


  “Because that’s how deals are done, Charlie. When the final $10,000 is paid, she’s free and clear and I never want you to talk to her, be in touch with her, or send your men after her again,” he said, his eyes locked on the man he despised, never wavering.


  “Are you going to ask me to sign something? A legal contract, perhaps?” Charlie said in a mocking tone.


  He shook his head. “They don’t make contracts for this kind of deal. That’s why I paid you the extra just now in good faith. Those are the terms of our contract. Good faith.”


  Charlie paused, and cocked his head to the side. Looked Clay up and down. Then his lips curled up. “I can live with those terms.”


  “And you can live with the other ones? When this is done, it’s over and out?”


  “If she has the money for me, I will not ever need to see her again,” he said through gritted teeth.


  “I told you. We will have the money. But she’s not playing in your games anymore.”


  “Really?” Charlie said, doubt dripping from his mouth. “What is she going to do? Play the slot machines in Vegas to get my ten grand?”


  Clay laughed and shook his head. “No. But does it matter? Do you care where your money comes from, or just that it arrives in a neat, green package?”


  “Green is good. But I will be in New York next weekend. I’m moving a game there.”


  “What a coincidence. I happen to live in New York,” he said.


  “You will pay me there. By Sunday morning I want it. One week,” he said, holding up his index finger in emphasis. “We will meet at eleven at my favorite restaurant in the Village. I will get you the name.”


  “Consider it done.”


  “And we will do business like men. We will shake on it when the deal is done.”


  “I’ll be there.”


  The waiter arrived then with two orders of chicken and two sets of chopsticks.


  “Dig in,” Charlie said.


  Clay took a bite and nodded in approval. “That’s some damn fine kung pao chicken.”


  “As you can see, it would have broken my heart to drive this place to the ground like I could have. I kept it open for the chicken. It’s rated best kung pao chicken in San Francisco. Nothing makes me prouder.”


  “It’s the little things in life, isn’t it?” Clay said, holding up a piece of chicken between his chopsticks as if in a toast to the dish.


  “Indeed it is,” Charlie said, a smile spreading across his face. “I like you. You have balls. You should work for me. I can always use a good lawyer.”


  “Thank you. But I’m going to have to pass on that. I have a pretty full client list at the moment.”


  They spent the rest of the hour talking about sports and eating chicken, and discussing whether San Francisco or New York had better restaurants. Though he didn’t enjoy the time, and in fact, he spent the vast majority of it in a coiled state of restraint so he wouldn’t strangle the man with his bare fists, at least he left understanding the enemy.


  And that always counted for something.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  “How much do I bring to the game?”


  Clay glanced up from the check, shooting Michele a quizzical look. “The game?”


  “Yes,” she said emphatically, holding her hands out wide. They’d just finished lunch at McCoy’s on Madison, in between their respective offices. He tossed his credit card on the table.


  “Saturday night. Your game,” she added.


  “You don’t usually come to poker,” he said as the waiter scurried by with plates for another table.


  “Am I not invited?” She crossed her arms.


  “Of course you’re invited, Michele,” he said, trying to settle her. He didn’t want her to be irritated, but she seemed in a seesawing mood. “I was just surprised.”


  “Liam invited me,” she said, drumming her fingernails against the table as if she were trying to get his attention. But he was paying attention already.


  “Oh yeah? You guys are a thing now?” he said, though he knew the answer because Liam had called him a couple of weeks ago to make sure it was all right to ask Michele on a date. Clay had said yes in a heartbeat, and then had barely thought about it afterwards. He had a two-track mind these days—work and Julia.


  “Sort of,” she said with a shrug, as the waiter rushed over to the table.


  “He’s a good guy. He’ll treat you right,” Clay said, handing the waiter the check and the credit card. “Thank you,” he said to the waiter.


  “He is a good guy, so when he asked me to the game I said yes,” Michele said, tapping the table once more. Then she took a deep breath, and spoke quickly, the words tumbling out. “And your lady friend is going to be there, right?”


  “Yes, she’ll be there. My lady friend,” he said, sketching air quotes. “Her name’s Julia.”


  Michele only knew that Julia was coming to the game. She didn’t know about Julia’s financial troubles. None of his friends did, because it was no one’s business.


  “Julia,” Michele repeated, saying the name as if it had ten syllables and they all tasted bitter on her tongue. “So I can approve of her then,” she said, changing her tone, seeming suddenly light.


  “Sure,” he said, going with it. Because, women? Who knew how to read them sometimes? And every now and then, Michele was impossible to figure out. “I’m sure you’ll approve.”


  “I need to make sure the men I care about choose the right women for them. I worried about Davis. I worry about you,” she said, reaching across the table to rest her hand on top of his.


  Ah, he got it now. He understood what was going on with her. “You don’t have to worry about me, Michele.”


  “But I do,” she said, lowering her eyes.


  “I know,” he said, softly. She worried about a lot of things. It was her nature. She hated to see the people she loved get hurt. She’d been like that since her parents died, and Clay had wondered from time to time if she was trying to somehow prevent more hurt in the world. Odd for a shrink, but then he wasn’t one to try to psychoanalyze anyone. “I know you worry. But I’m okay. You’ll like Julia. I know you will.”


  “You think so?”


  He nodded. “I do.”


  Something sad flashed in her eyes. “Do you ever think what would have happened if . . .?”


  “If what?”


  “If we’d . . .” she said, her voice trailing off as she gestured from him to her.


  He raised an eyebrow. She couldn’t possibly be referring to that kiss in college, could she? Nah. She must just be in one of those melancholy moods.


  “If we’d have become something,” she added.


  “But we are something. We’re friends,” he said, reminding her of what she meant to him. “I can’t imagine us not being friends.”


  “Right,” she said, with a sharp nod as the waiter returned with Clay’s credit card. “I can’t either,” she added, and she sounded resolute.


  Or, as if she were trying to seem resolute.


  After he said goodbye to her and walked up Madison, he mulled over her question. Why would she possibly want to know what could have been between them? The two of them being more than friends was the strangest notion to him. It was as if she’d suggested he start walking on his hands. It simply didn’t make any sense.


  But he had no more time to contemplate because when he returned to the office, Flynn was there with the Pinkertons to review the details of their next film. He rolled up his sleeves and settled in for the afternoon, his focus only on his clients, giving them his absolute best because in another few hours, Julia would be in his house.


  * * *


  As the plane began its descent, Julia flashed back on the last five days.They’d consisted of otters, poker prep, and packing for New York.


  Kim had waltzed into work on Wednesday announcing she’d gone with otters for the baby’s nursery, and minutes later she’d left early when she thought she was having contractions.


  Turned out she’d just had heartburn, but Julia didn’t mind shouldering the extra load at Cubic Z because the week had been blissfully uneventful. After Clay’s talk with Charlie that past Sunday, Julia had operated in a sort of protective cocoon. No one, neither Charlie, nor Skunk, nor that asshole Max had bothered her, and they hadn’t gone near Gayle or Kim either.


  She’d played online poker in her free time, fiddling around too with some poker apps on her phone just to keep her skills sharp for Saturday’s big game. She knew a few extra hours on a screen weren’t going to make the difference. Luck would be a deciding factor, but she also had to be sharper than the rest of the players at Clay’s game—the actor Liam Connor, who was about to open a new restaurant; the cable TV show producer Jay Klausman, whose show on drug dealers, Powder, was a huge hit; and Clay’s friend, Cam. She’d researched Klausman and Connor and found bits and pieces of intel on their card-playing skills. The actor was a Leonardo diCaprio style player, someone who bet big and played for fun, but Jay, a shrewd producer, was the bigger threat. The wild card, though, was Cam. Julia had a hunch he’d be the one to beat. A man like that, used to taking chances, and possessing some kind of magical touch—he was going to be trouble for her.


  This was the kind of trouble she thrived on though, and she was ready, reviewing her strategy once more as she walked through the terminal.


  Clay had a last-minute meeting with a client, so she hailed a cab into Manhattan. He’d left keys for her with the guy who owned the coffee shop next door to his building, and she was secretly grateful that she wouldn’t have to see him the second she arrived. She wanted to, oh how she wanted to, but sometimes, a woman wanted to be fresh and clean when she saw her man, and there was nothing quite like washing off a six-hour plane ride. When she reached his apartment, she opened the door, locked it behind her, and soaked in the silence and the oddly welcoming feel of his place. The last time she’d been here she bolted. Now, she felt like she belonged. He hadn’t left a welcome basket on the dining room table, but the simple fact that he’d left the key said all she needed to know about him—trust. It was given, and it was shared, and there were no questions asked.


  He trusted her. She trusted him.


  She dropped her suitcase on the bedroom floor, and patted the side, touching the outline of the gift she’d picked out for him that was safely tucked inside. She shed her clothes and stepped under a hot shower.


  As she wrapped a towel around herself ten minutes later, she didn’t feel any pull to sift through his drawers or paw through the medicine cabinet. She wasn’t a snooper, and there was nothing she needed to hunt out in his place. Besides, he was the definition of an open book, and there was something so reassuring about knowing that intrinsically. With Dillon, there were moments when he’d seemed a little shifty, from a joke here about not needing to report all the income he made from Charlie, to a little moment there when he’d told a story about stealing a milkshake glass from a diner in college. Fine, those were college hijinks, but as she looked back with 20/20 vision she could see hints of who he was.


  Clay was the opposite—he didn’t hide. He put himself out there for her from the start. No bullshit, and hell, she could use that in her life.


  She hung up the towel, rubbed lotion on her legs, and went straight for his closet. Not to snoop, but to choose an outfit. She didn’t need to rifle through her suitcase for jeans and a camisole when she knew what he wanted her in.


  One of his shirts. She slipped one on, buttoned it to her breasts, and considered herself fully dressed.


  She heard the door open, and her heart tripped over itself. Excitement tore through her body because he was here, and she damn near wanted to race down the two flights of stairs. But she knew this man, and knew what he wanted. He didn’t need her running into his arms. He’d want to discover her. She padded down the steps quietly, turning the corner at the second floor just as he was leaving his phone and keys on the kitchen table.


  She leaned against the top of the railing, her hip resting against the iron, her fingers toying with the top button. Waiting. Waiting for him.


  When he looked up, his eyes locked on her face. He stroked his chin, and shook his head in appreciation.


  “I could get used to this,” he said, his deep, gravelly voice turning her to liquid as he stalked over to her, up the six steps, then cupped her cheeks in his big strong hands. “You. In my house. In my clothes. Here for me.”


  She melted as sparks raced over her skin. “All for you.”


  Neither one of them said another word as he looked at her as if he were inhaling her, as if the very sight of her was oxygen in his lungs. Electricity charged through her under his gaze. She wanted him to eat her up, to taste her, to touch her all over. Everywhere—this man needed to be everywhere on her body, in her body, in her heart, in her mind.


  She reached for the collar on his shirt, gripping it hard. At some point they were going to kiss, they were going to crash into each other, but now the moment was heady with silence, drenched in anticipation of them coming together.


  She stepped backwards, clutching his shirt. He followed, matching her until the back of her knees hit his couch.


  Then it happened. Like fireworks, an explosion at the end of the Fourth of July, loud and powerful, that rang in your ears and lit up the sky. Everything became a frenzy of heat and vibrant color as he touched her. Before she knew it, the buttons on her shirt—his shirt—had scattered to the hardwood floor as he tore it off her. His shirt was gone next, pants unbuttoned, yanked down to his knees, then off. Like a leopard, he sprang fast, heated and fevered too, and before she knew it she was naked on her back on his couch, her legs up on his shoulders as he held her down hard with his big body. His arms, like steel, held her thighs in place as he entered her in one mind-blowing thrust. She was pinned, deliciously pinned, by this position. She couldn’t move her legs, but her hands were free to touch his beautiful face, and she reveled in the chance to stroke his five o’clock shadow, to map his features with her fingers, to draw her thumbprint over his jaw that she loved.


  Loved.


  He moved in her, fucking her the way he kissed her, deep and consuming, in a claiming of her body. He was owning her, marking her, his fingers digging hard into her shoulders, clutching her tightly, as if he couldn’t bear to let go. He took her hard and he took her slow at the same time. She felt him in her bones, on her skin, down to her very cells. He was inside her, he was outside her, he surrounded her. A symphony of sensations flooded every vein, and soon it became impossible to tell where one note ended and the next began. She could no longer distinguish between her body and her heart; they were one and the same, swallowed whole with longing for him. She and Clay had smashed into each other, atoms and particles colliding, combusting into this never-ending bliss.


  “Do you think this will ever stop?” she whispered in between breaths.


  “Wanting you like this?”


  “Yes,” she said, inhaling sharply as she held his face, never taking her eyes off his.


  “No,” he said, his voice ragged. “Because of how I feel.”


  “How do you feel?”


  “I am obsessed,” he said, raw and heated, his words touching down in her soul. “Utterly obsessed.”


  “The same,” she whispered, barely able to form complete sentences, but not needing to. He took possession of her mouth, his lips devouring hers as he rocked deeper into her. He kept her restrained with his body, his arms, his cock, his lips, his tongue, his power, his control that he desperately needed to balance his obsession. She felt it all too, every ounce of him, of his desire and his need for her. Giving herself to him, she let him take her how he had to, because when he did, he brought them both over the edge.


  She grasped his neck harder, holding on tight as pleasure ricocheted through her body, and the world spun so far into ecstasy that she never wanted to return.


  Eventually she came back to earth, and he reached for her, nuzzling her neck, kissing her cheek, unable to keep his lips off of her. A kiss on her shoulder, another at the hollow of her throat. He stopped kissing her to trace her arm, holding her gaze as he did. “I want that every day. I want you every day,” he said, his voice rumbling over her skin, drugging her with its sexy warmth.


  “Me too. So much,” she said, still high on him, them, the moments that had stitched together into bliss. Maybe that’s why she felt bold enough to say the next thing. “It was different this time, Clay,” she murmured.


  “How?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe more connected. This is going to sound crazy, and you know I don’t talk this way. But it felt deeper. Like we were the same,” she said, a flush creeping over her cheeks as she opened her heart to him more and more every time. But she wanted him in now. She didn’t want an arm’s-length Clay anymore. “Does that make sense?”


  “Yes. Do you know why it felt deeper?”


  “Why?” she whispered, and the moment felt suspended, like they were on a bridge, holding hands, about to jump into the water below.


  “Because there aren’t secrets anymore between us,” he said, brushing the backs of his fingers against her cheek, softly, oh so softly that she melted into his touch. “Because we’re in this together.”


  “That’s all I want. To be together with you,” she said, the warm rush of falling blotting out everything else in the universe. Surely, nothing existed beyond these four walls. The city had disappeared and they were all that was left.


  “No more lies. No more secrets. Only the truth,” he said, his voice strong and steady.


  “Only the truth,” she repeated, and nothing had ever felt more true than this moment. “Like this. How I feel for you is like nothing I’ve ever had before.”


  “Me neither. I can’t get close enough to you, Julia,” he said, linking his fingers through hers, and that gesture, so tender and loving, was like stripping off a final layer. “I can’t have enough of you. I want more of you. All the time.”


  “You can have all of me,” she said, watching the reaction in his eyes. As if she’d given him all he ever needed with those words.


  “You’re all I want,” he said, and it felt like a promise of what they might have together.


  “What will you do with me after tomorrow night, once I have all this free time?” she asked, shifting from the intensity of their admissions to something a touch more playful, like they’d always been together. They’d had that from the start, from their very first night. She loved that they had so many sides.


  “I figured you’d have your fill of poker, and be ready to move onto bridge. Strip bridge,” he added, raising an eyebrow.


  “We could try canasta, even. Or if you really want to go wild,” she said, punctuating her words with a quick trip of her finger down his strong arm, “we could do Go Fish.”


  He pretended to fan out several cards in his hands. “Julia, do you happen to have any sevens?” he teased, as if they were playing the kids’ game.


  She mimed handing over a pair. “I’ll miss my lucky sevens,” she said with a pout.


  “We’ll make new luck. Because I know what we’re going to do with all your free nights.”


  “What’s that?”


  “I’m going to take you to Vegas. Play for fun. We’ll play blackjack.”


  “I’d love to go to Vegas with you.”


  “You can meet my brother. We’ll go to Brent’s comedy club, then I’m going to take you to one of those late-night clubs in the Bellagio, where it’s dark and smoky and the music is low, and you’ll dance with me.”


  “You dance?”


  “Gorgeous, with you and me, dancing would be foreplay. I’d have you grinding against me on the dance floor,” he said, flipping her around so her back aligned with his chest.


  She wiggled her rear against him in demonstration. “Like that?”


  “Yeah, keep practicing that,” he said, low and husky in her ear.


  “We’d play the slots, too,” she added, keeping up their Vegas dreams.


  “We’d lose money and not care,” he said, brushing her hair off her shoulder. Planting a kiss on the back of her neck. Making her shiver.


  “See a show.”


  “Fuck in a limo on the strip,” he said, tracing her hipbone with his strong fingers.


  “Fuck in the elevator,” she said, sliding her leg through his, wanting to be wrapped up in him.


  “Leave work behind. Leave the past behind.”


  “Not look at my phone. Not think about my phone.”


  “No one could reach us,” he whispered. “We’d get drunk on each other.”


  She turned back around, needing to look at him, to see him. She ran a thumb over his lips, watching his eyes float closed as he hitched in his breath. “I’m already drunk on you, Clay.”


  “Stay that way,” he said. “I need you to stay that way.”


  “I will.”


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  He didn’t want the time with her to end. He didn’t want anything with her to end.


  As he stepped into the elevator after dinner at an Italian restaurant that evening, he was painfully aware of the ticking clock marching towards tomorrow’s game, then Sunday morning when they’d meet Charlie at eleven, then Sunday afternoon when he’d put her on a plane and let her crisscross the country. As they reached his floor¸ the thought of sending her home again was like a cut inside the mouth, an annoying reminder that couldn’t be ignored. Because he wanted so much more with her. He wanted these moments to unfold every damn day.


  But all he could do was make the most of this moment.


  “I have a gift for you,” he said when they were inside his home.


  A smile teased at her gorgeous lips. “A gift? I love gifts. However did you know?”


  “Of course you love gifts,” he said, with the confidence of knowing her.


  “Why do you say ‘of course?’” She leaned against the doorframe in his kitchen, tilting her head to the side in curiosity.


  “Because,” he said, running his fingers across the top of her skirt. “Because you know how to enjoy things. Because you don’t deny yourself. Because you let yourself feel pleasure and want. And that’s the kind of person who likes gifts. The kind of person who knows how to enjoy life.” He lowered his head to her neck, unable to resist brushing his lips against her soft skin. She shivered, and grabbed onto his shirt, tugging him close. “My point exactly,” he added.


  She broke the embrace and made grabby hands. “Gimme, gimme, gimme.”


  Stretching his arm around her, he scooped up the pink box that he’d left on the counter that morning. He handed her the gift, and tried his best to record every frame of her reaction. The way her eyes lit up as she ran a palm across the box, then as she untied the satiny white bow, letting it fall onto the counter. She lifted the top and peered inside.


  “Ooh,” she said appreciatively, then took the black thigh-high stockings from the box, and laid the box on the counter. “Your favorite thing.”


  He nodded.


  “You want me to put these on now?”


  “No. Save them. I need you to wear them tomorrow night.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him. “Why?”


  “It’s my poker handicap.”


  “What is that supposed to mean?”


  “I don’t want to win tomorrow. If you’re wearing those, I won’t, because it’s all I’ll think about,” he said, brushing his fingertips from her knees up her thighs.


  Her lips parted as he neared the apex of her legs, but she pressed a hand against his chest, holding him back. “I want to win fair and square. I told you that. You promised.”


  “I know you do. But you don’t need to prove to me you can beat me, Julia. I’m on your team,” he said, grabbing her hand and linking his fingers through hers. “And I need you to wear those tomorrow night for me. Say you will.”


  He watched her. Her shoulders rose and fell, and she didn’t speak for a moment, as if she were considering it. “Why do you have to be so damn convincing?”


  “It’s my job to make a good argument.”


  “You’re too good at what you do. But I’d wear them for you anyway. And since it’s evidently Christmas early at your house, I suppose it’s as good a time as any to let you know I have something for you.”


  “I love Christmas,” he said as she took his hand and guided him upstairs. When she reached her suitcase, she unzipped it and dipped a hand into the inside pocket.


  “This is a surprise, so close your eyes.”


  He did as she said. “I love surprises too. Did you know that?”


  “No. But that suits you as much as you said my loving gifts suits me.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Because of the time you surprised me at my apartment. And then at McKenna’s wedding,” she said, as her heels clicked across the floor, and he felt her near him.


  “Hold out your hands,” she told him, her sexy, sultry voice turning him on.


  He opened his palms. “Put this on me,” she said, and he felt soft fabric fall into his hands.


  When he opened his eyes and looked down at his hands, he breath caught. A silk scarf was in his palms, and she was stripping off her clothes. “Blindfold me,” she said.


  He flashed back to their night in San Francisco last month. She’d told him it was the only thing she didn’t want to do. “The thought of it makes me feel a bit too vulnerable, and for a woman with trust issues, well, I’m not sure it’s the best kind of kink for me.”


  “But you said,” he began, but his words were swallowed dry as he watched her clothes fall in a heap on the floor, and she wore only her lace panties and heels.


  “I know what I said.” She ran her hand down his chest, her touch sending tremors through his body. “But things changed, and I want to do this for you. This isn’t the same as you helping me out of my troubles, but even so, I want to give you what you want. Let me do this for you.”


  He shook his head. “Don’t do this to say thank you.”


  “I’m not doing it to say thank you,” she said firmly. “I’m doing it because I want to give you everything you want.”


  “You don’t have to,” he said, his voice hoarse, as he fought back the desire burning inside of him for this.


  “I would never do something with you that I felt I had to. Everything I do with you I want to. I have so much want for you I don’t know what to do with it all, but to give you more of it. So sit down,” she said, and began to press her hand against him. She stopped. “Wait.” Her lips curved into a wicked grin. “I don’t think your fantasy is me telling you to sit down. You tell me what to do.”


  Oh, fuck. He was done for. His body was dangerously close to overheating, and she hadn’t even touched herself. But this wasn’t his fantasy for nothing. He knew how he wanted her—al fresco. “I want you on my balcony.”


  “As you wish,” she said, her eyes catching his, a spark in them as she glanced back at him and headed down the steps, giving him a perfect view of her gorgeous ass as she walked. His cock twitched hard against his jeans as he pictured all the things he wanted to do to her ass. When she reached the sliding glass door and tugged it open, she cast her gaze to the outdoors, then crooked a finger, beckoning him.


  “On the lounge chair,” he told her, and she crawled across the cushions. He kept his eyes on her the entire time, savoring every move of her body as cars and cabs raced by five flights below. If he peered over the brick railing he could watch the Manhattan night roll along, the people walking down the cobblestoned street in the Village. But he wasn’t looking anywhere except at her. She shifted to her back, her red hair fanning out over a pillow, her long, luxurious body stretched across the wooden lounge chair. A warm breeze floated through the dark night, blowing wisps of hair across her cheek.


  He straddled her, running the end of the silk blindfold over her belly, her breasts, then her throat, so the fabric teased her skin. Gently, he pressed the material over her eyes. She lifted her head so he could tie it behind her. As he tightened the knot, she wriggled her hips against his pelvis, and he felt the heat from her against the fabric of his jeans. “You want this,” he rasped out. “I can feel it. I can feel how fucking hot you are.”


  “I do want this,” she whispered.


  He lowered his head to her neck, buzzing a trail up to her ear. “I know you can’t see anything now, but you can feel everything. That’s why I want this. I want to watch you feel every single thing,” he said huskily, licking the shell of her ear.


  She looped her hands around his neck. “It’s very dark where I am, and I need to know you’re here the whole time. You can’t look away from me.”


  “I promise I will have my eyes on you the entire time,” he said, as he inched down her body. “You’ll feel me.”


  “How?”


  “Trust me, Julia,” he said, as he settled in at the end of the lounge chair, giving him a perfect view of her body, a straight shot of her long, luscious legs. “I’m going to sit and watch you, and I’ll tell you when I’m ready, and until then keep your hands at your sides.”


  She nodded, and he drank in the sight of her, from her beautiful breasts, so round and gorgeous, to her rosy nipples, hard and practically demanding to be sucked on, to her soft, flat belly. Then the thong panties between her legs, beckoning to him. His fingers ached to touch her there; his mouth craved her taste. She arched her hips ever so slightly as he stared at her legs, and it was as if she knew, without being able to see him, that he was looking at her with such longing and heat.


  “You can feel me looking at you, can’t you?”


  She pressed her teeth into her bottom lip, and murmured, “Yes. I can feel your eyes on me.”


  “Good. Spread your legs,” he said, and heat flared across his skin as she parted her legs, opening them wide for him.


  He bit back a moan as he caught sight of the small scrap of fabric and the wetness on the cotton panel. This woman was so responsive, so aroused by him that it was almost a crime not to bury his face between her legs right now, send her hips shooting up into his mouth, and fuck her with his tongue.


  “This is also how you’ll feel me,” he said, circling her ankles with each hand, then gripping them, and holding them down, her feet bound by him.


  “Oh,” she said, arching her hips and rocking into the cushion before she’d even touched herself.


  “Now tell me how much you want to be touching yourself right now.”


  “I’m so turned on,” she said, and her voice was hot and whispery.


  “Are you aching to be touched right now, Julia?”


  “Yes,” she moaned, her mouth falling open as she licked her lips. “Can I?”


  “Do it,” he said. “Leave your panties on and slide those fingers between your legs.”


  She dropped her hand into the waistband, then lower, then lower still, and she drew a sharp breath when she made contact. God, it was a beautiful sight, her lips falling open as her fingers reached her pussy. He wanted those fingers to be his, he wanted his mouth on her, his cock inside her, but he wanted this torture more. He craved watching her, knowing how she looked when she was all alone. He wanted to witness how her body reacted to her own touch.


  “Tell me how it feels,” he said, as he gripped her ankles, her legs unbearably sexy in those heels.


  “So good,” she moaned. “So wet. My fingers are sliding all over, and I’m imagining it’s your tongue.”


  Sharp agony rang in his body, and every instinct told him to tear off her panties and fuck her hard. But that wasn’t the point. He needed the torment of seeing her naked body writhing in pleasure. He was hungry for the waiting, for the tension that gripped him as he forced himself to hold out until she’d already come from her own hand.


  “And how does my tongue feel right now, Julia?” he asked as he stared greedily at her hand, moving quickly beneath the lace. “How does my tongue feel on your sweet little clit as I suck it between my lips and make you writhe into my mouth?”


  She arched her hips into her hand, and moaned loudly, digging her heels firmly into the cushion. “Your tongue is so fucking good on me. I’m picturing riding your face right now,” she said in a smoky voice that betrayed all her lust, all her want, and made him ache deep in his bones to touch her.


  “Take off your panties. I need to see all of your pussy if you’re getting this worked up so quickly,” he told her.


  She grabbed at the waistband, and pulled them down quickly to her knees. He tugged them off the rest of the way, taking them in one hand. “I need to smell you while you do this,” he said, and brought her panties to his nose, inhaling her. The scent of her was a direct line to his cock, painfully hard beneath the denim of his jeans, begging to be freed.


  “How do I smell?” she asked as she dipped her hand back down between her legs.


  “So. Fucking. Aroused.”


  “I am,” she said in broken breaths as she stroked faster.


  “Let your legs fall wide open, Julia,” he told her. “I want to see everything you do to yourself.”


  She spread her legs further, so beautiful, so vulnerable, so open on his balcony. A black scrap of silk over her eyes, heels on her feet, and her body that he desired every single damn hour of the day, here for him. He could take her now; he could yank down his jeans and thrust inside of her, sliding into the warm, wet home of her pussy. But he wasn’t going to. Not yet.


  “Are you touching yourself, Clay?” she asked as her fingers flew across herself.


  “Do you want me to be? You can’t see me.”


  “I know. But I can picture it. I want to know that your cock is fucking your fist right now,” she said as she rocked her hips into her hand.


  “You dirty girl with a dirty mouth,” he said, with utter appreciation for the way she talked.


  “I am, and you love it,” she said, and the moment shifted from her submissiveness to her taking over somehow. He hadn’t expected this, but then, she had a way of surprising him. “You love every filthy word from my mouth. You love watching me fuck myself, don’t you?”


  “God, I fucking love it so much,” he said, hitching in a breath, and pleasure ripped through his bloodstream at the sights and sounds. “I can’t think of anything that can get me off more than the woman I want fucking herself in front of me,” he said, as he unbuttoned his jeans, slid down the zipper and let them fall to the ground. “I’ve been dying to know what you look like when you’re getting yourself off to me. Now I’m going to find out,” he said, rubbing his cock through his briefs. He wanted to close his eyes and give in to the pleasure, but there was no way he was missing this moment as her fingers raced across her swollen lips. “Show me. Show me now,” he said, as he pushed down his boxer briefs and took his cock into his hand.


  And there it was. A loud cry of pleasure. An exquisite moan as her back bowed and her hips shot up into her hand, her fingers flying fast and furiously. “This,” she said, breathing hard, and erratic. “This is me picturing you licking me, eating me, fucking me, taking me. Any way you want. That’s what I’m imagining now, Clay. Oh God, I want you so badly to fuck me now.” She gasped, and her words were drowned out by her cries of pleasure as she rocked into her own hand, coming hard and beautifully for him.


  In seconds, he was over her, untying the blindfold, watching her eyelids flutter open. Her pretty green eyes were hazy with lust. Never had he seen more heat in her gaze than in that moment. She’d loved every second as much as he had. He locked eyes with her as he reached for her hand, bringing it to his mouth and sucking on her index finger first, then her middle finger, licking her from her fingertips down to her knuckles so he could taste every drop of her.


  “Perfect. You’re so fucking perfect,” he said, as he savored the taste of her desire in his mouth.


  “Do you like?” she asked, all breathy, awash in the afterglow of her orgasm.


  He shook his head, moving closer to her. “I love,” he whispered, pressing the word softly against her lips. He kissed her eyelids, his way of telling her thank you for trusting him. Then he kissed her cheek, her neck, and her ear. “You’re beautiful all the time, and so beautiful when you come with me.”


  “So was it everything you hoped it would be? Your fantasy?”


  “Gorgeous, you are my fantasy come true,” he said as he grasped her hand and wrapped it around his erection. Immediately, she stroked him, her soft fingers providing some kind of relief. He drew a deep breath, fueled by the electricity that shot through him from her touch. “I want to see those lips wrapped around me.”


  She let go, grabbed his hips, and pulled him down to her, lifting her mouth to him. The moment she made contact, he grabbed the top of the lounge chair. He had to hold back because all he wanted now was to fuck her mouth hard, and come in her throat. His bones were humming, his blood was rushing thick and hot, and he wanted the same release she’d had.


  “No,” he said, stopping her a few seconds later.


  “Why?”


  “Because I want it like this,” he said and pulled her up to her knees, then pushed her down on all fours. “Because I need to touch you at the same time.”


  He guided his cock back to her lips, and she opened wide, taking him all the way in, her warmth surrounding him. He gripped the back of her head with his hand, her hair spilling over his fingers as he moved in her mouth. He slid his other hand along her back, enjoying the soft, smooth skin, then down to her ass, spreading his hand over one perfect check, and squeezing.


  She caught her breath from that motion, even with her mouth full. He dropped his hand lower, slipping it between her legs. “Think you can handle being touched again right after you came?”


  She nodded.


  “Good. Because I was so jealous of your fingers the whole time I was watching you, and now I want my hand on your sweet pussy,” he said, sliding his fingers over her lips, from her clit down through her wet folds, rubbing her in circles. She began to respond by rocking against his hand, moving her ass against him all while sucking him hard and as deep as he liked. Soon, he started to feel the build in the base of his spine, the threat of orgasm within his reach. All he had to do was thrust into her inviting mouth, let her take him as she wanted to. Every instinct in him said to keep fucking her mouth, especially given how she pushed back against his fingers, rocking into his touch. But that pussy, that delicious, beautiful pussy, was where he wanted to be right now. He gently reached for her, cupping her cheeks and pulled her off of him.


  “You have no idea how much I want to come in your mouth,” he whispered, holding her tight in his hands.


  “So do it. I want to taste you. You know how much I love tasting you.”


  He shook his head, breathing hard, his chest rising and falling. “I want to look at you when I come. I want to watch your face when I make you come again. I want to be inside you.”


  She drew in a breath, and sighed sexily. “That sounds pretty damn nice too.”


  He sank down on the end of the chaise lounge, and shifted her on top of him. He reached for the blindfold behind him, and dangled it between her breasts. “I like my gift so much, and there’s one more way I want to use it.”


  She somehow sensed his need before he told her, because she moved her arms behind her back, aligning her wrists along her spine. “Is this how you want me?”


  “Yes,” he growled. “This is one of the fifty million ways I want you.”


  “Are you going to tell me all the other 49,999,999 ways?” she asked playfully as he looped his arms around her.


  He smiled as he tied her wrists together, and bound her forearms, until they were neatly restrained along her back. “How is it possible that you can do this to me?”


  “I think you’re doing things to me,” she said, her lips curving in a grin.


  He ran a finger along her lips, tapping her lightly. “No, funny woman. How is it that you can make me laugh as I tie you up?”


  “One of my many talents with my mouth,” she said, pouting sexily.


  “Your sexy mouth is one of my favorite playgrounds,” he said, grasping her hips, raising her up, and then lowering her gorgeous body onto his cock. She inhaled sharply as he filled her.


  “The blindfold is the gift that keeps on giving,” he said, and she smiled in return, then laughed deeply as he thrust into her, and he was sure it was her laughter that did him in. That melted his heart, absolutely and completely for this woman. He was there already, feeling everything for her, but for her to laugh like that during lovemaking, a joyous sound, sealed everything for him. He was a done deal when it came to her. She was the only woman he’d ever felt so much for, and he wanted her. Always.


  * * *


  She rode him up and down, but not a fast and furious kind of rhythm. More lingering and sensuous, taking her time, because they had time. There were no clocks, there were no deadlines; there was nothing but the two of them, entwined with each other.


  He gripped her hips, guiding her moves at times, at others letting her set the pace. He kissed her breasts, burying his face against her chest, sucking one nipple, then the other. She desperately wanted to grab the back of his head and hold him tight against her, but her arms were shackled by the silk, and truth be told, she didn’t mind one bit. She didn’t mind being tied up by him, or tied down. Everything he did to her was designed to make her feel amazing—he fucked her like she was unbreakable, and he kissed her tenderly like her heart was the most fragile thing he’d ever touched, the thing he’d never want to break.


  “I missed you this week,” he said as he blazed a trail of kisses up her chest to her throat. “I missed you so much.”


  “I missed you too,” she said, breathing hard as he filled her.


  “I need to see you more, Julia,” he said, and his voice was bare and emotional, stripped down to the simplest of needs.


  “I need that too.”


  He looped his arms around her waist, then up her back, tilting his face to look at her as they made love. “Do you have any idea how much I want you?”


  “Tell me,” she said, locking eyes with him. “Tell me how much.”


  “I want you in every way possible.”


  “I thought it was fifty million ways,” she said, teasing him, and he thrust hard in response. “Tell me some of them.”


  He gripped her wrists in one hand. “You know what I want? I want to fuck you in every way I can.”


  Her eyes widened with those words, with the possessiveness of his tone. “How?”


  He dropped a palm to her ass, gripping her tight. “I want to fuck your pussy as I’m doing now.” He drove deeper into her and she arched her back, letting him know she liked it. “I want to fuck your mouth, again and again,” he said, running his finger across her lips, then sliding it into her mouth. She sucked long and hard. He dropped his hand to her chest, tracing a line between her breasts. “I want to fuck you between your breasts,” he said. Then, in a flash, his hand had returned to her backside and he slipped a finger between the tops of her buttocks, causing her to draw a sharp breath. Inching his finger lower, she both tensed and thrilled as she sensed where he was going. He slid his hand between her legs, coating his fingers in her wetness, then began slowly traveling back up. “I want to fuck your hand, and I want to fuck your pretty little ass,” he said, stopping to rub a finger against her rear.


  “Oh God,” she said, her eyes falling closed.


  “Do you think you’d ever let me?” he asked, his voice all hot and husky against her throat as he pressed the tip of his finger further. He was barely inside her ass, but the twin sensations were so intense, tearing through her with a pulsing kind of tightness.


  “I don’t know,” she admitted truthfully, in between breaths.


  “Can I do this though?” he said, pushing deeper, and a bolt of pure, white heat lit up her body.


  She could barely speak; words had become impossible to form. How could anyone put syllables together when he was inside her like this? When her entire body was trembling from pleasure, and from the unexpected intensity of both his cock and his finger penetrating her?


  “Is that a yes?” he whispered, his voice low but firm. He needed an answer. He needed to know how far he could go, and there was a part of her that felt utterly helpless. She was tied up in his lap, with bound hands and spread legs. And yet, there was nothing he’d ever done to her that wasn’t short of spectacular. He was a drug, and he delivered hits of pure pleasure through her heart, mind and body.


  “Yes, you can do that,” she said, swallowing thickly as he thrust his finger deeper. She’d never experienced this before, this double dose of intensity, but there it was, her entire body spiraling into a new land of ecstasy as he did what he’d said he wanted to do. He fucked her everywhere. He fucked her all over. He owned her and consumed her, and turned her world into blinding hot rapture as she rode him. He rolled his hips up into her, his cock driving deeper, his finger sending waves of pleasure through her. She was nearing the brink, racing to the precipice, and she needed to be closer to him.


  “Untie me,” she said desperately, through heavy pants.


  Immediately, he undid the knot around her wrists, letting her hands fall free. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, tugging him near, needing contact, needing to hold him as her orgasm vibrated wildly through her body. She gripped him tight, ecstasy carving its way through her in the most beautiful plundering, as he stole her body, her heart, and her very soul. She clutched him as his shoulders wracked with shudders too, joining her, his own grunts and moans piercing the night.


  “I need you all the time too, Clay. All the time,” she said into his neck, slick with sweat.


  “I feel the same,” he murmured stroking her back with his strong hands, and soon after she’d come down he carried her upstairs, turned on the hot shower, and bathed her, soaping her up and rinsing her off, then drying her, and taking her to bed, nestled and warm in his arms.


  “We have to find a way to see each other more,” he said, running his fingers through her hair as he faced her in bed, the dark of the night cloaking them, only a sliver of moonlight revealing his face. “It’s not negotiable.”


  She arched an eyebrow. “Oh really, counselor? Is that how you play ball?”


  “Certain terms are not up for negotiation. This is one of them.”


  “How do you propose you win this point in your client’s favor? The client, I presume, is you?”


  “You know what they say about representing yourself.”


  “That you have a fool for a client?”


  He nodded, and smiled at her, his lips curving in that sexy grin. Then his expression changed. Shifted. Turned more serious. “Julia, when I first came to San Francisco, I had no idea this would happen.”


  “What’s this?” she asked, nerves fluttering through her. She was terrified to attach definitions to what she was feeling. Better that he go first. He was always the braver one.


  “You and me,” he said, and the words made her heady. They’d both come so close to voicing the most dangerous one of all. “I didn’t come to San Francisco that first night looking for this. I wasn’t looking for anything.”


  “What did you come for? What did you want?”


  “I didn’t want anything,” he said, staring deeply into her eyes. She felt as if he were looking far inside her, beyond her skin, beyond her cells, to know the heart of her. And that it belonged to him.


  “And now?” She asked, her throat dry with hope.


  His deep brown eyes searched hers, holding her gaze, holding her tight. “Now I want everything.”


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Her instincts had been one hundred percent right. Klausman, the show producer with the completely shaven dome and ever-present frown, had been tough as steel. He was hard to read and calculating, but she’d managed to separate him from about $1,000 by sticking to her guns, studying her cards, and quickly analyzing what had been played and what hadn’t. Klausman was a fierce opponent; the guy showed no emotion, and he reminded her of how she played in Charlie’s fake games.


  Except tonight, she didn’t play like that. She played loose and carefree on the outside, laughing and joking, and mixing a drink here or there at the restaurant Liam was slated to open in two weeks.


  Speakeasy, he was calling it, and the place was gorgeous. There were booths in fine brown leather, and gorgeous oak tables, as well as a long, polished wooden bar. She loved that he hadn’t gone with the overly slick look of so many bars and restaurants these days that draped themselves in chrome and steel. This restaurant was classy and warm, with rich red-framed abstract prints on the walls, and burgundy stools at the bar.


  Liam finished dealing to Cam, then slapped down the last card for Klausman. He picked up his cards and considered them, his cold blue eyes on the hand in front of him. He’d never be the type invited into Charlie’s games; he wasn’t an easy target. Julia held her own cards, not too tight, not too loose, as Clay rested a hand absently on her thigh. His white button-down shirtsleeves were rolled up, showing off his fabulous forearms. He wore his purple tie, knotted loosely. His lucky tie, he’d called it. He puffed on a cigar, looking sexy and oh-so-masculine doing so.


  But she wasn’t focused on him right now. Her real focus was on Klausman, and she tried to study him, to gage his next move.


  “Well, this is just a shit hand,” Cam said out of nowhere, slapping his cards down with a loud smack, and shaking his head. “I’m so out I’m beyond out. They’re going to need a new word for how out I am in this round.” He brought the cigar he was smoking back to his mouth.


  Julia smiled faintly at Clay’s lawyer friend. He was exactly as Clay had described: big personality, big voice, lit up the room. He even smoked grandly, puckering his lips around his cigar and taking deep inhales.


  “So, Miss Julia,” he said, “what is your favorite drink to make? Absolute favorite in the entire universe of spirits?”


  “How about you let the woman play?” Clay said, as Klausman pushed a black chip to the center of the table, muttering that he was in.


  Cam’s eyebrows rose at Clay’s question. “What? Your woman can’t talk and play cards at the same time?”


  Julia raised her eyes. “ Champagne for happiness. Whiskey for loneliness. And vodka for anything else,” she answered as she slid a chip into the pile.


  Cam blew out a long stream of smoke, making rings with his big mouth. “Well, look at that. She’s a poet. That was fucking beautiful. Was that not a beautiful ode to drinking?” Cam glanced around the table, at Liam, at Michele, at Klausman and at Clay, waiting for them to respond to his question


  “It was lyrical,” Liam said, glancing up from his cards to flash one of his charmer smiles. It was so clear he was an actor, because he had that it factor, the charisma that made him shine on stage. “Like a gorgeous soliloquy.” Tossing a chip into the mix, he turned to Michele who stayed in the round yet again, even though she hadn’t once won. Julia had to give her credit. The woman wasn’t backing down, even though she’d had nothing decent all night, and could barely play. But she had iron nerves, and kept on ticking. Even Liam, who couldn’t keep his hands off her, hadn’t distracted her from her cards. Not when he nuzzled her neck, ran his fingers through her hair, or flirted like a movie star with her.


  “I’m gonna drink to your ode to drinking,” Cam said, holding up a glass in a toast across the table.


  Julia raised an imaginary glass. “Cheers,” she said, and soon it was time for hands to be revealed.


  Clay went first, laying down his cards: only a ten high.


  “Oh, you bluffing bastard!” Cam shouted. “Did you actually think you were going to win with that?”


  He simply shrugged, and the corner of his lips quirked up. His secret? He was protecting her secret. “Man’s gotta try,” Clay said dryly, leaning back in his chair. He ran a finger over Julia’s thigh as she placed her cards on the table, showing her pair of sevens.


  “Lucky sevens,” she said proudly, then she noticed Michele looking at her. Or rather, at her leg. At the exact spot where Clay’s hand was, as he ran his finger across the fabric of her stocking. Maybe it was coincidence, or maybe there was something more to the stare.


  Meanwhile, Klausman laid down his cards, and he had a pair of fives.


  A phone rang, and Liam reached into his pocket. Glancing at the screen, he said, “My film agent. Let me go take this.” He rose.


  “Wait. Liam, what do you have?” Michele asked.


  He waved off his hand. “I got jack shit. That’s what I got. You show them my hand,” he said, bending down to kiss Michele on the forehead. She tilted her face up and let out a small murmur. Maybe she did like him.


  After he left, she shrugged and said, “I guess it’s my turn. And I think I might have won my first hand,” she said, showing two kings.


  Julia’s chest tightened and annoyance threaded its way through her body. Damn. The last person she’d expected to win was Michele. But then she told herself to let go of the annoyance. This was poker, and you didn’t win every hand. Besides, she was having fun not playing with Skunk watching over her. Not having to show her cleavage to take down a VC. She had her eye on the prize, and she planned to snag the brass ring of victory, and then march into the breakfast meeting with Charlie tomorrow, shove the greenbacks in his face, and tell him to kiss the fuck off.


  Klausman pushed back from the table. “Since there’s a break in the action, I’ll take a break.”


  Julia turned to Cam, who was finishing his scotch. “Want another?”


  “I would love one,” he said.


  Michele waggled her empty glass. “I could use another. I’ll join you.”


  “Sure. We’ll make it a ladies night behind the bar.”


  * * *


  She was beautiful. She could hold her liquor. And she’d known him for years.


  “Here’s your scotch,” Julia said, sliding the glass to Michele, who brought it to her lips and took a swallow.


  Julia knew she shouldn’t be jealous, not after what she and Clay had shared, but this woman was here. In New York City. She could see her man anytime she wanted to. Julia studied her as she drank, that pretty brown hair, those gorgeous brown eyes, and her body. But she fought back the sliver of envy that snaked through her. She’d never been the jealous type. Had never been the insecure type either, and she certainly wasn’t going to start down that road tonight. Women didn’t need to battle each other or be bitchy.


  “You two seem pretty happy,” Michele offered once they were out of earshot of the men.


  “I suppose you could say that,” Julia said with a grin. “And what about you and Liam? He’s rather fond of you.”


  “Oh. He’s great,” Michele said quickly. Too quickly.


  “When did you start seeing him?”


  “A few weeks ago.”


  “He’s very sweet. And quite a charmer.”


  “You and Clay haven’t been together for very long either, have you?” Michele asked. She clearly had no interest in discussing Liam.


  “Two months.”


  “That’s really not much, is it?”


  “I don’t know. Is it? Isn’t it? Sometimes I think it takes all the time in the world, and sometimes it takes no time,” she said.


  “You’re crazy about him, aren’t you?” Michele said, and her voice sounded sad.


  Julia rested her elbows on the bar. “I am. Absolutely. In every way.”


  “I can tell,” she said, casting her eyes down at her glass.


  “I’m glad it’s obvious. Are you okay, though? You look . . .” Her voice trailed off as her bartender instincts to listen to patrons’ woes kicked in.


  Michele raised her eyes, and fixed them on Julia. “I want him to be happy,” she said firmly. “My brother and I care deeply for him. We’ve been friends ever since college.” Then she added, “Clay and I.”


  “He mentioned you went to school together.”


  “He was there for me when I was having a hard time with my parents’ death.”


  “I’m so sorry to hear that.”


  “It was a while ago. But I had a hard time with it in college, and he was there for me,” she said, and it was the second time she’d voiced that word – college. She glanced over at Clay as he chatted with Cam, blowing streams of smoke. Clay reached for his phone, flicking his thumb across the screen casually. Strange for him to be on his phone, Julia thought; he rarely was. But then he put it away quickly.


  “I’m glad he was there for you,” she said, and Michele simply nodded, barely listening as she looked at Clay. That’s when it hit her—it hadn’t been a mere coincidence when Michele had watched his hand on her thigh earlier in the game. It wasn’t a coincidence at all. It was a sign of longing, and now Julia knew something about Michele that Clay didn’t know. Something that Michele had been hiding for years.


  Or maybe he did know that she longed for him. Maybe he simply hadn’t told Julia yet.


  That possibility pissed her off, but somehow she’d have to use it to fuel the game.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Two hours later, she’d pushed thoughts of Michele aside. Clay was with her and only her. Julia might be possessive, but she was not a jealous woman. How could she be jealous when she was closer to her goal? She was almost halfway to the prize, and Liam was making bigger and bigger bets. God bless an actor like him. He was simply flush with cash and didn’t seem to mind parting ways with it.


  She revealed her two aces, and Liam laughed, shaking his head. “Got me again,” he said, shoving all the chips to Julia since everyone else was out for this hand.


  Another step closer. She felt buoyant, bubbles rising to the surface. She could do this. She could win on her terms. Be free of her debt. The way she wanted to, by clawing her way out of her troubles. The prospect of not having to rely on Clay’s bailout sent a surge of adrenaline through her. She didn’t want a safety net. Her blood pumped faster, turbocharged with anticipation. She could taste freedom on her tongue, like sweet sugary crystals, and that drove her as they played another round, then another, and each time, she added to her totals.


  Clay leaned in to nuzzle her neck. “You’re winning, gorgeous. I knew you would.”


  “Don’t jinx me,” she said softly.


  “No jinxes. Just complete confidence in you.”


  A blast of pride raced through her. He was proud of her because she was good, because she’d earned it. Clay was the opposite of her ex. Dillon had taken her for a ride and fooled her. Clay was upfront about everything, and he believed in her. He’d never try to hoodwink her. “I’m glad you feel that way about me,” she said as he knocked back a scotch. “Want me to freshen that up for you?”


  “No, bring me a Purple Snow Globe or a Heist. The drink you named for me. Or wait. I have a better idea. Make me a new drink and call it the Long Distance Lover,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows.


  She laughed. “You want me to whip up an impromptu cocktail? You don’t even like mixed drinks.”


  “I might if you made me one, but I’d probably just want to lick it off of you,” he said, his dark eyes raking over her.


  “You’re drunk.”


  “I assure you, I would lick it off you sober, drunk, bone-tired, or sick as a dog,” he whispered in her ear, flicking the tip of his tongue over her earlobe.


  “I’m changing your name to Captain PDA.”


  “What can I say? I have my woman here with me, and I’m out with my good friends. All is well in the world,” he said, then pulled back to catch Liam’s attention across the table.


  “Liam, we have a bartender in the house. Let her show you how much you wish you had her drinks on your menu here at Speakeasy.”


  Julia rolled her eyes, and pushed his shoulder. He grabbed her and kissed her on the lips.


  “Man, do I need to book you a room at the Plaza?” Cam said, slamming his hand on the table.


  “Yeah, ‘cause we know you have connections everywhere,” Clay said.


  “Hey, I told you I got out of that racket.”


  “Well, you two boys just keep up the chest thumping, and I’ll go a-mixing,” Julia said, heading to the bar. She perused the offerings, considering gin, vodka and rum, then decided to start with a tequila as the base, adding in some fruity mixers, a little lemon soda and then something special—a secret ingredient. She held up a glass when she was done. “Who wants to be my guinea pig for the Long Distance Lover?”


  Liam raised a hand, waving broadly. “My place. I go first.” He trotted over to the bar, brought the glass to his lips, and tasted. “Mmm, this is superb,” he said, smacking his lips. “You’re like a mad scientist of the liquorian variety.”


  “Call me a chemist. I’m all about new flavors,” she said with a big smile.


  “You need to text me the recipe.”


  She shook her head. “A good bartender doesn’t give up her recipes for free.”


  “Then give me your number and we’ll make a deal for it.”


  She pointed her finger at him playfully. “Now you’re talking,” she said, and rattled off her number.


  Liam spun around and used his big stage voice to call out to the table. “Everyone needs one of these.”


  After whipping up more cocktails, she returned to the table and served drinks to the rest of the players.


  “Mmm, I love it,” Clay said to her after he tasted the drink. He was pretty carefree and happy. Maybe it was the alcohol loosening him up. Or maybe it was because she was winning. He pulled her into his lap.


  “Since when do you like mixed drinks?”


  Julia looked up to see Michele asking Clay the pointed question.


  “Every now and then I like to break out of my habits,” he said.


  “You’re always a scotch drinker,” the brunette added pointedly, and there was something protective in Michele’s voice. Almost like a lover, or an ex. An ex who knew things about someone. “You were never like that in college.”


  “I was never a lot of things in college.”


  College. Julia’s ears pricked at that word. Why on earth did Michele keep hearkening back to college with Clay?


  “You were some things,” Michele said.


  “C’mon, enough about drinks and college. Time to deal,” Klausman said gruffly, and started doling out the cards.


  Julia slid off Clay’s lap and back to her own chair. Focus, she told herself. She was almost there. She had to keep riding this wave of luck and skill to the tune of another few thousand dollars and she’d be free and clear.


  She appraised her cards, and soon the betting began. Then the strangest thing happened. Michele won the next hand. And the next. And the next. With each successive win, Julia grew more tense, and she noticed Clay’s light-and-easy mood slip away. He was no longer leaning casually in his chair. He was more focused on the game, his eyes shifting back and forth, and he kept looking at his watch too. The ticking clock, winding down to Charlie.


  Michele cleaned up once more with a full house that made Clay sit up straight in his chair and reach into his back pocket. Maybe for his phone. But then he stopped, resting his hands on the table, and checking out Julia’s dwindling stack of chips.


  By the time the woman who’d known him since college had sliced Julia’s winnings in half, she was ready to lunge at her and it had nothing to do with her staring at Clay, but everything to do with how jealous Julia was of Michele’s hands all over the money she needed.


  She probably didn’t even need it. She’d probably use it for a goddamn spa weekend, not to pay off a mob boss.


  “I swear it’s beginner’s luck,” Michele said with the kind of laugh that sparkled. A pure laugh, a happy laugh, but it grated on her to no end because Julia wanted those chips to herself. “I have no clue how to play.”


  “What are you going to use your money for, baby?” Liam said, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek. “Take me out someplace nice, will ya? I want to go to the Bahamas again.”


  “Yes, and have your picture taken by someone trying to sell you real estate.”


  Julia latched onto one word—Bahamas. And it nagged at her brain. “My ex is probably in the Bahamas,” she muttered.


  Clay’s eyes snapped up. “Dillon?”


  She shrugged. “He always said he wanted to go there,” she said in a low voice.


  “He did?” Clay whispered.


  “Yeah, but everyone wants to go there. He could be anywhere,” she said, and something inside of Julia coiled tightly, like a viper rising through her chest. Maybe it was her mention of Dillon. Maybe it was Michele’s carefree way with money. Or maybe it was the simple fact that when Liam kissed Michele’s neck, her eyes didn’t flutter closed. She didn’t part her lips to sigh. And she didn’t slide her body closer to his.


  Instead, Michele peered out of the corner of her eye at Clay. And the look in her brown eyes was one of such deep longing, and something more. Something much more. In a blinding moment of clarity, Julia no longer sensed that Clay hadn’t been truthful about their relationship. She knew. There was something more to them, and she didn’t care about the game, or the money, or Charlie. She cared about whether she’d been played again.


  She pushed back from the table. “Excuse me,” she said, and she tapped his shoulder and cleared her throat. “I need to step outside for a second, and get some fresh air.”


  “I’ll join you,” he said, rising and resting his hand on her lower back as she walked to the door, pushed hard on it, and then felt the rush of warm night air on her face. It was close to midnight, and the city was still lively, cars and cabs and people racing by.


  “What happened in college between you and Michele?” She crossed her arms.


  “What?” he said, blinking his eyes.


  “Were you involved with her?”


  “No.”


  “Did anything happen with her?” she asked once more, and this time she felt like the lawyer, turning over the question again and again until the witness answered.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Do I need to spell it out?”


  “Yeah. You do,” he said firmly.


  She pretended to mime sign language as she spoke. “Were you involved with her? Because I’m getting a serious vibe from her that she’s tripping down memory lane from the days of old,” she said, now holding her hands out wide. “College this. College that. Clay in college. It’s like she’s holding on to something in college with you.”


  “We kissed once. We weren’t involved.”


  He said it so matter-of-factly, but it slammed into her, and she nearly stumbled backwards. He reached for her, but she held him off. She was fine. She didn’t need him.


  “Ohhhhh,” she said, long and exaggerated. “Right. Of course. A kiss. That’s not involved what-so-fucking-ever.”


  “What the hell, Julia? I was never involved with her. She’s a friend. Not an ex-girlfriend.”


  “You kissed her,” she said, jutting her chin out at him. “That makes her kind of an ex, wouldn’t you say?”


  “I don’t think that constitutes an ex.” The low-key way he answered her pissed her off, because he truly seemed to believe his own line of bullshit.


  “Okay, let’s get technical and legal about it then, if you’re going to be like that. So I’ll walk you through what constitutes being involved. When you’ve kissed someone, and I ask ‘Were you involved with her?’ that’s the moment when you say ‘Yes, I kissed her once, Julia, and it meant nothing to me, and we’ve been great friends ever since then, and I have drinks with her every Thursday night and talk about you, but don’t worry that I had my tongue down her throat because we’re just friends.’ It’s not at the fucking poker game I’m losing that you tell me,” she said, practically spitting out the words through her anger.


  “Are you pissed because you’re losing, or are you pissed that I kissed her?” he asked her through narrowed eyes.


  Anger flared deep inside her. Anger over that woman. Over Charlie. Over the three thousand miles between her and Clay. Anger, annoyance and frustration all fused into a cocktail of heat and rage as she grabbed his shirt collar. “Thanks for pointing that out, because it’s kind of both. I have a shitstorm of trouble waiting for me back home if I don’t win,” she said.


  “That’s not true. I told you I’d help you,” he said, and his hand moved briefly towards his pocket, but then he stopped.


  “Why do you keep reaching for your phone? That’s not your style.”


  “Flynn is out with the Pinkertons. Just wanted to make sure it’s all going well,” he said, then shifted quickly back to the matter at hand. “But I wish you’d stop worrying about the game. You’re going to be fine.”


  “I don’t want you to help me, though. I want to win on my own,” she said, and she was damn near close to digging her heels into the sidewalk. Didn’t he get it? Didn’t he understand how important this was to her? But everything had collided right now. The game; Michele; the possibility of truth and lies.


  “And you will.”


  She pushed her hands through her hair. “I just wish you’d told me when I asked you in San Francisco if you’d been involved with her. I asked you if Michele was your ex and you said she was just a friend, and always had been. But now it turns out you kissed her,” Julia said, but she knew deep down it wasn’t the kiss that bothered her. That wasn’t why she was upset about Michele.


  “It just wasn’t important, but it’s not as if you’ve been totally honest with me.”


  “I didn’t lie, though. I told you there were things I couldn’t tell you.”


  “I feel like we’re parsing words here. I don’t understand why it matters that I kissed her. Hope this doesn’t come as a shock to you, but I’ve kissed other women before.”


  “I know,” she hissed.


  “So why does it matter so much that I kissed Michele once? I don’t even think about her like that.”


  “Because. Because she is here, all the time. Because she sees you. Because I don’t get to.”


  “We can change that,” he said, his voice suddenly soft, all the harshness banished from his tone.


  “How? I live far away and she lives a block away,” she said, dropping her face in her hands, hating the sound of her own voice. “Ugh. Look what you’ve done to me. I’ve become this whiny woman pining away, and she’s lovely and smart and funny, and it pisses me off that she can see you any time she wants.”


  He gently peeled her hands away from her face, tucking his finger under her chin and lifting her gaze to his. “I don’t feel a thing for her. I didn’t tell you when you asked if she was an ex because I don’t even think about her like that. I don’t think of her as an ex. It was one kiss, one time, one drunken night. Nothing more. I don’t think about her because you’re all I think about. To the point that I’m sure no man has ever felt this way for a woman. You shouldn’t be jealous of her. She should be jealous of you.”


  She stared at him, narrowing her eyes. “Seriously, Clay? Cocky much?”


  “It has nothing to do with me, and everything to do with how I feel for you,” he said, moving his hands down to her arms, holding her tight. “Every woman should be jealous of you because of how I feel for you. Because no man has ever wanted a woman like I want you. No man has ever craved a woman as deeply as I crave you. And no man has ever fallen this hard and this fast for a woman.”


  Her heart stopped, then thundered furiously against her chest, wanting to leap into his hands. “I’m sorry,” she murmured, all her anger draining away. “I’m a jealous witch. It’s just hard for me to see her and know you’re so friendly, and that she’s so in love with you.”


  He froze like a statue. Then seconds later, though it felt like a minute, he looked at her as if she’d just spoken Russian. “What are you talking about?”


  “You don’t know that?” she asked, shocked.


  “No.”


  “It’s patently obvious to anyone who spends ten minutes with her. She’s madly in love with you, Clay.”


  He swallowed, and shook his head, as if he were shaking the strange notion away. “How can you tell?” he asked, the words coming out all choppy.


  “Because of how she looks at you,” she said, as if it were obvious, because to her it was.


  “And that’s enough for you to conclude she’s in love with me?” For the first time ever she’d truly surprised him. She hadn’t intended to drop a bomb, but he so clearly didn’t see it at all.


  “Yes.”


  “Why? How? How can you tell she looks at me like she’s in love with me?”


  She rolled her eyes. “Because I recognize the look.”


  The look on his face was no longer shock. It was hope, and the dawn of something so much more. “You do?”


  Then she realized she’d practically said it. “Yes.”


  “How?”


  “Because it’s how I look at you,” she said, the words falling from her lips in a tumble. Time slowed, and the moment became heady, rich with possibility. The air between them was charged, electric, like a storm. They were magnets, needing their opposite.


  He reached for her, cupping her cheeks, brushing his thumb over her jaw then her bottom lip, watching her shiver. She looked up at him, and his eyes were fixed on her. Waiting for her. His lips parted, and she was wound tight with anticipation of what he’d say. “I love the way you look at me.”


  Tingles ran down her spine, spreading to her arms, her fingers, all the way to her toes. “You do?


  “I do. I love the way you touch me,” he said, taking her hand, and spreading her palm open on his chest. “I love the way you talk to me. I love everything about you. And I recognize the look in your eyes, too. Do you know why?”


  She shook her head, and her entire body was trembling with want, with hope. “Why?”


  “Because it’s the same as in mine. Because I love you, Julia. I am completely in love with you, and I love you, and I want you to love me,” he said, never breaking his gaze from hers, his beautiful brown eyes flooded with love.


  “I do. I do. I do,” she said quickly, the tension in her chest disappearing, and relief washing over her in waves. “Clay, I love you so much.”


  He ran his hands through her hair, burying his fingers deep. She felt him trembling. He returned a hand to her face, brushed the backs of his fingers against her cheek, and she leaned into him, savoring the gentleness of his touch. Feeling the reverence that he treated her with, like she was precious to him. He ran his hand down her neck to her throat. “Julia,” he said, his voice low but so intense as he spoke. “I have never fallen in love like this.”


  His words bathed her in some kind of bliss, as if her veins flowed with liquid gold. “How have you fallen?” she asked, overwhelmed with all she felt for him, with the way her body seemed to reach for him, to need him.


  “With everything I have. There is no part of me that isn’t in love with you. There is no part of me that holds back,” he said, his voice steady, certain.


  Allness. That’s what it was for her, too. An utter allness. A love so deep and consuming it filled her organs, it rode roughshod over her skin. It was a mark on the timeline of her life. Before. After. She raised her hand, and touched his face, stroking his jawline, watching with wonder as she made him gasp after a simple touch. He grasped her hand, linked his fingers through hers, and brought her palm to his mouth, kissing her there. “I love you.” He bent his head to her neck, brushing his lips ever so softly against her skin, then up to her ear. “I am so in love with you,” he said, as if he couldn’t stop telling her. “I love you so much.”


  “I am so in love with you.” She stretched her neck so he could kiss her freely as he wanted to as she ran her hand through his hair. “So in love.”


  He stopped kissing her, pulling back to look her in the eyes once more. His gaze melted her from the inside out. “I can’t wait to take you home with me tonight. To spread you out on the bed. To make love to you all night long.”


  “I want that. I want that again and again. And over and over.”


  “Now go back in there,” he said, gesturing to the restaurant. “Even though you look like you’ve just had sex.”


  Her cheeks felt rosy. She was sure there was a glow in her eyes. “I feel like I’ve just had sex. Sex with the man I love,” she said, playing with his hair, not wanting to let go of him, but needing to.


  “You will have that. I will give you everything, Julia.”


  * * *


  He’d join her shortly. He would. He just needed to take care of this matter. The text on his phone was loud and clear. Business came first right now, and later, he’d find a way to explain.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  Julia skipped down the sidewalk at two in the morning. Every move she made brought a smile to his face, and touched down with happiness in his heart.


  She’d done it. She’d won big. After precariously losing to Michele for a while there, she’d made a few big bets on a few big hands, and had pulled out ahead. She’d wrapped her arms around the chips, and tugged them in tight. She sure looked like she wanted to kiss them, to bring each and every one to her lips, and then shake them at the sky victoriously. Instead, she’d stacked them, handed them to Liam since he’d acted as the bank, and watched with wide eyes as those chips turned into cash.


  She threw her head back, twirling on the street, as if she were a kid catching snowflakes on her tongue.


  “And here’s your money, sir,” she sang, pretending to hand it over to Charlie. “Now, go fuck off forever.”


  She was jubilant, ready to lead a victory march. Clay grabbed her arm and pulled her in for a kiss, bending her back and kissing her like they were on a postcard. Let the whole damn city be jealous. Let the world want what he had. He claimed her mouth with his own, kissing her hard and passionately, like he planned to always. He’d never tire of the way her lips tasted, of her sweetness, of how she responded to him. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and held on tight.


  “Take me home, now,” she said. “I want to know what it feels like to have you as a free woman.”


  He tensed briefly as she said that. But that was ridiculous. She was free. Completely free. He hailed a cab, and ten minutes later he had her in his home, stripping her clothes off as they somehow made their way up the stairs, tangled up in each other. He was still buzzed on the night, on the things he’d said, on the way she’d won, on her sheer and utter happiness, and on telling her he loved her.


  It didn’t matter that one of those things was a lie.


  There would be time in the morning to tell the truth. When day broke, and the sun rose, that’s when he’d let her know. The night was for more.


  “Did I ever tell you I have a thing for mirrors?” he said as he left his clothes in a heap on the floor.


  She raised an eyebrow, as she stepped out of her skirt. “Then join me in the bathroom, handsome,” she said, taking his hand and guiding him to the spacious room. She hopped up on the sink with the mirror behind them, roped her arms around his neck, and pulled him in close. Resting her forehead against his, she ran her hands down his naked chest, making him shiver with desire. “Thank you, Clay,” she whispered. “Thank you for doing that for me. I can’t tell you how much it means to be free of Charlie, and free of Dillon on my own terms. And I loved it. I loved playing for real. Playing in a game that wasn’t fake. Where I had to rely on chance and skill and myself,” she said, and her words were like a tight knot in his gut. But he let her continue. “It means so much to me. You mean so much to me. I am so glad you walked into my bar, and into my life, and into my heart.”


  He kissed her softly, brushing his lips against hers. At least this part was true. This contact. This touch. “That’s the only place I want to be. In your heart,” he said, then took a beat. “Though I like being in your pants, too.”


  She laughed. “Then get in my pants. Except I’m not wearing any,” she said, gesturing to her naked body, covered only in the stockings he’d bought for her. “So this ought to be really easy.”


  He shoved everything else aside, clearing his mind. He wanted to be with her completely. “Nothing worth having is easy,” he said, lifting her off the counter and setting her down on the tiled floor. He shifted her around so she faced the mirror above the vanity, then spoke low in her ear. “I want to watch us. I want you to watch us.”


  She gasped a yes as he dipped a hand between her legs, running his other hand up her belly. He entered her slowly, rolling his hips, savoring the delicious wetness, the tightness. Her eyes floated closed as he rocked into her. “Look in the mirror,” he told her, and she opened her eyes, meeting his dark eyes in the reflection. There was so much want in her gaze, so much openness. “Watch.”


  “I am,” she said, breathing in, breathing out. “I am watching.”


  “What do we look like to you?”


  Her eyes were hazy, her lips falling open.


  “Like two people in love,” she answered.


  He nodded against her neck. “Exactly. That’s what we are. And I’m going to take you there, Julia. I’m going to take you over the edge. Because I love fucking you, and I fucking love you,” he said, tugging her tighter, holding her closer as he thrust into her. She stretched out her neck, leaning against his shoulder, her body becoming a canvas for his hands as he touched her breasts, her belly, her neck, and her throat. He wrapped one hand around her throat, not so tight that it hurt, but tight enough to let her know she was his. He was possessing her. “Tell me you’re close.”


  “So close.”


  “Tell me who’s fucking you right now.”


  “The man I love,” she said in between broken breaths, her lips open, her green eyes watching him in the mirror.


  “That’s right. The man you love is fucking you. The man you love is making you come,” he said, watching her face contort in pleasure, feeling her body tighten on him, feeling her heat all over him as the sound of her ecstasy rang in his ears and he followed her there, chasing her to the other side.


  He breathed out hard, and so did she as he wrapped his arms around her when they were done.


  “Julia,” he started, and he should have been nervous or scared, but he wasn’t. Not one bit. He knew what he wanted. “I hate the thought of you going home tomorrow afternoon.”


  “Me too, but I have to.”


  “I know, but what if you come back, and this bathroom becomes our bathroom? And the bedroom becomes our bedroom? And this home becomes our home? I can’t stand being without you. I want you here in New York.”


  He searched her features, but her expression gave nothing away. Her mouth was set in a line; her eyes were stoic. He tried to read her, to understand what was going through her mind, but he came up empty. And that’s when the real fear shot off inside him. Had he scared her away? Asked for too much from a woman who needed to live life on her terms? He opened his mouth to backpedal, to say he’d take what he could get, because a little of her was better than losing her.


  But then she turned around, face to face. “I could give you some long answer about how that’s too hard or too complicated, and how I don’t know how to pull it off or make it work, and how I have a job and a family and a business in San Francisco, and that’s all true . . .” she said, then stopped talking, and in that silence his heart thumped hard against his chest, and he swore she could hear every heartbeat of his fear, could tell that each persistent pound was the soundtrack of his misery, of her leaving him.


  “And?” he asked, his throat dry.


  “And,” she answered, the corner of her lips curving up, “and if you’re willing to work with me and help me figure all that out, then I can’t give you a single reason why this shouldn’t be my bathroom, because I love your tub,” she said pointing at the tub, and a smile broke across his face. She leaned back and tapped the mirror. “And I love this mirror.” She gestured to the bedroom. “And your bed.”


  “Our bed,” he said, correcting her.


  “Our bed. I love our bed. Now, take me to bed, handsome. Because I want to sleep in my home. Tomorrow we can figure out all the details.”


  Yes, tomorrow. There were so many details for tomorrow.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  They’re freaking out about the film. CALL ME.


  The message blared at him, his phone vibrating on the nightstand, his eyes bleary from little sleep. But this was the third time his phone had rattled on the wood. He read it one more time, an emergency text from Flynn. Shit.


  Grabbing his phone, he scrambled out of bed and down the stairs so as not to wake Julia.


  “What’s going on?” he asked, stepping out onto the balcony, greeted by the early morning June sun rising in the sky. The hot and muggy days of late spring were coasting into New York. Heat vibrated in the air.


  “They’re worried that we can’t handle the studio. That we’re not big enough,” Flynn said, his voice shaky.


  “That’s crazy. I’ve dealt with that studio many, many times. So have you.”


  “I know,” Flynn said, exasperated. “And they were fine with it from the start. But now I think they’re getting nervous. I’m worried they’re going to back out. I have a breakfast meeting with them in thirty minutes on the Upper West Side.”


  Clay didn’t stop to consider the sleeping woman in his bed, or whether she’d be annoyed that he had to take off. All he could focus on was making sure this film deal went through. Flynn had busted his ass to land the Pinkertons, and if they needed to have egos smoothed or cold feet made toasty, it was his job to do so. The bottom line rested with him.


  “I’ll be there. Text me the location.”


  “Thanks man, I need you,” Flynn said, relief loud and clear across the phone line.


  He headed inside, walked quietly past a sleeping Julia, curled up on her side with her red, flaming hair spread across the white pillowcase, looking like a goddess. His goddess. And he was going to have to tell her what he’d done before they met Charlie.


  He showered and dressed quickly, and she snoozed the entire time, barely moving. He imagined she was in the most peaceful land of dreams, finally sleeping easily now that the price tag was off her head.


  At least he’d been able to do that for her.


  He bent down to softly kiss her cheek. She sighed lightly, but didn’t wake. Gently, he shook her shoulder. He was greeted with an inhale, and an exhale. “Julia,” he whispered.


  Her eyelids fluttered. “Hi,” she said, opening them briefly.


  “I need to go. I have to meet Flynn and the Pinktertons,” he said, glancing at his watch. “Should last an hour. Two, tops. I’ll meet you at ten thirty and then we’ll see Charlie together.”


  She nodded sleepily. “Call me at ten, so I can shower?”


  “Of course. Don’t go without me.”


  “Do I look stupid?”


  “Sassy from the moment she wakes up,” he said, shaking his head in amusement.


  “Back to sleepy time for me,” she said, roping her arms around his neck. “But first. This.”


  She pressed a sweet kiss to his lips. “I love you,” she murmured, and his heart thumped painfully against his chest, lurching toward her. He desperately wanted to stay, to sit her down, and to explain. She’d forgive him. Of course she would, right? But he also had made a promise to Flynn and to himself that he’d take care of business. He had time for both. He could manage both. He’d tell her before they met Charlie. “Can we go shopping later for new towels?”


  “You don’t like my towels?”


  She shook her head. “I like big, fluffy ones.”


  “Then let’s get you some big, fluffy towels.”


  “And I kind of think you could use a more comfortable bench on your balcony. Those wooden slats are hard.”


  “Considering what I will do to you on that, let’s get it today.”


  She smiled again. “My flight’s at three.”


  “Then we will shop or we won’t shop, but whatever we do I will love every second of it because I’ll be with you, and I love you so much,” he said. “And if I could blow this off and spend the morning inside you, I would. Believe me.”


  Believe me. His words echoed. He needed her to believe him.


  “It’s okay. Soon, we’ll have plenty of Sunday mornings to be lazy and naughty together.”


  “Lazy and naughty. Gorgeous, that is a promise.”


  He’d keep that promise. He would absolutely keep that promise.


  * * *


  Coffee. She needed coffee, stat. Her brain was fuzzy and her muscles were sluggish, and the late-night poker and even later-night sex had worn her out. After a quick shower, she grabbed her clutch purse and her phone, and headed downstairs. She didn’t bother hunting out coffee in the kitchen. She was a coffee-shop kind of woman, and besides, she really should get to know the cafes in this neighborhood. It was going to be her neighborhood soon, and that prospect brought a grin to her face as she pressed the down button in the elevator.


  Her elevator.


  Her lobby.


  She couldn’t believe she’d said yes so quickly, so easily to his question. She should be terrified of packing up and moving across the country. She should hem and haw, and think and consider. But as she pushed open the door of their building, stepping out into the bright morning sun on their block, she knew.


  There was no question about it.


  She and Clay were more than solid. They had a future, a bright and beautiful, smart and seductive future. He was her match; he was the one she hadn’t been looking for, but who had found his way to her regardless. He was the one she couldn’t imagine being without. To think they’d started as a one-night stand, and now they’d become . . . well, they’d become indispensable to each other.


  As she ordered her coffee—black with room for cream—she considered that it might be a risk moving here with him. She could get hurt. She could be left. Worst of all, she could be played like a fool.


  And yet, this was Clay, and he wasn’t that kind of a man. He’d be more likely to travel to Pluto than to play her. Maybe love made you take chances, or maybe real love made you take the right chances.


  She poured cream in the coffee, knowing he was the right chance.


  She left the cafe and ran a finger over her right breast. Not because she had a hankering for self-booby love, but to double-triple check that the money for Charlie was still tucked safely in her bra and ready to turn over. Safe and sound, and nestled against her.


  Her phone buzzed, and she pulled it from her purse.


  On my way. Be there in ten minutes. Love you.


  She couldn’t help but smile because he couldn’t stop saying I love you.


  Her stomach rumbled, a reminder she hadn’t had much dinner last night. The restaurant where they were meeting Charlie was one block away, but she wasn’t going to show up early to eat and risk running into Charlie alone just because her tummy was growling. She was a big girl and could withstand hunger. Besides, once they were through with the mobster she was planning on ordering French toast with butter and syrup, and enjoying every single bite. She texted back, letting Clay know she was parked outside the cafe at a tiny little sidewalk table.


  She sank down in a metal chair, took a drink of her coffee and scanned the block that would soon become second nature to her. With her sunglasses on, she watched the world of the West Village go by on a Sunday morning, checking out hip families with young children racing ahead of them, surveying couples draped over each other, guys and guys, girls and girls, girls and guys, then an inked young man heading to a tattoo shop across the street called No Regrets. Great name for a tattoo parlor, she thought, as he entered, probably to add to his markings.


  Her phone rang, and it was a 917 number she didn’t recognize, so she answered in case Clay was borrowing Flynn’s phone. Maybe his cell had died.


  “Hello?”


  “Hey, Julia! It’s Liam. I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.”


  She leaned back and smiled. “Nope. Just enjoying this gorgeous June morning in Manhattan.”


  “That was a fun game last night. You play fierce.”


  “Why, thank you. I rather enjoyed taking your money from you. Perhaps we’ll be able to play more. Seems I might be moving to Manhattan,” she said, and if she could bottle this feeling—happiness, hope, possibility—and sell it, she’d be rich. Because everyone should want to feel this way. Effervescent.


  “You are shitting me,” he said.


  She laughed. “Why would I joke about that?”


  “Because I was going to ask you if there’s any way you’d consider being my bartender at Speakeasy. That drink you made last night was amazing.”


  “Well, you’re easy, then, if I sold you on one drink,” she said, figuring he was joking.


  “I’m serious, Julia. Your drink was to-die for, and you also have the right attitude that I want behind the bar. Tough, but friendly. Playful, but not flirty. Smart, but inviting.”


  Pride bloomed in her chest. Her luck was changing. She was coming out ahead based on skills, not looks. She was landing options in life, rather than having them taken away from her. Her future was unfurling before her like a smooth open road, the top thrown down and the radio blasting. “Tell me more about the job,” she said, and Liam shared details on the pay, the timing, and his plans.


  “Sounds interesting,” she said, playing it cool. “But I do already own a successful bar in San Francisco. I’m a little beyond the just-a-bartender level. I’m not that interested in working for someone when I can work for myself.”


  “I could even offer you an ownership stake if you’d like,” he said.


  “Let me think about it and get back to you. I’ll have to see what my lawyer thinks,” she said playfully.


  “We have the same one. Let’s hope he has the same interests.”


  “In any case, I am honored you asked. I’ll get back to you soon.”


  She hung up and shook her head, amazed at how this treasure map was revealing itself. And there, in the middle of it all, inside the chest weren’t gems or rubies, but the most precious gift of all—a real love. She was a lucky woman, and this could be her life, here in the Village in New York.


  She returned to her people watching. A pretty woman in a little black dress and high heels yawned as she passed Julia, likely wearing last night’s clothes. She wondered how many of these people were neighbors, and if she’d soon get to know the gentleman who owned the cafe, or the guy across the street walking a pug, or this fellow in the black suit coming into view.


  But when she looked up to see the face of the man strolling past her, her heart plummeted six feet underground. Then burrowed even farther when the man stopped, his muddy brown eyes on her, his dark hair freshly combed, his suit neatly pressed.


  “Red. Fancy meeting you here.”


  The voice was an icicle on her skin.


  She swallowed back her fear. Nothing to be afraid of. She had his money. That’s all he wanted, anyway. Even if Clay wasn’t here to protect her. He’d be here any minute, and besides, she could handle this.


  Charlie crooked his arm at a right angle and looked at his watch. “I am early for our pointless meeting, but I will join you anyway,” he said, pulling out the chair next to her.


  “Pointless?”


  “So pointless,” he said with a bored sigh. “Except for the handshake part.”


  She kept her face stony and impassive, but her mind was whirring. She had no clue what he was hinting at. She didn’t plan on letting on, though. One more time with the poker face for Charlie, because he didn’t deserve her emotions.


  She reached into her bra, and took out the bills. “I have what you wanted, and I believe this means we are through.”


  He gave her a look as if she were an idiot child, and waved her off. “We are all good,” he said, raising his hand dismissively.


  Her eyebrows shot up. Forget hiding her reaction now. “What do you mean?” she asked, as a cab screeched to a stop. “You suddenly decided to forgive my debt?”


  He scoffed at her. “That is funny. But I am not a forgiving man. He paid me. Your lawyer. Good man. Better than that ex-boyfriend of yours,” Charlie said, stopping to scratch behind his ear. Julia’s jaw dropped. She was sure she was hearing things. He couldn’t possibly have said just that. “Dillon Whittaker always seemed a little shifty to me. I hear he’s peddling island real estate.”


  But the words about Dillon didn’t register, because she was still reeling from the blow. It was as if she’d been punched out of nowhere. A jab to the right. A hit to the left. Her head was spinning, and she was seeing stars.


  Then she was seeing Clay. Standing next to her, fists clenched at his sides, staring at Charlie. “We weren’t supposed to meet until eleven,” he said to Charlie through gritted teeth.


  “I was out for a stroll since this is such a lovely neighborhood, and look who I ran into,” he said, gesturing to Julia. “Lucky me. I got to spend to spend a few minutes with her. She even tried to pay me. But I had to tell her the matter was already settled between men.”


  It was as if a truck had slammed into her, smashing everything in her body.


  Clay looked at Julia, and she saw it in his eyes. Guilt. He was cloaked in it. He reeked of it.


  “Clay,” she began slowly, but her brain was quickly lining up the pieces, and she had a sickening feeling that she knew what he’d done. “Charlie says— ”


  He cut her off. “I can explain,” he said, sitting next to her, reaching for both her hands and clasping them in his.


  “What do you have to explain? The fact that you paid him already?” she said heavily, the words like tar in her mouth. She hoped she’d heard wrong. She prayed that Charlie was lying. He was a liar, right? That was a more likely explanation than that her man had lied to her.


  He closed his eyes briefly, and the shame washed over his features. It was evident in his mouth, in his eyes, in his jaw. “It was all a fake? The game was rigged?”


  Clay shook his head adamantly. “No, the game wasn’t rigged. It was all real. I swear.”


  “Then why doesn’t he need the money I won? Is it true you paid him already?” Her heart, so full of hope and joy, was turning black, like it had been painted over with a brush, becoming dark and cold in seconds.


  “I paid him yesterday,” he said, grasping her hand tighter. But she shook him off, tears threatening to spill down her face as that word—yesterday—rang in her ears. The only thing that stopped the waterworks was the presence of Charlie. She bit her tongue so she wouldn’t cry in front of that man. “I did it because I love you. Because I needed you safe.”


  “When? When yesterday did you pay him?”


  His jaw tensed. “Last night.”


  “But when last night?”


  “During the game.”


  “When?” she asked once more time. Biting out the word. “It. Matters. When?”


  “He called earlier in the day, and said he needed it by midnight,” Clay said. Julia was used to Charlie’s capriciousness, to the way he changed up times and dates and deadlines to suit himself. This was Charlie’s M.O. “And you were losing, and I didn’t know if you were going to pull it off,” he said, and his words cut her to the quick. “So I wired him the money.”


  “Answer the question, Clay. When exactly did you wire him the money?”


  Clay looked as if stones were in his mouth. “Around eleven-thirty.”


  “After I told you I loved you?”


  He nodded.


  “After our conversation about Michele?”


  Another nod, followed by a heavy sigh.


  “After you told me you were texting Flynn about the Pinkertons?”


  “Yes.”


  “Were you texting Flynn or Charlie?”


  He looked down, and in his silence she knew his answer, and it ripped through her body like a painful tear, like invisible hands were shredding her to pieces.


  A loud scraping sound met her ears. Charlie had pushed back his chair. “As fascinating as it is to witness a lover’s quarrel, I have business matters to attend to. Mr. Nichols, I thank you very kindly for securing the transaction last night so that I could get on my flight to Miami. I have business to attend to there. I believe the final term of our deal was a handshake,” he said offering his hand to Clay. The two men shook and Julia wanted to bite both of their fingers, leaving teeth marks, and making them both yelp. Charlie patted Julia on the shoulder. “And that means, Red, you are free and clear. It has been a pleasure working with you. You made it entertaining for me, and I will miss my top ringer. But I will surely find someone else who owes me soon. Enjoy Cubic Z. I will not be drinking there again,” he said. That was what she wanted, what she’d been fighting for, and she somehow knew Charlie meant every word. There was honor among thieves. His word was good on this matter.


  He walked off, leaving Julia alone with the man who’d played her. “I don’t understand. You think this is okay because you did it for love?”


  “No. Yes,” he said, his voice wobbly as he shoved his hand through his hair. “Yes. Julia, I didn’t want anything to happen to you, so I got him the money.”


  She softened for a moment, because she understood some part of his actions. Deeply and truly. “I get that. I honestly do. I understand you wanted to protect me, and I don’t fault you for that. Because I’d have done the same for you, and I’m okay with that,” she said, dropping her hand on top of his. Relief flooded his eyes when she made contact. But it was short-lived because she took her hand away, placing them both in her lap. Her anger stole all the softness, replacing it with only the sharp, cruel betrayal she felt. “But I don’t understand why the hell you didn’t tell me. It’s been twelve hours since you sent him the money. You had so many chances to tell me that the rules of the game had changed.”


  She watched him swallow hard, a terribly pained look in his eyes. “I wanted to tell you.”


  “But you didn’t. You let me play the end of the game thinking it mattered. I was losing, and you told me to go back in there and kick ass, knowing it didn’t matter how I played. You sent me back to play a game that was, for all intents and purposes, rigged. Because it didn’t matter what I did,” she said, her voice threatening to break. “That’s the moment, Clay. Then. There. On the street. After you told me you loved me. That’s when you needed to tell me about Charlie’s new deadline. I’d have understood completely if you pulled me aside and said, ‘Hey gorgeous, bad news,’” she said, dropping her voice to imitate a man’s deeper tones, “‘Charlie called and we need to get him the money now.’ That’s all you had to say. That’s it.”


  “I know. I should have. But you were happy and determined, and I wanted you . . .” He let his voice trail off.


  “You wanted me to believe I could do it,” she supplied.


  “Yes,” he said with a heavy sigh.


  “You wanted me to think I’d pulled it off myself. But I only wanted one thing. To not be played. And you took that away from me. You, of all people, should know better. You hate lies and you hate liars, and you lied to me by not telling me. You patted me on the ass and sent me into a game that didn’t matter, but you led me to believe it did. Then I won and I practically danced down the street afterwards, and you kissed me and told me you were proud of me. I thanked you for making it possible for me to win on my own terms. And that was another moment that you could have told me.”


  She stopped to grab him by the arm, trying to make her point. “Instead, you let me believe I’d won my freedom,” she said, and now the lump in her throat was so painful that it felt like a swollen ache. She brought her hand to her mouth, as if she could keep the crying at bay. But one rebel tear streaked down her cheek as she whispered, “Then you made love to me in your house, in front of the mirror, and asked me to move in with you. And you knew then. All you had to do was tell me. I would have still said yes.”


  “I wanted you to be happy. And I didn’t know how to say it,” he said, trying to reach for her, to tug her back in for an embrace, but she held him off.


  “You’re a goddamn lawyer. You talk to people for a living. Your whole world is semantics and details,” she said, the words breaking on her tongue like salty waves. She took a deep breath, trying to somehow settle the tears that threatened to wrack her body. “You could have found a way to tell me. Instead, you spent the whole night telling me you loved me, and asking me to move in, when you should have been telling me the truth. FIRST. Because the truth is fine. The truth isn’t what hurts. It’s the time you had when you chose to not tell me the truth. And that makes me feel like I gave you my heart and you played me like a fool.”


  “I only did it to protect you.”


  “I did something once to protect you. I lied about who you were to protect you,” she said, reminding him of that morning on the street in San Francisco when Stevie showed up. Clay winced as she mentioned it. “And what happened? You walked away.”


  “You’ve got to understand. I was trying to help you last night, Julia,” he said, his words slick with desperation.


  “I know your intentions were good, but this isn’t about your intentions. It’s about your actions, because those matter more to me. I have been deceived so badly over money by men.” She grabbed his shirt collar, her eyes locking with his. “I need you, the man I love, to never deceive me. I want to be on your team, but you’ve got to play fair. I’m fine with what you did, but I am not fine with how you did it. I am not fine with those twelve hours that you had to tell me the truth. If you had time to ask me to move in with you, you certainly had the time to tell me about Charlie’s demands,” she said, as she stood up quickly, pushing away from the table.


  “Please don’t go.”


  “We are making a scene, and when patrons at my bar make a scene I ask them to leave, and that is what I’m doing,” she said as she walked down the street.


  He kept pace alongside her. “I am sorry. That is all I can say. I fucked up, and I’m so sorry.”


  She stopped outside his building, parking her hands on her hips. “Do you know how I feel right now? Do you?”


  “Terrible?” he offered up weakly.


  “Stupid. Like I’m the biggest idiot in the world,” she said, erecting a wall inside her to keep the tears locked up. She had to say this. He had to know. “And it makes me feel as if everything that happened between us last night was a lie.”


  “The way I feel for you is not a lie, Julia,” he pleaded, and she could hear every note of his pain. But she hurt too. “It’s the truest thing in the world.”


  “Then you ought to act like that,” she said, staring sharply at him as she grabbed the handle of the door.


  “So what happens next?”


  “I’m leaving New York. And I’m going to go home to my house, and that’s as far as I know right now.”


  “Please. Give me a chance to make this up to you,” he said, practically begging.


  Once inside the elevator, she placed her hand on his chest. “I understand you want to. But I have to leave for the airport in two hours, I need to pack, and I’m hungry as hell.”


  “At least let me feed you. Let me get you something to eat.”


  “If only this were as simple as French fries,” she said as they stepped out onto his floor. “But you can help me pack.”


  “Then I will gladly help you pack,” he said, and together they went upstairs, both like beaten-down ragdolls, listless when they should have been joyful. They didn’t speak as she gathered her lotion, shampoo and makeup from the bathroom, dropping them into a plastic bag, and layering that on top of her clothes. Maybe there was nothing more to say. The time for words had passed. This wasn’t about arguments, or trying to convince someone you were right or wrong. This was about whether she’d listen to her heart or her head, and what both had to tell her.


  “So what happens, Julia?” he asked as he zipped her bag. “Are you coming back?”


  She met his eyes, the sadness in hers reflected back. “I want to, but I really need to think about everything now. I need a solid week apart. No contact. To make sure I’m not making a mistake. It’s easy for you if this doesn’t work out. You’re not giving up anything. I’m changing everything.”


  “And I would never take that or you for granted. I promise, I will cherish you, as I already do. Will you let me buy you a ticket to return?”


  “You are free to do whatever you want, but I need to be certain that this is right for me. So I can’t promise you I’m going to use it. This has been a crazy weekend, from the game, to things ending with Charlie, to you and me. You hurt me, and I need to go home and take some time alone to make sure I’m not being foolish again, Clay.”


  “You’re not,” he said, reaching for her hand, clasping it in his. Oh, how she wanted to fall into his arms. Those strong sturdy arms that had protected her, fought for her, held her. But this wasn’t about him. It was about her, and whether she could let herself turn so much of her life, and her heart, and her home, over to someone else again. “I swear.”


  “You asked me to move my life across the country for you and I said yes in a heartbeat. Because I love you. And the whole time you were hiding something from me. And that something makes me feel like a fool,” she said, whispering the last words like a eulogy.


  To her, it was the worst name in the world she could call herself. Because she’d been there. Oh, had she been there.


  * * *


  A little while later, she walked to the door, down the stairs, and to the waiting town car that would whisk her to the airport. He’d offered to ride with her but she’d declined, saying it would be too tempting, and she needed not to be tempted in that way.


  He held onto that sentiment like a fragile glass globe of hope, clutching it for several minutes on the way downstairs. But then, he knew better. They’d always been good together physically. What was happening between them now was no longer about chemistry. It was about trust, and she needed to know he was a man of his word in all matters. There was no room for anything less. He had to keep all his promises to her, the big ones and the small ones. Life was rarely about the big things; it was usually about the impact—the potentially damaging impact—of the little things.


  After the driver stowed her bags in the trunk, Clay reached for her, pulling her in close. She tucked her face in the crook of his neck, her breasts pressed against his chest. He could feel her heart beating against him and he could have stayed there all day. As she broke the embrace, she cupped his cheek with one hand, a soft fingertip tracing his jaw, sending tremors like quicksilver through his body. He would miss her touch; he would miss all of her.


  She stood on tiptoes, brushing her soft lips against his, lingering slowly on his mouth. The kind of kiss that stays with you for days. The kind of kiss you never forget.


  Because of how it tastes.


  Like goodbye.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  He clicked on the flight tracker, and watched the black arrow snake across the Midwest. He dropped his head in his hand, and looked back up minutes later, as if the computer would tell him something. As if she’d appear on some futuristic TV screen from the plane, waving, saying he was forgiven.


  “It’s okay. I know you were just so caught up in loving me that you forgot to tell me,” she’d say with a twinkle in her green eyes, then a pretty wink. She’d press her soft lips against the screen and blow him a kiss. “I’ll be back,” she’d say and the screen would crackle out, like static, fading to black, but everything would be okay and she’d return to him.


  Instead, his life was up in the air. Because he’d been an ass. He’d been scared, wanting to secure his future before he faced his present. He, of all people, should have known better. You don’t ask someone to sign until you give them all the facts, and spell out the terms. He’d gone about it the wrong way, thinking that by asking her to move in first, he’d be able to keep her without reservation. But you don’t get the girl until you’ve gotten the girl. And even then you have to put in the effort every single day to keep her. You don’t win before you’ve won. You keep playing, and fighting for love every day.


  He reached for the screen, running his index finger across the cartoonish line of her airplane, scurrying her back to San Francisco. Was she sleeping on the plane? Watching a movie? Having a drink? Vodka on the rocks, probably.


  Wait.


  If she was drinking, it was whiskey.


  Whiskey for loneliness.


  But then, maybe she wasn’t lonely, he figured as he shut his laptop and made his way to the kitchen, opening the cabinet. Maybe she was happy, and toasting with champagne to better days without him. Chatting it up with the random stranger next to her in seat 2B. Sharing her story. Telling the stranger about what an ass Clay had been. They would laugh at him, and he deserved it. Maybe he didn’t deserve anything but to have lost her this way.


  This foolish way.


  He should have taken the chance, and told her when it happened with Charlie’s change-up, rather than waiting. Waiting never did anyone any good. When you waited, the world passed you by. Life passed you by. And the love of your life flew in the dark of night over the country, stretching the distance between you to so much more than three thousand miles.


  He left the kitchen and opened the door to his balcony, walked to the railing, and stared at the city as he finished his glass, the liquor burning his throat as he wanted it to.


  They should have spent those precious last few hours tangled up together. Or having lunch together. Or shopping together. He wasn’t even fond of shopping, but he’d have happily taken her anywhere, letting her pick out the towels she wanted, the new bench for the balcony. Hell, she could redecorate the whole house from stem to stern, any way she wanted. They’ve have shopped, and then wandered through the neighborhood, his arm around her, discovering the places in the Village that would become theirs: a cafe here, a store there. He’d have gotten her worked up at lunch, touching her legs under the table, slipping his fingers under her skirt, driving her so wild he’d have had to pull her into the restroom at a cafe and fuck her against the wall, her legs wrapped around him, certain that she’d be returning to live with him.


  Instead, he was left with this loneliness that could have been avoided with a few simple words spoken hours before.


  Avoided with the truth.


  He held up his glass, cocked his arm, and considered chucking it five stories down to the street below. Cabs and cars streaked by on a Sunday night, and soft jazz music floated up from a few floors below him. Some kind of melancholy John Coltrane song that might as well have been ordered up for him by the gods of regret.


  Maybe that’s what whiskey was good for. Maybe whiskey was best for regret, because that was all Clay could taste tonight.


  He lowered his arm, the glass still in his hand. He wasn’t going to make a mess for someone else. He’d somehow have to find a way to clean up the mess he’d made of this love.


  He left the balcony, closing the door behind him as if he could seal shut the memories of all they’d done there. But he couldn’t. She was everywhere in his home. She was naked on his couch. She was undressing on his stairs. She was laughing joyfully over a gift in his kitchen. She was dancing in his bedroom. She was sleeping peacefully on his bed. She was giving him her most vulnerable yes in the bathroom, telling him she’d leave her life in San Francisco for him.


  Like a ghost shadowing him, she was everywhere and nowhere.


  He returned to the kitchen, dropping the glass into the sink. Turning around, he reached for the whiskey bottle, and tucked it back into the cabinet. But the bottle rattled. He steadied it quickly, then peered in the cupboard to see what had knocked it off-kilter.


  An envelope.


  He took the envelope, fat and stuffed. His name was on the front, and his stomach dropped when he read the words: “This belongs to you. Thank you for the loan. I always pay back my debts.”


  But there was no xoxo. No secret message to decode that would reassure him she’d be coming back. There was only money, all ten thousand dollars that she’d won, and he’d lost.


  * * *


  The next day he wasn’t any wiser as to whether she’d be returning. He hadn’t heard from her: no emails, no calls, only a text to say she’d landed safely. He took some small solace in the safety update, but it truly wasn’t enough for him. He wanted all of her. He needed all of her. And he had virtually none.


  He’d zombied his way through the day, grateful that the Pinkertons had signed on the dotted line after the emergency soothe session the day before. Warding off that near-fiasco had given him the mental space to manage the bare minimum he needed to get through the contracts and phone calls on his agenda.


  He emailed her the ticket back to New York. He’d booked it for two weeks from now, hoping that was fair—a week apart, a week to plan. She replied with a thank you.


  He checked countless times for messages from her. Each time he’d come up empty.


  He scrolled through his emails on the subway home just to make sure he hadn’t missed one from her.


  After a workout at his boxing gym that left his shoulders sore and his body tired, he still was no closer to knowing whether she was going to need those fluffy towels or not.


  The time without her was like a black hole, a vacuum that gnawed away at him. He’d subtract a few years from his life simply for a note that gave him some sense of which way she was leaning. Something, anything to hold onto, to give him purchase. How had it only been twenty-four hours when it felt like a fucking year?


  But that was what love does. It changes your perception of everything, of your own capacity for pain, for hope, and most of all—your perception of time. Because now, time was measured by her, by her presence, by her absence, and his relentless desire for her yes.


  He checked his phone once more on the way home from the gym, like an addict. He was going to wear a hole through the screen with his thumbprint from all the times he’d swiped it. He needed company; he needed someone. He showered and headed uptown, reasoning that if he wasn’t going to find an answer from her, he could at least ask questions of someone else.


  When he arrived at the building off Park Avenue with the green awning, the doorman buzzed her apartment. “You have a visitor. Clay Nichols is here to see you,” the man said, then paused. “Very well.”


  He hung up.


  “She said to come on up,” the doorman said, gesturing to the elevator.


  Clay hadn’t been here in a long time. He hadn’t needed to. Now, he did.


  When Michele opened the door, she was wearing a tank top and slim jeans, her hair pulled into a high ponytail, showing off her neck.


  A neck that he’d once kissed.


  He didn’t mince words, or bother with preambles.


  “Are you in love with me?” he asked as he walked inside.


  “I have been for years,” she said, as the door closed behind them.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  “I’ve been thinking of new names for cocktails. Well, Craig and I have,” Kim offered during a lull in the crowds on Monday night.


  “Yeah? Do tell.”


  “We came up with a whole list of great names while you were out of town.”


  “Your hubs is usurping my spot as a partner-in-crime?” Julia asked, resting a hip along the bar as she wiped down glasses.


  “Ha. Hardly. But he does like to name drinks. Here’s what we’ve got. A shot called the Long, Hard Night. A stiff drink called the One Night Stand. And a variation on the lemon drop martini that we called Lemon Drop Your Panties,” Kim said, and the edges of Julia’s lips lifted in a smile.


  “Great names,” she said, then looked away from Kim because all of them—every single one—reminded her of Clay. He’d been her One Night Stand, her Long, Hard Night, and she’d dropped her panties countless times for him. Every time, he’d risen—no pun intended—to the challenge, stripping her down to the bare essentials of pleasure and desire, and somehow all that desire had morphed into so much more. Into a mad and passionate love. The kind of love that thundered down the road with wild hoofbeats after midnight. Desperate, reckless, and headfirst.


  That was the problem. She needed to pull back and analyze. To think. To consider. “Hey, can I ask you a question?”


  “Fire away.”


  “Has Craig ever lied to you about something because he thought it was for the best?”


  Kim shot her a quizzical look. “Well, how would I know?”


  “I mean something he eventually ‘fessed up to,” she added.


  “Ah, gotcha,” Kim said, scrunching up her forehead as she considered the question. Then she thrust her finger in the air. “Yes! He used to tell me he loved my pot roast when we were first dating, and it turned out he really thought it was dry and stringy.”


  Julia laughed. “Tell the truth, Kim. Is your pot roast dry and stringy?”


  Kim threw back her head and chuckled. “Evidently, I make the worst pot roast in the entire universe. It’s that bad. But you know what?”


  “What?”


  “Now if he ever bugs me by leaving his dirty socks on the floor, or failing to put the toilet seat down, I just threaten him with my pot roast. Keeps that man in line,” she said, straightening her spine like a drill sergeant issuing orders.


  A pair of young men in suits sidled up to the bar and Kim turned her attention to them. Julia’s mind stayed put on Kim’s story and how it had a happy ending. Wasn’t that what everyone wanted? A happy ending? But was a pot-roast fib the same as an omission of the truth?


  She didn’t know, and wasn’t sure how to arrive at an answer. Her brain had grown cloudier in the last twenty-four hours, fuzzier with the distance. Had she overreacted? Been too quick to anger? She was a hot-tempered woman. She knew that about herself. But she valued independence more than anything. Even more than love. If she were to give up her independence, her job, her bar, her home, her sister, even her hairdresser, she had to know with the same clarity she had about how to make a kick-ass cocktail that uprooting her whole damn life—like she were picking up a carpet and shaking everything off it, come what may—was as right as right could be.


  Come what may.


  That was the real risk, wasn’t it? Charging headfirst into the great unknown. Throwing away the self-protective armor she’d built since Dillon’s betrayal, and shedding all her fiery independence for a chance that could flame out and fade away. Living in close quarters could turn the two of them—two strong-willed, stubborn, controlling people—into a collision course for disaster.


  Or they could become better together, come what may.


  “Hey Kim,” Julia called out as her co-worker deposited the drinks to the customers. “I just thought of another name for a drink. Come What May.”


  “What’s in it?”


  “Something risky. Something that makes you want to take a chance. What do you think?”


  “I think we need to break out our beakers and start mixing,” Kim said, bumping her hip against Julia’s.


  “Ouch, I think you whacked me with your gigantic belly.”


  “It’s a weapon of mass destruction. Beware,” Kim said, rubbing her hands over her beach ball-sized stomach as she reached for spirits to test. “Let’s start with— ”


  But Kim’s suggestion was cut short by the clearing of a throat. Julia swiveled around to the bar and spotted a familiar face. She couldn’t connect a name to the man, or why she knew him, but the older, dapper gentleman was giving her a serious case of déjà vu, and she hoped he’d alleviate it soon.


  “Good evening. I was hoping to find Julia Bell,” he said, and that didn’t help her one bit. In fact, all her instincts told her that he was working for Charlie, or looking for Dillon, or somehow that she was going to be in a heap of trouble again. A fleet of nerves launched inside her, and she could feel the inklings of flight or fight kick in.


  “That’s me,” she answered, calling on her best tough-chick-behind-the-saloon-bar persona.


  “We met briefly before,” he began, and something about his classy voice tickled her memory. He wasn’t one of Charlie’s men after all. Charlie’s men were rougher around the edges. This man was proper and finished, like a gentlemanly professor. “And you made me the most fantastic drink I’ve ever had.”


  Her lips curved up, a smile threatening to break across her face. “Was it my Purple Snow Globe?”


  “Indeed it was.” He extended a hand to shake. “I’m Glen Mills, and my magazine has been running a search for the best cocktail ever.”


  Julia took his hand. “And I trust you found that cocktail here at Cubic Z?”


  * * *


  Clay sank down onto Michele’s couch. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”


  She flashed a small, sad smile. “Why didn’t you ever notice?”


  He held out his hands, showing they were empty. “I don’t know.”


  “Did you? Notice, finally?” she asked, and her voice rose, touching some kind of hopeful note as she sat down across from him in a dove gray chair in her apartment.


  He shook his head. “No. But then, lately, I haven’t been so astute at connecting the dots, in the right time or the right fashion.”


  “Then how did you figure it out?” she asked, cocking her head curiously.


  “I didn’t. Julia did. She mentioned it when we went outside during the game.”


  Michele winced, then dropped her head in her hands. “She must hate me,” she muttered.


  “No,” he said quickly, needing to reassure her. “She doesn’t hate you at all. She’s not like that. She thinks you are lovely, and smart, and funny,” he said, repeating Julia’s words from Saturday. “And I happen to agree with her.”


  Michele raised her face, and rolled her eyes in self-deprecation. “Some good that did.”


  “Michele,” he said gently.


  She shook her head several times. “I feel like an idiot.”


  “Please don’t. You’re the farthest thing from that. If anyone’s the idiot, it’s me. I didn’t have a clue.”


  She managed a small laugh. “I wish I could say that’s because I was so good at hiding how I felt, but seeing as Julia noticed it instantly and you didn’t have an inkling for ten years, I’m going to have to go with you being completely blind to what’s in front of you sometimes. I just have to wonder, though, Clay, how could you not tell?”


  He raised both shoulders, shrugging. “I’ve been trying to figure out how I missed it and all I can conclude is this—I care about you so deeply as a friend, and you’re Davis’s sister, and I feel like the three of us are kind of in the trenches together. Like we’ve risen up together in our jobs, and we’re this great threesome of friends somehow. I guess I only ever saw you that way.”


  “Let me ask you a question then,” she said, taking a deep breath, the look in her eyes one of fierce determination. “If you’d have known how I felt, would it have made a difference anyway?”


  He locked eyes with the woman he’d been friends with for so long. With his best friend’s sister. With the gal he had drinks with every Thursday night. The person he’d turned to for advice on the woman who had confused him. She was his friend, always had been, and that’s how he wanted to keep her. He shook his head, and sighed. “No,” he admitted. “I’m sorry.”


  She held up a hand. “Please,” she said firmly. “No pity for me.”


  “It’s not pity.”


  “I mean it, Clay,” she said. “I’m going to be fine. I’ve been in love with you for ten fucking years, and have managed it. Now it’s time I get out of love with you.”


  He sank deeper into the couch, and breathed out hard. “Why didn’t you say something, if you felt that way?”


  She closed her eyes briefly, then opened them. Her mouth was set in a firm line. Then she spoke. “I think, deep down, I knew it was unrequited. That even if I told you, I knew that it wouldn’t change a thing. That whatever that kiss was about in college was all it was ever going to be, but it did a number on me.”


  He tilted his head, stared at her as if she were a science project he was in the middle of constructing. “Why? From one kiss?”


  “It was the kiss, but most of all, it was you. I thought you were the most handsome man I’d ever met, and smart, and funny, and most of all, you had your act together. You have no idea what my days are like,” she said, with a light laugh. “I love my job. But I spend my days with a lot of messed-up people. And you’re the least fucked-up person I’ve ever known. You don’t have issues. You don’t have baggage. What you see is what you get. For someone who spends all day fixing people, I suppose I really have been longing for someone I didn’t have to fix.”


  “I take it Liam isn’t doing it for you?”


  “See, that’s not fair. How can you be so observant about my feelings for Liam, but so clueless about how I felt for you?”


  “Pretty amazing how I can have blinders on about certain things, isn’t it?”


  “I do like him . . .” she said, then let her voice trail off.


  “But?”


  “But, it’s hard to like someone when you’ve been focused on someone else.”


  “I can understand that,” he said, since Julia was his whole world.


  “You’re madly in love with Julia, aren’t you?”


  “Madly doesn’t even begin to cover it. But we really don’t have to talk about her,” he said softly.


  “I’m a big girl. I can handle it. Talk to me.”


  “I mean it, Michele. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable. You need to tell me if it upsets you if I talk about her.”


  “I survived six hours of poker with you having your hands all over her, and watching that dopey look of love in your eyes the whole time,” she said, both teasing and being truthful. “I can handle talking about her. And if I can’t, I’ll let you know.”


  He patted the couch. “Sit next to me.”


  “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”


  “What, are you going to throw yourself at me? I’m strong. I’ll fight you off.”


  “Oh, gee. Thanks.”


  “C’mon. We’re friends, and hell if I’m letting you go over this.”


  She moved off the chair and sat next to him on the couch, tentative in the way she folded her legs up under her, keeping a bit of distance. He took her hand, clasped it in his. “I need plenty of fixing. Trust me on that.”


  “Okay,” she said playfully. “You need Dr. Milo again?”


  “I always need Dr. Milo, but I also need you to know I think you’re an amazing, beautiful person, and you are going to make some man the happiest man on the planet, and you probably won’t need to fix him either.”


  She squeezed his hand, and it felt good, comforting. Like something he didn’t want to lose. “But now you need me to fix something, don’t you?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “You just said you’re tired of fixing people all day. I’ll be okay.”


  “I said I don’t want to fix the man I’m going to be involved with. But I think we’ve established that we’re friends. And besides, I have a feeling—call me crazy—that you might really need my help. You screwed things up with Julia, didn’t you?”


  He nodded, guilt written all over his face.


  “Tell me everything,” she said.


  He didn’t tell her everything. He’d promised Julia to keep her secrets about her debt. But he told Michele enough about what he’d done. “So what do I do? Just wait for her to decide if she’ll move to New York for me?”


  Michele nodded. “I’m afraid in this situation, patience is going to be a virtue. But I also think you need to find a way to show her that you can fix things. That when a mistake has been made, you can do more than apologize. Show her through your actions, not just your words. Show her you can fix the things that matter to her.”


  And with blinding clarity, he knew what to do.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  Julia’s jaw dropped at the mention of all the zeroes. “That’s the size of the prize?”


  Glen Mills nodded and said yes, again and again and again.


  “I won a contest I didn’t even know I was in AND you want to just give me that much money? No strings attached?”


  Glen chuckled, and even his laugh sounded proper. “Well, the string attached is we would very much like to offer you a contract to manufacture the drink in conjunction with Farrell Spirits,” he said, mentioning the name of one of the world’s largest premium drink makers that was home to many top-flight rums, vodkas, gins and whiskeys bottled around the world.


  “Oh my God, like those cosmo and mojito mixes you see in grocery stores,” Kim said with a shriek.


  Julia turned to Kim, and it was like looking in a mirror and seeing a grin as wide as the sea, eyes twinkling, surprise and shock etched across her face. She returned her gaze to the gray-haired gentleman, who’d become something of a Santa Claus. Dropping in unexpectedly, bringing only presents, and a ho, ho, ho. But Santa wasn’t real, and there had to be some loophole he’d spring on her. The devil lived in the details, and bathed himself in fine print. She rearranged her features, fixing a more serious look on her face. “There has to be some kind of catch? Do I have to give up my bar, or my firstborn, or an arm, maybe?”


  Glen laughed, and shook his head. “No, Ms. Bell. We simply want to be in business with you. Farrell Spirits contracted my magazine to embark on a nationwide hunt for the best cocktail and the string attached is that the company would very much like to make it and turn it into a mass-market available product.”


  Chills raced over her skin, goose bumps of sheer possibility. She didn’t know what to do or say. But this must be what it felt like to win the lottery: disbelief of the highest order. “So you want the recipe, of course?”


  “We are going to need the recipe if we agree to the terms, but I assure you it will not be printed in the magazine. It would become a trade secret of course, and Cubic Z can remain the only bar where the drink can be made or ordered fresh.”


  Julia grabbed Kim’s arm in excitement. “Do you have any idea what that would do for our business? It’d go through the roof,” she said, now shrieking. “And that’ll be so good for you and Craig and the baby.”


  “I know,” Kim said, her face glowing.


  “There is one small item though,” Glen said, interrupting, and Julia’s shoulders fell. This was the moment when the devil revealed himself. There was no such thing as a free lunch. Her life was not X-Factor with Cocktails. There would be a catch; there always was.


  “Yes?” she asked through a strangled gulp.


  “Even if you don’t accept the Farrell offer, I will still be writing about this drink in our magazine because it is divine,” he said. “And there are no strings attached to that recognition. I would simply be shirking my journalistic duties to do anything less.”


  Julia’s smile returned. “Far be it from me to turn you into a shirker of duties,” she said, and extended a hand to shake.


  Later that night, when she returned to her home, she couldn’t wipe the damn grin off her face if she’d tried. Because for the first time in a long time, she’d won something based on her skills. Sheer talent alone had made this happen. She wasn’t saving the world, and she certainly wasn’t curing cancer, but she could mix a damn fine drink, and build a damn fine bar, and no man could ever take that away from her.


  Funny that she hadn’t even known she was a contender, but that made this victory all the sweeter. It was her victory, her prize, and her success. Based on something intrinsic to her that no one, no mobster, no douche of an ex-boyfriend, could ever twist or manipulate.


  As she unlocked the door to her home, she was filled with a sense of pride over a job well done.


  The only trouble was there was someone she desperately wanted to share this moment with.


  She settled for her sister instead. McKenna had just returned from her honeymoon, so Julia called her to tell her the news.


  * * *


  Three days later, McCoy’s was bustling with the usual lunch crowd. This was Midtown Meeting Central, and everyone must have gotten the memo to wear a suit today because the restaurant was packed with sharp-dressed men and women, angling for deals, pitching their wares, hoping to get the person across the table to sign on the dotted line. Clay recognized that hard and hungry look in many of their eyes; he had it himself. Only this time he was hunting out information, and the best purveyor of intel in all of Manhattan was digging into his steak right now.


  “Someday I’m gonna charge you, but for now, let me say this is delish, and I will happily take my payment in the form of a meal,” Cam said, as he stuffed a forkful into his mouth.


  “Like I wasn’t going to pick up the tab. And you know I’d pay you in a heartbeat for your services,” Clay said as he worked through his pasta dish. “But are you ever planning on telling me what you found out?”


  “No. I’m going to eat this steak and run,” Cam joked, with his mouth full. He chewed, and then took a long swallow of his dry martini. He subscribed to the notion that steak was meant to be enjoyed properly with spirits, the time of day be damned. It was one of the very many reasons Clay called this man a friend. He was steady, reliable, amusing as hell, and loved to share his special talent of finding anyone or anything with friends, asking only for the cost of a meal.


  Picking up the tab was nothing if he could deliver what Clay needed.


  Cam wiped his mouth with the cloth napkin, then set down his fork and knife for a break from the food. “I’ll put you out of your misery. My guys found him. All those stories Liam was telling about real estate in the Bahamas? You were onto something.”


  Clay’s eyes lit up, and a spark of anticipation ran through him. Could it be this simple? That he’d been found, coincidentally, in the very place where Liam had randomly been asked to buy a condo? “He’s in the Bahamas?”


  Cam scoffed, and waved a big hand. “No. That’d be too easy. What world do you live in? The land of coincidence? He’s not in the Bahamas, but you were right to put all those clues together from what this fucker did. He’s taking pictures of homes.”


  “Exactly what he was doing when he was in San Francisco,” Clay added, raising an eyebrow in question.


  Clay had supplied Cam with the clues, tracking down every last one Julia had ever told him about her ex. He’d shot homes for realtors. His niche behind the camera was making rooms look much bigger, and Dillon had told Julia on their first date that someday he’d be sipping a drink in the Bahamas. Clay had added up those details, alongside Liam’s unexpected recon work, and Charlie’s brief comment at the cafe on Sunday, and went with a hunch that Dillon might be in the islands snapping shots for scams.


  Cam tapped his nose with his index finger. “Bingo. Because here’s the thing about men like that who run scams. They tend to fall back on old habits. They do what works. Whether it’s taking pictures, or conning money. And he seems to have gotten in good with some of the scam artists on a certain island, trying to hustle money selling time-share condos that don’t really exist. His job is to take the pictures of the one good condo, make them look majestic, and the other guys peddle the properties that don’t really exist.”


  “But where is he?” Clay asked, because that was all that mattered, and he damn near wanted to cross his fingers with hope, but he wasn’t a finger crosser. He was a man who knew the law, and knew that when you ran afoul of it there were certain islands where it was better or worse for you to be.


  He hoped to hell that Dillon was in one of those countries that would be worse for Dillon.


  “Can you say Montego Bay? Because if you can, I’ve got the address for where Dillon Whittaker is living now,” Cam said, and slapped a piece of paper on the table.


  Clay grinned, a pure, wicked grin broke across his face as he picked up paper. “God bless Jamaica and its fine extradition laws with the United States of America. Looks like someone is going to need to pay the taxman.”


  Taxes were a bitch.


  * * *


  “So what’s your verdict?”


  “Uncross your legs,” Gayle said.


  “I hardly think uncrossing my legs is the answer to all my romantic woes,” Julia said after telling her stylist most of the details of her situation.


  Gayle winked at her in the mirror as Julia followed orders. “I don’t know, sweetie. Kinda sounds like uncrossing your legs has been working pretty well for you with this guy.”


  Julia laughed. “Fine, you got me on that.”


  “Champion race horse in the sack, right?”


  She covered her mouth with her hand daintily, pretending to be shocked. “Did I say that?”


  “No. But it sure as hell sounds like it, from the stories you’ve told me about his prowess.”


  “Prowess doesn’t even begin to cover it. But that’s not what we’re talking about. I need to know what you think I should do next. A woman can’t make this kind of decision without consulting her stylist.”


  “Don’t consult me,” Gayle said, brandishing her silver scissors playfully in the mirror.


  “Consult the scissors?”


  Gayle shook her head. “Ask the ink,” she said, and tapped her bare arm with the silver scissors, pointing to the cursive letters on her arm spelling out I want to be adored. Julia had always admired the tattoo, even more so because Gayle’s wish for love had come true. Julia leaned in close to the tattoo and whispered, as if offering a plaintive plea to an oracle. “Ink, what should I do?”


  “Allow me to translate for the ink,” Gayle said as she resumed snipping hair. “Do you love him?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you forgive him?”


  When phrased like that, the answer seemed patently obvious. “Yes,” she admitted in a small voice.


  “And most of all, does he adore you?”


  Julia tried to suppress a smile, as if she could hold in all that she felt by not admitting the pure and honest truth. But she blurted it out anyway. “So much.”


  Gayle gave her an approving nod. “One more question. Do you have any idea how devastated I will be to no longer do your hair if you move to New York? Fortunately, I still go there every few months to cut Jane Black’s hair,” she said, mentioning the Grammy-winning rock singer.


  “Name-dropper.”


  “I’ll see if I can squeeze you in after Ms. Black.”


  “Watch it. I’m going to be famous now, too. You’ll have to start calling me Ms. Purple Snow Globe.”


  “You do know that sounds like the name of a vibrator, right?”


  “Which makes it an even better name for a drink. Because when you drink one, it makes you feel like a vibrator does,” Julia said, and cracked herself up, along with her stylist.


  “That should be the marketing slogan. But you don’t need a vibrator with your champion racehorse.”


  “If I take him back,” Julia added, emphasizing that one word. If. Because she had promised herself a week to make this decision.


  Gayle rolled her eyes. “A woman’s stylist always knows.”


  * * *


  All night Julia was tempted to text Clay. To let him know what happened with Farrell Spirits. To tell him which way she was leaning. But she also knew she needed to give this a week. The time apart was less about him, and more about her. It was about what she wanted in life, but more so, what she needed. As the days had passed with necessary silence, her heart had become clearer. She trusted him. She’d become sure of that. The question remained, though–did she trust herself? Did she have enough faith in her own gut to make the right choice when it came to men? When it came to love?


  As she settled into bed, she glanced at the clock on her nightstand. It blared one-thirty in garish red. Tomorrow would be Saturday, and her self-imposed Clay exile was nearing an end. Only twenty-four more hours until she gave him her answer.


  She reached for her phone so she could reply to McKenna. She and her sister had been texting earlier in the day about getting together for a Saturday girls’ lunch. She hadn’t seen her sister since the wedding, and she missed her something fierce.


  “See you at noon, and get ready for a tackle-hug, because that’s what I’ll be giving you,” she typed.


  Her sister replied seconds later. “You better get ready to receive one too.”


  That left Julia with a big, fat smile. Then she clicked over to her email for one final check before bed, and her heart stopped when she saw his name. The email had been sent a few hours earlier in the evening, and she was only seeing it now. Part of her wanted to berate him, to tell him to give her the space she’d asked for. But mostly, she felt giddy. She missed that man, and the happiness over simply seeing his name in her email was a potent reminder, like someone had underlined it with yellow highlighter, of what she should do.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 7, 10:48 PM


  subject: For You


  Julia,


  I’ve seen enough movies to know that when it comes to romance, the man usually screws up and then makes some sort of big gesture for the woman. The boom box in the rain, the trip to the top of the Empire State Building, or sometimes just flowers, candy, or a note. But you’re not that kind of a woman—the kind who needs or wants flowers, candy, or a note. Though I’ll gladly give you all of that if you let me. But I want to make good on a promise I made to you at your sister’s wedding. I spend my days helping my clients to make more money and to protect their interests. But I can protect you too. And I can give you something I know matters more to you than flowers, candy, or a note. Because I know you, Julia. I know you so well. And what I can do is this—I can right a wrong for you. Please click on the link and you’ll see.


  She hovered over the blue link, without a clue what she would find. She tapped it, bringing up a small blog called Death and Taxes. Julia eyed it curiously at first, then the possibility slammed into her of what he’d done. Some kind of wild hope bloomed in her chest as she scrolled through the short, succinct blog posts, each one detailing a tax-evading citizen who’d been caught. Then she found the one that had her name written all over it.


  California resident Dillon Whittaker has been served with an extradition order from Jamaica back to the United States where he is currently under investigation for failing to pay taxes on $100,000 in income from the previous year. The IRS said it learned of Mr. Whittaker’s non-compliance with the tax code under its Whistleblower Law that encourages tipsters to turn in tax cheats by bringing forth evidence on potential tax evasion to the IRS. If the information is substantive enough, the individual may receive a portion of the back taxes paid by the tax evader. We will continue to report on the outcome of the investigation into Dillon Whittaker. Sources tell us jail time is coming soon.


  Julia leapt out of bed and shouted victoriously, pumping a fist in the air. She brought her phone to her lips, kissing the screen over and over. She was sure she’d soon take flight, and rocket around the city on this crazy glee she felt. “Take that, fucker.”


  She’d never realized how sweet revenge would taste, but it tasted fucking spectacular, especially when she clicked back to her email and read the last line from Clay. I had my friend track him down in Jamaica, and I called the IRS to turn him in.


  The only thing that tasted better was the next note from Clay. A separate email, also sent a few hours ago. She only noticed it after she stopped dancing on her bed. She dropped back down to the mattress and read more of his words.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 7, 10:52 PM


  subject: You


  Just remember this, for what it’s worth. I adore you. Absolutely, completely, with everything I have. I will give you everything, all my heart, all my love, anything you want. You mean more to me than I ever imagined. Being without you is hell.


  Without thinking, she clicked over to her texts to call up his number and ring him, but the reflection of the red numbers in the mirror stopped her. It was after one in the morning here, so it was the middle of the night in New York. He’d be sound asleep. But someone else she knew and loved was wide awake. Someone who knew a little something about big gestures herself.


  She called McKenna, who answered immediately. “It’s late. Are you okay?”


  “Everything is perfect. Or it’s going to be after I see you. I’m on my way over.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  Her back was smashed against the Qbert machine, and her hands were raised in front of her face. McKenna had landed another punch to the ribs, then one to her shoulder. And now, it was coming: the noogie. Her sister grabbed her hair, and dug her knuckles into Julia’s head.


  “Don’t ever, ever, ever do that again!”


  “Okay, okay, okay,” Julia said, relenting for the twentieth time.


  McKenna backed off, huffing. “I would have helped you,” she said, her eyes on fire with frustration. “I would have given you the freaking money like that.” She snapped her fingers in emphasis. “That’s why you deserve to be beaten up. You’re supposed to let your big sister help you.”


  “I know, McKenna. Trust me, I know,” she said, placing her hand on her heart. “But I had to keep you safe. Don’t you get it? I love you and I love Chris, and I’d do anything to protect your happiness.”


  “Including not telling me a frigging mobster had a price tag on your head and was waving guns in your face?”


  Julia lifted her shoulders casually. “Technically, the gun was never waved at me.”


  McKenna pushed her hands roughly through her blond hair. “I’m soooo mad at you. I love you so much, and if anything had happened to you and I could have solved the problem, I would have died. Do you know that? Died! Like this,” McKenna said, then flopped down on the floor, and played dead for effect. Ms. Pac-Man trotted over and licked McKenna’s face.


  She craned her neck up at Julia. “See? Do you feel bad now? I would have been dead without you, and my dog would be sad.”


  Julia kneeled down and offered a hand, pulling McKenna to a sitting position. McKenna flung her arms around Julia’s neck. She’d always been prone to theatrics. “Promise me,” her sister said, “that if you ever get in a pickle with the mob again you will come to me right away, and I will pay whatever you need.”


  Julia laughed, but nodded into her sister’s hair. “Promise.”


  “Pinky swear?”


  “Pinky swear,” she said as they twisted their little fingers together. “But, um, that’s not actually why I came here.”


  McKenna rolled her eyes. “I know. You need my special touch, and I know just how to pull this off. But I’m paying for it, and there are no ifs, ands, or buts about it.”


  “Fine. But only because you want to.”


  “And we’re going to need Chris’s help.”


  “Somebody call my name?” Chris said, walking bleary-eyed down the hall, wearing only his lounge pants.


  “Did you actually wake up when I said your name?” McKenna asked.


  “No,” he said, rubbing his hand against his eyes. “I’m pretty sure it was the ‘Don’t ever do that again’ screeching that rousted me at three in the morning.”


  “We need your help.”


  “Is this another crazy scheme of yours, McKenna?” he asked arching an eyebrow.


  “Yes, but it’s in the name of love, and isn’t love worth everything?”


  He looped his arms around his wife and planted a kiss on her cheek. She leaned into it, and smiled. Julia didn’t feel jealous. Not one bit. She had that in her life. Waiting for her on the other side of the country. “Of course,” he said.


  * * *


  “I’m going to miss you so much,” Julia said.


  “I’m going to miss you too. But we’ll see each other.”


  “We will.”


  “And don’t worry about a thing. I’ll take care of everything. Every-single-thing. Now go.”


  Julia wrapped her sister in one final hug, and then said goodbye as the sun rose over San Francisco.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 9:45 AM


  subject: You too


  I would have called you last night when I read your note, but it was one-thirty in the morning my time, and I didn’t want to wake you up. But I was over the moon! I literally danced on my bed, and screamed with happiness. Does that make me an awful witch for celebrating a man’s potential incarceration? I hope not. And I can’t think of a better present. Well, I can think of a better present . . .


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 6:47 AM


  subject: Late-night calls


  Did I somehow give you the impression I would be unreceptive to a middle of the night call from you? I’d answer anytime. Be ready anytime. I am always ready.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 10:12 AM


  subject: Ready or not?


  I didn’t want to be rude and wake you up. But what you did is amazing. I can’t believe you found him. Wait. I can believe it. You are some kind of master fixer.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 7:27 AM


  subject: Call me Mr. Fix-It


  I can fix things around the house too. I am very good with my hands.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 10:52 AM


  subject: Yes. You are.


  I believe I am well acquainted with your manual dexterity.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 8:01 AM


  subject: Come again


  You should get reacquainted with it.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 11:20 AM


  subject: Your note from last night . . .


  So . . . this whole adoration thing . . . are we talking pedestal, shrine or just overall worship level?


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 8:31 AM


  subject: More than worship


  You are adored on every level. I can’t even joke about it because it’s all too true.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 11:48 AM


  subject: Exciting news!


  I won a contest for my Purple Snow Globe!


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 9:07 AM


  subject: As you predicted the night I met you


  Tell me more.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 12:32 PM


  subject: Be my attorney


  Big drink company offered me a contract. I might need a lawyer to look at the fine print.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 9:48 AM


  subject: Waiving my fee


  I’ll do it for you. You can pay me in blow jobs.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 1:05 PM


  subject: My kind of payday


  I’d give you those for free.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 10:23 AM


  subject: Mine too


  I want more.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 1:33 PM


  subject: Restrained


  I’d give you more anyway. Maybe you can tie me up, tie me down, or tie me all around.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 10:52 AM


  subject: Bound and Tied


  Don’t tease me. You know I love the way you look in my ties.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 2:16 PM


  subject: Yes to both


  I’m not teasing.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 11:28 AM


  subject: Yes you are


  You’ve never been a tease. Except when you tease.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 2:44 PM


  subject: This is not teasing.


  I miss you like crazy.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 3:07 PM


  subject: Fix for that


  I have a pill you can take that cures that. It’s called come live with me.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 3:49 PM


  subject: Question


  How much do you adore me?


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 4:02 PM


  subject: Answer


  So much I can’t measure it.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 4:11 PM


  subject: And another


  How much do you love me?


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 4:18 PM


  subject: Hit me with another


  More than I know what to do with.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 4:20 PM


  subject: One more


  How happy would you be if I said yes to your offer?


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 4:25 PM


  subject: One word


  Immeasurably.


  Iron. He’d cloaked himself in iron. He’d resisted. He hadn’t asked for an answer. He hadn’t pressured her. He’d simply kept up the volley, letting her lead as she seemed to need at the moment. He held tight to his phone, keeping it on his lap as he worked through the latest set of papers for the Pinkertons from home.


  He’d hoped to catch a movie with Davis, since his friend was back in town after working in London for the last few months. But Chris had called him that morning, telling him he was sending a bottle of vintage scotch over as a thank you for his new contract.


  “The delivery guys said they’ll be there between four and five, so I guess you can just have the doorman sign for it if you’re out?’’


  “I don’t have a doorman, but it’s not a problem. I’ve got things I can take care of at the house, so I’ll sign for it myself.”


  “Thanks, man,” Chris had said. “It’s the least I can do. You rocked the hell out of my new deal.”


  “If you’re pleased, I’m pleased.”


  But it was four-thirty and the scotch hadn’t arrived yet. He was looking forward to it, but not as much as he was looking forward to another note from Julia. The clock was ticking, lurching towards midnight. If he were a betting man, he’d put money on Julia using up every second of her week of thinking, and giving him the verdict when the clock struck twelve. That would be fine by him. She was worth waiting for.


  He scanned the page in front of him when the message light dinged on his phone.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: June 8, 4:32 PM


  subject: One question


  Do you still love surprises?


  Before he could reply, his phone buzzed with a text message.


  Balcony.


  He closed his eyes briefly, a spark racing through him with the possibility. Was she reminiscing about the things they’d done on the balcony or was there more to it? He stood up, walked to the door and slid it open. With his heart in his throat and hope winding its way through his bones, he crossed the distance to the railing, and looked down.


  His heart stopped, and then started again, thumping hard against his chest with desire, happiness, and mad love.


  She was the most beautiful sight in the world. But it wasn’t the stockings and the heels, the skirt or the little tank top. It wasn’t even her hair falling in waves along her shoulders. It was the two humongous suitcases, one on each side of her. She waved at him as his phone rang.


  “My driver left me here on the sidewalk with all my things. Don’t suppose you know a big strong man who could help me carry them upstairs to my new home?”


  He grinned like a crazy man. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


  Within seconds—okay, maybe a minute—he was downstairs, looking both ways, and sprinting across the street to her. He gathered her in his arms, and it was like coming home. Her body melted into his as she roped her arms around his neck, and they kissed, and they kissed, and they kissed.


  Finally, they pulled apart, but neither one let go. He needed to hold her. To feel her. To know she was real. He ran his hands along her bare arms. The feel of her skin was some kind of magic. He bent his head to her neck, inhaling her scent, the delicious, intoxicating smell of the woman he craved in every way. He lifted a hand to her hair, threading his fingers around her gorgeous flames. The sound of her sweet happy sigh was a shot of pure joy to his heart. She was here. She’d said yes.


  “I made sure my flight had Wi-Fi so I could surprise you. Did you think I was in San Francisco the whole day? The time on my laptop was set to Pacific until I landed.”


  He nodded. “I did, and I take it there’s no vintage scotch arriving between four and five?”


  “I’m the vintage scotch. I hope you like your surprise.”


  “You taste better than any scotch, than anything I’ve ever had to eat or drink. So you’re here to stay?” he asked, needing to hear it from her.


  She nodded. “I’m here to stay.”


  “No more running.”


  “No more running,” she repeated.


  “We’re together.”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Which reminds me . . . it’s been a week.”


  She wiggled her eyebrows. “Why do you think I wore a skirt?”


  A bolt of pure lust slammed through his body. “Fuck me now,” he said, pushing a hand through his hair.


  “That’s sort of the plan,” she said, tipping her forehead to the door to his building. Their building.


  “Get inside,” he growled, lifting a heavy suitcase in each hand. She grinned seductively and strutted across the street, glancing behind to watch him watching her. So perfect, so sexy, so beautiful for him. Once inside the elevator, he pressed the button for the fifth floor.


  She reached past him, and hit the stop button. “We’re not getting off ‘til we get off.”


  He shook his head appreciatively. “You are my woman. You always have been. You always will be,” he said, then reached under her skirt, pulled her panties down and slid his fingers across her. She was ready, oh so ready.


  She was eager too, judging from how quickly her nimble little fingers had unzipped his jeans. “You did miss me,” he said playfully.


  “So fucking much,” she said as she guided him between her legs.


  He lifted her thigh, hitching her leg around his hip, and sliding home. “Oh God.” She gasped, dropping her head back, and rolling her eyes in pleasure.


  “Don’t ever forget, Julia. I can always do this to you,” he said, in a hot whisper in her ear as he thrust into her.


  “I know. I want it always.”


  “We have all of Manhattan for fucking. We have restaurants and bars, and theaters and museums, and I’m going to want to take you everywhere.”


  “No pun intended,” she said, in between sexy little moans and pants.


  “Take you and take you,” he added. “Fuck you and make love to you. I’m not going to hold back. I’m going to seduce you all over this city, and make you come every single day and night.”


  “Please do,” she said, her voice rising higher, her breath coming faster.


  “All the time,” he said, gripping her thigh harder, driving deeper. She responded by running her hands up his spine, and digging her fingernails deep into his skin.


  “Leave marks on me,” he told her, and she dug in harder. “I want scratch marks from you.”


  “You feel so fucking good, you’re going to get them, Clay. Oh God, you’re going to get them,” she said, holding on tight and hard, dragging her nails along his muscles as she cried out, rocking her hips against his as she came, and soon, he chased her there with his own orgasm.


  He wrapped his arms around her, needing to hold her, even in the stalled elevator. He layered kisses on her neck, already hot and sweaty. “Julia, I won’t always take you hard like that, but sometimes I’m going to have to,” he whispered.


  “You better take me hard, and you better take me slow, and you better make love to me all night long,” she said, pulling back to look him in the eyes. Hers were both fierce, and full of love.


  “That’s a promise, and I keep my promises to you,” he said, running his thumb along her cheek.


  “I know you do. That’s why I’m here to stay.”


  That’s where he always wanted her.


   EPILOGUE


  Two Months Later


  “What can I get for you?”


  The pair of young women in slouchy tops revealing bare shoulders had parked themselves in the burgundy bar stools at Speakeasy, where Julia was now a part-owner. They perused the cocktail menu, and then the blonde one lifted her face to Julia, the look in her eyes full of excitement. “Can you make the Purple Snow Globe? We heard this is the only bar where we can get it made fresh,” she said, emphasizing that last word like it was made of sweet sugar. “I served some at a party last week from the store and everyone loved it, but we wanted to try the real thing.”


  “And I will be delighted to make it for you. But I should let you know, this isn’t the only bar. There’s a little place in San Francisco called Cubic Z that also makes a Purple Snow Globe, so if you ever find yourself out west, you know where to go,” she said, and started mixing.


  “Our friends are going to be so jealous. Everyone is loving this drink,” the woman said.


  “I’m thrilled to hear that.”


  After she set down the drinks, she headed to the back of the bar to retrieve more napkins. Along the way, her phone buzzed in her pocket, so she grabbed it. There was a text from Kim.


  How’s business? Booming as always, like it is here?


  Julia tapped out an answer. Always. She dropped her phone back into her pocket, glad that Craig had taken over behind the bar for her. She still owned a stake in Cubic Z, but Craig had needed a job, and her move had given him the perfect chance to help his wife while she was busy with the newborn. Charlie hadn’t been heard from, and while Julia and Clay had toyed with spreading a nasty rumor on Yelp about Charlie’s chicken, they’d decided not to. Charlie was a man not to be messed with, so they’d chosen to leave him and his chicken in the past. But Julia couldn’t deny she was pleased when her sister forwarded along a few new online reviews for Mr. Pong’s that all noted the restaurant was less popular at lunch these days. Seemed that Charlie had lost a good portion of his venture capital patrons at the restaurant. Hunter with the laughing tell might have been kicked out of the poker circuit, but had managed the last word after all, telling his friends to find a new haunt for their kung pao chicken hankerings, hitting Charlie where it hurt him most.


  As for her apartment, McKenna had packed up everything for her, deciding what needed to stay and what needed to go. She trusted her sister completely with that choice, especially when the boxes had arrived with only her favorite items in them. She didn’t need her fluffy towels, though. Because she and Clay had bought new ones, with some of the $10,000 she’d won at the poker game, along with a bench, some softer pillows, and a new set of scarves. They’d considered ropes but they’d always been more DIY when it came to restraints, opting for belts, ties, panties and whatever was on hand, and that was likely to continue.


  She pictured returning home tonight after her shift behind the bar. She’d find him naked in bed, sound asleep on his stomach, his strong back on display with the sheets low around his hips. The lights would be dim, the only sound the faint rhythm of his sleeping breath. She’d strip down to nothing, and run her hands along his skin. He’d groan lightly, roll over and pull her on top of him, and they’d have slow, sleepy, middle-of-the-night sex.


  That image was burned in her brain as she returned to the bar to serve a new customer. A man in a suit had just sat down. Then she realized that man was her man. Her man in a suit, and by God, did he ever look sexy as hell in it. Maybe it was the little bit of cuff showing, or the cufflinks, or the purple tie he wore.


  She rested her elbows on the bar, and flashed him a smile. “What can I get for you there, wearing your lucky tie?”


  He ran his fingers down the fabric, and raised an eyebrow. “You noticed my lucky tie.”


  “I always notice what you’re wearing,” she said in a whisper, her words just for him. “Are you thinking you’re getting lucky tonight?”


  “I’m a lucky man every night because I have you.”


  “Flattery will get you everywhere. But you still must pay for your drink,” she said and poured him his standard scotch, placing it in front of him. He took a long swallow, then reached for her hand, threading her fingers through his.


  “Hey, gorgeous,” he said softly.


  “Hey, handsome.”


  “What would you think about going to Vegas this weekend?”


  “So we can see your brother’s show, then play a little blackjack?”


  “For starters,” he said, and there was a twinkle in his brown eyes.


  A ribbon of possibility unfurled in her. “Are you going to propose to me in Vegas?”


  He laughed. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”


  “I would like to know,” she said, as the corners of her lips curved up.


  “But I love surprises, Julia. So I guess you’ll have to wait and see if I propose, or if maybe I take you there to elope.”


  She clasped his hand tighter, her way of saying she liked that idea. Either one. Both. “So I won’t know till you take me to Vegas?”


  He shrugged playfully. “Maybe I’ll do neither. But I’ll tell you this much. We will have an excellent time, and I fully intend on marrying you someday. Someday soon.”


  “Oh you do, do you?”


  “I do.”


  “You practicing saying those words?” she said, teasing him like she’d always loved to.


  “Maybe I am. Do you like hearing them from me?” he said, and every day she found new ways to fall in love with him. This was today’s.


  “I do, Clay. I do.”


  THE END
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  Ten years.


  She’d been in love with one man for ten years.


  That was far too long for a person to suffer through unrequitedness. But when would these feelings end? The guy she was seeing, Liam, was charming, and she’d hoped he’d blunt her love for the man she couldn’t have. But as she flipped open her laptop to check on her next appointment, Michele wasn’t sure if the spark was there with Liam – a true light-up-the-night ignition that could erase the past.


  But it would take a once-in-a-century eclipse to blot out the ache she’d felt for that man who was now so happy with another woman.


  Someday, she hoped she’d know freedom from this hurt in her heart, the way her whole chest wanted to cave in.


  She clicked open her calendar, checking on the details of her next session. At least she had her work to focus on. Her patients and their challenges fed her, made her whole in a way that only her work as a psychologist could do. She scanned her notes, though she knew very little about her next patient. That was par for the course. She rarely knew much in advance and her job was to get to know patients during their time together.


  Well, let’s see what we’ve got, she figured, and she was ready to forget her own personal woes for the next hour.


  When she heard a knock at two o’clock sharp, she opened the door to her office, and all thoughts rushed out of her brain but one.


  One word. Blaring like a neon sign.


  Smoldering.


  This man was smoldering.


  And she’d already met him last night.


   PREVIEWS OF

  PLAYING WITH HER HEART

  AND TROPHY HUSBAND


  Dear Readers:


  Now that you’ve met McKenna and Chris in the Seductive Nights series, do you want to see how their love began? Be sure to check out Trophy Husband, the story of how they met and fell for each other. Trophy Husband is part of my Caught Up in Love series. You might also enjoy Playing With Her Heart, the novel where Jill and Davis fall in love, and where Clay first appears as a supporting character. A brief excerpt of both novels follows, and you can find the full novels across all major retailers.


  xoxo

  Lauren


  PLAYING

  WITH HER HEART


  Davis


  She raises her hands behind her head, pulling out the rubber band, shaking out her hair, and letting it fall around her face.


  I am undone by her.


  My hands are twitching to touch her. I am aching to taste her lips.


  “Do it,” she breathes out in a voice so low it’s barely audible, but it’s all I need.


  I place my hands on her face and cup her cheeks, and she closes her eyes and sighs. Then my hands thread through her hair and I pull her to me, pressing my lips to hers again. I am unable to stay away from her.


  Her lips are soft and full and greedy. But I like to lead, so I kiss her deeply, possessively, twining my hands through her glorious hair, as I trace the soft underside of her lips with the tip of my tongue, eliciting the sexiest moan from her that I kiss away. I nibble on her bottom lip, and she gasps. “Davis.”


  My name alone sends me into another realm, and before I know it I am tugging on her hair and roaming my mouth down the gorgeous column of her neck, and right before I reach her shoulder blade, I press my teeth to her skin, lightly, but heavy enough to make the smallest of marks.


  “Ouch,” she says, but the word tapers off, and the next thing she says is more, in a breathy whisper that turns into a groan of pleasure as I give her what she wants. “Do you know why I want to have my hands in your hair?” I say in a hoarse voice.


  “Why?”


  “Because I want to pull on your hair as I fuck you. I want to bend you over and take you against the wall, and I want to gather all your hair in my hands and hear you cry out.”


  “Oh God,” she moans, and her mouth opens in a gorgeous, perfect O that sends my body spiraling further into such dark longing for her. “Do you think I’d like it?” she asks, playing along.


  “You’d love it. Because I’d always make sure it was good for you. And because you like it a little rough.”


  “I think I would too.”


  “And I think you’d want me to tell you what to do. To direct you.”


  “Yes,” she says, panting, as I bring a hand down to the little pearl buttons on her sweater. “I want to bite these off,” I whisper in her ear, my breath hot on her skin and making her shiver. “But I think you like this sweater. I think you wore it for me. Did you wear it for me?”


  I nibble my way down her neck to the hollow of her throat. She gasps out a yes, as I tug on the bottom of her sweater, making room for my hand to slide across her belly. God, her skin is so soft.


  “Were you thinking I’d like the way your breasts look in it? That I’d like you in red?”


  “Yes.”


  She grabs my shoulders, and slams me on top of her, her beautiful body against the floorboards.


  “This works too though,” I tease.


  She laughs, but then turns serious again. “What else do you want to do to me?”


  “I want to go down on you on the piano. I want to lift you up and put you on the baby grand, and push your skirt to your hips and tell you to spread your legs for me,” I tell her, and she responds by opening her legs, and grabbing my ass, so we are in perfect missionary except for that little problem of clothes.


  “Do you think I’d do what you say?” she says breathily, as she thrusts her hips against me.


  “Yeah,” I say confidently. “I think you’d spread your legs for me, and let me taste you.”


  “Do you think I’ll taste good?”


  “I bet you taste like sin and heaven at the same time. I bet you taste fucking delicious coming on my tongue.” I look straight into her eyes, and they are full of fire and lust. “And I’m going to find out right now, Jill.”


  TROPHY HUSBAND


  The stars twinkle and the night air is warm as we leave the Tiki Bar and walk slowly up Fillmore. At the top of the hill, I see my friend’s maroon Prius that I’m tasked with driving home tonight. I point to it.


  “These are my wheels.” I click on the key to unlock the car. Then I reach for the door handle. But it doesn’t open. I try again. Same thing happens. “Damn. What is up with these hybrids?”


  “They have to calibrate to your heart rate.”


  “Then how the heck am I supposed to drive it home?”


  “I know a trick,” Chris says.


  “You do?”


  “Want to give me the keys and I’ll show you?” he asks, holding open his palm for me.


  But before I can pull away, he closes his fingers over mine, gripping my hand in his. That’s all it takes. Within seconds I am in his arms, and we are wrapped up in each other. His lips are sweeping mine, and I press my hands against his chest, and oh my. He does have the most fantastic outlines in his body. He is toned everywhere, strong everywhere, and I am dying to get my hands up his shirt, and feel his bare chest and his belly. But if I did, I might just jump him right here because I am one year and running without this. Without kissing, without touching, without feeling this kind of heat.


  He runs his fingers through my hair, and the way he holds me, both tender and full of want at the same time, makes me start to believe in possibilities. Start to believe that you can try again, and it’ll be worth it. His lips are so soft, so unbearably soft, and I can’t stop kissing him. He has the faintest taste of Diet Coke on his lips, and it’s crazy to say this, but it almost makes me feel closer to him. Or maybe I feel closer because he’s leaning into me, his body is aligned with mine, and there’s no space between us, and I don’t want any space between us. I want to feel him against me, his long, strong body tangled up in mine, even though we’re fully clothed, making out on the street.


  He breaks the kiss. “I wanted to kiss you all night.”


   STARS IN THEIR EYES

  SNEAK PREVIEW
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   COMING SOON

  AUGUST 2014


  The fifth book in the New York Times and

  USA Today Bestselling Caught Up in Love series


  Celebrity photographer-in-training Jess Leighton desperately needs to crash the wedding of the year. Snapping just one pic of the A-list Hollywood couple tying the knot will pay her way through school, but with security tighter than the bride-to-be's corset, she'll need more than her camera and smarts - she'll need help from her biggest rival, William Harrigan. Hot, motorcycle-riding Will is the last person Jess trusts, but he's her only ticket in. Good-looking, charming, and British, he's a triple threat. And he's got that sexy accent to boot. Soon, sparks are flying off-screen and in front of the cameras as they devise a plan to sneak into the ceremony. But when Jess' new celebrity client raises the stakes with a photo shoot of the maid-of-honor, she wonders if she's in over her head. Blackmail, botox, and the worst Breakfast Club remake in the world? It's all in a whirlwind week's work in Hollywood. The audience loves a happy ending, but in a town where everyone's acting and no one's playing on the same team, can Jess find her own ever after in time?


  * * *


  I pulled over to the curb in front of a one-story office building in West Hollywood, rolling past a scratched-up silver motorcycle that looked like it had seen its share of years. I bumped my scooter up on the sidewalk, jamming it into bike parking, then slid a thick and heavy lock through the tire and the pole and headed to J.P.’s office at the far end of the building. A trip to his office translated into cash, and cash fed those hungry bills on my kitchen table.


  I stopped near his door when I heard a voice I didn’t recognize.


  But once I instantly responded to. Delicious and British.


  “Right. I should be able to get you something, no problem.”


  Damn accents. They were my kryptonite. They nearly obliterated all my finely tuned control. And I was the kind of gal who liked being in control. All. The. Time.


  “Get me something good and I’ll have more for you,” J.P. said to him.


  “A challenge. I’ll take it,” sexy-accent-guy said with a confident tone to my boss.


  Please let him be ugly. Let him be a hideous troll.


  I walked in as he stood up.


  Damn. He wasn’t ugly from behind. He had a fantastic ass, and the perfect kind of jeans to show it off. Nice back too, firm shoulders, and hair that clearly needed to be touched.


  I took a deep breath to steel myself. I prayed that he had bad teeth. Crooked, yellow, snaggly teeth that would make me run for cover.


  But when he turned around I was greeted by one of my favorite, and most frustrating, sights on the planet – that of a hot guy about my age – twenty-one. He wore jeans that hung nice and low on the hips, scuffed-up black boots, a blue tee-shirt that showed off toned arms, and a pair of gold-rimmed aviator sunglasses hanging on the neck of his tee-shirt. He had dark hair, a whole mess of it, and eyes like a very angry sky.


  Eyes that caught me surveying him from top to bottom.


  He tipped his forehead to me. “Hey.” Then gave me a quick once over, and a small grin. “I’m William,” he offered in the sexiest accent I’d ever heard.


  STARS IN THEIR EYES releases August 10 and is now available to pre-order on iBooks. If you'd like to receive an email when STARS IN THEIR EYES and my other new titles are available, please sign up for my newsletter.
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  ABOUT


  One More Night

  Book #3 in the New York Times

  Bestselling Seductive Nights Series


  Your presence is requested for another installment in the tale of Julia and Clay, two red-hot lovers. Come inside their world of passion and suspense once more for a deliciously erotic and heart-poundingly dangerous story of pearls, handcuffs, thieves, mobsters, poker and pleasure in the city of sin…


  Happy endings don’t come easily. They’re hard-won and Clay Nichols is going to have to keep earning his…


  Now living together in New York with her debt safely paid off, sexy bartender Julia Bell and hot-as-hell entertainment lawyer Clay thought their future was clear sailing.


  But life doesn’t work that way and the fiery lovers run into a slew of new challenges as Clay tries to put a ring on it. Trouble looms in every corner–trouble from clients, trouble with timing, and, most of all, trouble from her past returns on their trip to Vegas. A dangerous man who knows much more about Julia than he should surfaces in Sin City where they’re supposed to be enjoying a weekend getaway. Following her in the casino, watching her every move at the pool, targeting her as she plays poker.


  Too bad Clay is called away repeatedly, leaving Julia alone in a sprawling hotel full of dark corners, back rooms, and unsavory characters. Can Clay save her from danger one more time, and then finally get down on one knee? Or will he be too late for the woman he adores?


  Read on in ONE MORE NIGHT, a novel in the New York Times Bestselling Seductive Nights series packed with more sex, more dirty talk and more danger. And per your request, the recipe for Julia’s award-winning cocktail, the Purple Snow Globe, has finally been revealed in this ebook!


  DEAR READERS


  This book exists because of you.


  When I finished writing AFTER THIS NIGHT I thought their story was done. Mostly. As you know, Julia and Clay have a happy ending in that novel, but the possibilities for what’s next in their future are left open. Within hours of that book releasing, I started receiving requests from readers for more. So very many of you emailed me, messaged me, posted on my wall and mentioned in reviews that you wanted more Julia and Clay, and that you wanted to know what happened when they went to Vegas. So here you go! But get ready. This isn’t just a mushy love-fest. It’s not all hot sex and declarations of love, though of course there is plenty of action between the sheets. But Clay and Julia exist on these pages because of the trouble they attract in their lives. Because of conflicts. Because of challenges. They have a new story to tell because they face more danger in their lives. So kick back, grab a Purple Snow Globe, and get ready for a bumpy, naughty, dirty, thrilling ride.


  DEDICATION


  The book is dedicated to Cynthia and Malinda for that night in New Orleans when they helped me find the right next story for Clay and Julia; to Jen, who guided me around certain bends in the road during the writing, especially those involving handcuffs, music and locations, and to my fabulous husband Jeff, who shows me the way out of every plot corner I very nearly paint myself into.


   CHAPTER ONE


  Thursday, 9:03 a.m., New York


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: August 14, 9:03 AM


  subject: You, naked and sound asleep in bed this morning . . .


  You have no idea how hard it was for me not to wake you up before I left for work and do bad things to you.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: August 14, 11:18 AM


  subject: Just waking up now . . .


  I’m a little confused. Did you just say you declined to do bad things to me? I can’t think of a single reason why you would do that.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: August 14, 11:22 AM


  subject: Get your rest while you can . . .


  Every now and then I’m a gentleman in the bedroom, and you needed your sleep. Especially with the things I plan to do to you this weekend. I won’t be a gentleman then.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: August 14, 11:43 AM


  subject: Then I won’t be a lady . . .


  Not just bad things, I hope. But very bad things? We are going to the city of sin, after all. I expect no stone unturned in your sinful pursuits.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: August 14, 11:55 AM


  subject: All stones overturned and then some . . .


  I have so many sinful things planned for you that I’d be stopped at the border. That is, if Vegas had a border.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: August 14, 12:07 PM


  subject: Frisk me, please


  Are you going to tell me anything about this weekend? Will I, for instance, be handcuffed?


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: August 14, 12:16 PM


  subject: You look good with your wrists bound.


  You won’t get a word out of me on that front. All I have to say is this: Just. You. Wait.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Friday, 8:36 a.m., New York


  Her hair a wild tumble and her eyes still hazy from what Clay had done to her, Julia sat up in the leather seat of the town car and glanced out the tinted window, catching a glimpse of the houses rolling by. Some red brick, a few yellow clapboard, all with freshly-mown lawns and crisp hedges. Pulling her gaze away from the glass, she tugged her skirt back down to her knees, then flashed a woozy thank-you-for-the-fantastic-O smile at her man.


  He winked as he adjusted his tie—his lucky purple tie. Earlier this morning, he’d been wearing a sun-yellow silk tie that she’d bought for him at Barney’s a few weeks ago for no reason except that she knew it would look good on him. Indeed, the tie accentuated his power attorney style perfectly when he wore it to an important meeting the next day, and it had looked particularly fetching on her later that night when he’d twined it around her wrists then lifted her onto the kitchen counter and had her as an appetizer before they both enjoyed dinner.


  But even though she had fond memories of the yellow tie, she’d insisted he wear the purple one today. It was a trip to Vegas after all, and they’d be gambling for fun, so they needed Lady Luck on their side. Whatever good fortune this tie had brought him, she wanted it traveling all the way to the city she hadn’t visited in a long while. The place she’d despised on principle for the last few years, but was ready to fall in love with again on this trip.


  “Now, that’s a way to start a vacation,” she said, snuggling next to her handsome man who’d just pleasured her. That was one of his favorite things to do, and he’d brought her many Os in many town cars over the last few months, starting with that first weekend she’d visited him in New York.


  He’d treated her quite well in moving vehicles. Come to think of it, he’d treated her well every-fucking-where and back.


  “There’s more where that came from,” he said, as he wrapped an arm around her, pulling her in close.


  “I never expect anything less than a regular supply of your talented mouth,” she said, running her palm along his square jawline, locking her gaze with his deep brown eyes that knew her so well. She threaded her fingers through his thick hair, simply because she could, simply because it was damn near impossible to keep her hands off him. She moved in for a kiss, but something in her peripheral vision nagged at her. Those houses beyond the window.


  Houses? That’s when it hit her. There were no houses on the way to the airport. There were no manicured lawns and pretty porches on the path they usually took. It was highway all the way, but she’d been too preoccupied moaning, writhing and rocking her hips against his face the last several minutes to notice.


  She dropped her hand from his hair and narrowed her eyes. “This isn’t the route to Newark,” she said, her voice a bit panicked.


  He tilted his head and scratched his jaw. “Hmmm. It’s not?”


  She tapped the window. “Look, Clay,” she said. “This isn’t the way we usually go. I think your driver is going the wrong way. We need to let him know.”


  “You better tell him then.”


  She hit the button for the partition. The glass that separated their sprawling leather pleasure den from the driver lowered with a soft swishing sound.


  “Hey there,” she said in a chipper tone.


  “Yes, ma’am. What can I do for you?”


  “I think we might have taken a wrong turn. I’m not sure this is the way to Newark, and we have to catch our plane in an hour.”


  “We’ll make the flight no problem, ma’am.”


  “Oh. So you’re going to turn around now?” she asked, leaning closer to the front. The corner of the driver’s lips twitched, as if he were suppressing the start of an errant smirk.


  “There’s a back route I know to the airport, ma’am. It cuts through this town. We’ll be there soon,” he said, his hands on the wheel, his eyes on the road, the little sliver of a smile threatening his lips.


  “If you say so,” she said, playfully. “How long till we reach the airport?”


  “About five minutes.”


  “Thank you so much. And by the way, thanks for making this such a smooth ride,” she said, then tossed a naughty look at Clay, who knew exactly why she’d been barely aware of her surroundings when he’d buried his face between her legs a few minutes ago, then sent her soaring and screaming. She returned to her seat, and whispered to Clay, “That’s odd, don’t you think? I’ve never heard of a secret back route to Newark. You’d think everyone would know about it. Or that it’s the sort of intel that would get shared among friends. Do you think we’ll catch that United flight? The next one was booked, and I have that meeting with Farrell Spirits at two, Vegas time.”


  He reached for her hand, threading his fingers through hers, squeezing tight. “There’s not a chance in hell we aren’t making it to Vegas on time. I promise you that. You will make your meeting, and we might even be early. When I checked the flights this morning, the weather was smooth sailing all through the friendly skies.”


  She arched an eyebrow, not quite sure where his cocky confidence about air travel was coming from, but then not caring when she realized there was a small window of opportunity to perform her favorite job. Stabbing the partition button once more, she sealed them off from the driver, and wedged herself next to her sexy man, dropping her hand on his crotch, delighted to discover he was still completely aroused.


  “You are still hard from what you did to me,” she said in a purr.


  “Gorgeous, I’m hard nearly all the time being around you.”


  “Then I need to do something about it, because we have five minutes and this driver gives one hell of a smooth ride.”


  “Then let’s get those lips of yours wrapped around me and see what kind of ride you can give me,” he said, the gravel of his voice sending a flurry of tingles down her spine.


  “You know I love a challenge, Clay. And I’m going to give it to you good right now.”


  “You always do. But I’m not easy. I don’t know if you can pull this off in five minutes,” he said, deliberately taunting her.


  She wagged a finger at him, then unzipped his dark blue jeans in one quick move, tugging his briefs down too. “I know exactly how to lick, suck and touch your cock for a two-minute, a five-minute and a ten-minute blow job,” she said, then dropped her mouth onto his erection, taking him all the way in in one smooth, quick move.


  He groaned instantly. “Maybe,” he said, as if he didn’t believe her. “But which one is this going to be?”


  She licked him back up to his head, then rubbed him against her lips, because she knew that drove him wild. Seeing his cock being caressed and loved by her mouth was his undoing. His eyes darkened, and he shut them briefly, his head falling back against the leather seat as he speared her hair with his strong fingers. “Get those lips back where they belong. All the way around me.”


  “It’s going to be the two-minute treatment then,” she said, blowing a stream of air against him, and he opened his eyes to hitch in a breath. “Say you want it fast. Admit I can make you come in two minutes,” she said, rubbing his throbbing erection across her lips once more to show him she knew the path to his pleasure.


  “Do it,” he growled.


  That was all she needed to reacquaint his cock with the back of her throat, wrapping her lips tight around the base, and sucking hard. She cupped his balls, rolling them against her fingers, and that drew out a long, deep groan. She smiled to herself at his reactions, loving that she could do this to him. She continued on her quest, sucking hard, licking teasingly, and delighting in every second of it as his groans grew louder and his fingers gripped her tighter. She finished him off quickly, savoring the taste of him in her mouth and the sound of his grunts in her ears.


  When she returned to her seat as he zipped his jeans, she nearly shot out of the moonroof as the signs for Teterboro Airport loomed closer.


  “This is definitely not Newark,” she said, her voice practically a shout. “Where are you taking me?”


  “Welcome to the executive airport, gorgeous. We’ll be flying in a private jet to Vegas.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  Friday, 8:58 a.m., New York


  “Ladies first,” Clay said, gesturing to the steps that unfolded from the gleaming silver Cessna that looked like a bullet. She squeezed his arm, then walked up the steps. No, that was wrong, he corrected himself. She strutted, wiggling her sexy ass for him, happily heading into the jet.


  Keeping her busy on the ride over had been the best distraction—in and of itself—and because it preserved the sheer surprise that he’d wanted to elicit from his woman. The jet was one part of the weekend he’d mapped out for Julia in Vegas. Every detail was planned to a T; every gift arranged in advance. He wanted to shower her with luxuries, capping them all off tomorrow with the one he was most eager to give her—a three-carat emerald-cut diamond ring as he asked her to be Mrs. Clay Nichols forever and ever. The ring was safely in Sin City already; he’d had it shipped from Tiffany’s, and sourced from a diamond mine in Canada, one of many that operated by socially responsible guidelines in the diamond business. His brother, Brent, had the ring under lock and key at his place in Vegas. Clay had contemplated having the ring shipped to the home he and Julia shared in the West Village, but when she’d playfully confessed one evening last month while lounging on their balcony, drinking scotch and looking at the stars, that she’d been the kid who peeked at her Christmas presents early, he knew it was safest to keep the ring far away from her prying eyes.


  “McKenna almost ratted me out one year. She found me re-taping a Christmas package early one morning when I was ten, I think. My face turned bright red, but then I told her our cat was playing with an ornament, and had knocked a few presents around, so the tape must have come off.”


  He’d laughed at her cover-up. “And she believed that far-fetched, multi-layered fib?”


  Julia shook her head, a self-deprecating grin curving her lips. “Nope. So I tried another tactic. I gave her my most prized possession in exchange for her silence—my scrapbook of all these fabulous Jordan Catalano snapshots from My So-Called Life,” she’d said, and he’d smiled at the mention of the TV show she and her sister had been huge fans of when they were growing up. That was something else he and Julia had in common; not that show, but an affection for movies and TV as entertainment and as touch-points for special moments in life.


  “You are deviously clever, and I also want to thank you for the advance warning that I should never leave any Christmas gifts for you under the tree until Christmas morning when Santa arrives.”


  She’d pretended to pout. “No fair.”


  “So fair,” he’d countered, as his mind whirred through the best options for keeping a ring far, far away from those exploring eyes and fingers. When he’d told her at her bar the other night that he’d planned to take her to Vegas for the weekend, she’d blatantly stated that she hoped he might get down on one knee, so he certainly wasn’t trying to catch her off-guard with his proposal. They were open with each other about their desire to be married someday soon. But the details? The where, when, and how of it? That’s what he could have fun with, moving puzzle pieces around, keeping her on her toes and hopefully finding a way to surprise the woman he loved, adored and cherished.


  Starting with this jet. Mission accomplished on the first surprise.


  “All this for a Friday meeting in Vegas?” she asked, as she drank in the posh interior. Her meeting with Farrell Spirits, the global beverage giant that manufactured Julia’s very special, very secret drink, had proved to be fortuitous timing. He’d already booked the trip when a few days ago one of the marketing executives at Farrell had asked her to meet in Vegas, where the company’s U.S. marketing operations were headquartered. Farrell wanted to expand Julia’s role from a behind-the-scenes mixer of its wildly popular new drink into a sort of spokeswoman for the Purple Snow Globe she’d invented. Once that serendipitous meeting was set, he had the perfect alibi to make this weekend seem like it was simply a combo business-and-pleasure getaway, not a well-planned and orchestrated opportunity to pop the question.


  “You’ve got to be able to fly with the high rollers now that you’re becoming one,” he told her, sliding his palm over her ass, cupping her cheek through her skirt as they stood in the galley. “Think of it as your corporate jet for the day, courtesy of the Pinkertons.”


  The Pinkertons, a duo of British film-producing brothers, had offered him the use of the jet for the weekend; their way of saying thank you for all the points he had won them in the deal they’d just signed with a studio for their newest movie.


  As Julia stepped into the lush inside of the jet, he watched her take it all in. Her green eyes were wide and bright, practically inhaling the surroundings as she stopped in her tracks. Her jaw dropped and she gawked. That made his heart pound against his chest. He loved her unfettered reactions. She didn’t hold back. She didn’t pretend. She let her emotions show through, and she was clearly in awe right now, which was exactly how he’d wanted her to feel. Pride suffused him as he catalogued her response. She wasn’t a woman who needed a private jet; she’d happily fly commercial, but she sure as hell was a woman who appreciated gifts, and did he ever love giving things to her.


  She launched herself into his arms and rained kisses on his cheek, jaw, and neck. “I am so glad you are making them boatloads of money, because this jet rocks. You are getting ten thousand blow jobs for this one, mister,” she said.


  “That’s a lot. You better get started.”


  “You’re ready again so soon?”


  He pretended to look at his watch. “Soon? If memory serves the last one was twenty minutes ago. That seems like a lifetime in between to me.”


  She let go of him and strolled further inside, running her hand along the soft, leather seats. In a warm shade of beige, they were spacious, complete with footrests and full reclining ability. The Cessna Citation X had nine seats, and he’d never been so grateful for an empty flight than he was today. At the back of the plane, a metallic bar boasted sleek bottles of vodka, scotch and other liquors, sturdy tumblers, and a bowl of fresh, ripe strawberries, courtesy of his clients.


  The Pinkertons liked him.


  A lot.


  “This climbs to 51,000 feet, and the weather forecast indicates smooth sailing across the skies,” a friendly voice informed them. They turned around to find the pilot had joined them. Dressed in a dark suit and a pilot’s cap, the silvery-haired veteran of the skies quickly introduced himself.


  “Greg Barton. I spent twenty years in the air force before moving to the private sector,” he said as he shook hands with Julia, then Clay. “I promise you’ll enjoy this flight so much, you may never want to get off the plane.” He returned to the cockpit to begin his preparations.


  Julia picked up on his comment, and ran her fingers down the buttons on Clay’s shirt. “I suspect this will indeed be my favorite flight ever, though I kinda doubt it’ll be because of the smooth sailing.”


  He arched an eyebrow. “Maybe I just want to nap rather than join the mile-high club.”


  “We’ll just have to see about that,” she said, then walked across the plush carpeting to the bar, reached for a strawberry and popped a particularly red and juicy-looking one into her mouth, her lush lips closing around it. He couldn’t wait for the plane to take off.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Friday, 10:03 a.m., flying above Ohio


  Somewhere around one thousand feet in the air, Julia fell asleep. It was pretty much instant. She settled into her cushy seat, leaned into the comfy headrest, intending to close her eyes only briefly, and then crashed. She’d been working hard at her bar, and working late, so he figured she needed the extra shut-eye, not to mention a weekend off her feet. Her hours at Speakeasy, the bar she was part-owner of in Manhattan, had been long and late into the night, and as a bartender she was always standing. He hoped she’d be able to relax some this weekend after her meeting, and maybe spend time at the spa or pool at the new Allegro Hotel where they’d be staying on the Strip.


  With her quietly snoozing, he took his laptop from his bag, and flipped it open. He had a few contracts he could get a jump-start on as well as some emails to power through. The plane had Wi-Fi, so he logged into his email. He’d planned to take the weekend off, but he wasn’t much of a napper so he could use this time to get ahead on next week’s workload. His clients kept him busy, and he liked it that way.


  He fired off answers to several notes, one from his counterpart at a studio, another from Flynn at his firm, and one more from Liam, an actor he represented who owned Speakeasy. After a successful Broadway run in The Usual Suspects, Liam had landed the plum leading role in a new heist flick set to start shooting soon. That movie was one of the reasons Clay had booked a penthouse suite for the weekend at the Allegro, the backdrop for a few key scenes in the upcoming movie.


  As he typed, a silent alarm popped up on the top of his browser. When he saw it was from an Etsy seller, a quick burst of hope rushed through him. He’d been hunting for something perfect for Julia, a one-of-a-kind item to include in the parade of gifts this weekend. A Purple Snow Globe necklace: it would be the finishing touch, if the seller could pull it off. He’d found a similar item—a shiny emerald-green martini glass pendant, but he’d needed it in purple, and had asked the seller for a custom order. The seller was talented, but not terribly speedy, so he wasn’t sure if it would be done in time. She couldn’t find the right clasp—she only had a long, T-bar clasp. He’d told her fine. Whatever, he’d take a different clasp. He simply wanted the pendant on the chain. He rubbed his palms together and clicked on the note. Ah, there it was. Ready. He replied with a confirmation, adding that he’d like to pay for a same-day delivery service to the Allegro Hotel.


  A new note landed in his inbox from Gino Rizzo, an executive at Comedy Nation, who put the p in prick when it came to negotiations. Clay had been brokering a deal for a producer client of a new late-night show, and Gino had railroaded every point. He read the note, his chest tightening and his fists clenching with every word. Damn bastard was threatening to walk if Clay didn’t take care of the final clause today.


  He shoved a hand roughly through his hair, and slammed his laptop shut. If he left it open, he’d send a nasty email. Instead, he rose and paced up and down the short aisle of the jet. He ran through options as he wore a tread on the plane’s carpeting. The silent ride and the smooth hum of the engines cleared his head, becoming the soundtrack he needed to figure out what to do next. His client, a one-time sports announcer, needed this deal. Desperately. He’d struggled mightily to get this far in his career, and Clay couldn’t leave him hanging. The guy had a wife and four kids, one of whom had needed multiple surgeries to correct a birth defect. The gig with Comedy Nation was the first nibble his client had had in a year, and he needed that deal.


  Fuck.


  That meant one thing.


  The key to negotiating power was being the one willing to leave everything on the table. In this case, Clay wasn’t the one willing to walk away. He hated not being in that position. But if his client wouldn’t walk away, he couldn’t, so he’d have to walk—or fly, rather—to the other party.


  Parking himself back in the seat, he opened his laptop, and banged out a reply.


  Fifteen minutes later, Julia stirred. He turned off his computer once more, stood up to root around for his bag under the seat and locate one of her wrapped gifts, then returned to the seat next to her as her eyes fluttered open. “Hey handsome,” she murmured.


  “Hey gorgeous.”


  “What have you been up to?”


  “Working.”


  “Always working,” she said, shaking her head


  “I could say the same for you,” he said, planting a gentle kiss on her forehead, the gift box tucked by the side of his leg. He swallowed, wishing he didn’t have to say the next thing. “Hey, I hate to do this, but Rizzo at Comedy Nation is playing hardball, and I have to get things ironed out.”


  “He’s such an ass,” she said, her voice coated in irritation. “I wish you could punch that guy.”


  He laughed, loving her put-up-your-dukes nature. “Trust me, I would like to land one on him.”


  “So you need to go to L.A. instead of Vegas?”


  He nodded, the corner of his lips curving into a frown. “For a couple of hours. I don’t think I’m going to be able to join you at the Farrell meeting. But if you absolutely want me there, I’ll find another time to see Rizzo.”


  “No. I know Grant needs this deal,” she said insistently, referring to Clay’s client. The fact that she knew the names of his clients and that she cared about his business had always touched him. What he did for a living mattered deeply to him; he liked that the details mattered to her too. “It’s absolutely fine. I am a big girl and can handle my meeting.”


  “I know you can. I just wanted to make sure.”


  “And then after my meeting, I plan to have a date with a lounge chair and a Pina Colada poolside at the Allegro until you return. I can just kick back and work on my non-tan,” she said, gesturing to her creamy, fair skin that she always covered in sunscreen. Then she placed her hands together in a prayer, as if making an oath. “But in the meantime, I promise not to agree to anything or to sign a thing without my lawyer looking at it,” she said, giving him a sexy little wink.


  An appreciative moan escaped his throat. “Mmm. I have taught you well the perks of being with a contract man.”


  “Want to play lawyer and naughty client?” she said suggestively, running her hand along his thigh. “Oh, Mr. Lawyer, I’m thinking of signing on the dotted line when you’re not around.”


  “I’ll put you over my lap and spank you.”


  “That’ll only make me want to go wild with blue ink,” she said, playing the part well. She quickly changed her tune as she placed a palm on his chest and raised an eyebrow. “You sure you’re not sneaking off to Los Angeles to get me a ring?”


  He laughed once more. She’d been trying to get it out of him since the night he told her he’d wanted to take her to Vegas for the weekend. Even with her business meeting, she was hunting for clues of a proposal. Only his brother knew he planned to ask her to marry him this weekend. “I’m not going to Los Angeles to get a ring, but even if I were I would never tell you,” he said.


  “You do realize that gives absolutely nothing away?”


  He nodded, tapping her forehead lightly, then running his finger down to her nose. “I know,” he said, then nibbled on the end of her nose.


  “Well, enough about rings. What’s in that box there you’re hiding by your leg?”


  “You saw it?”


  “My gift-spotting skills know no bounds.”


  He handed her the turquoise-wrapped box with a white bow on it. She eyed the bow. “In case you want to tie me up on the plane, looks like we already have something to use.”


  His dick twitched against the denim of his jeans. She was always on the same wavelength as he was. “I may need to tie up your hands as a reminder to bring your poker face to the meeting today.”


  She gave him a sharp-eyed stare. “Do not ever doubt my poker face. It is masterful,” she said, as she tugged one end of the ribbon, letting the white satiny bow fall across the shiny wrapping paper. Ripping off the paper, she popped open the top of the box, and there it was. That glow in her eyes. The absolute joy in receiving gifts. She was a delight to give presents to because she never faked her appreciation. Reaching inside the box, she wrapped her fingers around the necklace then gently lifted the long strand of pearls. “Oh my God, they’re stunning. They’re so fucking gorgeous.”


  She draped the pearls over her hand, the long strands like waterfalls of smooth, rounded beads. She gazed at them like they were precious, a fitting response, since they were. “They’re real,” she said, with wonder in her voice as she looked up at him.


  He nodded. “I would never give you something fake.”


  “I’ve never had pearls before. I’ve never thought of myself as a pearl person.”


  “Then let me show you how I want you to wear them, so you can see how absolutely fucking sexy a pearl person can be,” he said, standing up and making his way to his suitcase. He opened one of the zipper compartments where he’d tucked a dress for her, and brought it over. “Another gift. Put this on.”


  “Now?”


  He nodded. “Yes. Model it for me.”


  “As you wish,” she said, standing up and glancing once at the cockpit. “What about the pilot?”


  “I told him we’d be making full use of the plane and he said he’d have his eyes on the sky the whole time.”


  “Then keep your eyes on me,” she said, looping the strand around her neck, then stripping off her skirt, letting it pool at her feet, her gaze locked on him the whole time. He watched her, growing harder with each layer she removed—now her shirt, then her lacy bra. He reclined the spacious leather seat, taking in the show, savoring every second of her undressing. She stood before him in only her underwear, a small bit of sheer white covering her pussy, the evidence of her arousal already starting to show as he caught a quick glimpse between her legs.


  “There’s no need for the panties. Get rid of them now, Julia,” he told her in a rough voice.


  She nodded, and stepped out of the panties.


  Taking the silky dress from his hands, she tugged it on, and he shuddered, jealous of the fabric that now hugged her naked curves. She turned around, but kept looking at him, watching as he caught sight of the backless dress for the first time.


  He drew a sharp breath, letting it fill his chest as the view of her bare skin fueled his desire. “Come here. I need to adjust those pearls,” he said, and she kneeled in front of him. In one quick move, he shifted the strand from her front, dangling between her breasts, to her back, so the pearls were a choker on her neck. “Now sit on my lap, so I can admire you,” he said, and she rose, then positioned her sweet little ass on his thighs. He smoothed his hands over the soft skin of her back, his cock stiffening as she hitched in a breath at his touch. Unable to resist her breasts, he looped his hands around to cup them through the fabric, kneading and stroking until her nipples quickly turned to hard diamond points. She gasped, and arched her back, pressing her breasts further into his hands as if she needed the pressure, craved the touch. He played with her breasts until she was nearly panting, then returned his hands to her gorgeous back, and the trail of pearls that led down her spine. “I can’t decide if I want you to wear these while I fuck you or if I want to play with them while I’m fucking you,” he mused, as he fingered the pearls.


  “How would you play with them?” she asked, and her voice sounded hot, wanton.


  “Let’s find out,” he said, grasping her hips and lifting her off him. “Unzip my jeans, woman. I can’t fuck you with my clothes on.”


  That wicked grin spread across her face with his words. She skimmed his pants down to his knees, unbuttoned his shirt and spread her palms over his chest as she stood between his legs. Electricity shot through him; she alone could do this to him. She was the only one who had the control panel to his body, who knew which dials to turn and how far. She pressed his nipples between each thumb and forefinger, squeezing hard. He nearly growled in response, his eyes momentarily drifting shut.


  “I’m so tempted to sign things without you around,” she teased, as she licked his chest, returning to their role-playing.


  He stopped her hands, moving them behind her back. “I see you’re already trying to get in trouble with your attorney. I warned you what would happen.”


  She shivered. “I’m ready to take my spanking.”


  “But this time it’s going to be different, Julia. I’m not going to use my hand,” he said, as he removed her necklace. Gripping the necklace carefully in his hand, he left a small loop hanging down, then quickly swatted her backside with the pearls.


  “Oh!” she gasped.


  “I’m not sure I was clear the first time. You might need to hear it again.”


  “Oh yes. I think I might, to fully understand the impact of what you’re saying,” she said.


  “Good. Because I need you to listen to me.” He lightly spanked her marvelous bottom with the pearls and she bit her lip, an absolutely delicious image of her trying to rein in the pleasure that was likely roaring through her body. If the way she felt matched him, then her veins were a raging fire. He smacked her one more time, causing her to wriggle against him. Maybe even an inferno, because that was what he felt as he witnessed the pleasure contorting her features when he spanked her with the necklace. The reaction drove him wild with desire, so he swatted her one more time, and she cried out.


  “Now, straddle me, so I can see what other tricks I can perform with these pearls.”


  * * *


  She lowered herself across his thighs, her legs spread wide open, the skirt of her dress hiked up to her hips, her pussy exposed and aching. And he knew it. He knew she was squirming for him.


  “Tricks? You’re a magician now?” she said in her playfully taunting tone as she positioned herself on him.


  “You tell me if it’s magic when I make you come with these pearls. Close your eyes, Julia,” he said, his voice deep and rumbly, sending hot shivers across her skin. The little hairs on her arms rose as the world around her disappeared. They were flying high, shooting across the country, maybe over Pennsylvania, maybe Ohio. Who knew? Who cared? They were tangoing with the sky, traveling in a silver bullet of bliss as he teased her flesh with the necklace. The sensation from the rope of pearls now gliding across her chest sent tingles over her skin. She felt his strong hands somehow wrap the pearls in a figure eight around her breasts. He tightened the strand, and she yelped in surprise, in pleasure, in the strangely thrilling sensation of having her breasts squeezed by pearls.


  “Does that ouch mean more please?” he asked, low and husky in her ear.


  “So. Much. More,” she answered.


  “Good,” he said, his breath ghosting hot over her throat as he shifted the beads again, letting them fall between her breasts. He trailed them against her belly, then dropped them lower, and lower still, until the end of the loop brushed her clit with the barest whisper of a kiss. She trembled from the sweet, exquisite agony of a kiss from a pearl.


  Soon she felt the pad of his finger too, pressing lightly against one of the beads, increasing the friction, rubbing up and down over her swollen clit.


  She didn’t know if it was the pressure from his hand, or the crazy, new sensation of the smooth object that sent a fresh rush of heat to her core. But she stopped trying to figure it out as his finger dipped down to her folds, sliding across her, and drawing out more slickness. “You’re dripping on my hands. That didn’t take long,” he said.


  “Are you disappointed with the speed of my arousal?”


  “Never. It feeds me. It makes me want to see how far I can go with you, how much I can bring out in you.”


  “Try me then. Test me,” she said, her voice as bare as her emotions for him. She was his; she belonged to him so completely. In the last two months they’d fallen deeper in love and further into pleasure, seeking out new ways to please each other. “Bring out more in me. I am yours to play with.”


  He bent his head to her chest, drawing a nipple into his talented mouth all while readjusting the pearls. With her eyes closed, she wasn’t quite sure where he was going next. As his tongue stroked her nipple to a hard pebble, she felt strands slide lightly across her pussy, a deliciously new sensation that made her gasp.


  “More,” she whispered, as she held onto his strong shoulders.


  “Always more,” he said, gliding the pearls across her wetness. She quivered all over, her body greedy, her mind curious as to what he planned next. Where would he go with the necklace? How far would he explore her body with this smooth, sensuous piece of jewelry that was turning her inside out with pleasure under his masterful hands? Eagerly, she waited for his next move, her body hungry. Then she felt the pearls more distinctly; he’d looped them into double strands, and was sliding them across her wet, eager lips, each strand caressing her most sensitive center. A loud moan escaped her, unbidden, filling the cabin. Then another as he dragged the necklace faster through her wetness, sometimes narrowing the distance between the strands, sometimes widening them, but always making sure pearls were rubbing her where she wanted them most. All the while he continued lavishing her breasts with attention, drawing one nipple deep into his mouth, then turning to the other to lick and kiss and suck. She threw her head back as pleasure pulsed in her, like blinding bursts of white light. It was almost too much to keep up with—her breasts being fondled by his talented mouth, her hot center being stimulated with jewels.


  He kept it up, rubbing the pearls between her legs, then down to the outline of her ass, touching her cheeks, then back to her desperately needy clit. She was teetering on the brink, hovering on some new precipice. But she needed more of him to fly over the edge.


  “It feels so fucking good,” she said in a breathy pant. “But I don’t know if I can come without your fingers or your tongue.”


  “You can, Julia. I know your body. I know your arousal. I want you to come just from the pearls,” he said, his voice commanding, and sending a charge through her spine. “I know you can.”


  “Then put them inside me,” she said, the words falling out more quickly than she’d expected them to. But somehow, she knew that was what she needed to gallop over the cliff she was nearing. She wanted to launch herself over it, fling herself down the abyss of pleasure.


  In a flash, she felt him pushing several beads inside her, her molten center greedily taking the friction. “Oh God,” she moaned. “Yes, do that again. Please. Please, Clay. Please,” she said, and soon the word had become a chant—please—and somehow the repetition sent her tumbling into a delirious swirl of new sensations: his finger inside her, the smoothness of the beads hitting her tight walls, then the friction, the oh-so-fucking intoxicating friction against her clit as he rubbed one bead faster and faster. Soon, her belly tightened, her sex clenched, and her sounds intensified.


  She could feel the orgasm start to crest. It was almost there, nearly ready for her to bathe in its glory.


  He pushed the pearls deeper inside her, and she shouted his name. Then, mere seconds later as she hovered torturously on that hazy edge, he tugged the necklace out of her quickly. The wicked feeling of the pearls leaving her body sent her soaring as she shattered with a cry that she was sure the pilot could hear. She was equally sure she didn’t care about anything but the white-hot orgasm that stole her mind now as she relinquished all control, all rational thought, all of everything to her climax. This orgasm owned her body, claimed every single nerve inside her, taking her hostage in its absolute and pure bliss.


  When she opened her eyes, she gripped his shoulders harder, needing to steady herself because she felt like she had no control over her body anymore. Like she’d simply sway because pleasure had consumed her, lapping her up from her head to her toes. She looked at her man, and his deep brown eyes were primal and hungry. “Get on me now, Julia. And put on your seatbelt; this is going to be a bumpy ride,” he said, and she obliged instantly, sliding onto his rock-hard cock. She inhaled sharply, her breath catching as she sank down onto him, never growing tired of the way he filled her. Only this time . . . wait . . . it was different . . . there was something between them. They both looked down at the same moment, their foreheads touching.


  The necklace was looped around the base of his shaft, forming a makeshift cock ring. The rest of the necklace hung below, nearly, but not quite, touching the floor. He reached down, quickly tugging up the strand of pearls the other direction, trailing it between her breasts, but leaving it on his cock, stroking in and out of her, as he held onto the necklace.


  “There’s a pearl necklace between us,” she said, enjoying the double entendre.


  “I’ll gladly give you both kinds anytime,” he said as he thrust into her, his strong hips and legs guiding his shaft upward, deeper, harder as she rode him.


  She hitched in a breath, then her eyes widened as she watched him bring the necklace to his mouth and suck on the beads that had been inside her. Her bones turned liquid, her body became molten. He had no hang-ups, no qualms. He simply savored every single aspect of sex with her, loved every taste, every touch, every feel.


  “You taste fucking spectacular on this necklace,” he growled, his tongue lashing out across a bead to draw up her wetness. “This makes me want to bury my face between your legs, again. Julia. I can’t get enough of you.”


  Her lips parted and she cried out as he licked the taste of her off the pearls.


  So erotic, so dirty, so very, very Clay.


  “Share with me,” she said, her voice breathy as she raced to another climax. She felt it closing in on her, circling her like flames, and she wanted to ride over that edge with him this time. Jump off that cliff together and sail down on a parachute of pleasure.


  Holding several pearls between his teeth, he moved his mouth to hers, claiming her lips in a fury, letting her suck on the beads with him. Their tongues lashed, their teeth banged, and together they licked off the last drops of her first orgasm as she crashed into another one. A torrent of heat, and light, and fire raced through her body, consuming her. A rush of vibrations enveloped all her cells, radiating through her blood.


  The necklace fell from their mouths as he pumped deeper. His shoulders shuddered, and she could feel his climax begin. “Fuck, Julia. I fucking love coming in you. I love it. So,” he said with a hard drive. “Fucking.” Then another pump. “Much,” he shouted, unleashing himself in her, then owning her mouth in a deep, passionate kiss, their lips united once more as their bodies connected.


  As the aftershocks still chased her, she ran her fingers across his chest. “Welcome to the Mile High Club. I hope you enjoyed your flight.”


  He flashed a quick smile at her, then kissed her softly between her breasts, traveling up her neck, before leaving a gentle kiss on her cheek. “Makes me want to get my own jet and take you everywhere with me.”


  “I’ll be your partner in that kind of crime.”


  “With you and me, it would never be a crime.”


  * * *


  He washed off the pearls carefully, running soap and water over the necklace, then drying it off with a cotton towel. He returned to Julia who’d freshened up too, pulling on a short-sleeve blouse and a dressy pair of jeans and heels for her meeting with Farrell. She held two glasses of clear liquid, with ice cubes clinking in them. “Want to go wild and have a drink in the afternoon? Well, it’s afternoon in New York at least.”


  He nodded. “Afternoon delight and afternoon drinks with my woman. Those are the ingredients for my perfect day.”


  Tucking the pearls back into the box, he glanced up at her. “I want you to wear these when we go to Brent’s comedy club later tonight.”


  “And you’ll look at me all night with lust and secrets in your eyes, knowing where they’ve been.”


  He winked. “Exactly. That’s exactly what will be running through my mind every time I look at you,” he said.


  They settled back into their seats, Julia kicking up her shoes on the wide footrest in front of her. “Can we take this jet back to New York on Sunday night?”


  “I believe that is already the plan.”


  “You spoil me.”


  “I intend to spoil you even more,” he said, lacing his fingers through hers and squeezing her hand. An image flashed through his mind of how her ring finger would look with a diamond on it. Beautiful, perfect, and his.


  “Let’s watch a movie for the rest of the flight. I have Ocean’s Eleven on my iPad.”


  “How fitting. Let’s just hope we don’t run into a ton of trouble in Vegas like they did.”


  “But they got away with it.”


  “Then if we get into trouble at a casino, I want to have the same luck on our side that they did.”


  Two satisfying hours later, the movie ended the way it always did—with eleven thieves walking away from the fountains at the Bellagio, one by one, having gotten away with the heist, luck on their side.


  Soon the jet touched down in Vegas. Julia shook her head and smiled as she unbuckled her seatbelt. “I can’t believe you’re dropping me off in Vegas. On a jet. How did this become my life?”


  “When you made the very wise decision to hit on me in your bar one night in San Francisco.”


  She laughed, the sweet sound washing over him. “Right. That’s how it happened. I just jumped on you and gave you no choice.”


  “Or maybe I hit on you,” he mused playfully, as he stood up and carried her bag to the steps of the jet. “Either way, it all worked out. I’ll see you soon. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


  “That leaves things pretty much wide open.”


  * * *


  When the Cessna landed in Los Angeles thirty minutes later, he gathered up his laptop and phone. But he couldn’t find his purple tie. He searched under the seats, on the seats, even in the bathroom. It was nowhere to be found, and he texted Julia, hoping she had it.


  She replied that it wasn’t in her luggage or her purse, and that she was enjoying the view of the Strip from the penthouse at the Allegro.


  He was glad she liked the room, but suddenly his mind stayed fixed on his damn tie. Maybe it was irrational, maybe he was superstitious, but he had the sinking feeling that his luck was running out.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Friday, 1:33 p.m., Las Vegas


  Julia’s red-soled heels clicked against the black-and-white marbled floor of the Allegro lobby—though lobby hardly felt like the right word. The entryway was stretched out like a palace, with two giant wings that wrapped around the circular hotel creating a long, tall oval in the middle of the Strip. She’d read up on the design, and the architect had waxed eloquently about being inspired by infinity pools and wanting to create that same sort of feeling of circularity, he’d called it. More like trickery.


  Julia suspected the design had more to do with the ease of being swallowed up in the casino, sliding quarters into slots, slapping down chips on tables, and never being able to find your way out. This hotel typified that Vegas mentality of keep them inside. But it did so elegantly because the walls were adorned with art, replicas of some of the very paintings inside the Allegro Gallery in the heart of this hotel that boasted authenticated works from masters like Monet, Goya and Matisse.


  Gorgeous emerald-green plants and small, potted trees lined the walls too, offering an inviting feel and sending the message that this was both a welcoming and an opulent place to stay.


  Lord knew their room was stunning, and seemed to go on for miles. Earlier, she’d run her hands along the royal-blue comforter and leather headboard on the king-size bed, and was then drawn to the full-length glass windows that looked over the city: all of Vegas, all of gambling, all its secrets spread out below them.


  She’d sighed happily, drinking in this city. Being here was like a second chance. She and Vegas used to be bedfellows, happily in love and lust when she’d taken girls weekend trips here, playing the tables at the nearby Bellagio late into the night. But then Charlie the mobster had forced her to be his ringer and to hustle for him in rigged poker games in San Francisco to pay off her deadbeat ex-boyfriend’s debt. That had sapped her love of the game just the teensiest, tiniest bit. She’d reclaim it this weekend; she’d already started taking poker back for herself, playing in New York games with Clay and Cam and a rotating cast of actors, producers, and friends. Now and then even Michelle Milo joined them. That woman had grown on her; they’d had a brief heart-to-heart when she moved to town, Julia thanking Michelle for giving Clay some of the advice he’d needed, and Michelle thanking Julia for making him—her good friend—so happy.


  Here in the perfectly-modulated, precisely temperature-controlled hotel, she made her way to meet Tad Herman from Farrell Spirits at the poolside bar. The meeting wouldn’t start for another twenty-five minutes, so after she passed a painting of Monet’s Japanese Bridge, she turned into the casino in the center of the hotel, weaving her way through the tables, the flurry of quarters, nickels and dimes from the slots becoming the casino soundtrack. This sound was the music of gambling, of bets being laid, of chances being lost and won. It was the song of hope, of hands rubbed together as one-armed bandits were pulled, the players longing for the metal splash of money.


  When she reached the poker tables, she scanned for one with a $25 minimum. Not too small potatoes, but nowhere near a high-roller location. She settled in with two other players, an older couple, both decked out in matching Hawaiian shirts and sipping on gigantic Pina Coladas.


  Placing a $100 bill on the green felt of the table, she nodded a hello to the dealer. He was dressed in a simple yet classy black shirt with a tan vest. “Change please.”


  He slid four green-and-white chips to her, tucked the cash into a drawer, and began dealing.


  “Welcome to our game. We’re celebrating our thirtieth anniversary,” the woman said in a cheery voice, flashing a bright smile at Julia.


  Raising an invisible glass, Julia toasted to the couple. “To another thirty. The best is yet to come,” she said.


  The woman dropped her hand on top of her husband’s, bumping shoulders with him and planting a kiss on his cheek. Julia smiled to herself, glad that her poker companions were a happy couple rather than a coterie of Charlie’s plants, brought in to pad the game as she took down unsuspecting high-rollers. There was none of that here. She was playing without a net, playing for fun.


  The way it should be.


  * * *


  He watched from a set of stairs by the entrance to the private club. The steps were bathed in the soft, golden glow from the bar lighting. Blending into the scenery in his Allegro-issued pit boss dress-pants and shirt, one hip rested against the brass railing on the stairs as he folded his arms over his sturdy chest.


  The redhead was here.


  He’d known she was coming. He’d gotten word from the front desk. She was on a list—a list that he checked regularly, and had his associates monitor too. A known hustler, she was one of the most wanted in the country. Rumor was that she had some kind of magic touch. Could take down nearly anyone. She was probably a card counter, too. He’d get closer soon enough, see if he could pick up on the telltale signs from her eyes. The very best card counters were hard to pinpoint, that was the point; their leopard spots blended into a thousand other leopards, whether it was the fanny packs on their waists to appear like other tourists, or the high-class designer clothes to seem like the big spenders. But if you knew what you were looking for, if you studied those bastards closely, you could find the cheating in their eyes, and in their foreheads. The Botoxed effect, he called it, because that kind of rocket-speed counting came from intense concentration. Their eyes would be steady, and focused, their brain fixed on numbers, and the net effect of that was visible in the forehead—no furrowed brows in the best of the best. They counted without the evidence on their face, so the evidence lay in the frozen stoicism of their features.


  It was all the easier to blend in when you were engaged in conversation with tablemates, and this hot piece of work had made fast friends with the silver-haired couple in their palm-treed shirts. Had she known them already? Were they her sidekicks? Plants to camouflage her hustle? He’d have to talk to the dealer later; see if he picked up on anything from her. For now, she was flashing wide smiles full of straight white teeth to the couple at her table. Then, she turned her focus back to her cards, appraising her hand, and laying down a bet.


  Ten minutes later, she’d doubled her money, scooped up eight green-and-white chips, and waved goodbye to the couple. He pressed a finger against the Bluetooth device in his ear, quickly ringing up one of his colleagues.


  “I need you to keep an eye on her. See where she goes.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  He hung up without another word.


  Tucking the chips into a small purse, the redhead walked away from the table, her fine ass in those tight blue jeans looking quite the fodder for a shower jerk. He bet she liked it hard. He bet she liked things done to that fantastic ass. He’d love to yank down those jeans, run his hands over her smooth flesh, give her some of what he had packing. She’d probably never had it as good as what he could do.


  Then he nearly smacked his wandering mind. He wasn’t here for his dick. He had a job to do, and she was getting in the way of it.


  CHAPTER SIX


  Friday, 2:12 p.m., Las Vegas


  A light breeze rippled across the cool blue waters of the pool, sleek and elegant with dark stone and classy wooden lounge chairs that surrounded it. A wrought-iron fence on one end sealed off the rooftop pool, but you could peer over it six stories below and watch the crowds roll by along the Strip, packs of sightseers and throngs of conventioneers jamming down the sidewalks of the city, popping in and out of the hotels and shopping malls that beckoned to them.


  The warm air rustled her hair, blowing a few strands across her cheek. She pushed it back, then took a drink of her iced tea. Tad had an iced water. She wasn’t surprised that he wasn’t drinking. It was a business meeting, after all. What surprised her was his teetotaling attitude. When the waitress had stopped by the high table where they perched on cushions on bamboo stools, he’d held up his hands and waved off the idea of liquor like it was a virus.


  “Oh no, I never drink,” he’d said.


  Julia had wanted to make a joke about his age, but she’d bit her tongue. He did look like his mom drove him to the meeting—he had a tiny nose, the smooth, baby-face of a pre-teen and the skinny body of a boy barely in puberty. Add in the towhead blond hair, and she’d have carded him in a heartbeat at Speakeasy. But she knew from researching him in advance that he was twenty-nine, and the son of the company’s chief marketing officer.


  She’d gleaned too, from spending a few minutes with him that he was serious. Intensely serious. He placed his hands together, and she did the same. Tad’s all-business persona made her mirror him: serious, straightforward, and focused.


  “As you know, Ms. Bell,” he began, and Julia stifled a small laugh, because no one ever called her Ms. Bell. “We want to expand your role at Farrell Spirits. The Purple Snow Globe has been a big hit.” He proceeded to rattle off numbers and percentages that thrilled her. She was proud of her drink-baby; consumers loved it, and stores had picked it up and stocked it, then sold out of it.


  “I am delighted that it’s been doing right by you, and I so appreciate you taking a chance on my drink.”


  He held up his hands in deference. “No chance taken there. You deserve all the credit for creating it. In fact, our market research tells us that consumers both love the drink, and you. They want to know more about you.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “Market research about me?”


  “Not exactly about you. But the beverage, and what they like. Of course, they love the taste, but they also like you—the article Glen Mills ran about discovering your drink was one of the most popular in his magazine and drove hundreds of thousands of views online. We’ve been tracking the reviews and write-ups in blogs and across cocktail sites for those who try the drink in person at Speakeasy in New York. The bottom line is—they want more of you.”


  “Why on earth would someone want more of me?”


  He furrowed his brow at her as if her question didn’t compute. He reached inside his briefcase, took out a stack of papers, and stabbed his finger at it. “Because they call you the beautiful bartender. Because they like your . . .” He paused to read the notes again. “. . . charm. Your confidence. Your conversations.”


  He looked up as an extremely tall man in a black suit passed behind the table, sunglasses shielding his eyes. “After crunching the numbers and running a P&L, we’ve concluded that we can grow the Purple Snow Globe business significantly if the drink and you become synonymous,” he said linking his fingers together as if to demonstrate.


  She couldn’t resist. She simply couldn’t not touch that. “So they want to drink me?” she asked in a sexy purr.


  A blush crossed over his baby cheeks. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”


  Poor guy. She’d been too bawdy when this young man clearly needed the safe-for-work Julia. “No, it’s okay. My apologies.”


  He took a deep breath, perhaps recalibrating. “So, we’d like you to appear in some ads, in the marketing materials, maybe even a TV spot, and on the packaging. We think it can help skyrocket the product even further, and we’re prepared to pay handsomely for the additional role we’d be asking you to take on,” he said, then shared a number that nearly made her jaw drop. But she’d mastered the poker face long ago, and it came in handy here as she gave a curt nod and let him continue. “There’s only one stipulation,” he said, then cleared his throat.


  Ah, the fine print. There was always a hoop to jump through. “And that stipulation is?”


  “It’s a morals clause,” he said, in a firm tone.


  “Morals? I’m a good girl,” she said, reverting back to jokes. But inside, she started spinning. Why on earth would he be concerned about her morals?


  “I’m sure you’re pristine, but the reason I bring this up is we are a spirits company, and while that may seem on the surface that we’re loose and fast, we actually have to be quite buttoned-up about the law, and the rules.”


  “I assure you, Tad. I am over twenty-one,” she said, flashing him a playful smile, because what the hell was he hinting at?


  He returned her smile, not showing any teeth. “I am referring to who you associate with. The people you consort with. As I understand, you were involved with Dillon Whittaker, and he is now in prison for tax evasion,” he said. Her shoulders tightened and she gritted her teeth just from hearing the name of her ex. The fucker was finally behind bars where he belonged and she so did not need him messing with her future.


  “Dillon is not a part of my life at all,” she said crisply.


  Tad nodded. “That is good to hear. Our spokespeople need to be above reproach. We would still like you to sign this morals clause to ensure that you uphold a proper reputation, including but not limited to no public intoxication, and no involvement with any sort of criminal element.”


  She held her breath, waiting for him to breathe Charlie’s name, the mobster she’d previously owed money to. But perhaps only the Dillon connection had been flagged? Would Farrell have any way of knowing that she’d pretty much been in the mob’s back pocket when she lived in San Francisco? She’d had no choice, of course. She wasn’t a mob wife—she was a woman who’d been screwed over by an ex and had clawed her way out of that trouble. She resented the implication that she was a cause for concern for Farrell, so she strapped on her best tough-chick smile, and said, “I am squeaky clean, Mr. Herman. You don’t have to worry about me.”


  She took the papers and said farewell to him as he gathered his bag and phone. As soon as he was out of sight, she ordered a big, fat drink. She crossed her arms over her chest, still huffing at Tad’s not-so-subtle finger-jabbing.


  She stared at the water, trying to let it calm her, and the cool sheet of blue soon became a balm to her frustrations. The sun beat down overhead, warming her skin, and reminding her to let it go. Tad’s attitude wasn’t what mattered here. She had a golden chance to expand her role as a business partner with Farrell and she’d be downright exemplary. She wasn’t a criminal, she didn’t have a record, and she played by the rules.


  She uncrossed her arms and breathed out, imagining her frustrations blowing away in the breeze.


  She surveyed the other pool-goers, mostly packs of single women in barely-there bikinis and groups of bachelor-party-esque men moving in to hit on them. Off in the distance she noticed someone who didn’t fit either bill—the tall man in the suit who’d walked past her table earlier. He was parked on the other side of the pool, alone: no iPad in front of him, no phone in his hands, and dressed for the shade rather than the sun. She couldn’t tell where he was looking, but when her spine tingled like a warning, she had the distinct feeling that he was watching her. His attire reminded her of Charlie, who’d dressed in black suits. Was he part of Charlie’s crew? Maybe the Vegas arm of his operations?


  Oh shit.


  Her mind went racing at sixty miles per hour. Charlie had to have sent someone to check up on her. In a flash, she rose from the stool, and made her way out of the pool area, and into an indoor hall, forgetting about the waiter bringing her the drink. As nerves prickled over her skin, she picked up the pace, making a beeline for the elevators. Glancing behind her once, her eyes latched onto a flash of black fabric, then it was gone. She spun around, hunting for the man in the suit who’d been watching her. Where was he? She didn’t see him anywhere.


  Maybe he’d darted down a dark hallway out of sight. Perhaps, he was lying in wait for her. Ready to pounce.


  She picked up the pace.


  Maybe she was overreacting. Maybe she was imagining things, but her heart was beating a frantic rhythm. As soon as she reached the room, she called Clay, locking the door, and bolting it shut as his number rang.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Friday, 2:36 p.m., Los Angeles


  He hated ignoring Julia, but his client was in tears.


  Tears of happiness, but still. He didn’t want to be a dick, and cut Grant off while the man was having his moment. Besides, Julia was probably calling to share good news about her Farrell meeting, and good news could keep for five more minutes.


  “Grant, I couldn’t be happier for you. This is what we wanted—to get you back in the saddle,” Clay said as the cab driver dodged and darted L.A. traffic.


  “My wife is crying too. She’s so damn happy,” Grant said in a blubbery voice that pulled even harder at Clay’s heartstrings.


  “I’m just sorry we couldn’t get Comedy Nation to go up. Had to take a bit of a hit on some points, but Gino’s a tough one,” Clay said, deliberately softening his report on the negotiations. Gino wasn’t merely a tough one—that was a euphemism. Gino was an asshole. A grade-A, top-choice, piece of fucking work that reminded him of an angry gorilla in a suit. Come to think of it, Gino looked a bit like a gorilla too with hair everywhere. Clay chuckled to himself at that picture, and it did wonders to tamp down his anger over being shoved into a corner during that deal.


  “Don’t apologize,” Grant said. “I wanted this deal no matter what, and you got it for me. That’s what matters. I would have taken half the money and still happily signed, so there. You should feel like you doubled my money.”


  Clay smiled, and already Gino’s jackass ways were fading into the rearview mirror. “All right. He’s sending me the contract, and I’ll take a final look Monday morning and then send you a digital copy to sign. You go out and celebrate with your wife. Give her my best.”


  “I will. And if there’s ever anything I can do for you, let me know. I owe you big time,” Grant said. “Now aren’t you supposed to be in Vegas this weekend?”


  “I am. And I should be there in about an hour. Talk to you soon,” he said, hanging up just as an email landed in his inbox from Etsy. The screen flashed the message—Package en route to Allegro Hotel. Will bring to room by seven p.m.


  Damn.


  That wouldn’t do. He’d have to get back in touch with the buyer and have the box left at the front desk, as he’d specified when he placed the same-day delivery order. But first things first. He wanted to talk to Julia, so he clicked on her number.


  When she answered, her voice sounded strained.


  “Hey. What’s wrong?”


  “I honestly don’t know,” she said.


  “Wait. Something is wrong?”


  “No. Yes. I don’t know,” she said, a worried sigh following her. “I’m probably overreacting or freaking out, and you’re going to laugh at me, but I promised you I’d be honest with you and not hide things,” she started, and he was both thrilled that she continued to lay her heart on the line every day, but also nervous about where she was going. Words like freaking out and hide things weren’t his favorites. Call him crazy, but they didn’t usually signal the good stuff in life. But still, given the troubles they’d had in the past over truths and lies, he needed to be supportive.


  “What is it Julia? I’m not going to laugh,” he said gently, as the cab hopped over a lane, then sped down the exit ramp leading to the Van Nuys airport where the jet was waiting for him.


  “Okay, so I was just with Tad from Farrell at the poolside bar, and when the meeting ended I had the weirdest sensation that there was a guy watching me.”


  “I take it you mean more than checking you out because you’re the most beautiful woman in the entire city of sin?”


  She didn’t even laugh at his compliment, or sass him back. “No. I felt his eyes on me. Like the guy was watching me and following me, Clay. When I left and walked down the hallway to the elevators, I swore he was behind me. I turned around, but he must have moved so quickly because then he was gone.”


  “Well that’s good that he was gone,” Clay said as they passed a sign for the airport.


  “But do you think . . .” she said, letting her voice trail off and he knew what she meant.


  “That it was one of Charlie’s men?” he supplied.


  “Maybe?” she offered up, uncertain, unsure.


  “I doubt it, Julia. Charlie, strangely enough, is a man of his word. He said he’d leave you alone. Was it just hotel security, maybe?”


  “Maybe,” she said but didn’t sound convinced. “I did sit down at one of the poker tables before the meeting. Met a sweet couple from Florida celebrating their anniversary. I played a few hands and won all of them, and they didn’t even blanch when I took their money. Even asked me to teach them how to play better.”


  He laughed. “Of course you won. And now the Allegro is probably watching out for the newest poker shark in town, so the casino will have eyes on you.”


  “I suppose it was nothing then,” she said, and she seemed to believe it this time.


  “It has to be nothing. There’s no reason for anyone to follow you. Besides, Charlie’s been expanding into New York, and we’ve never had any trouble there. I don’t want you to worry, and I would never say you’re worrying for nothing, but I think it’s just that this hotel is teeming with security. Brent even told me so. New hotel, high-end, lots of money coming through. He has some friends that run security firms in Vegas and they were practically tripping over themselves to get the contract. His buddy won the contract though, so let me call Brent, and I’m sure he’ll say the same. That it’s nothing but the hotel having extra precautions with all the attention it’s getting,” he said, swaying to the right as the driver took a sharp turn on the road to the airport.


  “Okay. I’m sure that’s it. I’m not going to worry about it.”


  “Good. Now tell me about Farrell,” he said, and she gave him a brief update about meeting Tad Herman, mentioning that the guy was super concerned about making sure she was “above reproach.”


  “He actually used those words. Above reproach. And he wants me to sign a morals clause. Do you think they know about the way I used to spend my Tuesday nights?”


  “You didn’t sign it, did you?”


  “Of course not. I do have a lawyer, you know.”


  “Good. And to answer your question, no. I seriously doubt they know about the rigged games. I would just assume they are trying to cover their own asses. They’ve probably gotten burned in the past.”


  “That makes sense. I just really want this. It’s a great chance for me to grow my career. Capitalize on what I’ve built already.”


  “I guess we should make sure you don’t land yourself in jail then,” he teased.


  “Would you break me out from behind bars if I did?”


  “I would break you out, but only after I’d had my way with you through the bars,” he said.


  She drew a sharp breath. “Clay.”


  Her quick arousal fueled him as it always did. “I’d find you in your solitary cell, looking all forlorn and wanting to get out, and I’d promise to pay your bail on one condition.”


  “And what would that condition be?” she asked, her voice quickly turning breathy.


  “That you let me touch you through the bars.”


  “I would agree to that. I would definitely let you do that.”


  “Yeah? You’d hike up your skirt for me in jail, Julia?”


  “Yes, and I’d make it worth your while. You’d have your hands on the bars, watching me, and I’d drive you wild, giving you a little peek of my ass, then turning back around and lifting my skirt just a little bit.”


  A hot wave of desire rumbled through him as he pictured the scene. “Come closer to the bars, let me touch that sweet little body of yours when you’re all locked up.”


  “And you’re the key to get me out and get me off,” she purred.


  “You better have your hand in your panties right now, Julia,” he growled, not caring if the cab driver was listening, not giving a shit at all because his woman was turned on. Far be it from him to leave her unsatisfied whether he was there to service her or not.


  “I’m ahead of you, Mister. I stripped off my jeans when you said have your way with me. I’m lying on the hotel bed, with my legs wide open and my fingers slip sliding away,” she said, and he closed his eyes as if the image was almost too much to take.


  “I hate the thought of your beautiful naked body ready to be fucked, and that I’m not there to do it. So I need you to lift up that skirt to your hips and bring your sweet pussy closer to me. Let me finger you behind bars.”


  She moaned loudly, the sound of her desire washing over him. “I’m taking off my panties, handing them to you through the bars. You’re sniffing them, like you like to do.”


  “Like I love to do,” he corrected, and he was tempted, so tempted to stroke his raging hard-on. He resisted, focusing instead on pleasing her three hundred miles away. “And then I’d slide my fingers up your legs, rub them across your wet pussy and make you rock into my hand.”


  “Yes,” she cried out. “I want to fuck your hand through the bars.”


  “I’ll be holding onto one of the bars, and the other will be up your skirt. I’d rub your sweet clit with my thumb and then fuck you with my fingers, filling you that way,” he said, picturing her riding his hand shamelessly. “Rock into my hand, ride it, straddle it. Come all over my hand, Julia.”


  “Oh God,” she said, her voice hitting that perfect pitch that signaled her orgasm. “Oh God, Clay. I’m coming in your hand right now. All fucking over you.”


  “That’s right. Because that’s your bail, and that’s the only way I’m letting you out of your cell; when you give me your orgasm,” he said, in a low and dirty voice, as her moans filled his ears, the most beautiful music there ever was.


  “I’m giving it to you,” she panted, and then moaned happily. “Over and over, and many, many times,” she said, and he could hear the purr in her voice, and he imagined her stretching out sexily on the bed, all glowing and sated.


  He wished he could say the same for himself. What he wouldn’t give to bury his cock in her right now and fuck her relentlessly. “When I get back to the hotel in an hour and a half, I’m going to need you on your hands and knees, Julia. So consider this your warning,” he said, as the cab slowed to a stop.


  “That’ll be twenty-eight dollars,” the driver said with a completely straight face. Clay caught his reflection in the rearview mirror. Good man. He hadn’t been bothered by the dirty talk. Handing him a fifty, he said, “Keep the change.”


  When the cab pulled away, he returned his focus to Julia. “I’m at the airport now. I’ll see you soon. Expect to get fucked good.”


  “Nothing less, Clay. Nothing less.”


  * * *


  The purposeful stride across the small terminal, the serious look on Greg Barton’s face, and the eyes that spelled bad news told him everything he needed to know before the man opened his mouth.


  Well, maybe not everything. Not the specifics. But as soon as the pilot started speaking, Clay already knew the flight wasn’t taking off on time.


  “There’s a problem with the landing gear. It looked like we were all set to go, but maintenance did a final check and found some trouble. The part should be here in about an hour and a half, then we’ll need a bit of time to fix it.”


  His jaw clenched, reflexively. He was tired of bad news. But he wasn’t going to dwell on it. He stroked his chin, contemplating options. “What are the chances of arranging for another jet? Is that a possibility?”


  Greg shook his head, and sighed heavily. “I already checked into that. I called Frederick Pinkerton’s assistant, and she said she could arrange for a charter on another jet but that would likely take the same amount of time.”


  “Commercial then?”


  The pilot shrugged, frowning. “Burbank’s the closest airport. But at this time of day,” he said, holding his hands out wide as if to say no go, “you’re looking at bumper-to-bumper just getting there.”


  Clay muttered a curse under his breath. “So that leaves me stuck here for a couple hours?”


  “‘Fraid so. If you want to kick back in the executive lounge, make some calls, even have a meal or a drink, you’ve got some time.”


  “Thanks,” he said, clenching his fists because that wasn’t what he wanted to do whatsoever. First, he wanted to see his woman, he wanted to touch his woman, and he wanted to fuck his woman. Then he wanted to take her to see his brother’s show, go to a club, dance with her in a dark corner, and do all those first things a second time. Then a third time.


  This weekend was not going as he’d planned. That pissed him off, and though he was all about being flexible and rolling with the punches, he’d already been served up the big fat curveball in the form of Gino. Another one was not cool. Reflexively, he reached for his tie to adjust it out of habit, but his hand found buttons instead.


  Right. His lucky tie was missing.


  “Hey Greg,” he called out. “Did you happen to find a purple tie on the plane?”


  “I didn’t notice one, but let me go take a look now.”


  Greg returned to the tarmac while Clay spun around, assessing the surroundings at the Van Nuys airport. A small coffee bar, boasting fresh-roasted Four Barrel Coffee, a plush seating area with leather chairs and glossy magazines with golf courses and yachts on the covers, a rental car counter, and an information desk. He pulled out his phone and did a quick search for commercial flights, but the next one out of Burbank didn’t leave until six. Even then it wasn’t direct. If he caught the seven p.m. flight, he’d land in Vegas by eight. He looked up, thinking, running through his options. His eyes returned to the rental car counter, and he shrugged to himself. Why not? At this rate, a car might be faster. Van Nuys wasn’t far from the 15, and that should be a straight shot in a little more than four hours. He’d likely arrive sooner.


  He headed over to the Hertz sign, and inquired about rentals and the best route to Vegas. The woman behind the counter gave him the necessary details.


  “Give me one minute,” he said to her and headed for the doors leading to the tarmac. He spotted Greg outside the Cessna, chatting with a mechanic. When they were done, he waved the pilot over.


  Clay clapped him on the upper arm and lowered his voice. He didn’t want the whole world to know he was superstitious. If the tie had been located, he’d wait here. If it was still AWOL then it was time to cut bait from the cursed plane. “Did you find that tie?”


  Greg shook his head ruefully. “Sorry. Scoured the whole cabin.”


  “All right. Decision’s made then. I’ll be driving to Vegas. Thank you very much for getting me to Los Angeles safely.”


  Greg saluted him, and Clay was glad the man didn’t quibble, didn’t try to insist. An air force pilot, he surely understood the need to make quick decisions and stand by them. “Have a safe drive, sir. I’ll have the plane back in Vegas tonight for your return to New York on Sunday night.”


  “Thank you,” he said, then rented a car. As he signed the necessary documents, a strange thought flashed through his brain. Had Greg delayed the flight on purpose? With lightning speed, the pilot had knocked down all the alternatives Clay had suggested. As if he were trying to keep him from Julia.


  His blood slowed and his mind whirred as he considered the possibilities. Could Greg be working for Charlie? Nah. No way that could be the case. Because if he worked for Charlie, how would he just happen to be flying the Pinkertons’ plane? That’d be too much of a coincidence. But then, Charlie had contacts everywhere, and inside men all over the country. Charlie ran the underworld of San Francisco. He knew how to get things done, down to infiltrating Clay’s life with a pilot. Was Charlie making a move on Julia in Vegas? Keeping him away from her by any means possible so he could go after her in his absence? Was the man in the hotel somehow connected to Greg? To Charlie?


  The thought of her three hundred miles away from him made his stomach churn.


  No. He slammed on the mental brakes. He had to stop this train of thought. He was getting worked up over nothing. Greg Barton was a military man, not a mob insider. Greg had no vendetta against him, he reminded himself, as he walked to the parking lot and found his car. But as he turned the key in the ignition and backed up, Clay was adding up clues that maybe should or maybe shouldn’t be added. The dark suit Greg wore. The black suit Charlie wore. The black suit the tall man in the hotel was sporting, Julia had said.


  Sometimes a suit is just a suit. But sometimes it’s more.


  As he pulled out of the parking lot, turning on the GPS, conspiracy theories were playing havoc with his head, and he knew he needed to get to Vegas as quickly as he possibly could.


  He gunned the gas and sped away.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Friday, 3:01 p.m., Las Vegas


  “Did you get a name yet?” he asked as he made his rounds, strolling casually—or so it appeared—past the roulette tables. The crowds were building as more gamblers packed themselves like sardines at the games.


  “Yeah. He’s Tad Herman. He’s a marketing executive at Farrell Spirits. Did a quick search on him. Lives in Vegas. Has for ten years. Looks like he was in some kind of trouble once, but it was several years ago back in Florida.”


  He scoffed as he ran a hand through his dark, gelled hair. “Florida. That place is a hotbed for crime.”


  His associate laughed. “Damn right it is.”


  “What kind of trouble?”


  “Not sure. I need to do more digging.”


  “Well, what are you waiting for?” he said gruffly as he continued his rounds. “Get out your shovel and dig that shit up.” He stabbed the end call button on his Bluetooth device as he meandered past the blackjack tables. A few feet away, he spotted a young man in a hoodie. He slowed his pace to watch the hipster. He looked just like those MIT fuckers who bilked millions from Vegas’ casino kings. Profiling, that’s what he was doing, and he knew it. But profiling worked, so he kept his focus on the hoodie who might very well be on the list of known card counters. Casually reaching for his phone, he swiped his thumb across the screen and snapped a shot. He’d send it on later to his contacts, and see if he was right. He was rarely wrong. He knew gamblers, and the professional ones could never stay away from the action for long.


  Like that redhead. He’d like to get another look at her, at those ripe tits that would fit so nicely in his palms. Hot as fuck and a penchant for gambling—that woman must be all kinds of fire in the sack. If she came back down to the tables, he’d be ready for her. Oh, hell, he’d be ready for her.


  He licked his lips, his tongue sliding over the bottom one.


  * * *


  Friday, 4:07 p.m., Highway 15 en route from Los Angeles to Las Vegas


  As soon as he hit the highway, the sun was blaring high in the sky, like a goddamn alien beam of light from a spaceship, designed to blind him. He dropped his shades over his eyes, shielding them from the glare through the windshield. He slid his phone into the holder on the dashboard and turned on the speaker.


  First, Charlie.


  He hit the call button, and the man who used to have Julia under his thumb answered on the third ring.


  “Well, well, well. If it isn’t the man with steel balls.”


  Clay did his best to force out a laugh. “Iron, actually. I had a metal transplant last month.”


  “Excellent news. I hope the surgeon stitched you up well,” he said in his lightly accented voice. Clay heard the sounds of dishes being stacked and assumed Charlie was at his favorite place in the world—his restaurant, Mr. Pong’s. “I hope you’ve finally come to your senses and plan to take me up on my offer of employment.”


  “Afraid not. The actors and producers of the world are keeping me pretty busy.”


  Charlie cleared his throat, stripped the casual tone from it. “So what do you want then? Or rather, what do you need? I’m watching the Giants game right now, and Buster Posey is on deck. I never miss Buster Posey at bat.”


  “He’s your favorite player ever,” Clay said, remembering the conversation they’d had about sports the one time they’d had lunch at Charlie’s eatery when Clay had secured the terms for Julia’s freedom. “And he’s having a great season. On track for MVP.”


  “He is. I’ve got my bets down already.”


  “Of course you do,” Clay said.


  “So why are you calling?”


  He’d been weighing just the right words, but wasn’t even sure if the right ones existed for his question. “I don’t suppose you’ve taken up a new interest in Julia, have you?”


  Silence. He was met with stark silence, and it felt lethal. Like he’d crossed a line. Seconds later, Charlie spoke. “Why would you think I have an interest in Red?”


  “Because she thought there were some people following her in Vegas,” he said, figuring honesty was the best policy at this point.


  “What a shame for her,” Charlie said in a dry voice. Clearly, he didn’t think it was a shame at all. “I hope it’s not bringing her trouble but—and correct me if I’m wrong, though I’m sure I’m not—we did have a deal, right?”


  Clay’s chest tightened and he gripped the wheel harder, trying to keep his eyes on the road while also focusing on the conversation that was quickly going south. “Yes. We had a deal,” he said.


  “And I believe,” Charlie began, stopping to take another harrowing pause that sent Clay’s pulse racing, “that the deal was I would leave her alone if the money was paid. The money was paid, the debt was clear, and we shook hands like men. So why would you call me and ask such a question?”


  Shit. His luck wasn’t just gone. It was fucking being filleted, fried and served back to him on a platter.


  “Hey, nothing to it. Just looking out for my woman.”


  “As a man should. But it saddens me that you would misconstrue the terms of our deal. I said I would leave her alone, and I have left her alone. In fact, I haven’t even thought once about her. I have new ringers, all over the country, and I don’t need a thing from her.”


  He gulped. “The country?”


  “I do not want to have this conversation now, or anytime, frankly. You knew I was expanding and moving games to new cities. I have new ringers, and they are taking care of business. But you are not. You are violating business ethics. I do not like the insinuation that I would disrespect our deal. You are pissing me off.”


  He heaved a sigh, and prepared to eat crow for the second time that day. Grovel if he had to. But the line had gone dead. Charlie had hung up on him. His stomach dropped.


  He banged his fist on the steering wheel. Great, just great. He’d made a mobster mad. He might as well have waved a flag in front of a bull.


  He was about to call him back when an email flashed on his screen, again from the delivery company. Trying to keep his eyes on the road, he managed a quick glance. En route for an early delivery. We expect the package to arrive at the Allegro by five.


  Fucking A.


  Could anything more go awry today? First the seller was molasses slow. Now, the delivery company was far too fast.


  He’d have to deal with the problems one by one. He called the delivery company, but was met with a voicemail. So not what he needed.


  But then he realized he didn’t need to reach them. He simply needed to reach someone who’d intercept the package. He sure as hell didn’t want Julia’s paws on the special gift he’d tracked down. She’d figure out somehow that it was part of a bigger gift. It was designed to be a part of the whole damn proposal, and with everything that had already been screwed sideways today, he needed the proposal to go smoothly. He wanted her to be surprised and he was using this gift to throw her off the scent. Then bam, he’d slide into home.


  He dialed his little brother’s number.


  “Where the fuck are you? I’ve been dying for you to hear my new routine. It might even make you blush,” Brent said, launching right into things, not even bothering with a hello.


  “I’d expect nothing less from your filthy mouth.”


  “Gotta play the part, tats and bike and all.”


  “What would you say to getting on that bike, riding it over to the Allegro, and heading off a package coming from this delivery service before my soon-to-be fiancée gets her hands on it?”


  “Aww. That’s sweet that you need me to be your gopher bitch,” he teased. “What’s it worth to you?”


  “It’s worth me not smacking you upside the head when I see you tonight. How about that?”


  “You always strike a fair bargain. Consider it done.”


  Clay cleared his throat. “And Brent, can you do me a favor? After you get the package, can you check on Julia? Maybe play a few rounds with her, buy her a drink? I won’t be there for another few hours, and I don’t want her to be alone,” he said, laying bare his concerns.


  Brent stripped the joking from his voice, clearly sensing that something was amiss. “Everything okay?”


  “Yeah. I think so. But you can never be too safe right? Sometimes you get a notion that prying eyes are on your woman, and you can’t shake it.”


  “Say no more. I’m there. I’m on my way right now,” he said, and Clay could hear the clinking of keys and the shutting of the door. “Hey, how big is this package?”


  “It should be in a small box, I’m guessing. It’s a necklace, but I didn’t want Julia to see it and think it was the ring because of the size of the box.”


  “All right, man. I’ll drop it at the club. It’s right next door to the Allegro, though next door is a nebulous term in Vegas. Then I’ll go entertain your lady.”


  “If I didn’t trust you with my life, I’d warn you not to try anything funny, but A, I trust you with my life and B, I’d beat you up, just like I did when we were kids.”


  “Hey! You never beat me up. I always beat you.”


  Clay laughed deeply. “That, my friend, is revisionist history right there.”


  “You remember it your way. I remember it my way. I’m going to hit the road. I’ll text you when I’m there in about twenty minutes. The valets know me so parking is easy.”


  Know me. Clay latched onto those words. “You know the firm that runs security for the hotel?”


  “That I do. My friend Mindy runs it.”


  “A woman?”


  “You think a woman can’t handle security? She’s former Special Forces. She’d badass.”


  “I haven’t got a single sexist bone in my body. I was just surprised.”


  “Anyway, you need me to check on something?”


  “Yeah. Make sure Julia’s not being followed.”


  “Ten-four.”


  Then he called Julia, letting her know he was driving instead of flying.


  “Well, that sucks, because I miss you something fierce.”


  “I miss you too. But I’ll be there soon. And listen, Brent’s coming by. Go play some poker with him, okay? I called him to have him look out for you. And before you go all stubborn and independent on me, I did it because you were worried, and when you’re worried I’m worried, and even though I’m sure nothing is amiss I’m not taking any chances. Brent will make sure you feel safe.”


  He tensed, waiting for her to reprimand him. Instead, she made the sweetest sound. “Awww. That is so adorable. And I will happily let your brother be my security detail.”


  “It is? Adorable?”


  “It is. And it makes me think about how far we’ve come. It makes me think about what almost split us up, and now here you are, laying it all out for me and telling me upfront.”


  His heart beat faster and he couldn’t contain the smile. He dropped his foot harder on the gas, needing desperately to see his gorgeous Julia and wrap her in his arms. “And look at you. Taking my help so easily too. So different than before when you were kicking and screaming.”


  “We’re a good team.”


  “Always, gorgeous. Always,” he said, and he was proud of them, of how far they’d come, and how much they’d learned to trust each other. He truly felt the two of them could conquer the world.


  Now, if only he could get to Vegas. He ended the call and punched a few buttons to install an app that gave alerts as to cops and speeding traps. There were none showing, so he let the speedometer crank higher, putting more distance between himself and Los Angeles.


  A second later, an incoming text message from Julia flashed across his screen. A multimedia file. Oh fuck. His dick twitched just imagining what she’d sent. He glanced in the rearview mirror, then the side mirror, then made sure all was clear on the stretch of highway ahead of him. He steeled himself as he swiped his finger across the screen and nearly swerved off the side of the road when a picture of her breasts greeted him. So lush, so round, so designed for him to bite down and suck.


  What do you want to do with these tonight?


  He took a deep fueling breath, then spoke into the voice-recognition software, the phone transcribing his reply. “Slide my rock-hard cock between them and watch you suck the head of my dick as I fuck your breasts. That’s what I want to do with them tonight. This is your fair warning.”


  CHAPTER NINE


  Friday, 5:58 p.m., Las Vegas


  He wasn’t quite the spitting image of his brother, but he was damn close. Waiting by the replica of Monet’s Japanese Bridge, she picked Brent out of the sea of people in the lobby immediately. He was tall like Clay, and stood head and shoulders above most. With thick, dark hair, piercing brown eyes, and a strong, square jawline, he’d been blessed with the same beauty stick that had tapped his brother. They must have been lady-killers in high school. She was even more eager now to meet Clay’s parents in the flesh, and say hello to the two people who had created such a set of fine male specimens.


  There were plenty of differences though. Brent was scruffier, edgier, and not the least bit the suit. With well-worn jeans, motorcycle boots, and a faded navy T-shirt, he and Clay would never raid each other’s closets. Brent had a whole mess of stubble, and was rocking the I-don’t-need-to-shave look.


  “You must be the bad boy of comedy,” Julia said, extending a hand when he reached her.


  He shrugged playfully, his lips quirking up. “So bad he should be banned,” Brent said, clasping her hand in his. “That’s the slogan at my club. Now, c’mon. Give me a hug. You’re my brother’s woman. We’re beyond handshakes even if we just met.”


  She smiled broadly, liking him immediately. He pulled her in close enough for her to notice his woodsy scent; maybe it was cologne, maybe it was soap. An appealing scent that was sure to send some woman to her knees. As for this woman, she only got on her knees for one man, and she was hoping that was where she’d be soon when Clay arrived. Until then, she’d happily take the company of the younger brother.


  When they pulled apart, Brent tipped his forehead to the casino. “What’s your poison? Craps? Roulette? Blackjack? Or you want to play the one-armed bandits? This hotel has all the new ones, so you’ve got options,” Brent said, and began counting off on his fingers. “We’ve got a Sex and the City machine, and you need to line up three cosmos to win, or else a trio of Samantha’s massagers will do. Or you can go for Aladdin’s Quest and maybe you’ll get to rub that magic lamp and watch the coins pour out. You could also sidle up to the most mind-boggling one of all—the Dolly Parton slot machine.”


  Julia arched an eyebrow. “Should I even ask what you need to line up to win?”


  Brent held both his hands in front of his chest. “Melons,” he said, punctuating the word crisply.


  “Somehow, I think you might be full of it.”


  “Ah, see, I like you already, Julia,” Brent said, draping an arm over her shoulder and guiding her through the echoing marble-floored lobby, and into the cha-ching-clanging casino. Coins rained down for a lucky patron nearby and “9 to 5” began playing loudly. Julia laughed, pointing to the Dolly Parton machine at the end of the aisle, lit up with a trio of photos of the country music legend. “No melons,” she said. “And by the way, I’ll take blackjack for 500, Alex.”


  “Blackjack it is, though Clay said you were a poker fan.”


  “I am, but I played earlier and I am ready to mix it up and try my luck at twenty-one.”


  “Then off to the tables we go,” he said, holding out his right arm grandly as they weaved through the evening crowds, passing a woman decked out in a little black dress, a man in a sharp suit and blue shirt, and a woman wearing flats, gray, pressed pants, and a short-sleeve white blouse, looking like a perfectly adorable second-grade teacher. The woman smiled brightly at Brent, waved at him like she hadn’t seen him in years, then threw her arms around him when she reached them.


  “Hey Miss Mindy, how are you?”


  “Fabulous,” she said in a high-pitched squeak. “And I got your text message earlier, and all is well.”


  “Excellent. I’ll call you later for more details,” he said and she nodded a yes, then he gestured to Julia. “Mindy, this is Julia Bell. She’s practically part of the family. She’s with Clay.”


  Mindy extended a hand to shake, and holy fucking smokes, she had one of the strongest grips Julia had ever felt. Brent continued the intros. “Julia, this is Mindy. She runs security here for the Allegro. I helped her get the gig.”


  Mindy rolled her pretty blue eyes. “Oh, you wish. You are so full of shit, Brent Nichols. I am not going to let you win at arm wrestling the next time.”


  Then she turned to Julia, who was watching the buddy-buddy rapport between the two of them and trying to get a read on it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Mindy said, then wagged a finger at Julia and spoke in a faux-authoritative voice. “And don’t snap any cell-phone pictures of the slot machines or I’ll have to kick you out.”


  “And she kicks like a motherfucker. She spent ten years with Special Forces before starting her own security firm.”


  She waved a hand dismissively as if her reputation were no big deal, and Julia found the oxymoronic nature of this woman adorable—she was tiny and gleeful, but she sure as hell packed a punch, and now Julia knew why. A sparkle from around her neck caught Julia’s attention—a brushed silver chain with a miniature antique-styled teacup hanging on it.


  Like a squirrel drawn to a shiny object, Julia reached for it without thinking. “Oh my, this is so damn cute,” she said, admiring the tiny charm.


  “Thank you so much,” Mindy said, then lowered her voice to a whisper, gesturing to her white and gray attire. “I have to dress simply and blend in, but I do like to add a little accent for fun.”


  “It reminds me of something I saw on my sister’s show,” Julia said, then quickly explained. “She’s a fashion blogger, and she loves vintage and retro clothes and jewelry.”


  “Show?” Mindy’s voice rose with the sound of hope.


  “She has a video show called The Fashion Hound.”


  Mindy’s blue eyes turned into those of a cartoon character, nearly popping out of her head, boinging and bouncing on coiled springs of disbelief. “I. Love. That. Show. I follow it like it’s a religion. She’s my guilty pleasure. She did an episode recently on vintage jewelry and talked about these necklaces.”


  “That is so cool,” Julia said. “I can’t wait to tell her I ran into a fan of hers.”


  “Please tell her my dream is for her to be my fashion consultant for pretty little accessories.”


  “She will be delighted to hear that.”


  Then Mindy’s face turned serious, and she seemed to be focusing on something. She raised her hand to her right ear, pressing on a Bluetooth piece, then spoke in a low voice. “Be right there.”


  Pointing vaguely in the opposite direction, she said, “I need to go take care of something, but it was so great meeting you, Julia. And Brent, I will kick your ass the next time I see you and that’s a promise.”


  She saluted Brent and picked up the pace as she walked away.


  “She’s sweet,” Julia remarked.


  “Yeah, she’s the best. Just don’t cross her,” Brent said playfully, but also in an admiring tone that made her realize he was being truthful. Julia made a mental note—don’t mess with Mindy.


  * * *


  What the hell?


  Now she was using the brother connection as a cover-up for her hustling? Wearing a tight little skirt, a strappy tank, and a long string of pearls, she sashayed up to a blackjack dealer, cashed in for chips, and then commanded the whole damn table. She brought along that wise-ass comedian. Stupid joker acted like he was Vegas royalty, strutting around like a big man on campus.


  He knew all about Julia, knew every last detail, down to who she lived with, and she was fucking this smart aleck’s brother. Now, he was seeing how she operated, bringing in locals to make herself seem clean.


  No wonder she was at the top of the list.


  He brought a glass of water to his lips, and downed it one thirsty gulp. Fucking desert. This place was so goddamn dry, and he was always parched. Plunking the empty glass on the counter, he walked down the steps, running his hands along the railing, contemplating the best way to invite her to a high-stakes game in the private room.


  Meanwhile, that same couple joined her at the table. The older duo from the afternoon, and this time they were dressed in evening attire, if you could call it that. Matching polo shirts. He shook his head, but had to hand it to Julia Fucking Bell. She knew how to pick ‘em, and she had a pair of perfect plants with her. He bet they had a criminal record too, just like that Tad Herman she’d met with earlier.


  He ambled past the VIP room, tapping his knuckles against the wall, a reminder that he’d get her in there soon enough.


  Then he’d find out all the things he needed to know. Every. Single. Thing.


  CHAPTER TEN


  Friday, 7:14 p.m., Las Vegas


  The drive to Vegas was smooth sailing on the 15—not a wink of traffic and he managed the route at eighty-five miles an hour, blasting Tom Petty’s Greatest Hits, one of the best road-trip albums ever. As he handed the keys to the valet at the Allegro, he checked his messages. Brent had texted that he’d snagged the gift and would keep it safely stowed until Clay needed it.


  One less thing for him to worry about. The rocky start to the day was behind him, the stress over and done. The rest of the weekend he’d be fucking busy and busy fucking. That’s what he told himself as he stabbed the up button for the elevator in the hotel. He needed to take a piss, wash his hands, and then get downstairs and gather up Julia. Once inside the elevator, he stretched his neck from side to side, trying to work out the kinks from the drive. He’d been tense the whole time, racing against the clock, tearing down the highway, eager to get the weekend back on track. Rubbing his hand against the back of his neck, he tried to work out the knots when the elevator dinged at the twenty-first floor.


  Three minutes later, he was back in the lift, shooting down to the lobby level, ready to find Julia and his brother at the blackjack tables where Brent said they were playing and winning. Good. Julia deserved to win every damn hand this weekend, and then some.


  As he made his way through the lobby and across the crowds, something shifted in the air. A chill ran through him and his skin tingled coldly with the unmistakable sensation of being watched. Looking behind him, he spotted a tall man in a dark suit. His blood froze. Just like Julia had said.


  In seconds, the man was gone.


  Clay shook his head, rubbed his eyes, and wondered if he was seeing things, or if there was something more to Julia’s fears. Or if there was something more to Charlie being angry with him. Was he tracking them? Getting ready to pounce?


  But then all worries were stripped from his brain when he found her at the blackjack table thirty feet away. Wearing her pearls. A bolt of heat tore through his body. The memory of that morning flashed before him like a film reel playing his favorite clips. Sliding the beads over her, watching her reaction as her eyes went hazy with desire. Her asking him to put them inside her, then him tugging them out as she leaned her head back, her mouth falling open, her shout ringing in his ears from her orgasm.


  My God, she was stunning in every way.


  He didn’t take his eyes off her the whole time as he walked up to her. Hell, he couldn’t not look at her—his smart, sassy, bold, confident, and fiery woman. She was made for him; he was made for her. Never had two people been so perfectly matched. Everyone else in the whole casino faded away, a sea of shadowy bodies in shades of gray, and she alone was in Technicolor to him. Her flames of hair, her emerald eyes, the creamy skin of her strong legs, the clingy black skirt, the sexy green top, and the silver bracelet on her wrist that slipped a few inches as she placed her two cards down, splitting her hand. She was all color to him, radiant, high-definition color, bright and beautiful. She was the only one he saw, the only one he ever wanted to see.


  The sight of her turned the temperature in his body all the way up, reaching volcanic levels as he neared her. He swore he could smell her, the sexy-sweet scent of her neck, her hair, her body. He inhaled, and it wafted through him. Or maybe it was just his imagination because she was permanently ingrained in his senses, the imprint of her scent a homing device connecting them.


  She didn’t see him walking over to her, nor did Brent, so he could do his favorite thing.


  Surprise her.


  First, he gently fingered a strand of her hair, a soft curl at the ends. A fluttery, barely-there touch, but enough for her to tighten her shoulders, then turn to him. The second she saw him, her eyes lit up. They were sparkling with excitement. It had only been eight hours since he’d seen her, but it felt like weeks, and to be greeted like this was one of the very many reasons he intended to put a ring on her finger this weekend.


  Moving quickly, he bent his head to her ear. “I know where those pearls have been, and it makes me so fucking hard to see them on you in public.”


  She shivered, then tugged him to her, angling his erection against her hip. “Is this for me?” she whispered in his ear, her voice like a shot of desire through his system, ratcheting him up another notch.


  “All for you. Only for you. And I need you now.”


  She tossed her cards on the table. “I think this hand is a bust,” she said to the dealer, but kept her eyes on Clay.


  His brother stared at him with a knowing look on his face. “You dog,” Brent said, grinning, like he knew what Clay was about to do.


  Clay clapped him on his back, and gave him a big hug. “I’ve missed you. And I owe you big time. And we’re going to see your show in twenty minutes and have a drink or two after. But right now—”


  Brent cut him off, waving his hand. “I gotta go too. The stage beckons.”


  Minutes later they were in the elevator, and they weren’t alone. Surrounded by other guests, Clay aligned his body with hers, her back to his front. She wriggled subtly, and he hissed under his breath. “Careful.”


  “Or what?” she tossed back.


  When the elevator reached their floor, letting them out, he spun her around, her chest pressed to the wall, and pinned both of her wrists above her head. “Or this,” he said, lining his body up against hers, and sliding his free hand up, up, up the inside of her leg until he reached her panties. “Or I will fuck you in the hall.”


  “You say that like I wouldn’t want you to fuck me in the hall,” she said.


  “You say that like you wouldn’t care about anyone seeing us,” he said, rubbing his hard cock against her. Off in the distance, he was vaguely aware of another guest leaving a room and heading in their direction to the elevators.


  “I wouldn’t care, Clay. I just want you,” she said. “Now, please can we finish what we started with the texts?”


  He moved his hand from between her legs, up to her breasts, palming one delicious globe in his free hand. “You want me to fuck your breasts?”


  “I do. I really do.”


  He dropped her wrists, grabbed a hand, and led her into their room a few doors down. The door was still closing as she stripped off her skirt, her shirt, her bra, her breasts tumbling free while he shucked off his clothes.


  With only her red-soled heels on, she moved to the bed, and spread herself out on the royal-blue covers, then pressed her breasts together. “Come here,” she said, huskily.


  “That’s a double entendre,” he said playfully as he stalked over to her.


  “I know. Now straddle me. Climb over me,” she said, her eyes never leaving his as she started giving the orders. He didn’t know it was possible to be more aroused than he had been a few moments ago. But it was possible, because he was aching. His dick throbbed, to the point of painful with the need to have her.


  “Touch yourself first.”


  He kneeled over her, one leg on either side of her breasts. She’d put herself in a thoroughly submissive position and he was dominating her physically, but somehow she was in charge too.


  He gripped his cock in one hand, and she wrapped her hand over his. She guided him, their hands together stroking him. “Now, bring your cock to my mouth. I need to get you all ready to fuck my breasts.”


  She pressed her head back against the pillow, her red hair spread out like a fan.


  “You sure you can handle this? I don’t have it in me to go easy right now. An entire day away from you on a fucking vacation is torture.”


  “I can always handle it,” she said, guiding him to her lips. He grabbed the headboard as he straddled her face. His eyes floated shut the second her lips wrapped around him, tremors slamming into his body as her warm mouth gave him some temporary relief from all this wanting.


  She took him all the way in, her tongue lapping him up, her mouth turning him on even more.


  “You mouth should be illegal, it’s so fucking good,” he growled as he thrust into her throat.


  A few more pumps, and then her hands were on his hips and she pushed him off. “Now give me what I want,” she said, eyeing her breasts.


  She pushed them together, and they looked even bigger, rounder, and more inviting as she created the perfect warm cave. He slid his cock between the soft flesh and began pumping.


  “You’ve been wanting this all day?” he asked as the head of his dick hit her lips, and her tongue darted out, flicking the tip.


  “Yes,” she said as he continued moving on her.


  “Why?”


  “Because I want you every way, Clay. Because I love when you need to fuck me in different ways. And because right now, all I want is for you to get off.”


  His shoulders shuddered as he thrust, the lingering wetness from her tongue and the smooth, tight friction from her breasts caressing his hard-on. She was fucking perfect with the appetite to match his, and the desire to please too.


  “God, you take good care of me, but I want you to come too.”


  “I know you do. But right now I want a gift like the one you gave me this morning. I want a different kind of pearl necklace. I want you all over me,” she said, those lusty eyes of hers making it clear how badly she needed this. That was all it took. If she wanted this, he’d give it to her. Hell, he needed it. He needed the release. So he fucked her breasts relentlessly, and she swirled her tongue against the head of his cock with each thrust, until soon an unyielding climax began in the base of his spine, then traveled through his body.


  “Come on me,” she whispered, urging him on. “Come all over me.”


  So he did, marking her the way she wanted, and she lapped up what she could then spread the rest over her breasts, like a sexy, greedy, naughty woman who only had eyes for him.


  And he for her.


  He collapsed next to her, still panting hard.


  “Be right back,” she said, and headed to the bathroom to clean up. When she returned, she glanced at the time. “We need to go to your brother’s show. We don’t want to be late and it starts soon.”


  “I know,” he said, flashing her a grin. “But come fuck my face. I can’t go to the show without eating you first.”


  “Clay,” she chided, narrowing her eyes as she parked her hands on her hips. She was naked, but for her black heels that were truly fuck-me pumps.


  “That’s not helping me not want you,” he said, making a circular motion as he gestured to her. “The whole full-naked look only makes me want you more.”


  “You are insatiable.”


  “So are you.”


  “I know, but still, we need to go.”


  “Then let me give you the two-minute treatment like you did to me in the car this morning,” he said, patting the bed. “Come grind that sweet pussy on my face and let me feel you come on me.”


  She rolled her eyes, but seconds later she was straddling him, spreading her legs over his face. Her hands gripped the headboard as she lowered herself. “Ride me,” he whispered hotly, the last words to come out of his mouth before his senses were assaulted by the decadent and delicious taste of her arousal flooding his tongue, his lips, his mouth. He licked her and kissed her, sucking hard with his mouth while flicking his tongue against her swollen clit. This wouldn’t take long at all. He could tell by her taste, by how wet she was, by the way she humped his face as he grabbed hold of her hips and helped her rock against him at a frantic pace. Her moans grew louder, higher, needier, and soon he felt her pussy twitch, her thighs tighten, and her body shudder against him, the taste of her pleasure flowing over his tongue as he drank her in. Another soft kiss of her pussy, his lips savoring all of her. A gentle press, brushing his mouth against her center. Then a barely-there, goodbye kiss. He’d be back here soon, though. Very, very soon.


  Then he smacked her ass, shifted her off him, and said in a teasing tone, “Woman, you’re taking too long. We need to go.”


  “You’re lucky I love you and let you talk to me that way,” she said, with a wink.


  “I am lucky that you love me. I am the luckiest son-of-a-bitch.”


  He didn’t need that tie. He had her.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Friday, 10:08 p.m., Las Vegas


  He watched her walk away in the club, zigzagging through the slew of half-drunk, mostly-wasted, and completely-trashed patrons at Brent’s club.


  Finally, he lost sight of her long red locks as she turned the corner to the restrooms.


  When he shifted his attention back to Brent, his brother was staring hard at him as if to say what gives.


  “What?”


  “What am I? Chopped liver?”


  “Compared to her? More like chopped liverwurst,” Clay teased, then took a drink of his scotch. He was in the not-quite-drunk-but-most-definitely-half-buzzed category. Brent was steely-eyed sober, and had one more show tonight. He’d finished his eight p.m. set before a raucous crowd that had rewarded him with the one thing a comedian craves more than anything—uncontrollable laugher. A woman in the back of the club had laughed so loudly during his routine on how hard it is to shave your own balls that she’d snorted, then shouted that she planned to toss her panties on stage at the end of the show.


  She’d been mostly drunk, and had wound up keeping her clothes on, but had indeed rushed the stage after, trying to give him her number. Now, the stage was clear and “Luck Be a Lady” by Frank Sinatra piped through the club’s sound system before Brent’s late-night set kicked off soon.


  “Maybe I won’t relinquish that ring to you then.”


  Clay clapped him on the back. Hard. “Yeah. I’m not even going to acknowledge you said that.”


  “But yet you just did.”


  “So, how’s the ring?”


  Brent clasped his fingers together and fluttered his eyelashes, somehow managing to rearrange his features to look like a simpering Disney cartoon character. “Oh, it’s just so, so pretty,” he said in an affected tone.


  Clay rolled his eyes. “Seriously. We’re all set for tomorrow, night?”


  Brent took a drink of his Diet Coke and nodded. Both men were serious now. Clay’s brother might be a jokester, but he knew that his role as wingman in this proposal plan was not be toyed with. “Everything is in place. Think she’ll say yes?”


  Clay had complete and utter confidence in their love, but it was never a love to take for granted. Nor was a yes. He’d already made assumptions once and had nearly lost her. There would be no presumptions of a yes; only a great hope for one. “I hope so,” he answered plainly.


  Brent smiled. “She’ll say yes.”


  “Thanks again for taking care of the package today. I’ll get that tomorrow too. And I got your text that all was well, but also wanted to ask, did you talk to your friend in more detail about security? Are they watching Julia?”


  “I did talk to her after Julia left with you. Mindy said there’s no special attention being paid to her. All the hotels had beefed up security after a string of robberies a few months ago at some casinos off the Strip. Can’t be too safe, she said. They thought it was mob-related. Michael Lawson is the Tony Soprano of this town; he runs a few rackets here in Vegas, but no one ever found a connection to the robberies. Besides, that’s not Lawson’s style—stealing chips. Anyway, a few were solved, but now they’re thinking the thieves are just thieves, plain and simple, and they’ve spread out into a small pickpocket ring, lifting chips here and there. Dealers are coming up short at the end of the night. That’s making the casinos more concerned in general, and some are even offering rewards for information leading to apprehension,” Brent said, and the extra men in suits thronging the hotel premises now made sense. Casinos were always going to be targets for brazen robbers, but robbers were not mobsters. They went after money, not people, so he could breathe a little easier.


  “Should I be concerned about a pickpocket ring?” Clay joked. Because pickpockets? That was small potatoes and hardly anything to worry about. Hell, New York City was teeming with them. You keep your eyes open, you don’t leave your wallet in your back pocket on the subway, and you don’t nod off on public transit. Simple as that. Pickpockets were not a cause for his concern. They weren’t on the same level as Charlie. Not even in the same solar system.


  “Yeah, keep your chips close to you,” Brent said, but then turned serious. “But, I gotta ask. Why would you be so concerned?”


  Clay’s chest tightened. He and Julia were done with her debt and the trouble was behind her, so he didn’t want to let on, or reveal her secrets. But he’d been asking his brother to run intel, so he had to give him something. “She had some trouble with her ex. He left her with a steaming heap of problems, and they’ve been resolved, but I’m always on my guard.”


  Brent nodded several times, and that was all it took, all he needed to tell him. “I hear ya. But nothing to worry about it. It’s all about the hotels trying to be pristine even when it comes to something as minor as lifting a few chips.”


  Clay noticed Julia in his peripheral vision, and soon she’d rejoined them. “So, boys, what’ll it be? Are we staying for the next show?”


  Brent wiggled his eyebrows, and pointed his thumb at Julia. “See? I like her. She’s up for an encore of me.”


  Clay draped his arm around Julia. She raised her hand, linking her fingers through his. “We’re taking off. I have plans for her.”


  “Plans?” she asked eagerly.


  “Just you wait and see.”


  * * *


  He studied his notes once more. The man bothered him; squeaky clean, he had the reputation of a choirboy in business. Nothing shady, nothing underhanded. Damn near impeachable on paper. He scrolled through the documents he’d researched on Clay Nichols that he’d stored in his phone since the man had arrived in town. Local family, varsity football, pre-law, then Yale law school, and ten years as an attorney. No debt, no trouble. He tucked his phone in his pocket, annoyance rolling through him. Neither one had made a move yet, but he knew, he fucking knew she would any second. She was gone for the night, but he had his associate tailing her, and the two of them were at the Venetian. He had eyes everywhere so if she started hustling there, he’d be ready. He protected the Venetian too. For now, he threaded his way through the $100 tables, and found the couple she’d been hanging with earlier.


  Time to make their acquaintance.


  Then a bird trilled softly in his ear, and he straightened his spine, recognizing the ringtone. He snagged the phone from his pocket to double check that it was coming from a 415 area code. It was, so he did a 180, turning away from the tables. His contact was ringing him.


  “I thought we had a deal,” he said as he answered the call from San Francisco.


  “We did.”


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  Friday, 11:52 p.m., Las Vegas


  The music was indistinguishable. She had no clue as to the words, or if there even were lyrics. But the song didn’t need them. This was music that was felt, that thrummed through her body, that made her feel like a guitar being played.


  The low bass, the rhythmic beat, and the sexy voice of the singer all did what they were supposed to do—put you in the mood to dance horizontally. Soon, she’d be doing just that. For now, she was still vertical and moving to the beat at Tao, a nightclub at the Venetian.


  It was a Friday night in Vegas, and the posh club was teeming with hot, young, sweaty things wrapped up in each other. Neon-blue lights illuminated the bar, manned by fit and pretty bartenders, concocting pink, blue and orange drinks, and pouring the occasional vodka or scotch, like the ones they’d ordered and downed. Now, she was swaying her hips to the techno beat, grinding against Clay. Because that’s what you do at a nightclub. You bump. You grind. You simulate all the naughty things you want to do later. Well, maybe not all. But enough of those things, and right now her body was nearly plastered to his, her arm raised and wrapped around his neck, his hand holding tightly to her hip. She rubbed against him, and he pulled her close to his pelvis. Their constant need to touch each other, to find ways to get closer, to erase all the negative space between them was thick in the air. She stretched her neck against his shoulder, leaning back to look at him.


  “What would Tad Herman say if he saw us now?”


  “I don’t know. Is public copulation forbidden in your morals clause?” he whispered in her ear.


  “I’m not sure. Are you planning on copulating with me here on the dance floor?”


  “Here. There. Everywhere. But only if it’s legal.”


  “The things you to do my body are clearly illegal, so I think we’ve already violated all the clauses.”


  “Gorgeous, there are so many more ways I want to violate you. I’ll never stop wanting to infringe on morals when it comes to your sinful body,” he said, then licked a path from her collarbone, up to her ear, and she purred, her arousal ratcheting higher.


  She pointed to the bar. “Go over there. Pretend you’re a stranger.”


  “I’ll see if I can find the hottest woman here.”


  “You do that.”


  He let go of her and walked away. He leaned against the bar, scanning the club, ably playing the part of a single man cruising for chicks. She watched him as his eyes drifted across the sea of bodies, writhing and twisting, tangling and untangling, then landed on hers.


  They locked eyes, and she kept her gaze fixed on him as she danced alone. She ran a hand through her hair, then shook out her red strands around her face. Moving her right hand to her breasts, she let it travel through her cleavage, down her belly, and then to the top of her skirt. She danced, a sexy, subtle dance for him and her fingers splayed across her stomach, the tips of them precariously close to dipping under her skirt. He never stopped watching her, and she thrilled at his reaction, at the way his eyes were only on her, at the lusty look in them. He stalked across the dance floor, and yanked her against him.


  “Hey stranger, I’m thinking pretty seriously about taking you to that dark alcove in the corner, and showing you what I can do with my hands.” He tipped his forehead to the corner of the club where tall windows looked out on the terrace, home to more dancing, drinking, and sweating. Each window was framed by an arch, giving the tiniest bit of privacy if you wedged yourself in just right.


  “Show me,” she said, and let him guide her to the farthest one.


  He boxed her in, resuming their position from the dance floor. The lower half of her body was hidden by the wall below the window, the upper half visible against the glass to anyone on the balcony who cared to look at the lovers pretending to be strangers. He rubbed his erection against her rear, then slipped his hand around her waist, his fingers inching under her blouse, spreading over her belly. She drew a sharp breath. “Since I’ve never touched you before, I’m not sure how you like it. I’m going to have to try different things.”


  “I’m all for experimentation,” she said as he traced soft, lazy lines over her belly, knowing full well that she loved it when he touched her stomach.


  “What about this then?” he said, drawing a path up to her breasts. “Is there any chance you like having your breasts touched?”


  “As a matter of fact, I like it when my man fucks them.”


  He growled in her ear and slammed his hips against her. “And what about this?” He dipped his fingers into the waistband of her skirt, tapping them against her underwear. “I don’t suppose you’re a fan of manual stimulation?”


  “I’m quite fond of it, as a matter of fact. I did it to myself this afternoon.”


  He inhaled sharply, breathing hard against her neck, his arms tightening around her. He’d be reaching that point she craved soon, all heat and tension and palpable need for her. She loved that he was like this. That he still wanted her as much today as he had the night they’d met. “Will you still want me this much in a year?” she whispered, letting go of their play.


  “I thought we were strangers,” he said.


  She shook her head, shedding the role-play. “I don’t want to be strangers with you.”


  “Good. Because I don’t either. I want to be the man who knows you,” he said, his voice gentle, his touch tender as he brushed his lips against her neck.


  “I like it better like this,” she said, letting him hear the vulnerability in her voice, in her heart. “I love that you know me. I love that you know my body, and my heart, and my mind.”


  “I love knowing you, Julia,” he said, cupping her cheek and turning her face so he could look her in the eyes. “I love that we’re not strangers. That we’re not uncertain. That we’re not on opposite coasts anymore.”


  “That we’re together,” she added, flashing him a smile that wasn’t sexy or naughty or wicked. That was simply true, like all she felt for him.


  “Always,” he added. “I want to be the man who loves you always.”


  “I want to be loved by you always,” she said, and her heart skipped ten thousand beats. They were treading near the territory that she desperately wanted. She’d hoped so hard that he’d propose this weekend, and while she knew he wasn’t about to get down on one knee in a nightclub, her heart filled with joy at how he promised—so easily—to love her always. He brushed a thumb over her lips, and she swore she could see forever in his eyes.


  “You will be,” he whispered, and she knew that he meant every word, that he would love her like this—deeply, passionately, truly—for their whole lives. He closed his eyes and fused his mouth to hers in a slow kiss that turned her knees to jelly. Equal parts desire and love surged through her as her stomach flipped wildly.


  He took his time kissing her, his lips lingering on hers, savoring her mouth, lapping at her tongue. She moaned softly, and he broke the kiss. “Always,” he added. He ran his hand down the fabric of her blouse and she shivered against him.


  “God, you make me feel so good. Everything you do turns me on, Clay. When you tell me you want to fuck me it turns me on, and when you tell me you love me, it turns me on,” she said as the loud music pulsed around them, and club-goers danced on the balcony. But the lights were dim, the corner was dark, and he was all that mattered to her.


  “I love you and I want to fuck you,” he said as his fingers skipped past her belly and down the front of her skirt.


  “Mmmm,” she murmured, a thrill racing through her, and turning into heat between her legs. “Like that. That turned me on.”


  “Let me check,” he said, slinking his hand up the inside of her thigh, and flicking it once against the cotton panel of her panties.


  “Oh God,” she gasped even as he took his touch away.


  “You love being touched, don’t you,” he said, and it wasn’t a question. It was the full truth.


  “By you. Touch me more, please,” she said, her voice shaky with want. She felt like she’d disintegrate if he didn’t touch her right now.


  “I will, but I don’t want anyone seeing you getting so aroused, so you need to stay here and keep your eyes on the balcony. My body will hide you,” he told her, as he kept her caged in with his broad chest, strong arms, and his height, like a protective shield covering up her desire, keeping it in a precious cocoon. Even though they were in public, surrounded by drinkers and dancers, she felt like they were all alone: the two of them, shrouded in the way they felt.


  His fingers returned to her panties, and this time he slid them down the front of her underwear, his finger brushing over her clit.


  “I want to tell you all the things I love about your pussy, Julia,” he whispered hotly as he stroked her clit, his other hand keeping a firm grip on her hip.


  “Tell me,” she said, her voice so desperate, her need for him so unbelievably high. She felt as if she might combust, rocket on out of here from the way he stroked her. Masterfully. This was no stranger’s touch. This was a lover’s touch. The touch of a man who knew, who had studied, who’d listened, who’d taken his time and learned everything that pleased his woman and then some.


  “These are the things I love. How when I first slip my hand inside your panties I find that wet spot on the cotton panel that tells me you’re hot for me,” he said, sliding his fingers across her. “Like right now, and then when I first touch your pussy, you’re already wet all over, with my favorite lubricant—your desire.” She shut her eyes, and was starting to see stars. She began to rock gently against his hand, and he let her. He didn’t try to stop her movements because she kept them subtle enough. “And you’re so sleek and soft on the outside, and hot on the inside,” he said, sliding a finger inside to demonstrate. She hitched in a breath as he continued his ode to her pussy. “And your panties get so wet they’re useless.”


  Another gasp. Another sharp inhale. A moan stifled in her throat.


  “I love that I do this to you,” he said, circling her clit faster with the pad of his thumb, thrusting his index finger in and out. “That you’re wetter now than the night I met you, that I can still whisper in your ear, and tell you all the things I want to do to your sweet, delicious, perfect pussy and it still makes you quiver in my arms,” he said against her neck, layering a hard kiss on her skin as he continued lavishing attention between her legs. “And I love that as I move my fingers, and slide them over you and in you, and on that fucking fantastic clit, I can feel your wetness all over my hand.”


  Her belly tightened, and the walls inside her felt like they were about to come tumbling down. She grew wetter, hotter, and she could feel her arousal dampen his hand. She bit back a cry.


  “Just like that. I can feel more of you right now, Julia. I love that as you get more and more turned on, it feels like you’re gushing on me.”


  “I am,” she whispered breathily, the whole world behind her eyelids like hot flashing light as pulses of pleasure spread through her body.


  “When I watch you touch yourself, I can literally see your desire for me,” he said, his finger plunging deeper, his thumb swirling faster against her aching, throbbing clit. “And when I bury my face between your legs, I feel like I’m drinking you, and I can’t get enough.”


  Involuntarily, she started rocking into his hand, and panting—panting so fucking hard as her orgasm took hold, and she desperately wanted to shout. She pressed her teeth into her bottom lip, and immediately he clasped his hand over her mouth. “Cry out in my hand. I’m the only one who can hear you,” he said in her ear, the music in the club keeping their secret.


  She moaned against his palm, his hand silencing her screams of bliss as he stroked the last few waves of her climax from her, his fingers inside her and outside her, sending her far into the beautiful abyss of pleasure and love.


  Eventually, when her body stopped shuddering, he smoothed out her skirt and blouse and licked her taste off his fingers. “Do you think we just violated your morals clause?”


  She laughed. “If anyone saw us, surely we broke all the rules of decorum.”


  “If anyone is looking, I hope they’re jealous as fuck because I get to have the most fantastic woman in the world.”


  * * *


  Back at the hotel a little later, he gave her another present wrapped in shiny paper. When she opened it, she ran her fingers over the silver metal of the handcuffs, inscribed with the name of the manufacturer, Joy Delivered, a high-end maker of sex toys.


  Then he cuffed her, held her wrists behind her back in one hand, grabbed hold of her hair in the other and delivered more joy to her as he took her bent over the bed, the only man who would ever make her feel this way, the only man who would could fuck her when she was on all fours and still make her feel like a queen.


  But she did. She felt like queen of the world, ruler of the heavens and earth even with her ass in the air, her hair pulled tight, her hands shackled. In that pose—that bound pose of submission— he sent her soaring, owning her body, because he wanted her to feel extraordinary. She did, oh God, she did as he pleased her, over and over and over.


  * * *


  Judging from the report of his associate, there’d been no card hustling going on tonight with those two, just a whole lot of public near-fornication at Tao. His dick twitched angrily as he thought of that man having his hands all over that luscious redhead. She was a hot little thing, and it pissed him off that he was horny for her.


  It made him want to get to the bottom of this even faster. Get her out of his way. She was a target, nothing more.


  Besides, a deal was a deal was a deal, and the fact that she was here, sniffing around his turf, made it clear that terms had been broken. She was the evidence of clauses not being followed.


  On his way out of the Allegro he spotted the guy she’d been having drinks with at the pool earlier. At least, it looked like him from the picture he’d seen: young face, skinny build, the guy with the hoodie again. He was playing the slots right now, trying to ring up some money from Dolly Parton. Hmmm. He looked like a regular old casino tourist, and he wasn’t sure what to make of him, or how the guy was connected to Julia.


  He went home that night, determined to handle her tomorrow. He couldn’t risk fucking up this gig; the last one had been botched, and this was his chance to make good. Once inside his home, he dug through a carton of leftovers in the fridge, hunting for something to eat before bed. But what he found was a week old, maybe more, judging from the smell. He tossed the rancid carton in the trash and went to bed hungry, mad as hell and ready for tomorrow.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Saturday, 11:14 a.m., Las Vegas


  After a breakfast of scrambled eggs, toast and home fries, Clay took another swallow of his coffee, finishing the cup. They sat at the breakfast table by the window of their hotel suite, him in his boxer briefs, her in a cami and lacy underwear. If he hadn’t just enjoyed two rounds of morning sex—one in bed, one in the shower—he’d have ripped off the panties. But he was sated.


  For now.


  Julia chewed the last bite of her toast, then checked her phone. She’d been antsy to hear from Tad after the meeting yesterday when he dispensed his be-a-good-girl rules. Clay was eager too to get a look-see at the morals clause. Strange item for a liquor company, but he could also see how stipulations like that might be necessary. A beverage-maker wouldn’t want a drunk representing its drinks. In fact, such clauses might even be more vital for a product that loosened lips and relaxed judgment.


  She tapped the screen. “I knew it. Saturday morning and he’s already all over me. Here’s a note from Tad, and he wants to know if I received the contract addendum and if I plan on signing it.”


  He motioned with his fingers for her to hand him the phone. “Let me see those documents.”


  She clicked open the PDF in her email and handed it to Clay. He took a minute to read it over. When he set down the phone, he simply said, “Hmm.”


  “Hmmm what?”


  “This hardly seems necessary. Which makes me think it’s personal.”


  Julia pointed to herself. “Personal about me?”


  “Or him.”


  “In what way?”


  “It might be a hot-button issue for him. Let’s see what we can find out.”


  “You figured that all out from looking at a one-page contract addendum?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.


  He nodded. “Call it a gut feeling. Everyone has a motive. When someone is pushing hard for something in business it’s almost always personal. Take Gino at Comedy Nation. His wife just left him. Messy divorce, and she’s taking him to the cleaners. His negotiation style goes from hard-ass to complete prick. Now this Tad guy? I don’t know him from Adam, but I’ll bet you the keys to the handcuffs that something is up.”


  She reached out a hand to shake. “I’m not doubting you. I’m only shaking because I have a thing for handcuffs.”


  He grinned, and stretched across the table to give her a quick kiss. Then he lobbed in a call to his friend Cam, and asked him to run intel on Tad.


  As he hung up the call, he steeled himself for what might be a tough topic—Charlie, and the way things had ended with him yesterday. Pissing off a gangster was, generally speaking, not a good idea, and Charlie Stravinsky was most decidedly mad at him.


  “Julia,” he started, clearing his throat. “You know how we made a promise to always be open? No more secrets?”


  “Of course,” she said, shooting him a quizzical look. Small lines of tension knitted across her brow.


  “I called Charlie yesterday,” he said, then shared the details of the call, down to the cold end of it when Charlie had hung up, pissed.


  “Shit,” she said, sucking in a breath. “That’s not good.”


  “I know. But I actually think it’s not going to be too hard to make good with him.”


  “A man like Charlie is a man no one needs on their bad side.”


  “And I’ve got a few ideas I’m mulling about.”


  “You’re not going to go into business with him, are you?” she asked, her eyebrows now shooting up to her hairline.


  He laughed deeply, and shook his head. “No. You know me—I’ve built my law firm on the backbone of being squeaky clean and it’s served me well. Just a little something to say I’m sorry is all I’m thinking.”


  “You gotta be careful, Clay,” she said, her voice now intensely serious, her eyes flashing him some kind of warning. She held up her hands, turning them into claws. “When he gets his hooks in you, he doesn’t let go until he gets every last bite. He’s like a lion chasing down a gazelle.”


  “I don’t know how to tell you this, so let’s just cut to the chase. I know how to be a lion too.”


  She tilted her head. “I know you do. Though I see you as more of a tiger. You’re my tiger,” she said, then purred playfully. “But be careful. Especially now.”


  “Especially with Tad expecting you to only consort with upstanding people.”


  “I’ll admit it; I do kind of want the expanded deal. Being a spokesperson for my drink? I like the idea. I’m proud of that drink, and what it’s done for me, how it launched my career to a new level.”


  “As you should be. So don’t worry. I won’t get close to a gangster and sully your squeaky-clean reputation anywhere but in the bedroom.”


  “And that’s where I’m anything but squeaky clean,” she said, and stood up from her chair, walked the few feet over to him and sat down in his lap. “Dirty me up again, you sexy thing.”


  “Gladly.”


  * * *


  He glanced out the hotel window as Julia blow-dried her hair. The sun was rising high; it was a little past noon. He planned to pop the question in the afternoon because she’d least suspect that. A fancy dinner out at the Paris hotel? A late night-proposal in a gondola at the Venetian? That’s precisely what she’d expect. But he’d surprise her if he asked her in the middle of the day. Catch her off-guard, ask the question, make her melt.


  He hoped.


  He never wanted to take anything for granted, not in business and not in love, and certainly never with Julia. But damn, he’d pictured it, scripted it, and imagined her response. He hoped to hell she wanted this as much as he did. A forever together.


  Snagging his phone from the table, he tapped out a quick text to Brent. Ten minutes.


  His reply arrived seconds later. Ten-four.


  He deleted the trail of evidence—the thread of messages between himself and his brother this morning. Not that Julia would ever go snooping, but he didn’t want one to accidentally pop up.


  A few minutes later, she’d clicked off the dryer, so he headed to the bathroom and stood in the door. “I heard from Cam. Want to know what Tad’s story is?”


  She nodded eagerly, her green eyes lighting up as she fluffed out her hair with her fingers. “Tell me. And make it tawdry, please. I want to know that he was a very bad boy, that he likes spankings from nuns, and that he covers it all up by acting like a goody-goody two shoes.”


  He tapped his finger on his nose and pointed at her. “Bingo.”


  “Really?”


  “Pretty much. Cam did a check on him. He goes to church every Sunday. He volunteers at the local homeless shelter. And he has a prior for—get this—” Clay stopped to pause because it was funny as hell “—shoplifting.”


  She rolled her eyes and laughed as she spread lotion on her legs, fabulously on display in sexy black shorts. “Are you kidding me?”


  He held up his hands. “I kid you not. Cam just sent me the details. Happened when Tad was in college in Florida.”


  “Let me guess. He was lifting an Almond Joy from the local supermarket?”


  “Nope. It’s better than that. Brace yourself,” he said, leaning against the door as she looped the cord around the hairdryer. “The man stole a bottle of Bacardi from the liquor store.”


  She burst out laughing. “Oh, that’s fabulous. He steals rum and then goes on to work for a liquor company. How did that get past HR at Farrell?”


  “I’m going out on a limb here, but I’m guessing there are no background checks when your daddy works for the company.”


  Laughter continued to ring through the hotel suite. But then, just as quickly as it had started, it stopped. Julia’s face turned serious as she reached for her watch, sliding it onto her wrist like an elastic bracelet. She’d always said she hated watches that fastened like belts, or required loops and clasps. Funny, how a person who didn’t mind being restrained in bed had such strong opinions on other kinds of restraints. “Wait,” she said. “Maybe I shouldn’t be laughing. Maybe he really is this good, upstanding guy now. Reformed and all. It’s possible, right?”


  He nodded. “Of course. It’s entirely possible. Or it’s entirely possible that he’s the morals police because he has something to hide. Either way, I’ll talk to him on Monday. But I don’t think it’s a problem to sign the addendum anyway. It’s about future behavior. It’s not some retroactive clause, so they don’t have a say over your past connections with Charlie. It’s all about the future.”


  “Let’s just hope those guys I thought were tailing me aren’t working for Charlie then. I don’t want to be suspected by association,” she said, as she grabbed a small tin of lip balm from her makeup case, then swiped some of it on her lips before dropping the tin into her back pocket of her linen shorts.


  “They’re not following you. It’s just hotel security. Brent checked for me.”


  “All right, are you ready to go play some poker? Because I’ve been jonesing to play with you all week,” she said, reaching for his shirt collar and tapping her fingers against it. “Let’s hit the tables and win some money.”


  “Let’s go,” he said, gesturing to the door when his phone rang.


  Unknown number.


  He pumped a mental fist at Brent’s ability to go covert. Then, he did his best acting. Let his shoulders sag slightly. Turned his mouth into a hard, frustrated frown.


  “Damn. It’s Gino. From Comedy Nation,” he said to Julia, then gestured to the phone. “I gotta take this.” He answered. “Clay Nichols here.”


  Brent adopted his best asshole TV executive voice. “Hey dickhead. We gotta talk about this piece-of-shit contract. I had my cat pee on it this weekend because that’s what it’s worth to me.”


  Clay did everything to keep a straight face. “Hold on one second,” he said, then placed his hand over the phone. “Go downstairs and play a few hands, okay? This’ll take me fifteen minutes. Twenty, tops. But I need to get it ironed out. I promise I’ll be there soon.”


  “Of course,” she said, planting a quick kiss on his cheek, then grabbing her clutch purse from the foyer table, and waving a sexy goodbye. “See you in twenty minutes.”


  “Text me. Let me know where to find you,” he whispered.


  She blew him a kiss and mouthed I will, and he followed her to the door, holding it open, and planting a quiet kiss on her lips. He waved goodbye as she walked down the hall and pressed the down button for the elevator.


  Once the door shut, he returned to his brother. “Okay, where are you?”


  “On the twentieth floor. Stairwell. I have the ring and the necklace.”


  “Come up in two minutes. She’s getting in the elevator right now.”


  Soon, his brother was in the room with him and Clay set his eyes on the ring he was going to put on Julia’s finger any minute. The damn thing near blinded him it was so bright.


  Perfect. He slid it into his pocket, along with the necklace.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Saturday, 1:12 p.m., Las Vegas


  She was feeling lucky today. But she wasn’t going to base her decision on which table to choose on something as capricious as that.


  Luck was here one minute, gone the next. A snap of the fingers, a wink of the eye, and luck drained faster than an iPhone battery. She had more than luck on her side. She had smarts, freedom, and most of all confidence, and she planned to use that full suite of tools as she tackled the tables. Weaving her way through the rattling of the roulette balls and the rolling of the craps dice, she fixed her eyes on the pai gow table ahead, and beyond that on the $100 minimum land. She’d had a good summer at Speakeasy, and her checks had been cashing quite nicely from the Purple Snow Globe award and drink contract, so she could afford this little luxury—a Saturday afternoon round or two at the Allegro.


  At the pai gow table, a tall and terribly blond man walked behind the players, moving closer than someone usually does, and Julia narrowed her eyes, as if she could read him from several feet away. Something about him felt oddly familiar, even though she couldn’t see his face. It was the shape of his shoulders, the straw shade of his hair. Some kind of gumshoe instinct flared deep in her, and she picked up her pace, walking fast across the carpet in her heels. He slipped past the gamblers, lifting his right arm a few inches then back down. She caught his profile, and instantly a name touched down on her tongue. She was very nearly sure who he was . . . but then he turned more, his large nose coming into view. As he moved, he reminded her of an eel slinking through the marshes unseen. No one noticed him, but when he turned away from the table, she zeroed in on his hand as he slid something into his pocket. She wouldn’t want to finger-point in a court of law, but as a betting woman, she was willing to lay many chips down on the chance that he’d just pocketed a few that weren’t his own.


  She tried to follow him, race-walking past the dealer, around a beam, then down an aisle between the tables, but in seconds he was gone, probably lost in the crowd at the casino.


  Damn. She nearly stomped her foot. But then, what would she have done if she’d caught up to him? “Excuse me, is that a handful of chips in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?”


  Enough of her detective daydreams. Time to win some money for the hell of it.


  She glanced at her watch. One-fifteen. Clay would be here in fifteen more minutes. She double backed to her destination. Settling in on a high-backed stool, she texted Clay her whereabouts, collected her chips and began placing her bets. Ten minutes later, she was $1000 richer.


  God, she loved Vegas.


  “Excuse me, you must be the very lovely Julia Bell.”


  The voice was smooth and honeyed—like a velvet lounge singer she could listen to all night. She turned to the face behind the voice and if she weren’t madly in love with someone else, she might have found the man attractive. Magnetic amber eyes, a crooner’s voice, and a tall, athletic build, with Jon Hamm-esque hair, wavy and gelled.


  “Yes,” she said, resisting the urge to roll her eyes at his line. But then, she was practiced at this kind of resistance having grown accustomed to a wide assortment of come-on lines at her bar. “What can I do for you, Don Draper?”


  She couldn’t help it. He had the whole Mad Men five-o-clock shadow thing working in spades, right down to the suit.


  He shot her a smile, showing off nice, white teeth. “I am Dominic Stevenson, the floor manager here at the Allegro. I was sent here by a gentleman named Clay Nichols. He has arranged a special game for you in the VIP room. Would you do me the favor of allowing me to escort you to him?” The man held out his arm, crooking his elbow for Julia, like an escort at a debutante ball, ready to guide a young woman down the stairs to present her.


  She could barely contain her smile. She couldn’t help it. She was damn near grinning like a fool. This was the moment she’d been holding her breath for. He’d planned it perfectly like she knew he would, and had taken her by surprise. She’d never expected he’d pick a Saturday afternoon, and yet this was pure Clay. He’d wanted to give her back her love of poker with this trip, and for him to do it with such a grand gesture made her heart pound with joy for him. Everything added up, him sending her ahead, then setting this up for her. She didn’t want to take this moment for granted, so she reminded herself to savor every second. She catalogued everything—the way her veins rushed fast with hope, the way the hair on her arms rose with goosebumps, the excitement that thrummed loudly through her bones like a vibration as she stood up from the table and took the gentleman’s arm. She was eager, so very eager to see what her man had in store for her.


  It all made sense—wonderful, blissful, gorgeous, sexy sense—that he’d somehow concocted a way to get down on one knee in the VIP poker room. She couldn’t wait to say yes.


  “Is he there now?” she asked Dominic.


  “Yes. Ready for you,” he said. They rounded the corner and entered the private room. He gripped her arm harder and dug his fingers in. The edges of her watch scraped roughly against her wrist. She tried to pull her arm away, but his hand was now a steel vise, and he wouldn’t let go.


  “Excuse me,” she said, trying to wriggle out of his grip as they walked past an oval table and rich brown chairs, with opulent mirrors strategically angled to hide hands. “That’s a bit too rough. Can you let up?”


  “Not a chance in hell,” he said, and his voice was no longer honey. It was malice.


  Like a painful injection, all her excitement was erased, replaced by ice-cold fear coursing through her body as he clasped his hand over mouth, and shoved her hard through a doorway.


  Then locked the door.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  Saturday, 1:34 p.m., Las Vegas


  The $100 table with the dealer with cropped black hair and one diamond earring.


  He read the text from her one more time, studying the message as if it would reveal a clue as to where she could possibly be.


  But there were only five $100 tables and he’d circled them fifty times each, looking for her. She was nowhere to be seen. He desperately wanted to believe he’d simply missed her.


  He returned to the table she was supposed to be at. The dealer nodded at him this time as he dealt to four players. It was an I-see-you-look, an I’m-memorizing-your-face look. Clay nodded back, and paced more, his eyes roaming the casino, scanning the tables, checking out the nooks and crannies, the bars, the lounge chairs. He paced like a caged lion. He was sure he’d have security swarming him any second because he looked suspicious as hell. Checking his watch. Checking his phone. Running his hand roughly through his hair. Dialing, over and over.


  He spun around in another circle, hunting for signs for the nearest ladies room. Hell, maybe she was taking a piss. A long fucking piss. He marched over to the sign, and waited twenty seconds until a woman with dark hair, kind eyes and laugh lines made a beeline for the restroom.


  “Excuse me. I’m looking for my–” he paused for a split second, the words catching in his throat because he was about to say wife when he stopped himself. “–my date, and I was supposed to meet her ten minutes ago. Would you mind asking if there’s a Julia in the bathroom? Redhead, wearing black shorts and heels.”


  “Sure,” the woman said, but she gave him a look as if he were crazy to ask, pathetic maybe. A pathetic guy who’d been stood up. Maybe he was. Hell, he sounded like a desperate man who’d been ditched by a woman. But he knew that wasn’t the case.


  He waited and called her again. Five rings then voicemail. Maybe she’d turned it on vibrate during the game. Maybe she’d even turned down the volume, figuring that was proper poker behavior or something.


  But then, where was she? He held out hope that nature had called. That maybe she’d taken a long restroom trip.


  A minute later, the dark-haired woman with laugh lines emerged, patted him on the arm, and shook her head ruefully. “Sorry, hon. No one was in there. I hope you find your lady. And if she’s run out on you, you come find me and I’ll be happy to be your date,” she said, then winked at him and headed off.


  “Thanks,” he muttered, and shook his head at her proposition.


  He could case the joint for all the ladies rooms, but instead he marched right back to the table with the diamond-earringed dealer. After he laid the last card down, Clay cleared his throat, and said, “Excuse me.”


  The dealer looked at him, his face impassive. “Yes?”


  “Was there a redhead here a few minutes ago?” he asked then gave a quick description of Julia.


  The dealer nodded.


  “Any idea when she left? Where she went?”


  “Played a few hands. Took off a few minutes ago,” he said, his voice even, unreadable. Clay suspected dealers in Vegas were trained to reveal nothing—not while dealing, not while playing, and not when asked questions by patrons. Maybe even especially when asked by patrons.


  “Did she happen to say where she was going?” he pressed.


  “C’mon, man,” said one of the guys at the table. “She’s not here. Leave him alone so we can play.”


  Clay shot him a dirty look; a young, fratty guy who he wanted to punch for no rightful reason except that he was pissed, and worried, and starting to panic. He walked away from the table, looking for clues anywhere. He wanted the simple answer. The I-got-stuck-in-the-elevator answer. But as the minutes ticked by, those easy answers felt less likely. Unease deepened in his chest, spreading quickly like laundry soap overflowing from a washing machine.


  His mind raced in rewind over the last twenty-four hours—her worries about being followed, the men in the suits, the pilot and the trouble with the plane, his own sense of being watched last night, and most of all—Charlie. Angry, pissed-off, mad-as-hell Charlie.


  The dread in Clay grew roots, clawing through his organs, tearing up his insides like twisting, deadly weeds.


  He prayed for that simple answer, the I-had-to-take-an-unexpected-call-from-my-sister-and-I’m-so-sorry-it-worried-you answer. But deep down, he knew something had gone wrong. Terribly wrong.


  Grabbing his phone, he started to dial Brent to ask to be put in touch with hotel security when Julia’s name flashed across his screen.


  He released ten thousand breaths and answered in a nanosecond.


  “Are you okay? Where are you?” he asked, not bothering to mask the worry.


  But it wasn’t Julia who was calling.


  * * *


  “How long have you been hustling here on my turf, Julia Bell? Just this weekend? Or have you been here longer?”


  She sneered at him. “I’m not hustling.”


  He smacked her shoulder. Not too hard, more like the swat a kid brother gave his sister, but still, she didn’t like it. Not one bit. They were in a small office behind the fancy VIP room, but it felt more like an interrogation cell given the circumstances.


  “Get your fucking hands off me,” she snarled, calling on her best poker skills because she didn’t want this man to smell her fear. That was all she had—faking it. Inside, she was quivering, but she’d been trained—unintentionally—by the best of them. Being Charlie Stravinsky’s pawn had taught her to show no fear. Even if her entire being was coated in terror right now.


  “Don’t scream,” he warned. “If you scream . . .”


  She didn’t know what he’d do, or what else he had at his disposal in this tiny room. He had cuffs though, because once he’d slammed the door, the smooth-talking man pushed her down hard on a chair, and locked one hand to the slats of it. With her other hand free, she wasn’t at the terrified level yet. But she sure as hell wasn’t a fan of his bully cop routine. Who was he, though? Who did he work for? He’d said he was the floor manager, but was that a ruse? All she knew was he was a loose cannon, so she didn’t scream.


  Yet.


  “I’ll take my hands off you when you get the hell out of town,” he added.


  “Don’t you worry. I don’t have any interest in staying,” she hissed. “And if you keep me here any longer I will scream. Let me go.”


  He raised a hand, stopping sharply in the air, but making it clear he’d hit. She flinched deep inside, but on the outside she barely showed a twitch.


  “I run the games in this town. Not him. And I want you out of the games.”


  She furrowed her brow, and pointed with her free hand to the door. “The casino games out there?”


  “No,” he said crisply, punctuating the word. “And put that hand down,” he said, pointing to her rebel left hand. She listened. For now. “The ones where we get the real money.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “I know who you are. You were Charlie’s girl. You took down his guys.”


  Her body tightened. She said nothing. She wasn’t going to admit to anything, and not because of that dumb morality clause from Tad. She was admitting to nothing because that had been her policy when it came to her past—it was hers and hers alone. She owned it, and she kept her trap shut about it.


  “And Michael had a deal with him. This is Michael’s town, and Michael runs the games, and when you show up it pisses him off.”


  She drew a sharp breath and rolled her eyes. She wasn’t acting when she said, “I have no clue who you’re talking about. I don’t know a Michael.”


  He scoffed at her, spittle flying dangerously near her face. Wincing, she raised her free hand to wipe her cheek. The irony, the absolute irony of her being cuffed twice in twenty-four hours was not lost on her, but she wasn’t laughing over it. Nope, even though she was only bound by one hand as he peppered her with questions, she was quaking in her bones. She didn’t know how the hell she was going to claw her way out of this heap of trouble, or if he simply planned to let her go after he shook her down. She cycled through her options. The door was several feet away. If she just freed her hand, she could make a run for it, grab the handle and run like hell out of here. She tried to slide her wrist from the cuff somehow, twisting and turning her hand. Maybe she could find the ideal angle to slip out.


  “Michael is the Charlie Stravinsky of this town. That clear things up for you, sugar?”


  She couldn’t hide her reaction anymore. She cringed, squeezing her eyes shut painfully. Memories of Charlie’s capriciousness, his manhandling and his sheer and utter vindictiveness crashed into her, rolling over her in painful waves. How the hell had she wound up in the crosshairs of another Charlie? Or Vegas’s Charlie? Did she have a kick me sign on her back?


  Dominic pointed at her, and sneered knowingly. “Ah, so now everything rings a bell, doesn’t it?”


  He kneeled down in front of her, his hands gripping her thighs, his breath hot on her face.


  “No,” she said.


  “Let me make it as plain as fucking day, princess,” he said, his pretty amber eyes looking twisted. “You’re on the fucking list. We know you work for him, and we don’t like it. Michael runs the executive games here, and no one else. He has a deal with Charlie to stay the fuck out of his turf and vice versa, so when you show up it sends a message to us that Charlie’s encroaching, and we don’t like it. So let’s see how much he likes it when his top ringer starts working for us, and when you work for us, then I will be more than happy to show you what you’ve been missing on all fronts,” he said, grabbing his crotch as if it were an offering to her, then returning his hands to her thighs and digging in harder.


  And that did it. That fucking did it. No fucking way was this scumbag manhandling her and hitting on her in the nastiest way. In an instant, she launched her high-heeled foot forward and kicked him hard as a hammer in the balls with her sharp black heels. She sent him reeling backwards as he clutched his family jewels, crying out like a wounded animal. She joined him in the noise department, screaming as loudly as she could.


  But the scream didn’t last long. Within two seconds, he had his slimy hand on her mouth, silencing her.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  Saturday, 1:39 p.m., Las Vegas


  “Hi. I’m sorry I’m not Julia, but I found this phone right outside the VIP room. Your number was the last one dialed, and it looks like you’ve been calling too,” the man on the other end said, and Clay wasn’t sure whether to kiss the phone or slam it into the wall.


  He opted for neither. This was a clue and hopefully it would take him to her. “Where are you right now?”


  “By the blackjack tables. I’ve got on a pink shirt. I walked past the VIP room, and the phone was on the ground with a ton of missed calls, so I grabbed it,” the man said, and Clay turned around and ran to the roulette tables, taking long, fast strides. At one point, a waiter called out to him to slow down but he ignored him, quickly finding the pink-shirted man with Julia’s cell phone.


  “You found it by the VIP room?”


  “Yes, poker room.”


  Clay clapped him on the arm, scanned the tables quickly for signs of a VIP room along the walls, then spotted an arched doorway not far away. He took off again, gripping her phone while calling Brent with his own. His brother answered immediately and Clay didn’t wait a second.


  “There’s trouble at the Allegro. I need you here right away. I need you to call your friends in security. I think something’s happened to Julia,” he said, and Brent responded with, “On it, now.”


  He stopped quickly at the entrance, expecting to find throngs of players, high rollers engaged in big bets, maybe even some scummy dealer holding her hostage. Hell, he was prepared to stumble upon Charlie himself, looking like the cat who ate the canary, all cool and collected and ready to impose new terms of servitude. But the room was cruelly quiet—empty and eerie, as if it had been cleared out on purpose. Off in the far corner, he spotted a brown door that nearly blended into the wall, then he caught sight of something shiny on the floor. Something that looked familiar. Racing over to the object, he bent down and picked up Julia’s watch, and the hair on his neck stood on end.


  Then he heard a muffled scream that made his blood turn to ice, and his heart drop with fear. His hand shot to the door handle, but it was locked.


  Think. He patted his pockets, an instinctive act, as if he could find a key there to unlock this door. But the hotel key would do nothing. Credit cards never worked except in the movies. He patted his front pocket, touching the outline of the ring. There was no way a ring would open a door. Then he felt the size and shape of the necklace in his other pocket. It was his only chance to get in there before security came, and he had no idea when that would be.


  Sometimes you just had to use the tools you had with you.


  * * *


  Neither one of them could speak. Her mouth was covered by his palm, and he appeared to be shrieking silently from the kicking, sucking in the cries his body must have wanted to emit.


  The best part? He couldn’t even smack her with his free hand. He was grasping his balls with that hand while wincing and crying soundlessly. So, with his focus on his groin, she tried again to escape, pressing her thumb towards her pinky, aiming to make her hand and wrist as small as could possibly be, narrowing it, turning her hand into itself and tugging loosely, gently.


  Her wrist inched past the metal the slightest bit, and her heart tripped with hope. The cuff wasn’t too tight. Maybe she could slip out of here.


  Dominic was still moaning under his breath so she craned her neck behind her, trying to get a visual on the handcuffs to see if she stood a fighting chance of slipping out. An idea flashed through her head. A crazy notion, but sometimes crazy notions took hold of you in desperate circumstances, and with Dominic still nursing his bruised balls, she quietly dipped her free hand into her back pocket, slid off the top of the tin, and scooped out a healthy dollop of lip balm on the pad of her thumb, then began rubbing it on her right wrist.


  Lubrication was a splendid thing.


  It made objects fit in places they didn’t belong. It made engines hum. It made tight rings slip off swollen fingers easily. And right now, it might, just might, give her back the use of two hands. If the handcuffs had been locked any tighter, this would never work. Maybe he’d only wanted to scare her, not to hurt her, so he left a bit of give in the metal. Either way, she’d take those extra millimeters because that sliver of space was her chance for freedom. She was tempted to yank her hand out, but instead she spread the balm around her wrist, and—she’d have to send a thank-you note to her parents if she pulled this off because her hands were on the small side—started to slide it out.


  The doorknob rattled.


  She flinched involuntarily and glanced at the door. The silver metal was shaking, moving, clattering around. Someone had heard her, or them. She’d be out of here. But wait. What if it was a cohort? She needed to move quickly, free herself, push his stupid hand off her mouth and get the hell out.


  The knob shook once more, and Dominic spun around, finally noticing the sound. He dropped his hand from her mouth, and she screamed. Like a heroine in a horror film, she unleashed a blood-curdling cry.


  * * *


  He’d seen enough movies, had watched the entire library of MacGyver three times as a kid. But you didn’t live in the movies. You lived in the real world. And just because a TV show hero could pick a lock with the filament from a lightbulb didn’t mean he’d be able to pull this off. But he knew the basics—and hell, what man with a brother didn’t know how to get in and out of rooms? For Brent and him, locking each other in or out of bedrooms, bathrooms, even the house had been daily pranks, and they’d both mastered the fine art of breaking and entering each other’s rooms. You needed to lift the pins from inside the lock. Most doors had five to eight, so the trick was methodically finding each one.


  Fortunately, he had a Purple Snow Globe necklace. Though he’d lost his lucky tie, maybe it was luck that the Etsy seller had only had a T-bar clasp because a regular clasp would do jack shit. He needed this one, about the length of a bobby pin. He set to work sliding that into the lock, then listening for the sound of the pins falling. He wiggled it around, prodding, searching for the final pin. When the tension yielded a few seconds later, he knew he was almost home.


  It had taken less than a minute.


  Off in the casino, he heard movement, the methodical pace of what was sure to be security coming around the corner. He could wait for them or . . .


  A scream met his ears. Julia. He was all instinct now, grabbing the handle, turning the lock and barging into the room. Adrenaline pumped through his veins, and his fists were clenched. There she was in a chair, yanking her right hand out of handcuffs, and the sight of that made his blood not just boil, but reach volcanic temperature. A slick, sharp-dressed man was pawing at her, trying to cover her mouth with his grimy hand.


  No way in all of fucking creation was that hand touching his Julia again. Ever.


  “Get your hands off my fiancée,” he seethed, and everything happened both in slow motion and with blinding speed. In a heartbeat, he grabbed the man’s wrist, jerked him away from Julia, and jammed him up against the wall. Clay’s hands were gripping the man’s collar, twisting it tightly into his neck. He was vaguely aware of Julia rising behind him, moving carefully toward the door.


  “Tell her to stay out of my games,” he spit back, and Clay answered that impudence by slamming a fist into the man’s ribs.


  The man doubled over, grabbing his stomach, and moaning loudly. But Clay didn’t buy his bullshit, so he served up another fist, then one more for good measure, hoping it would crack a few ribs. A loud crunch echoed through the room. Just then, the first of a fleet of hotel security arrived, led by a pipsqueak woman with blond hair. Clay’s breath came fast and he was panting hard.


  His eyes surveyed the scene—the crumpled-up man, his own clenched fists, a door broken into courtesy of a necklace in his hands.


  This didn’t look good for him.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  Saturday, 2:22 p.m., Las Vegas


  Mindy heaved a sigh, then drummed her short, unpolished nails against her desk.


  “I understand everything you’ve said, but I’m still going to have to report the details of incident to the Las Vegas police department when they arrive in a few minutes, and that includes those two additional punches thrown by Mr. Nichols. The Allegro ownership is trying to run a very tight ship.”


  Julia steeled herself and gripped Clay’s hand tighter, a silent reminder that she was doing the talking right now. She’d told him as much when they came in this room. She knew from the look on Mindy’s face when she saw Clay’s final two blows that the woman was going to need some convincing, and that she’d need it from her—the victim, though she hated thinking of herself in such terms. Besides, she was running on adrenaline now, with perhaps a healthy dose of anger fueling her, too. There was no room in her for fear or worry. She had business to take care of, so she dug in.


  “And that tight ship extends to an employee of yours—to the casino’s floor manager—working for the mob and accosting a casino guest?” Julia asked, her eyebrow arched.


  “And believe you me, that’s being addressed,” Mindy said, her sweet features now turned intensely serious. “We fully expect Dominic to be arrested, likely on many accounts. He’s already been let go since management does not tolerate what he did to you.”


  “Then why on earth are we even here? He handcuffed me to a chair, locked me in a room, and threatened me because he thought I was playing in games he’s rigging for the mob,” Julia said, the incredulity thick in her voice. How could they even begin to try to implicate Clay for the two additional punches thrown at the asshole who’d handcuffed her? But anger and annoyance would not win her Mindy’s sympathy, so she softened her tone. “He was protecting me.”


  “I know, and from what I saw you needed it. But even in instances of protection of another person, that protection can’t escalate to an inappropriate level of retaliation. Hence my concern over the two additional punches thrown. Look, I have no issues with him breaking into the room. That falls under Good Samaritan law; he heard a cry for help and he heeded the call. But we have to let the police decide if there are any issues of aggravated force.”


  Julia held up her right wrist, showing the angry red line where she’d tried at first to slide out of the cuffs. “That man handcuffed me in your hotel. And I had to get myself out of handcuffs with lip balm in my pocket. Mindy, please. Help a woman out. Clay was looking out for me,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on the woman across from her. Mindy’s lips quirked up in a small smile.


  “You freed yourself with lip balm?”


  “Lubrication is a wonderful thing, isn’t it?” Julia said, and she flashed a quick smile too, reminding herself that you won more flies with honey than vinegar. Julia seized the chance to reel her in. “I just think it would be a lot better for all involved, given what happened here and the way in which I was accosted at your casino, if Clay were not brought into this with the police. Do you think you could do me a solid?”


  Mindy’s smile disappeared. “I wish. I really wish I could do that but we have to let the authorities handle this. It’s not a matter of what I think or what I want. I have been contracted by the owners of the Allegro, and their goal is to run things smoothly and deal appropriately with all situations. I am sure, Mr. Nichols, that once you talk to the police and explain what happened when you walked into that room that all will be fine. But I’m going to need to report this. God knows, we have enough trouble we’re dealing with at this place right now,” she mumbled.


  Julia clasped her hands together. She was not above begging. “Please. I just don’t understand why that is necessary at all. We’d really like to go and continue on with our weekend,” she said. Her heart was still beating at a rabbit’s pace. It hadn’t come down yet from those moments locked up with Dominic. From the little bit Mindy had told her, and what she’d cobbled together from Dominic’s comments, he was running the rigged games for Michael Lawson, and had been assigned to keep tabs on known hustlers. It was a crazy notion that she was known for this. But c’est la vie. The mob operated underground and this was pure underbelly stuff they were dealing with. “You’re Brent’s friend. Can’t you please just keep Clay out of this?”


  Mindy winced, as if this were painful. “I wish I could, but we are really trying hard to root out the pickpocketing that this entire Strip has been facing,” she said, and that’s when the bell went off.


  Ding, ding, motherfucking ding. Her brain raced back to what she’d witnessed at one-fifteen. To the chip she planned to offer Mindy.


  “You have security cameras here, right? Eye in the sky?”


  She shrugged, not answering.


  “What if I could tell you that it’s highly likely the pickpocket was at the pai gow tables at one-fifteen today and seemed to make off with a handful of chips? He was wearing a hoodie and has a rather large nose that I believe is a prosthetic.”


  Mindy’s eyes lit up as if she’d just been handed the keys to the kingdom. “Really?”


  “Check it out. See if you see what I saw. And if you do, and I can ID him like I think I can, what would you say to not reporting Clay?”


  Mindy chewed away at her lower lip, considering the offer. “Can you wait here for a few minutes? I’ll be right back.”


  She exited, leaving them behind in the open office. Clay turned to her, the first time they were alone since security had rounded them up. Worry was etched in his features. He held tighter to her hand. His touch was comforting, and she sensed he needed reassurance as much as she did. “Are you okay?”


  She nodded. “I am now.”


  “Do you want to go back to New York once we’re done? If they let us go,” he added, narrowing his eyes, huffing through his nostrils.


  She squeezed his hand, trying to comfort him, calm him. “They’ll let us go.”


  “Why are you trying to make me feel better?” he said, with a sigh. “You’re the one who was hurt. And all you’ve done is try to avoid me taking the fall.”


  “I was. But I’m okay now, and I don’t want this to get worse. I care too much about you, and your reputation. I thought that morality clause mattered to me. I thought that expanded contract mattered. But you know what?” She reached a hand to him, cupping his cheek. “I don’t give a shit what people think about me. I’m a bartender. If I have a rap sheet a mile long, it makes me cooler. But you’re a lawyer and you need to be as unimpeachable as you have always been, so I want to make sure you’re safe.”


  He looked at her, such softness in his eyes. “It’s my job to keep you safe.”


  “And you did. You found me.”


  “I want to get you out of here, Julia. I was only trying to protect you,” he said, and his eyes looked terribly sad, as if he felt like it was his fault that he was somehow being deemed culpable.


  “You did protect me,” she said insistently, grasping his hand tighter for emphasis. “And I’m glad you punched that asshole.”


  Mindy’s footsteps sounded outside the door.


  “Hey. Who do you think it is that’s pickpocketing?” he whispered.


  “Get ready for this,” she said with a wicked smile. The first that afternoon. “Tad Herman.”


  His brown eyes sparkled, and he smiled too. “No fucking way.”


  “I think it’s him, Clay. I really do. He wears a fake nose when he lifts the chips. But it sure looked like him, blond hair, skinny build and all.”


  “That would explain why he’s so hard-core about his morals clause. It’s his alibi to cover up his own very bad habits.”


  She shrugged playfully. “Everyone has a racket in this town,” she said as Mindy returned to the office.


  Standing in front of them, Mindy held out her hand to shake. “Thank you, Ms. Bell. I believe we’ll be able to use that security video from one-fifteen after all. I so value the tip, and I don’t recall any additional punches being thrown at all. Everything was done for your protection,” Mindy said, and Julia smiled briefly. This was Vegas through and through. A handshake, a deal, a tit for tat. Everyone was on the take in some way—some more above the board than others. But everyone had a price, and she was just damn grateful she’d had the trump card in this round. “If you could just stay and give your statement to the police about what happened with Dominic, I’d be most grateful. And I’ll be sure to let them know about our very Good Samaritan.”


  * * *


  She pressed her forehead to his in the elevator. They were alone, shooting up to the twenty-first floor. “You saved me,” she whispered, so much gratitude in her voice. So much need for him.


  “You saved me,” he said, as he threaded his fingers tenderly through her hair, holding her close.


  “We rescued each other,” she said.


  “Yes. We did. Let’s always do that.” His deep voice was gentle, the one he saved just for her. He brushed his lips against her softly. A rescue kiss. An only you kiss. A kiss that said so much about the two of them, how they fit.


  They were scotch and soda; they were vodka and tonic. They were better together.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  Saturday, 3:09 p.m., Las Vegas


  Their bags were packed and they were heading through the lobby, eager to catch a cab up the Strip to the Bellagio. He wanted to put the entire last twenty-four hours behind them.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to get out of here? Leave this town behind us?”


  “Do I look like a wuss?”


  “Hell no,” he said emphatically.


  “Then I don’t want to go¸” she said, stopping in her tracks to look him in the eyes. “Look, I don’t like what happened, and I didn’t enjoy being harassed, but I’m not running out of town with my tail between my legs. Life makes no promises, nor does this city. We could run into trouble anywhere. So if we’re living in The Hangover, if we’re making a pit stop in Ocean’s Eleven, or even spending a night in Casino, then so be it. I’m a gambler and I know there are no guarantees. You wake up every morning and you take your chances. But one thing I am not is a coward. I used to be owned by a mobster a hell of a lot more powerful than Dominic Handcuffs. I’m not going to let some two-bit mob pawn ruin my vacation. This girl is getting her weekend away.”


  God, she was brazen, and he swore she grew two, three, four feet taller during that speech. He was ready to make a shrine to his badass woman. Instead, he clapped slowly. Several times. “Can I write that down and use it in a screenplay somewhere? Because that was the stuff movie scenes are made of.”


  “You got a script cooking somewhere you haven’t told me about?”


  He shook his head. “Nope. No need to, because our life is like the movies right now.” He leaned in for a quick kiss, and she grabbed him, tugging him close. He lowered his voice, speaking just for her. “Do you realize I fall more madly in love with you every day?”


  “Good. Because maybe that love will make you forget how much trouble I am.”


  “I love all of you, even your trouble,” he whispered, stroking her hair.


  She was trembling, and he felt her toughness fade for a moment as she ran a hand through his hair and whispered in his ear, “I really would like you to stay by my side the rest of the time we’re here.”


  “I promise,” he said, pulling her in closer, tighter, wanting to make her feel safe now and for all time.


  With his arm draped around her protectively, he kept her close as they weaved their way through the afternoon crowds to the doorway, sunshine beckoning from beyond. “A change of pace will do us good,” he said. “A fresh start for the rest of the weekend.”


  “Besides, there’s nowhere like the Bellagio to begin our do-over.”


  As they neared the revolving door, a carrot-topped and freckled young bellman trotted over to them. “Excuse me, Mr. Nichols?”


  His chest tightened. What now? “Yes?”


  “We had a delivery for you this afternoon. We brought it up to the room but you weren’t there, and since you’re checking out, my boss wanted to get it to you before you left,” the bellman said, thrusting a plastic bag at Clay. The bag was extremely light, as if it were carrying a small scrap of fabric.


  He peered inside and there it was—his favorite small scrap of fabric. His lucky purple tie. A slip of paper was wrapped around the tie. He pulled out the paper and opened it.


  Clay, I found this on the plane this morning. I know you were looking for it, so I dropped it off at your hotel. Please accept my apologies for the delay. I didn’t find the tie on my initial search because it turned out to be wedged between two seats. But after another look, I recovered it for you. The jet is in Vegas now, and I’ll be ready for anything you might need, and whenever you want to return to New York.


  Clay couldn’t contain a grin as he showed the note to Julia. “You know what this means?”


  She read it and met his gaze. “It means the tie went missing when we were flying high.”


  He nodded. “We were distracted. In the best of ways,” he said, and they resumed their pace to the taxi stand. As they waited, he slung the tie around his neck, and she knotted it loosely. To think he’d entertained the notion that the pilot had stolen his tie. Instead, their passion for each other had simply knocked the item of clothing out of sight.


  Ironic, in a way. Or maybe it was simply apropos for the two of them.


  * * *


  Dominic couldn’t take the smell much longer. He crinkled his nose again, and tried to breathe through his mouth, but he was pretty sure the guy in the corner had just pissed on himself again. The other dude in here smelled like he bathed in a sewer. Gripping the bars tightly, Dominic scanned the concrete hallways, eager for a sign of Michael. He’d called him the second before the cops had tossed him in this cell—tossed being the operative word; they’d practically grabbed him by the belt buckle and heaved him into this pit of putrid—and Michael had said he’d be here soon.


  He rubbed a hand across his ribs, wincing; they smarted from the beating they’d taken an hour ago.


  The sound of scanners and phone calls, along with the grumbled shouts of the temporarily incarcerated, rang in the halls. A cop with a nightstick glared at him as he walked over to the cell. The cop pointed with his chin. “Dominic Stevenson. There’s a Michael Lawson here to see you. Come with me.”


  Dominic’s heart ran circles in his chest, taking away the soreness in his stomach. Michael was here, Michael would post bail, Michael would free him. The door opened with a loud groan as the cop unlocked it, then shut it behind him.


  See you, suckers, he wanted to say to his fetid cellmates. But he clamped his mouth shut as the cop escorted him to a small concrete room with a table and two chairs. Michael was seated, his legs crossed, wearing his trademark cowboy boots and a bolo tie around his neck. A big-brimmed hat rested on the table. Dominic reached out a hand, and Michael shook.


  “Man, it is good to see you,” Dominic said, and he’d never been so relieved.


  “I’m sure it is. I always like seeing me too,” Michael said, then shot a toothy smile at Dominic. Michael was like that. Affable; easygoing.


  The cop left and they were alone in the room.


  “So, you’re going to get me out of here?” Dominic asked, hope knotting tightly in his chest.


  “Well, let’s just talk about things first,” Michael said, leaning back in his chair, and tipping it slightly onto the two back legs. “Because I’m not so sure I ever said I wanted you to lock up that lady hustler, rough her up, get caught, and blow your fucking cover,” he said, the smile on his face masking the ire in the words.


  Dominic nodded, girding himself for getting chewed out. He knew this was coming. He’d messed up, and he’d have to eat crow, but they’d move on and keep on keeping on. “I’m sorry. Things got out of hand. But hey, on the bright side, I kept her out of your games,” Dominic said, grasping for the one bit of good news.


  Michael nodded several times and chuckled deeply, then pointed at him. “There is that. Oh, you’re right. There is that.” He stopped laughing, tilted the chair back up, and steepled his hands together. The sharp stare and the erasure of the smile worried Dominic. “But you did more than that, and I only asked you to do one thing: I asked you to keep her and everyone on the list out of my games. I don’t want anyone else horning in on my turf, not after the trouble I had with Charlie when I used to work for him in San Francisco. That cold-hearted bastard accused me of stealing. Something I would never do, but we worked it out and made a deal. And the deal was I’d leave town, and we’d stay out of each other’s way. That’s all. Plain and simple. And you and Stevie were in touch, you were honoring the deal, and Stevie knew it, and was keeping Charlie apprised.”


  “We did have a deal. Stevie even called last night and I reminded him, but then she showed up and I had to get rid of her,” he said insistently, trying to prove his point. He wanted Michael to see how he’d protected his boss’s assets. “I did what you wanted.”


  Michael made a shushing sound, as if Dominic had been talking too loud in church. “That’s what you thought you were doing, and hey, a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do, right?”


  Michael stared at him pointedly and Dominic wasn’t sure if the other man was asking rhetorically or leading into what he planned to do to him, but either way, he had the sinking feeling Michael wasn’t in a forgiving mood. “But I’m pretty sure blowing your motherfucking cover as an inside man was not what I wanted you to do. You’re a pit boss at the Allegro. Do you have any idea how valuable it was to me to have you on the inside like that? To know the score? To have access to security cameras and footage and all the intel that I needed to run my games?” Michael shook his head, and sighed deeply. “And now—poof! That’s all gone. Because you snapped. When I said find out why she’s in town, I meant sit down, have a drink, talk to her like a normal fucking person. Invite her into a game. Find out then if she was working for Charlie. Find out then if I had to be concerned about him encroaching. Liquor her up, ply her with cards and get the four-one-one on Charlie. You should have lured her with candy, not fists. She’s a hustler, and you should have invited her to a high-stakes game instead of your fucking office where you cuffed her. You did this three months ago when you tossed a guy out of a game for the wrong reason, and now you’ve once again gone too far.”


  Dread snaked through Dominic. He’d botched a previous job for Michael because he was too hot under the collar, and now he’d done it once more. He hung his head and muttered, “I’m sorry.”


  Michael tsk-tsked. “I’m sorry too. I really enjoyed having someone in my employ working the floor at the Allegro. It was paradise the way you trolled for high-rollers for me. But this, Dominic? This is too far.”


  The chair legs scraped across the floor as Michael rose, his tall, lanky frame towering over Dominic. “And in case that wasn’t clear, I’m not posting your bail. So I guess that means, my inside man is still an inside man.” Michael scanned the room, giving it a dirty look. “But now you’re on the inside here.”


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  Saturday, 4:33 p.m., Las Vegas


  Over at the Bellagio, they had a view of the fountains from more than twenty floors above, the sprays of water moving to an orchestra, gracefully and in tune.


  As soon as the door to the suite shut behind them, she leaned against the wood, feeling like a ragdoll. The weight of the day came crashing down on her in a painful heap of moments—Dominic turning from friend to foe as his fingers dug into her arm; him shoving her into that room; the awful scrape of metal against her wrist as he’d chained her up. She’d been so tough on the outside because she had to be, but inside she’d been scared, and that feeling of helplessness suddenly unleashed itself in her. She felt wobbly and woozy.


  Clay wrapped her in his arms. “Are you okay?”


  She shook her head against his chest. An errant tear slipped from the corner of her eye, dampening his shirt.


  “Hey,” he said in a soft, sweet voice, soothing her. “I’m sorry, Julia. I’m so sorry for what happened.”


  “It’s not your fault,” she mumbled. Her throat tightened, then another tear slid down his shirt. She wasn’t a crier. She wasn’t the sobbing type at all. But the tears flowed freely, now that she wasn’t keeping her act together while being interrogated by a mobster, or trying to cut a deal to protect the man who’d protected her.


  She was safe now from the trouble she seemed to attract like a magnet, and while she didn’t want Clay to know how deeply she felt responsible for today, she could no longer hide it. Out of nowhere the waterworks intensified, tears leaping from her eyes to his shirt as she buried her face in his chest, and he held her.


  He simply held her. While she was close and warm and snug, he let her cry it out. “I can’t imagine how you felt in there. You must have been so scared. And all I could think about was losing you. I can’t imagine being without you. You mean everything to me,” he said gently into her hair.


  “I feel the same about you,” she said, wrapping her arms around his waist, clutching at the fabric of his shirt. “And I feel like such a wreck. Like trouble will always find me. What if this never ends? What if I can never shake the mob?”


  She felt a gentle hand on her chin as he raised her face so she could look at him. “Then we will deal with every obstacle as it comes. Whatever life throws us, we’ll manage.”


  She breathed out hard, wiping away the remnants of her tears. “But this might never end. I thought I was free when we paid off Charlie, but maybe you can never be free of the mob.”


  “Maybe you never can.”


  “I just feel like this is always going to be a thing, Clay. I’m going to keep paying for this over and over. I’m never going to be safe.”


  “If that’s the case, we’re in this together, and we’ll deal together,” he said, threading his fingers through her hair.


  Her hair that Dominic had touched.


  She recoiled at the memory, like it was a slap.


  “You okay?”


  She shook her head. “I need to shower. I need to get the afternoon off me,” she said and broke the embrace, heading for the spacious bathroom, stripping off her clothes and leaving them in a trail behind her on the earth-toned tiles. The shower was encased in glass, like a fishbowl. She turned on the water, and stood under a steaming-hot stream.


  “Want company?”


  “Yes.”


  When he joined her in the bathroom, she was still in that bruised, emotional state as if she’d been scrubbed raw. “Come here,” she said, calling him over, needing him with her. She hadn’t closed the glass door. Water sprayed onto the floor in small puddles. He stepped closer, and she grabbed his shirt desperately, tugging him close, and planting a searing kiss on his lips. His mouth was soft, familiar and thrilling all at once. In seconds, a rainstorm had visited the front of his white shirt, but he didn’t seem to care. Standing outside the shower door, he toed off his black leather shoes, kicked them aside, and then stepped into the shower fully dressed, never once breaking contact with her lips.


  He shut the shower door behind them while they kissed, sealing them in their own private misty world of heat. Steam filled the shower as the water washed away the tracks of her wayward tears, the filthy grime of the day. His touch reminded her of all the good in the world. That in spite of her past, in spite of the kick me sign she seemed to wear on her back now and then, this man was with her no matter what. The trail of danger that was her baggage didn’t matter one lick to him.


  As their mouths fused and their bodies collided, she pictured the afternoon slinking away, scooting across the room, and tossing itself out the window. His touch helped erase those moments of fear, and shooed away her doubts, her worries, her guilt over the trouble that tattooed their life. She shed them all, let them fade away for a better moment. A truer moment.


  This moment. Right here. Right now. With him. Where she felt safe, and right, and good.


  “You,” she whispered, as she ran her hands across his soaking shirt, feeling the outline of his hard muscles through the wet fabric. Then his arms, where she traced his biceps, his steely forearms—those weapons that always seemed to come in handy to protect her. “You and me,” she added as they sealed their bodies tight, her naked, him clothed, and it didn’t matter. She roped her hands around his neck, and refused to stop kissing him. She craved more of him, of his stubbly jaw against her face, his lips devouring hers, his tongue tracing the inside of her lips. She needed his moans and sighs and murmurs as she wiggled closer and closer still, pressing all her nakedness against the sopping wet shirt and pants that couldn’t hide how much he wanted her. She rubbed her thigh against him, eliciting a groan.


  The sound was sexy, but it was more than that. It was the sound of him wanting all of her. Not just her body, but her heart, her mind, and all the strings she came attached to. The ones that tethered her to a past that sometimes prowled back into their present and gripped them by their throats. He took her strings with no questions asked, just as he took her. She and her troubles were a package deal, and he’d signed up for all of it, undaunted by an ounce of it. “You,” she repeated when they came up for air, and somehow it was all she could say. Words were too much. She was overcome, and all she could do was feel this love, this future, this unconditional-ness with him.


  He roamed her body with his strong hands, mapping her from her shoulders, down to her waist, to her hips. Then, he slid his hands over her butt, cupping her cheeks and somehow bringing her even closer. “You and me,” he murmured softly. “You and me. Always.”


  He reached for the shampoo, squirting some in his hands. He lathered up her hair, massaged her scalp with strong fingers, then leaned her hair under the spray, rinsing out all the suds. He continued to make his way down her body, washing her all over, even her toes as he kneeled before her. Then he kissed his way up her bare, wet legs, caressing her calves with his lips, the back of her knees with his tongue, her thighs with a brush of his mouth. He rose higher, making sure her belly received the same love from his mouth, then her breasts, her neck and her lips once more.


  “Thank you,” she said, looking into his deep brown eyes. He gazed at her with such love, such tenderness, that she nearly burst from all the feelings that had worked their way inside her, that inhabited her heart, her mind, and her body. All of her belonged to all of him. “Thank you for being with me.”


  He nuzzled her neck. “No. Thank you for being mine.”


  She helped him take off his soaked clothes, stripping him down to nothing, marveling at his beautiful nudity. “I’m the only one who ever gets to see you like this,” she whispered, feeling lucky once more.


  “You are.”


  Ten minutes later, she was dried off, lotioned up and naked, nestled in bed. He joined her, sliding under the covers and wrapping his arm around her waist.


  “Clay?” she asked.


  “Yes?”


  “Would you mind terribly if I just wanted you to hold me right now?”


  “I wouldn’t mind that one bit,” he said, his deep, gravelly voice that she loved wafting over her and settling into her heart where he’d already staked his permanent claim.


  “By the way, how did you get into that room?” she asked, curious even as she closed her eyes.


  He laughed. “It’s kind of a funny story, but I used a Purple Snow Globe.”


  It was her turn to laugh. “How on earth did you use a Purple Snow Globe?”


  “I bought you a necklace with a purple drink on it, and I was going to give it to you today. Brent had it with him. In fact, that was Brent calling me earlier, not Gino. He was bringing me the necklace so I could give it to you as a surprise and I happened to have it in my pocket when I heard you scream.”


  “Wow. You saved me with a Purple Snow Globe,” she said, amazement laced in her voice.


  “Well, it was the clasp.”


  “Oh no. Whenever we tell that story, we’re saying you picked the lock with a Purple Snow Globe.”


  “Hey, Julia. Have I ever told you about the time I picked the lock with a Purple Snow Globe to rescue the love of my life?”


  “It sounds like a great bedtime story. Tell it to me now.”


  “Once upon a time . . .”


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  Saturday, 7:25 p.m., Las Vegas


  Dusk settled over the city of sin. The sun drifted far below the spectacular vista of monstrous hotels and massive buildings that dotted the skyline as Clay floated out of dreamland. He stretched and scooted closer to Julia, her naked skin warm against his as neon flickered through the window, the nighttime waking up. The twilight hour danced over the sky, tugging Vegas from the bright, heavy desert sun of the day to the glitter of its neon nights.


  He ran a hand over her hip, unable to resist the call of her soft, sweet skin. She murmured in her sleep, an alluring invitation to him. His damn hand had a mind of its own, and he traced his fingertips across the flesh of her stomach, soon drifting below her belly button. She shifted in her sleep, or maybe she was starting to wake up too, as she moved her bottom closer to him. He was spooning her, and his dick was at full attention now, nestled against the soft globes of her ass.


  He brushed a kiss on her shoulder, and she shuddered, the soft exhalation sending a wave of desire through his bones, igniting the embers in him. He traveled lower still on her body, his fingertips in hot pursuit. She responded to his moves, parting her legs slightly, making room for his hand. He sought her out in seconds, his fingers slipping between her thighs. His breath hitched at that first intoxicating touch of her. He could feel the hint of her arousal already, her flesh damp against his fingertips.


  “Hi,” she whispered, in a sleepy voice.


  “Hi.”


  “You looking for this?” she asked, as she shifted onto her back and opened her legs for him.


  He didn’t move for a second. He was flooded with so much desire all at once that it paralyzed his brain and his body, as if all his neurons and synapses had gone into overdrive, momentarily freezing his gears.


  He recovered the power of speech and action as he drew his fingers over her sweet pussy, now wet and slick. “Yes,” he growled, finally answering her. “I’m looking for you.”


  “You found me,” she said, drawing up her knees and letting them fall open.


  He inhaled sharply, the deep breath filling him, spreading heat to the far corners of his body. He dropped a hand to the inside of her thigh, lust jolting through him as he opened her legs more. But it wasn’t just lust; it was deep and abiding love. It was the intersection of desire and forever. To be deeply, madly, desperately in love with the woman you wanted to fuck was the greatest rush, the most lasting high.


  “You are ready,” he said, low and husky, as he moved between her legs, and rubbed his erection through her wetness. She gasped, her eyes floating closed, her lips parting, as he touched her. Her response fueled him—she felt the passion too, she felt the same way he did. There was no other choice, there was no other way but for them both to be cocooned in this cocktail of love and lust. It was only them; they were all there was in the whole world, and she was all he could ever want.


  “Please,” she whispered, and he didn’t have it in him to tease her or taunt her right now. Nor was he going to be rough or tie her up. Right now, he knew—without her saying it—that he needed to make love to her. She needed pure vanilla sex after the day she’d had, so he entered her, savoring the delicious feel of her warmth gripping him.


  “So unusual to see you in this position,” he whispered, his arms pinned on either side of her as he moved slowly in her.


  “Sometimes I just need my man to be on top of me,” she said, her eyes looking into his.


  “You’ll get whatever you need from me,” he told her as he thrust into her, and she moaned deeply as she took him in. She wrapped her legs around his hips, opening herself more so he could fill her.


  “Come closer,” she whispered, looping her arms tighter around his neck, and tugging him near, so his chest was against hers. “I want to be as close to you as I possibly can.”


  “You are, Julia. You are,” he said, as he licked a path along her neck up to her ear, drawing out a heady moan from her as his mouth mapped the column of her neck, then her collarbone, then her shoulder. “I can’t stop kissing you.”


  “Don’t stop kissing me,” she said, gripping him tighter with her strong thighs as she rocked her hips against him, thrusting back, matching his moves.


  He pumped deep into her as bolts of pure pleasure tore through his body, the intensity of being inside her obliterating the world. He rained more kisses down on her skin as he made love to her, wanting, needing—terribly needing—to be as close to her as he possibly could. He needed it for himself, and he needed it for her. He wanted her to feel safe with him always, and to know that what they shared was so very different from how others had touched her body. When he touched her, whether rough or soft, it was always with love, with reverence, and with respect.


  “Clay,” she whispered, her voice rising in a question, as she pushed herself up on her elbows.


  “Yes?”


  He rose up on his arms to look at her.


  “You called me your fiancée when you came into that room,” she said, and it wasn’t a question now. It was a statement of pure and utter truth. He hadn’t put the ring on her, but she was, for all intents and purposes, his.


  “I did, didn’t I,” he said, pulling her up and shifting their bodies into a new position, so they were both sitting up, and her legs were wrapped around him. He rocked into her, running a hand along her back. “Did you like it when I called you my fiancée?”


  “I did. I liked it a lot.”


  “I feel that way about you,” he said, threading his fingers softly through her lush red hair. He wasn’t nervous telling her this. Not one bit.


  “I feel that way about you,” she answered.


  “I’m glad,” he said, his eyes locked on her gaze as he moved in her. “I want you to be my fiancée, Julia.”


  “I want that so much,” she answered immediately, no hesitation.


  Her swiftness emboldened him. He was fearless in their love, certain in how he felt, not just in the moment as he made love to her, but in his heart for all time. “I want you to be my wife.”


  “I feel like your wife,” she said, closing her eyes as he moved in her.


  “I feel like I’m making love to you right now as my wife,” he said, the words coming out in a heady rush.


  “You are. I’m your wife in bed for you.”


  “I’m going to make love to you like this now, and a year from now, and in ten years, and twenty,” he said, raking his fingers through her hair, holding her tight in his hands. Their chests touched, their bodies melded, their thrusts matched as he bared his heart and soul. “I only want you, I always want you; I want you to be my wife, Julia. God, how I want you to be my wife.”


  “I want you to be my husband,” she said, gasping the last word as her body clenched around him.


  “I’m your husband, and I’m with you right now as your husband.”


  “I can feel it, Clay,” she cried out as he pulled her closer, never ever able to get enough of this woman. “I can feel you making love to me as my husband,” she said in broken breaths.


  He felt the build in the base of his spine, his climax starting to annihilate him, to smother his brain in never-ending bliss. “Julia,” he rasped out, as pleasure pulsed through him, taking over his mind, his mouth, his words. “Marry me.”


  “Yes,” she cried.


  “Marry me,” he said again, grasping her tighter in his arms, feeling her heat rush over him.


  “Yes.”


  “Marry me,” he said, unable to stop asking as he chased her over the brink, her one word response echoing like music to his ears. “Yes. Yes. Yes.”


  * * *


  What the hell? Was he such a horny ass that he’d proposed to her in the sack? What the fuck had come over him? He wanted to propose to her properly, like a man who had control, who knew how to plan, who knew how to romance a woman, not like a sex-crazed teenager saying whatever the hell he wanted to in the bedroom.


  Jesus. He smacked his forehead in the bathroom as he brushed his teeth. He spat out the toothpaste, rinsed his mouth and then gave himself the finger. “You’re an ass,” he said to his reflection under his breath. He buttoned his shirt and smoothed out his pants, thoroughly disgusted with himself as he ran his hands through his hair to comb it before they went out to dinner.


  Great. Dinner. He’d already ruined the surprise factor by not just blurting it out, but telling her over and over. Well, at least the ring itself would be a surprise. He’d tucked it into his computer bag when they switched hotels, and he’d slipped it into his pocket when he’d gotten dressed a few minutes ago. A few minutes after . . . proposing? In bed. Inside her. He needed to think with his brain, not his dick.


  Time for a redo. He was going to have to start this one over. He needed to fix this mess he’d made, and fix it fast.


  He opened the door to the bathroom to rejoin her in the suite. He nearly stopped in his tracks when he saw her staring out the window, her back to him, enticingly on display in the black dress he’d bought for her that she’d worn briefly on the plane. He should be used to it by now, the sight of her. But he wasn’t and he didn’t ever want to grow accustomed to her beauty. He wanted to be blindsided always, like he was now.


  She wore black heels and her legs were bare. The silk of the dress hugged her curves, hinting at what lay beneath. She turned around, noticing him.


  “Hi.”


  “Hi.”


  “You look stunning,” he said.


  “So do you.” She walked over to him and took his hand, threading her fingers through his. “So where are you taking me, handsome?”


  “To the best restaurant in Vegas. Blue Ribbon in the Cosmopolitan Hotel just up the street. It’s called a sushi citadel. The food is said to be as close to heaven as you can get.”


  She raised an eyebrow and smiled. Sushi was her favorite food. “I’m sold. Take me there.”


  “It’s a ten-minute walk up the street. Or we can take a car.”


  “I’m a New Yorker now. Let’s walk.”


  She gestured to the door. He was about to head out, but then he stopped, placing his free hand on her arm. He didn’t want her to think that was his official proposal, so he’d have to backtrack. He wanted to do right by her, and get down on one knee tonight as he’d planned. “Hey, Julia. I’m sorry for what I said in bed.”


  She narrowed her eyes, looking confused. “What do you mean?”


  He shrugged, trying to make light of it. “I just got a little carried away. That’s all.”


  Tilting her head, she shot him a quizzical stare, as if he no longer made sense to her. He didn’t make sense to himself. Maybe the whole day had thrown him off his game. “Carried away?” she said, repeating his words.


  “Yeah. That’s all. Carried away,” he repeated, but as he spoke he had a sinking feeling he might be saying something even stupider than what he’d said when he was inside her.


  Why did men have to be such idiots sometimes? But men were, and he was a card-carrying member of that persuasion that often put its foot in its mouth, and there was nothing he could do to yank it out until they reached their destination.


  Julia let go of his hand. “Almost forgot my purse,” she said crisply, and moved around the bed to grab it from the nightstand. But when she returned to his side, she kept both hands on the purse.


  That’s where she kept them the whole ride down in the elevator. She barely spoke to him as they walked out of the Bellagio, past the fountains that were lit up against the night, and down the street.


  “Are you looking forward to dinner?” he asked, never having felt more awkward in his life. He and Julia didn’t talk like this. They didn’t make stupid small-talk. They laughed, they had fun, and they talked about what mattered. Was he going to ask her what laundry detergent she preferred next? Discuss the price of bread ten years ago? But hell, he didn’t know how to right this ship without spitting out the one thing he wanted to keep secret, so he could barely string together words in any sort of intelligent order.


  When they stopped to cross the street, she fidgeted with the clasp on her purse, clicking it open and closed, open and closed. He wanted to say something to make this better.


  “The food is supposed to be amazing,” he said when the light changed and they crossed the street. The sound of silence was too much. Or maybe it was the sound of having hurt her feelings that sucked.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  Saturday, 8:29 p.m., Las Vegas


  She gritted her teeth. The more she focused on keeping her jaw clenched as they walked, the less chance there was that she’d cry. And she was not going to shed a tear over this. Let him think she was pissed. That was better than the alternative—him knowing the truth.


  The truth hurt like a cruel jester doing a jig on her chest, mocking her.


  Because she’d meant every single syllable of her yeses. She’d meant every word she said in bed. Maybe that made her foolish, but she’d thought—she’d actually fucking thought—he’d meant it when he said he wanted her to be his wife. That he felt like her husband. How could he feel any other way? After all they’d been through, and how far they’d come? She felt married. She acted married, and so did he. What were all those always and only ones from him about, then? Had he gotten carried away those times too?


  A tear stung the back of her eye, but she sucked it in. She refused to cry twice in a day. Hell, she rarely cried once a week. She was more of a once-a-monther. So she wasn’t double dipping in the salty tear-well today. This afternoon had been justifiable. But to cry over a proposal taken back? No way. Not gonna happen.


  She should have known better. She wished she could blast out a warning to all the women of the world—don’t believe what your man says when he has his dick inside you.


  They neared the two high-rise towers of the sleek luxury resort, cars slogging through Saturday night traffic on the Strip alongside them.


  He tipped his forehead to the stalled line of vehicles that were puffing out fumes into the night. “Good thing we walked, huh?”


  “Yeah,” she said through tight lips, her heels clicking against the sidewalk, punctuating every awkward, uncomfortable moment between them.


  Once inside the hotel, Julia looked around for signs for the Blue Ribbon. Like every other hotel on the Strip this was mammoth, and the casino threatened to ensnare you. She’d already been ensnared by one today, thank you very much. She’d like to stay away from the cha-ching of slots and the slap-slap-slap of the cards on the tables.


  Fortunately this hotel was all about its ambiance. The lobby screamed ultramodern with its cool black and silver design, geometric patterns, and light displays. Mirrored walls, and columns in cubic styles with funky, silhouetted art added to the flare.


  “This way,” Clay said, pointing to the right.


  She walked alongside him, scanning the surroundings—the glitter and too-cool-for-school feel of this place reminded her of the hipster bar she’d run in San Francisco.


  The sexy, sleek, sensory feel of this hotel had some strange calming effect on her. Or maybe it was a blotting out. She needed to let go of her self-pity party. So he hadn’t meant it when he’d asked her to marry him while they fucked. So what? He’d rescued her from a mobster with a marble loose earlier in the day.


  A red neon light flashed at her from around the corner, and when she reached it, she stopped to look. A metal heart hung high on the black wall. In the middle of the heart were the words I promise to love you in red neon.


  Her damn heart fluttered against her better judgment. The heart really was a wonderful invention, and a thoroughly dumb beast too. She felt him brush his fingers lightly through the ends of her hair. “That’s how I feel for you,” he said, and rather than be frustrated that he wasn’t ready to marry her, she chose to be grateful for the sentiment.


  “Me too,” she said, looking him in the eyes—albeit briefly—for the first time since they’d left the suite. He reached for her hand, and brought it to his lips, brushing a soft and gentle kiss there. A tingle rushed over her skin from his touch. It scared her sometimes how easily and how much she felt for him.


  “I’m famished,” she said, needing to shift gears.


  “All right, let’s get some food in you, woman,” he said, and they picked up the pace through the casino on the way to the Blue Ribbon. But before they reached it, a stunning array of lights greeted them.


  “Holy shit,” she said, her jaw dropping at the purple light that streamed through a gigantic chandelier in the middle of the casino. Only it was more than a chandelier. It was thousands upon thousands of beads of lights draped down from the ceiling, forming an oval curtain of glitter and sparkle that beckoned them.


  “That’s the Chandelier Bar. Want to get a drink?”


  “I’m starving, but oh my God, that just speaks to my bartender’s heart like nothing I’ve seen before. What a gorgeous and ostentatious display,” she said, bringing her hand to her chest.


  He laughed. “Apt description, and that’s only the entrance. Let’s go in.”


  They walked up the steps and into the open bar area, a truly opulent and unique place that would make the Phantom of the Opera jealous judging from the crystal creation that hung above the bar itself. “It’s like those beaded curtains that hang down in dorm rooms. Only, you know, not cheesy and tacky,” she said.


  “Nope. Not tacky at all. Just a spectacle, like this whole city. Gotta say, places like this are part and parcel of why I love Vegas,” he said, when they reached the packed bar. There were only two free seats, and he pulled out one of those stools for her. “This place is all about flash and size and I’ll build a bigger one. But somehow the city thrives on that. The kind of one ups-manship that brings you things like this—a bar made out of a chandelier.”


  Soon, a pretty young thing with a sleek blond chignon glided over to them, and asked for their order. Clay gestured to Julia. “Belvedere on the rocks, please.”


  “And for you?” the woman asked.


  “Macallan,” he answered.


  “Coming up shortly,” she said and walked away. Clay turned to face Julia. He cleared his throat, and for a brief moment, she thought she saw the barest of nerves flash in his eyes. “So, I have something for you.”


  Her heart dared to flutter, like a baby bird trying out its wings. She simultaneously wanted to swat her heart, and encourage it to fly again. “Oh, you do?” she said, giving him a playful look. This was so much better—she’d rather enjoy herself with him than be pissed over what hadn’t happened. Yet.


  “I do, but I forgot to order ice. One second.”


  He stood up, and walked to the other end of the bar, finding the blonde bartender. She nodded as he spoke, then he returned to her. “But you know about it already. The gift.”


  “Oh.” Flip-flop. The wings folded in. So much for that flicker of hope.


  “The necklace I was telling you about before?” he said insistently, making a rolling gesture with his hand, as if to prompt her memory.


  “Right,” she said, her mind returning to the story he’d told her before she fell asleep.


  He dug into the pocket of his pants, and handed her a small gift, wrapped simply in purple tissue paper. “Fitting color,” she said with a smile. She was not going to be ungrateful for this gift, and for all he’d done.


  Placing the small package on the metal counter, she untaped the paper. But he stopped her, resting his hand on top of hers. “Wait. I want to say something first. I want you to know how much I have loved this weekend with you, even in spite of everything that went wrong. And it has been my absolute pleasure to shower you with gifts.”


  Warmth rushed through her body, and she couldn’t help herself. She leaned forward and planted a quick kiss on his soft lips, then returned to the gift and unfolded the tissue paper.


  There it was. The Purple Snow Globe he’d had made just for her. The clasp on it was twisted, and the sight of the slightly mangled bar made her throat hitch.


  “It might still work,” he said. “Let me try to put it on you.”


  She lifted up her hair, and he grinned wickedly at her. “Now, all I want to do is lick and bite that neck when you show it off like that.”


  “I wouldn’t object,” she said as the bartender served a pair of mojitos to nearby patrons.


  But there was no licking or biting, only the soft slide of his hands as he tried to fasten the necklace. The clasp didn’t want to slide in through the hook. Too many bumps and bends in it. He held it closed with his hands. “We’ll get it fixed back in New York.”


  She glanced down at her chest; a silver martini glass with a purple gem on it rested against her skin. A swizzle stick popped out of the glass. “I love it.”


  “Gorgeous,” he said, appreciatively, letting the necklace fall into his hands, and tucking it safely in the tissue paper. “Makes me think of the night we met.”


  “When you didn’t order my signature drink,” she teased, reminding him of that first night in San Francisco.


  “No. But I managed to have one anyway, when I licked it off you,” he said, now reaching for her hand. This trip down memory lane had a way of erasing all the frustrations she felt earlier. “And I wanted you to have this as the final gift this weekend, because it only seemed fitting for the last gift to be one that reminds us of how we met.”


  Last gift.


  Then it hit her. This didn’t have to be the last gift. It might be the last gift he gave her, but there was no reason she couldn’t give him a gift. She didn’t have a tangible one with her, but whoever said she couldn’t ask him? She wanted to marry him, she wanted to be his wife, and she’d never lived by the rules, not when it came to men and not when it came to life. She was a gambler, a woman who took chances, and even if he said he’d been carried away in bed, so what? She knew his heart and she certainly knew her own. Why the hell did she have to wait for him to officially propose? She started to speak, figuring there was no point planning it out in her head. Just dive in headfirst, and ask the man you love to be with you always.


  “Clay,” she began, squeezing his fingers tighter in emphasis. “Remember earlier tonight, when—”


  He cut her off. “Where are our drinks? This is taking a long time.” He held up his hands in frustration.


  Her brow creased. “It’s busy. It’s a Saturday night. I’m sure she’ll be here any minute.” She took a beat. “Anyway, so—”


  He shook his head. “This is ridiculous,” he said harshly.


  She reached for his arm, trying to settle him. He was never like this. He wasn’t an impatient man who bristled at slow service. “It’s fine. We’ll get our drinks in a few minutes,” she said calmly.


  “Everyone else is getting their drinks,” he said, pointing to the bartender now serving a Manhattan to a man a few seats down.


  “Then I’m sure we’ll be next,” she said, trying to reassure this unexpected ire from him.


  He shook his head, and she swore he was about to start blowing steam. His jaw was set hard, and anger flared in his eyes. “I’m just going to do it myself.”


  He stood up, heading to the other side of the bar. Her jaw dropped. Was he crazy? “Clay,” she hissed, forgetting about the proposal. “You can’t do that.”


  “Yes I can,” he said as he marched behind the bar and reached for a glass. “Now, I believe it was a Belvedere for you?” he asked, turning around and reaching for the vodka off the mirrored shelf of liquors.


  A hot burst of embarrassment splashed down in her body, and red raced across her cheeks. Other patrons were noticing and staring at him as he poured the clear drink into a sturdy tumbler. But the bartender didn’t seem to care. “You have to stop,” she said sharply. “Just let them do their jobs.”


  He arched an eyebrow. “I have to stop? But I made you your drink,” he said, handing her the glass of vodka. She waved it off.


  “Oh right. I forgot your ice,” he said, and he dug his hand into his pants pocket, and then dropped something into the glass. She couldn’t tell what he was doing from her vantage point, but in seconds the glass was in front of her again, and it took a moment to register what was inside it. She wasn’t sure if she was seeing things or if that was a . . .


  She gasped, clapping her hand over her mouth as her eyes widened to saucers.


  “Julia, the night we met, you were behind your bar serving me a drink,” he said, and there was no more anger in his voice, only some kind of certainty. “And that night became the start of this love. So it only seemed fitting to ask you this question here.”


  She gawked at the glass and she was sure now—there was ice in the drink, all right. A huge, gorgeous, blindingly beautiful, perfectly-cut diamond ring. For the briefest of moments, she felt nothing. Then, like a dam bursting, she felt everything—hope, love, wonder, and unmitigated joy. She managed to tear her eyes away from the ring to look at him, to gaze into his deep brown eyes that were filled with love. “I don’t ever want this love to stop,” he said. “I want it for all time. Forever. I meant every word I said earlier tonight. Will you do me the great honor of marrying me, Julia?”


  She couldn’t speak at first. She simply swallowed and nodded, as if that would keep the tears of joy at bay. But it didn’t work. In a second, they were sliding down her cheeks. She was sure she’d be a blubbering mess soon. She trembled from head to toe and shook with happiness. “I already gave you my answer. And it’s yes. It’s only yes. It’s always yes,” she said, and he reached across the bar to cup her cheeks in his hands. She moved closer, offering her lips for a first kiss as his fiancée. It wasn’t their first time kissing, of course, but it felt like a first time. Because it was the first time with this promise. She melted as he kissed her. Her heart took flight. Hell, she might have even launched a fleet of hot air balloons from all the happiness surging through her. Started a parade. Lit up a summer sky with fireworks.


  Soon, there was clapping and cheering, and even a few wolf whistles from the line of patrons down the bar. They broke the kiss, and the bartender waved happily. “She was in on it. I arranged it with the bar in advance,” he said, then fished inside the glass for the ring. Wiping it quickly with a napkin, he walked around the bar, dropped down to one knee, and asked for her hand. “Marry me,” he said, and she could hear the certainty in his voice.


  “Yes. A thousand times yes.” He slid the ring onto her finger. It sparkled like all the stars in the sky. “It’s gorgeous,” she said, and that word felt like a cruel understatement to describe this jewel. The ring’s beauty was more than the size, more than the sparkle. It was what it represented. Him. Her. Them.


  He stood and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her hair, her lips, her cheek. Kissing away the tears once more. Only these were good tears. The kind you wanted to shed. Longed to shed. The night they met, she’d never expected anything more than one night; she’d never envisioned that she’d fall so madly and truly in love, that one night would lead to many, would lead to a life together.


  “Julia,” he whispered, tugging her closer, so she could tuck her face in the crook of his neck.


  She kissed him on his neck, then his jaw, and pulled back to look at him. “For the record, and just so you know, I thought you were seriously asking me when we made love earlier. You also need to know, I also seriously meant it when I said yes then. So you got two proposals and two yeses, Mister.”


  He grinned at her. “I was seriously asking, but then I felt like an ass for asking like that.”


  “It was actually kind of perfect for us,” she whispered.


  “And so is this.”


  “And I also was just about to ask you before you asked me.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “You were?”


  She nodded. “Yep. Right before you walked behind the bar.”


  “Were you going to get down on one knee too?”


  She shrugged. “I hadn’t really mapped it out that far. All I knew was I wanted to marry you and I didn’t want to wait any longer.”


  His eyes twinkled, a sparkle in them that seemed to say he had an idea. “You know what? I don’t want to wait any longer. What do you say we get married this weekend?”


  She couldn’t contain the grin, and didn’t even try to. “Why I thought you’d never ask.”


  * * *


  Over sushi and more kisses, calls were placed, information was looked up on phones, pictures of the ring were texted, and decisions were made.


  When they left the restaurant, he arranged for a limo with the parking attendant. They were driven along the Strip, enjoying it in the way that lovers did: up and down, inside and out, hot, wet, hard, and most of all, full of passion. Deep, true and endless passion.


  “This will be one of our last times making love as Julia Bell and Clay Nichols,” she whispered to him as they finished another round in the car, the neon lights of Bally’s flickering outside, illuminating the night sky.


  “I am one hundred percent okay with that,” he said. “But maybe we should cap it off with a quickie by the Welcome to Vegas sign?”


  She winked. “You are my naughty, dirty, delicious man.”


  “I am, and I always will be,” he said, and soon he was taking her by this icon of the city, moving quickly, the risk of getting caught part of the thrill. But they had luck on their side now, and they got away with it scot-free.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  Sunday, 11:49 a.m., Las Vegas


  A pile of white tulle, lace, silk, organza and satin littered the couch in the dressing room of the bridal store inside the Caesar’s Palace shopping mall. The shop attendant had helpfully corralled all the simplest dresses in Julia’s size, but none of them worked. They were all ready-to-wear, designed for a quickie Vegas wedding, but they weren’t right for her.


  “I can’t get married in any of these,” Julia said, her lips curving in a frown as she surveyed the heap of cast-aside choices.


  “Obviously,” McKenna said, rolling her eyes from her perch next to the detritus of wedding gowns. The dresses, though gorgeous, were all simply too much. Too much skirt, too much trim, too much flare. Julia’s style had never been showy. Sure, she liked to dress sexy, but she preferred a neat, clean look.


  “Why is it obvious?”


  “Because you were never meant to be married in a bridal gown, dork,” McKenna said with the same sassy confidence she displayed on her fashion blog when she dispensed clothing advice.


  McKenna and Chris had landed in town an hour ago. Clay had arranged for the private jet to pick them up in San Francisco and bring them to Vegas for the wedding. Julia didn’t want to get married without her best friend—her sister—by her side.


  By nine that morning, the bride and groom had already obtained a marriage license. God bless the state of Nevada—no waiting period needed, and the county’s marriage bureau stayed open every day, including weekends and holidays. By ten, they’d found a justice of the peace online who was available that afternoon. That wasn’t difficult either—in Vegas, they were practically on call, ready to perform ceremonies like doctors delivering babies.


  Julia narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean? I’m not classy enough to be a bride?”


  McKenna laughed and shook her head. “Hardly. What it means is your style is not typical bride.”


  “What’s my style then?”


  Her sister smiled knowingly. “Chic. Maid-of-honor chic.”


  Julia parked her hands on her hips. “You’re the maid-of-honor,” she said.


  “I know. But I also know fashion, and I know you looked too stunning for words at my wedding, so . . .” McKenna let her voice trail off.


  “So . . . so what?” she asked curiously, motioning for her sister to give up the goods. “I love that dress, but I don’t have my maid-of-honor dress with me. I didn’t know I was going to get married this weekend. And besides, it’s black. So what do I do?”


  “You might not have your maid-of-honor dress, but I do,” she said, looking like the cat who ate the canary. Or maybe just a really tasty tuna. McKenna tapped her overnight bag that was still with her.


  “But the dress is with me in New York,” Julia said, pointing in the general direction of the east coast.


  “True. And that’s why it’s a good thing I know the owner of Cara’s Bridal Boutique where we got your dress. Because I called her this morning and asked if she had your maid-of-honor dress . . . in white.”


  Julia’s eyes widened with surprise. “Are you serious?”


  Her sister unzipped her bag, reached inside and carefully removed a beautiful, simple and alluring dress, the replica of what she’d worn before, but this time in its opposite shade. The shade of her wedding day.


  “I knew you wanted to try to find something, but I had a feeling you wouldn’t like anything you found shopping, so I made a pit stop before we caught the flight. Just in case. Try it on.”


  Julia slipped the dress over her head, then let the material fall down her body, over her hips, and her legs. It felt familiar and new all at once, from the hug of the silk, to the way it moved like water against her skin, to the smooth, soft feel of the straps on her shoulders. It showed just enough skin to be sexy, and covered enough to be classy.


  She twirled once in front of the mirror. “This is the dress.”


  McKenna launched herself into Julia’s arms, hugging her tight. “Let’s go get a ring for your man now. You only have one more hour before we have to get you to the church.”


  Julia scoffed. “Church. Right.”


  “It’s kind of like a church for you, though,” she pointed out.


  “Yeah,” she said. “It kind of is.”


  * * *


  Brent was in charge of backup music, so Clay reminded him one last time. “No funny stuff,” he warned, lowering his sunglasses to give his brother a sharp stare as he cued up the song on his phone.


  His brother held up his hands as if to say who, me?


  “Yes, you. Don’t think I’ve forgotten all the stunts you pulled when we were growing up. Besides, if we have the timing right, we don’t even need the song.”


  “No stunts at your wedding. I promise. I’m just glad I got an invite.”


  Clay clapped him on the back. “Not just an invite. You’re the best man,” he said, then pulled his brother in for a hug. “I love you, bro.”


  “Even though you had a crazy weekend in my town?”


  “I’m having the best weekend ever in our town,” he said, as they pulled apart. A horn honked loudly from the Strip, not far from them.


  His brother wiped a hand across his forehead, and Clay tugged at his own shirt. The sun was high above and was practically shooting balls of fire at them. But it was August in Vegas, so that was that. Besides, a man needed to get married in a suit, no matter the weather, so Clay had on his suit from the flight on Friday, freshly pressed. He wore a crisp white button-down shirt, and his purple tie. He ran a hand down the tie; he might retire it after today. This tie had given him so much already; it might be time to hang it up and thank it for its run. He didn’t want to take any more chances with it.


  He looked at the time on his wrist. Twelve-forty. Five minutes if they wanted to make the timing work.


  “Will the bride be here shortly?”


  The question came from the justice of the peace, a smartly-dressed woman with short gray hair and a business-like manner.


  “Any second,” Clay said, tipping his forehead to the blond man now running across the plaza in front of the Bellagio: his friend, his client, and the husband of Julia’s sister—Chris McCormick.


  Chris stopped short a few feet away. “They’re about to come on down. I had to fix Julia’s necklace,” he said. “She wanted to wear it today.”


  “You fixed that clasp?”


  Chris shrugged casually. “I can fix pretty much anything,” he said, as a crowd of tourists stopped to snap photos. There would be many photos shot here today. They were about to get hitched in front of one of the icons of Las Vegas.


  Then Clay’s breath caught in his throat when he saw Julia in the distance. Walking down the stone path outside the Bellagio alongside her sister, heading towards the fountains with hundreds of sprays of water forming a sort of elemental backdrop to their wedding. His heart nearly tripped over itself as he took in the sight of her in white, wearing a dress that looked as if it was hand-sewn for her. He didn’t take his eyes off her as she walked closer, the fountains behind them spraying a soft mist that cooled him off. Music played from the fountains, as it often did. “Luck be a Lady.” Any second it would shift into the song they’d picked last night to be their wedding song when they found the website that listed the timing and order of the fountain music. Since the wedding party consisted of six people—the justice-of-the-peace, the bride, groom, best man, maid of honor, and Mr. Fix It—they didn’t need a special permit. They were just a small group of people stopping in front of one of the top tourist attractions in this town.


  As she walked across the plaza, a sprig of lilies in her hands, her sister by her side, the song began: “Fly Me to the Moon” by Frank Sinatra. He and Julia didn’t have a song, but this tune fit the bill. You are all I long for . . . All I worship and adore. Because that’s how they felt for each other.


  Soon, she was mere feet away, and he realized he was still wearing sunglasses. Quickly, he grabbed them, and tucked them inside his suit jacket. He wasn’t going to be that guy who got married in shades. There. Now she could look in his eyes, just as he could in hers. She stood in front of him, the Purple Snow Globe around her neck, the ring on her finger.


  “Fancy meeting you here,” she whispered.


  “Lucky me.”


  The justice of the peace cleared her throat as Brent, Chris and McKenna gathered in a small semi-circle beside them, the water behind them. Julia gave the flowers to her sister, and Clay took Julia’s hands in his. Her touch sent a charge through him. Holding her hand was still such a thrill, and always would be.


  “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today in this great city of weddings and pairings to join together Clay Nichols and Julia Bell in marriage, which is an institution ordained by the state of Nevada and made honorable by the faithful keeping of good men and women. Marriage is founded upon sincerity, trust, and mutual love,” the justice-of-the-peace said, rattling off words she’d surely said thousands of times before. The words both mattered and didn’t matter to him. They could be married by a sea captain, a minster, a rabbi, even by someone who snagged his license on the Internet. He didn’t care. All that mattered were the I dos.


  In other words, please be true. In other words, in other words, I love you . . .


  The justice-of-the-peace spoke more, but Clay couldn’t focus because he was looking in his bride’s eyes, the beautiful green eyes that he loved, and that shined back at him with such heart, love and truth. He wanted to remember this moment for the rest of his life—standing under the high heat of the desert sun, without a cloud in the bright blue sky, Frank Sinatra crooning through the water, throngs of tourists passing by, and the love of his life facing him, about to become his for all time. And he was hers. His heart threatened to burst out of his chest with joy.


  The justice-of-the-peace turned to him. “Do you, Clay, take Julia to be your lawful wedded wife?”


  There had never been an easier question to answer. “I do.”


  “Will you love, respect and honor her in all your years together?”


  Or an easier promise to make. “I will.”


  She turned to Julia. “Do you, Julia, take Clay to be your lawful wedded husband?”


  “I do,” she said, keeping her gaze locked on him.


  “Will you love, respect and honor him in all your years together?”


  “I will.”


  “The rings, please.”


  Clay turned to Brent, who handed him the band that they’d picked up that very morning.


  He slid a slender, platinum ring onto her ring finger, nestling it close to the diamond that barely matched her beauty.


  She placed a ring on his finger. “Now you’re mine,” she said playfully.


  “Always have been, always will be,” he said.


  “By the power vested in me by the state of Nevada, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”


  He cupped her face, brushing his fingertips gently down her cheek, wanting to savor the seconds before he kissed her for the first time as her husband. “Hello, Mrs. Nichols,” he said, loving the way her new name sounded on his lips.


  “Mrs. Nichols would very much like a kiss,” she said, and he dropped his mouth to hers, kissing her softly, tenderly as the fountains finished playing their song, and she became his wife outside, under the sun, capping off a weekend that had gone so wrong, but had now turned into the most right thing in the world.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Sunday, 8:23 p.m., somewhere over the middle of the country


  He closed out the email as they flew through the night, en route to New York. “That’s done. Grant is taking care of everything.”


  “Is he?”


  “He used to be a sports announcer. He still has contacts at the Giants, so he’s calling in a favor,” he said, referring to the client he’d wrapped up the deal for on Friday. The very same client who’d said he’d do anything Clay needed. He didn’t normally like to call in favors from clients, but he’d learned the hard way that it was better to keep a mobster on your good side. By this time tomorrow, that’s where Charlie would be.


  Julia rested her head on his shoulder. “I think that’s a mighty clever solution you came up with, Mr. Nichols, though I do hope we have no more trouble from mobsters.”


  He wrapped an arm around her and kissed the top of her head. “That seems a bit crazy to wish for, doesn’t it?”


  She laughed. “Yeah, it does.”


  A new email landed in his inbox. This one was from Brent. The subject line was Check out this post . . .


  He clicked open the email, scanning it quickly. Brent had sent a news story from a local Vegas blog tracking the goings-on in the city.


  Allegro Hotel Nabs Pickpocket, Thanks to Intrepid Guests


  The newest hotel on the Strip had a very busy weekend. Seems the security team busted the pickpocket ring that had been nicking chips left and right from tables all over town. The culprit? The city’s very own Tad Herman was caught on camera and has fessed up. Herman is a former marketing executive at Farrell Spirits, who has a rap sheet for shoplifting back in the day. Seems he never lost his taste for stealing things he doesn’t own, and the liquor company let him go. But that’s not all, folks! Details are still sketchy, but we’re hearing that the hotel also booted a pit boss who was on the take with a certain cowboy in this town. In addition, the Allegro cleaned house, getting rid of a few dealers and some other staffers who were in cahoots. We’re told a pair of husband-and-wife amateur detectives played a part in busting both the pickpocket ring and in putting a bully behind bars. Way to go, Mr. And Mrs. Whoever You Are, for helping to clean up Vegas.


  They both arched their eyebrows at the same time, and grinned.


  “Amateur husband-and-wife detectives, are we now?”


  “Not such a bad idea, is it?”


  She shook her head. “Not at all. I can just see us jetting all over the world, busting art thieves, solving jewel heists, uncovering all sorts of mysteries.”


  “Mr. And Mrs. Whoever You Are,” he said, trying the title on again for size. “I suppose that could be our next grand adventure. Especially since it seems you might not have to sign that morality clause now that Herman is history.”


  “So that means I can consort with all sorts of criminal types?” she said as the plane soared through the dark skies.


  “Maybe. Or just consort with me,” he said, closing the laptop and tucking it under the seat. “Like right now.”


  “I believe consorting in the friendly skies is a perfect place for our . . . what is this? Fifth time already as husband and wife?”


  “We’ve had a busy, busy afternoon. And let’s stay busy this evening. Besides, I have something else in mind for those pearls.”


  Her eyes sparkled with interest. “What would that be?”


  “Let’s find out,” he said, and silenced any more words with a kiss that felt like magic and movies and so much more.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  Tuesday, 6:53 p.m., San Francisco


  The crack of the bat, the smell of peanuts and popcorn, the whiz of a fastball cutting over home plate—those were Charlie’s special pleasures in life. Add in the chance to meet his favorite ballplayer, Buster Posey, and he was a satisfied man.


  Clay Nichols impressed him. No one had ever said sorry quite so elegantly or appropriately, finding the perfect gift for him. A special tour of the ballpark before a game. He was really going to have to find a way to convince that man to work for him someday.


  For now, he’d kick back and enjoy a baseball game, and tomorrow he’d figure out how to win Mr. Nichols.


  * * *


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: August 20, 2:23 PM


  subject: The Big Easy . . .


  Imagine the crimes we could bust in New Orleans, with all those dark corners, grand old mansions, and voodoo magic.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: August 20, 2:38 PM


  subject: London . . .


  I wouldn’t mind a trip across the pond for our honeymoon. We could catch thieves trying to steal the Crown Jewels.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: August 20, 2:51 PM


  subject: Paris . . .


  Or nab that most-wanted art theft ring in Paris . . . that is, after we kiss, and then some, on a cobblestoned street in Montmartre.


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: August 20, 3:03 PM


  subject: Tell me more about this ‘then some’


  I hear public displays of affection are encouraged in the city of love. That gets my vote.


  from: cnichols@gmail.com


  to: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  date: August 20, 3:11 PM


  subject: Booking the tickets now.


  How about I just show you the ‘then some’ on our honeymoon?


  from: purplesnowglobe@gmail.com


  to: cnichols@gmail.com


  date: August 20, 3:14 PM


  subject: Paris is next for Mr. And Mrs. Whoever You Are . . .


  I. Can’t. Wait.


  THE END


  If you’d like to receive an email when my next title is available, including STARS IN THEIR EYES, my August release, please sign up for my newsletter.


   RECIPE FOR THE

  PURPLE SNOW GLOBE
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  Julia has always been protective of her drink recipes, but I finally convinced her to share the Purple Snow Globe recipe with me, so I hereby present it to you! Cheers!


  The Purple Snow Globe infuses blackberry syrup, ginger, lemon grass and ginger ale for a deliciously sweet drink with that special zing only ginger can bring.


  To prepare a classic Purple Snow Globe you will need the following items:


  • High quality Blackberry Syrup


  • 1-inch cube of peeled fresh ginger


  • 2-inch section of Lemon Grass


  • 2 oz of Ginger Ale


  • Sugar Crystals


  • 1 wedge of lime


  • 1.5oz of Gin


  • Martini Glass, Cocktail Shaker and Strainer


  Preparation:


  Peel the ginger into a 1-inch cube and smash it lightly. Split a stick of lemon grass down the middle with a knife, and cut it into 2-inch sections. Combine the ginger and one section of lemon grass with 1.5 oz of Gin in the glass portion of a cocktail shaker. Let the flavors mingle for roughly 15 minutes (or longer to infuse more of the flavors into the gin.)


  Next, add roughly two tablespoons of blackberry syrup to the mix. Depending on the syrup and your personal taste, you can add more or less to sweeten it. Then, add 2 oz of ginger ale and a squeeze of lime.


  Add ice to the cocktail shaker. As you wait for the drink to reach your desired temperature, rub a small section of lime around the rim of the glass and dip the top of the glass into a plate of sugar to create the sugared rim.


  Finally, shake the mixture. Aim to break the ice into tiny pieces so the Purple Snow Globe remains chilled.


  Enjoy!


  Check out my contemporary romance novels!


  Caught Up In Us, a New York Times and

  USA Today Bestseller! (Kat and Bryan’s romance!)


  Pretending He’s Mine, a Barnes & Noble and

  iBooks Bestseller! (Reeve & Sutton’s romance)


  Trophy Husband, a New York Times and

  USA Today Bestseller! (Chris & McKenna’s romance)


  Playing With Her Heart, a

  USA Today bestseller! (Davis and Jill’s romance)


  Far Too Tempting, an Amazon

  romance bestseller! (Matthew and Jane’s romance)


  My USA Today bestselling

  No Regrets series that includes


  The Thrill of It

  (Meet Harley and Trey)


  and its sequel


  Every Second With You


  and


  Burn For Me, a New York Times

  and USA Today Bestseller!

  (Smith and Jamie’s romance!)


  Stay tuned for Nights With Him, a standalone novel in the erotic romance Seductive Nights series, starring Michelle Milo and her lover, Jack Sullivan, slated for a fall 2014 release . . .


  Jack Sullivan is a sex toy mogul. An extremely eligible bachelor in New York, he’s the full package, right down to his full package. Hell, this man could be the model for one of the toys his company, Joy Delivered, peddles. Instead, he’s the powerful and successful CEO, and he’s got commitment issues a mile-long after the tragic way his relationship with his fiancée ended.


  He’s looking for a way to erase the pain and that arrives in the form of Michelle Milo. From her pencil skirts to her high heels, she’s his perfect fantasy, especially since she has no idea who he is the night they meet at a hotel bar. He doesn’t have a clue either that she’s the brilliant psychologist his sister has arranged for him to see to help him get over his past. She’s simply the stunning woman he takes to bed that night and delivers many Os of joy too.


  His touch helps her forget that other man.


  When he shows up at her office door the next day, there’s no way in hell she’s going to treat him after they’ve slept together. But Jack isn’t willing to let go of the first woman he’s felt anything for in years so he proposes a deal—share her nights with him for thirty days. At the end of one month of exquisite pleasure, they walk away, having helped each other move on from their haunted pasts.


  But soon, all those nights threaten to turn into days as the lines between lust and matters of the heart start to blur. Can two people so terribly afraid of love truly fall head over heels?


  * * *


  Nights With Him excerpt…


  He was no virgin. He was no saint.


  But he’d had a quiet year by choice. Guilt had clawed at him, and though he’d had plenty of chances, and plenty of attempted set-ups from women in his office who wanted to introduce him to their sister, their best friend, their cousin, Jack had kept his head down, and his pants zipped. He was a mess in the head, and a fuck-up in the heart, and that had kept him out of the bedroom.


  A self-imposed monkhood, his sister had called it.


  But hell, he wasn’t thinking of his sister right now.


  He was thinking how much he’d like that dry spell to end tonight. Maybe even in the next hour. Because this woman was everything he wanted. Sharp, clever, playful and hot as fuck in that blouse and skirt. She had the perfect body for that business woman look she had going on, with the skirt down to her knees that made him think of her in a boardroom, crossing her strong, sexy legs as she sat at the head of the table. She probably ran her own business, and that made her even sexier to him – he was drawn to the kind of confidence that a high-powered woman possessed. And he particularly liked that this high-powered woman had no clue he ran Joy Delivered, because that meant she was actually interested in him, and not the label that sometimes lured others. With the four years he’d spent in the military after college as an army intelligence officer before founding this company, he’d been labelled by the press as the Soldier-Turned-Sex-Toy-Mogul. It wasn’t the sort of a title that could be bestowed very often, but it was part and parcel of who he was and though it didn’t bother him one bit, he also didn’t mind not being that person tonight, along with the baggage attached. He could be himself again. Not a man with a past tethered to him, or a sandwich board slung on his chest.


   STARS IN THEIR EYES

  SNEAK PREVIEW
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  COMING SOON


  AUGUST 2014


  The fifth book in the New York Times and

  USA Today bestselling Caught Up in Love series


  Celebrity photographer-in-training Jess Leighton desperately needs to crash the wedding of the year. Snapping just one pic of the A-list Hollywood couple tying the knot will pay her way through school, but with security tighter than the bride-to-be's corset, she'll need more than her camera and smarts—she'll need help from her biggest rival, William Harrigan. Hot, motorcycle-riding Will is the last person Jess trusts, but he's her only ticket in. Good-looking, charming, and British, he's a triple threat. And he's got that sexy accent to boot. Soon, sparks are flying off-screen and in front of the cameras as they devise a plan to sneak into the ceremony. But when Jess's new celebrity client raises the stakes with a photo shoot of the maid-of-honor, she wonders if she's in over her head. Blackmail, Botox, and the worst The Breakfast Club remake in the world? It's all in a whirlwind week's work in Hollywood. The audience loves a happy ending, but in a town where everyone's acting and no one's playing on the same team, can Jess find her own happily ever after in time?


  * * *


  “Harrigan, this isn’t the part in the script where the heroine caves and agrees to go out with the guy.”


  He lifted an eyebrow. “Oh, so I’m the guy in the script? Does that mean I’m the hero?”


  “Well, you’re either the hero, the villain or the gay best friend.”


  “Definitely not the gay best friend,” he said quickly. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”


  “I already have a best friend, and she’s a she, so that part isn’t being cast for this picture.”


  “But there are other roles still open? Like, could I be an anti-hero?” he suggested playfully.


  Oh, this man was trouble. Too much trouble for my secret little predilection: casting the movies that played out in my head. Naturally, I had to keep going. “Possibly.”


  “Or what about an accomplice?”


  “That’s another role for sure. So is nemesis.”


  “Ooh, I could be a good nemesis. Or maybe even a reformed bad boy?”


  I suppressed a smile. He looked like a reformed bad boy. He talked like a good guy. He could be a bad-boy-makes-good. “It’s really up to the writers which role you’ll play,” I said.


  “What do the writers think?”


  “The writers haven’t decided yet.”


  “So is that a yes to pizza? Because pizza is like sunshine. You can’t not like it.”


  I looked at my watch. I looked at William. I looked at the sky. What were the chances I’d see him again? I wasn’t saying yes to a date. I wasn’t going to run into him at school. If I hadn’t so far, then it wasn’t going to happen now. Besides, I’d already proven I was faster on a stakeout than he was, so I’d smoke him as the competition.


  He was the ice cream. I was the eater. I didn’t need the whole cone.


  “Like a date?” I asked, as I furrowed my brow, deliberately wanting to keep him on his toes.


  He smiled again. He was imperturbable. “Yes. Like a date.”


  I stroked my chin, as if considering his request.


  I did want a date. Very much so. I knew where it would lead, though. But a kiss? A kiss was just a kiss.


  I leaned in, brushed my lips against his, and took him by surprise. He was startled, and didn’t respond for about a fraction of a second. Then, he kissed back. A tentative kiss at first, his lips soft as he slanted his mouth against mine. A starter kiss on the boardwalk while the sun fell in the sky, its lingering rays warming me. Then he gently placed a hand on my cheek, exploring my mouth more, running the tip of his tongue across my lips, then deepening the kiss in a way that made me very nearly forget where I was. I shuddered and tingles raced from my stomach to the tips of my fingers, lighting up my insides. The kiss radiated through me, dizzying and delicious, and a promise of so much more.


  Stars in Their Eyes releases in late August and is now available to pre-order on iBooks. If you'd like to receive an email when Stars in Their Eyes and my other new titles are available, please sign up for my newsletter.


   SNEAK PEEK OF

  THIS WICKED RUSH


  THIS WICKED RUSH


  (Wild Rush Book One)


  By Jessie Evans


  Dear Readers: I am delighted to share an excerpt from one of my favorite romances, This Wicked Rush by Jessie Evans. This book is a steamy, high-octane love story, and if you enjoy my books I think you’ll like This Wicked Rush as well! Check it out.


  * * *


  Gabe drives to the end of my unprepared body and it hurts, but only a little. It’s not enough, not near as much as I want it to hurt. I want to be bruised by the force of our coming together. I want my body to feel as ravaged as my heart. I want to come screaming for mercy, not begging for release.


  I dig my nails into his ass, forcing him deeper, faster, harder. I arch my back, shoving my hips into him until I start to feel sore and tender, and still I fight him for more. I score his skin with my nails, dig my teeth into his lip, his neck, the thick muscle of his bicep. I mark him, crying out in relief as he marks me back. His teeth dig into the sensitive skin between my neck and shoulder, and his fingers pinch my nipple hard enough for the sting to go rushing out along every nerve ending.


  “Yes,” I growl into his ear. “Harder. Fuck me like you mean it.”


  “I always fuck you like I mean it,” he says, shifting the angle of his penetration until his cock rams even deeper inside me, the thick head of him slamming against the entrance to my womb, sending sharp waves of discomfort coursing through me with each battering thrust.


  But I don’t want discomfort. I want to hurt. I need to hurt.


  “More,” I beg, wrapping my legs around his waist and lifting my hips. “Fuck me, Gabe. Please, fuck me. Don’t hold back.”


  He grips my hips in his hands, taking control of my body, jerking me up and down his cock as he slams home again and again, taking me so hard and fast my breasts shake and my spine twinges from the reverberations of each brutal thrust. My jaw begins to ache and my temples pulse as every muscle in my body strains closer, closer, until I’m tearing at him with my nails, gritting my teeth against the dark wave of pleasure-pain rolling in to pull me under.


  My orgasm slams into me with the force of a tsunami hitting shore. It is savage and cruel and beautiful, all at the same time. The pleasure is smothering, blinding. It sucks me down to the sea floor of myself, down into the utter blackness where there is no light, and no place to hide, and it is so cold and lonely there. It is barren and bleak and empty, a post-apocalyptic landscape where nothing will ever grow again.


  No matter how fiercely I cling to Gabe as he loses himself inside me, down here, down at my very core, I’ve already let him go.


  “God, I can’t,” I whisper, tears streaming down my face for the thousandth time tonight. “I don’t want you to go.”


  And then I am crying my eyes out again and Gabe is holding me close and whispering that he loves me and that he’s sorry and that I’m beautiful and strong and he’s going to make everything as easy for us both as he can. He doesn’t promise everything will be okay; he doesn’t say I’ll be fine. He just keeps repeating that he loves me, and believes in me, and that he will love me forever.


  “Forever,” he whispers into my hair as he cradles me close. “Until men are fairy tales, and the world goes up in a ball of fire.”


  Finally, his soft voice and his hands stroking my back—as gentle now as they were ruthless a few minutes ago—calm me. I curl into him, resting my cheek on his bare chest, holding him close. My hip muscles are sore and aching and the delicate tissue between my legs is so bruised I know I’ll need to sit carefully tomorrow, but I’m glad. I wish I could keep these little hurts for the rest of my life, wish I could have proof of the man I love imprinted permanently on my body.


  Learn more about THIS WICKED RUSH.
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        Book #3.5 in the Seductive Nights series

      

      
        Once upon a time there was a very happy couple who had wild, hot, passionate, seductive nights every day, and every night. But that's not all they had between them.

        

        They had love, and trust, and respect. He adored her and treated her like a queen. She was so very good to him, and made his life complete. Their sexy marriage was the stuff dirty fairytales were made of. 
        

        But there was one thing they didn't have. 
        One thing they both secretly wanted. 
        One thing better than pearls.
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      He barely recognized the striking woman with the jet-black hair, but he intended to rectify that situation immediately.

      Adjusting his lucky purple tie, he strode up the last wooden step to the top deck of the big boat, his eyes zeroing in on the woman in sky-high stilettos who stood by the rail, gazing at the water. Lights from the glorious Manhattan skyline twinkled across the inky black river, matching her hair. A sleek bob, the cut showed off a long, elegant neck that was prime real estate for kissing.

      But then, surely her whole lush body, some of it hidden beneath the short black trench coat, was ripe for his mouth. Like those legs. Long, shapely, toned.

      As the yacht bobbed along the Hudson, Clay Nichols crossed the distance of the private deck, stopping at the railing next to the beauty. They were alone. Pop music floated up from the main deck, along with the clink of glasses and hubbub of betting at the roulette table.

      “Boats.” He rapped his knuckles on the rail, tossing out his conversational appetizer. “Underrated or overrated?”

      She turned to him, giving him a full view of her face. Her gorgeous green eyes glinted playfully, and ripe lips hinted at a naughty smile. “I suppose that depends on what you’re rating them for,” she said, as if musing on the topic.

      Ah, so she liked to banter. That would do just fine. He ran his hand along the silk of his tie as he drank her in, his eyes sliding down her face, settling on those lips.

      “Most boats aren’t known for their speed,” he said.

      “Unless we’re talking about speedboats,” she volleyed.

      “Which this ship is not. And they aren’t exactly the most efficient at getting you from Point A to Point B.”

      “Depends where Point B is.” She raised an eyebrow as she ran a finger along the top button of her light jacket, then down the front, all the way to the belt cinched tight at her waist. A summer breeze carried through the cooler night air.

      “Point B is where I’m heading tonight,” he said, his voice confident, his eyes following her hand.

      “Point B, you say?”

      “Would you like to know what Point B is?”

      “Perhaps I’ll find out soon.” She tilted her head. “What about adventure? How would you rate boats for that?”

      “Some”—he lingered on the word—“can be playgrounds for adventure.”

      “And perhaps for trouble then, too.”

      He reached for the end of the belt on her jacket, fingering the material. “Why do I think you like both trouble and adventure?”

      Raising her chin, she held his gaze. “I’m in the mood for adventure right now. How about you?”

      “I’m equally adept at both.” His fingers traveled up the belt to the knot in the middle. He had no intention of untying it, though. Point B didn’t require the removal of clothing.

      “What sort of adventure can a stranger like you have with a woman like me?” she asked, her breath catching for a second when he skimmed a finger across the exposed skin of her collarbone.

      His palm found the back of her neck. A sweet little gasp escaped her lips. “I could tell you,” he murmured, leaning closer, “or I could show you.”

      She grabbed his tie and tugged him closer. “What if I want you to do both?”

      “Then, gorgeous, you’re about to get a big show and tell,” he said, because he was the kind of man who told his woman what he was going to do to her, and then he delivered on it. His free hand played at the hem of her skirt, ready, so goddamn ready to discover if she was bare beneath it. His dick sure hoped so. Then again, his dick had been ready the second his eyes had landed on her legs. Ready for what they hinted at—the treasure that lay between them.

      “Tell me what you’ll do. How you want to get me off,” she whispered, her voice husky and inviting.

      He appraised her, savoring the view from head to toe, her stunning face, her perfect tits, her legs that he knew looked spectacular bent over a chaise lounge, spread wide open, wrapped around his head—any-fucking-where. “You’re not the kind of woman who needs a man to get her off. But you’re the kind of woman who would love a man to bring her incomparable pleasure.”

      “And you’re that man?”

      He nodded, confidence surging through him. “I intend to drive you wild right now. To make you tremble and moan. To make you feel so goddamn good, it will be like the sky is breaking open when you come, and every single cell in your body will cry out in rapture. Is that what you want?”

      Her eyes blazed with heat. “Those are fighting words, mister. Can you back them up?”

      His fingers roamed along her thighs. She trembled as he teased her. “I’m going to give you the kind of fucking that makes your knees weak and your bones shake.”

      She trembled, her legs wobbling the slightest bit. “Like that?”

      “Yeah, just like that, gorgeous. Just like that.”

      He moved his mouth to her ear and flicked his tongue over her earlobe. “If I were a gentleman, I’d ask how you like it. But I don’t think you want a gentleman.”

      “You think I want a caveman, don’t you?”

      “I think you want a man who knows how to fuck his woman. So get your hands on that railing, and I’ll take care of the rest.”
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      He reached his hand into her black hair, tugging but not too hard. There would be time for hair pulling another night. Right now, the clock ticked.

      In seconds, his other hand traveled up her leg, seeking her heat then gliding across her slick flesh. A groan rumbled its way up his chest when he discovered she was bare, as he’d hoped. And there was nothing quite like her sweet, slippery pussy. She held in a moan and rocked into his fingers as he stroked. His cock strained against the fabric of his pants, aching to find a snug home inside her. Oh, how he loved this sleek wetness on his fingers as he slid the pad of his thumb over her swollen clit, throbbing for attention.

      His dick ached at the way her beautiful body responded to his touch. A quick dip, a sexy grind, a little rock back and forth—she was a woman who sought her own pleasure, who could ride his hand shamelessly all the way to her climax. Who’d let loose and let go, rocking and bucking and wildly chasing release. Fuck, those thoughts collided in his brain, and his blood rushed hot. Tension spread through his bones, and he crowded against her, his big body caging her in by the railing of the boat that glided around the tip of Manhattan. Waves gently lapped the hull, while on the lower deck the party raged on. Up here, he had a few minutes to fuck this woman on the deck of a yacht, all of lower Manhattan theirs for the viewing tonight.

      He unzipped his pants, freeing his hot, hard cock. Rubbing the head across her wet folds, he pressed his mouth to her neck, kissing hard, then biting.

      “Oh God,” she moaned.

      In an instant, his hand covered her mouth.

      “You’ve got to be quiet. You don’t want all of Manhattan to know you’re about to get fucked by a stranger you met on a boat.”

      Moving his hand slightly, he let her answer. “Maybe I—”

      But her words were swallowed by her moan as he eased into her, filling her in one smooth stroke. Her tight pussy hugged his dick, and he drew a sharp intake of air.

      Fuck, she was heavenly. She was the perfect home for his cock, and she knew it.

      “Love it,” she moaned, rocking back onto him. Her hands curled around the railing, gripping it tightly.

      “I know you love it, woman. I can tell by how goddamn wet you are,” he rasped in her ear, shoving deeper. “How your sweet, hot pussy grips my cock. It drives you wild to be fucked like this, doesn’t it?”

      “So wild. So turned on,” she whispered hotly, matching his rhythm as he drove deeper. He held her hips tight. Stroking in, dragging out—the friction between them was astonishing. They were an intoxicating combination of hard and wet, of rough and slick.

      His dick filled her completely, and her heat coated the length of him. Pleasure crackled in his body, racing through his veins as he took her harder. “When I saw you against the railing, those legs that went on forever, those heels so goddamn high, I was sure you were the kind of woman who knew what she wanted. Tell me what you want. Right now. Tell me what you want most from a hard, fast fucking.”

      “I want to come on your cock.”

      Shudders wracked his body. “You have a filthy mouth.”

      “I think you love a filthy mouth.”

      He sucked on her neck and bit her earlobe. “A filthy mouth on a filthy, fucking beautiful woman.” He slammed into her, and she moaned from the punishing pace. “Now you’re going to get what you asked for.”

      “I want it. Give it to me,” she urged.

      He dipped his hand between her legs, rubbing his finger relentlessly over her swollen bundle of nerves, his own sensations intensifying. She was frantic and wild, and he was charging hard into some kind of rapture with her.

      Lust slammed into him, and she trembled under his touch, her moans growing louder, too loud. He brought his mouth to her ear. “I said quiet,” he said harshly. “I can’t fuck you the way I want if everyone can hear you.”

      He rocked deeper. She leaned her head back, clamping her lips shut like she was fighting to hold in her sounds as she writhed on him. Her pussy clenched, gripping him; her lips opened in an O, then a silent, beautiful climax shook her body, her shoulders trembling, her pussy holding him tight. She clutched the railing, taking all that he gave her. He gave her all he had, driving deep, until he came so goddamn hard in this woman.

      His woman.

      With a muffled grunt and a rough punch of his hips, he curled his hands over her hipbones as he jerked one more time inside her. Then he breathed out hard and brushed a gentle kiss to her neck. “Mmm,” he murmured. “I trust you enjoyed getting to Point B.”

      “Getting there. Being there. All of it. I loved Point B. And I love boats.” She leaned into his kiss, then, when he pulled out, she excused herself for the restroom, and he zipped up his pants.

      A few minutes later, Julia Nichols returned to his side, looping a hand around his neck. “Hey, handsome.”

      “Hey, gorgeous. I almost didn’t recognize you with your hair like that.”

      She reached up, running a hand through her once again auburn locks. She patted her purse. “Wig’s in here. Who knows what color I’ll be next time.”

      “Doesn’t make a difference to me. I’ll fuck you no matter what.”

      “You better.”

      He’d given her what she’d told him she wanted. A fantasy. Pretending they were strangers. He’d wanted it, too, because he craved all the dirty things in the world with his wife. Role-playing, new positions, places they’d never been, and things they’d never tried.

      But when she wrapped her hand around his neck and pulled him close, she reminded him of something they’d been doing well since day one. “But don’t forget Point A,” she said.

      He arched an eyebrow in a question.

      She pursed her lips and blew a kiss. “Kiss me, you handsome fella.”

      “Love Point A,” he said with a grin, and brushed his lips to hers. He pressed harder, sealing their mouths together, and he shuddered. Screwing her was earth-shattering, but kissing her never failed to rock his world. She melted against his lips, murmuring as he savored the taste of her sweet mouth. He swallowed her moans, kissing her like it was the best thing in the world.

      Because it fucking was. She arched into him, her body molding to his as he explored her mouth with his tongue. He had no interest in stopping, but the time had come to return to the party.

      He took her hand, and they joined his cousins on the deck below, no one the wiser that he’d screwed his wife before he joined them. Then again, he was always screwing her. Several years of marriage hadn’t slowed them down. If anything, they found new ways to love each other every day.

      He could only hope that when they celebrated their next anniversary in a few more weeks, more of his dirty dreams would come true.
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      The camera panned to Julia as she brought the crystal martini glass to her lips, taking a taste of the gin-based cocktail.

      Then, she spat it out in a rather unglamorous spit bucket on the counter at her bar.

      Not because it was bad.

      Quite the opposite.

      With a sweet and spicy flavor, the daring concoction tap-danced on her tongue like a celebration. This drink pushed the boundaries, and that was what she always looked for in a delicious cocktail as a judge on The Best New Bartender in New York, a reality TV show that had risen in the popularity ranks over the last few years.

      As a regular judge, her job was to sample the drinks, but she certainly couldn’t consume them. If she did, she’d be tipsy all day long.

      On the first season, one of the baby-faced newbie contestants had asked the judges how they managed to hold all that liquor. Her crusty old friend Byron, who served as a co-producer, had quipped, “I’m a well-seasoned alcoholic,” while Julia had simply told it like it was: “This is the rare case when I spit rather than swallow.”

      That line had made it into the episode and had become a favorite with viewers, but also a classic running joke with her sex-on-a-stick husband. With Clay, of course she swallowed. He tasted better than even the best cocktail.

      That was another one of their insider jokes. He was her favorite cock-tale.

      No one would see her spitting out the drink once the show was edited. Neither the producers, nor viewers, nor the mixologists vying for top prize wanted to see a judge appear not to like a drink. It was best to maintain the illusion.

      But it was no illusion when Julia tapped the side of the glass with her cranberry red nail and delivered the verdict to the hot young bartender dressed in all black.

      His name was JT, and he was empirically hot. Not so hot that she wanted to bang him, because she only wanted to bang one man. But JT, with his perennial stubble, lopsided grin, and chocolate brown eyes, was going to be a star.

      He had the looks, he had the talent, and he also had the ego. A big, fat ego as wide and high as a Times Square billboard. Too bad he was the leading contender on the show this season, filmed in Speakeasy, the bar Julia co-owned in Manhattan.

      But though she wasn’t wild about his personality, she had to judge fairly, and he was a genius at mixing. “You, sir, are a mad scientist of cocktailian proportions. This Gin Fiesta is indeed a fiesta, and I do believe the proper term to describe it is heaven in a glass,” she declared.

      JT pumped his fist. “Rocked it!”

      Julia held in the urge to roll her eyes. “You certainly did.”

      The man then clapped for himself. “I’ve always dreamed of making the best cocktail in New York.”

      Byron cleared his throat, scrubbed a hand across his silvery beard, and cut in. “Now, settle down, soldier. I don’t think our Julia said your drink was the best in the whole city,” he pointed out.

      This was Byron’s role on the show. He was the instigator. The prickly one. The man who poked and prodded. Each of the three judges—Julia, Byron, and Crazy Lucy—had their roles, and Julia, as the owner of the bar where the show was shot, played the fun and friendly judge.

      That was what she preferred anyway, even with cocky bastards like JT. She liked to encourage the young bartenders to be the best they could be.

      Until JT said the next thing.

      “I’d like to see who can beat this drink.” JT’s tone surged with brazenness as he gestured at his creation. “Maybe we can have a little friendly competition and see if Miss Purple Snow Globe thinks she has another one in her?”

      “Whoa!” Crazy Lucy said, holding up her hands.

      Julia’s brows rose. The nerve of the little bastard. Sure, she understood the cameras were rolling and they were making entertainment. But challenging a judge had never been part of the plan.

      “You’re a bold one, aren’t you?” she countered, hoping to deflect.

      Crazy Lucy, a tattooed bartender from Tribeca who worked the sexy hipster vibe, turned to her at the bar. Crazy Lucy was the wild-card judge. You never knew what she’d do. “You can do it, Julia. You can take anyone on.”

      JT pointed to his chest. “But can she take me on? Can she take on the Gin Fiesta? I wouldn’t bet on it,” he drawled.

      Bet.

      That word was like a thrown gauntlet.

      It pissed her off, but it also sparked all her competitive instincts. Julia Nichols, a former card shark who’d gambled her way out of debt from a mobster and then had packed her bags and flown to New York City to join the love of her life, was not a woman who backed down from a challenge or a bet.

      “I’ll see your Gin Fiesta, and I’ll raise you one better than the Purple Snow Globe. In fact, how about we put this to the test at the end of next week?”

      JT’s jaw dropped, looking thoroughly shocked she’d taken on his dare. She grinned at him, and the other judges cheered while the director, behind the cameramen, punched the air.

      When they finished shooting the day’s scenes, she tugged at Byron’s plaid shirt. “Did you plan that?”

      He shrugged impishly.

      “You did.” She shot Byron a knowing stare. “You told JT to challenge me, right?” He nodded. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

      “It’s better theater with you surprised,” he said, dropping a hand to her shoulder. “Besides, I know you can represent the old guard. You go show that whippersnapper who makes the best drinks in Manhattan.”

      A grin tugged at her lips. “Flattery will get you everywhere. But did you just say whippersnapper for real?”

      He nodded, his gray eyes glinting. “I sure did, and it felt damn good. And listen, this is going to make for great ratings.”

      Julia inhaled deeply and nodded. This was going to be a fine storyline, indeed. JT didn’t know who he was dealing with.

      Julia was fearless.
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      As Clay landed a punishing right hook on the punching bag, he couldn’t help but think Tyler was taking too big a chance.

      He slammed a left next, breathing out hard, then delivered a final combination as he finished his workout alongside his cousin in their boxing gym.

      With his breath coming fast, he headed for the nearby water fountain, creaky from years of use, and downed a gulp of cold water. The gym was old and weatherworn from years of use, just the way Clay liked it. He had no need for fancy gyms or equipment when a good hard run and an even harder round of punches and footwork kept him in fighting shape.

      As he straightened, he wiped a hand across his mouth. He met Tyler’s gaze and returned to the topic they’d been debating all day. “You sure you want to go after this?”

      Tyler nodded, his brown eyes resolute, his gaze certain.

      Tyler was bold and confident, and that was why he made a damn good sparring partner and a fine junior partner at the law firm.

      Clay shook his head and leaned against the concrete wall. “Man, you don’t make things easy on me.”

      Tyler grinned, gripping both ends of the towel around his neck. “Not my job to make it easy.”

      “But it’d be nice every now and then if you did,” Clay said, clapping him on the arm.

      “If you wanted easy, you wouldn’t have hired me,” Tyler said, all that bravado rising up once more.

      The man was still in his late twenties, brash and full of confidence. Clay was certainly confident, too, but with nearly a decade on Tyler, Clay was wiser. He knew some deals you just didn’t want to touch. Pursuing a thorny opportunity like the one Tyler coveted—trying to lure the creator of the hit cable show Powder, a mega-popular high-stakes drama, to another network—was not going to be easy. That road was fraught with potholes, and Tyler ran the risk of failing and failing big. The network that carried the show had its claws in it, not to mention the fact that the contract was stuffed with odd provisions. But Tyler had made a pitch. He had a plan. He’d outlined a strategy to reel in the big fish.

      “You sure you don’t want to look elsewhere to find a new client?”

      Tyler shook his head and ran a hand through his thick brown hair, sweaty from their workout. “This is the kind of deal that made me want to get into this business. Something to sink my teeth into,” he said, miming taking a big juicy bite.

      Clay laughed. “You’re a fearless bastard.”

      “That’s why you named the firm Nichols & Nichols.”

      Clay held up a finger, his expression turning serious. “Hey now. We might share the same last name, but don’t ever forget the Nichols before the ampersand belongs to me.”

      Tyler chuckled, a deep and hearty laugh that underscored the man’s smile-and-take-no-prisoners attitude. “That’s why you’ll be there for me if things get dicey.”

      “If you think I’m going to bail you out of trouble, you are sorely mistaken,” Clay said as they headed to the locker room. But the truth was, he would be there for Tyler. Clay’s job wasn’t just to run the firm; it was to make sure everyone who worked with him could operate at the top of the game. Tyler possessed a stellar track record. His client list was damn impressive, and he’d just nailed a stunning new deal for one of the firm’s top clients, Nick Hammer, creator of the popular dirty cartoon The Adventures of Mister Orgasm.

      What Tyler had in mind for Powder was the kind of risk that would make hedge-fund managers quake. But that was what Tyler did well—stare down cliffs, jump from airplanes, bet big.

      Clay didn’t always see eye to eye with his cousin. “Listen,” he said, “I’m not saying I agree. I’m not saying we should pursue this client. What I’m saying is I will help you figure it out. So let’s go to this dinner and get the lay of the land.”

      Tyler flashed him a smile and they knocked fists. “Thanks, man. I appreciate it.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      After the shower, Clay suited up, knotted his tie, and texted his wife that he’d be home late tonight. Past bedtime.

      

      
        Clay: Be naked when I get home. I need my mouth all over that beautiful body of yours.

        Julia: I see you’re in the mood for me as dessert.

        Clay: Always in the mood to eat you, and you know it.

      

      

      Then he fired off one more note. This one wasn’t of the naughty nature.

      

      
        Clay: Tell Carly I love her and will kiss her good night when I get home.

        Julia: I will, my love.

      

      

      The thought of not seeing his little girl tonight tugged at his heart, but he’d make sure to find time for her tomorrow.
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      “And then he had the nerve to challenge me.” Julia pointed to her chest, still shocked at JT’s antics today. “Me. The audacity.”

      “What does auda . . . whatever that word is . . . what does that mean, Mommy?” Carly craned her neck, looking up at Julia with her wide hazel eyes as they walked hand in hand along Jane Street that evening.

      “It means boldness, love,” Julia said, as Ace tugged at the leash. “Heel, Ace,” Julia said to the dog, and the border collie mix fell back in step, right next to her.

      Ace was full of pep and energy and needed several walks a day. Clay ran with him in the mornings, and Julia walked him each day, too. She and Carly were exercising him on their way to pick up dinner, as Julia related the basic details. While her daughter was only six and entering kindergarten when summer ended, Julia liked to share as much as was appropriate, and Carly loved tales of life on-set.

      “But you can win. You’re tough.” She patted Julia’s lower back. “Don’t let him think he can beat my mom.”

      Julia grinned. “No way will I let him win. You have my word.”

      Julia Nichols wasn’t a one-trick pony, like JT had tried to suggest with his snide “Miss Purple Snow Globe” comment. Sure, she’d created a wildly successful cocktail that still sold well in stores and supermarkets, but she’d knocked out a few more concoctions since then, too. She had no reason to think she couldn’t do it again, and then she’d show him that he’d taken on the wrong bartender.

      She’d served as a judge on The Best New Bartender in New York since the show’s inception five years ago. Byron had emailed her late one night, his note arriving when Carly was having trouble sleeping as a baby. Julia had nursed her, but Carly was fussy, so Clay had been rocking her back to sleep. There, in the dark of their West Village home, sleep-deprived and bleary-eyed, she’d read Clay the email, and they’d tossed out names of cocktails into the wee hours.

      What started as a fun little game had surprisingly turned into a real thing. Clay, with his experience and contacts in the entertainment business, had inked the deal for her. The show became a fast and steady hit on one of the premiere cable networks.

      The best part? The hours. Julia only needed to be on camera a few times a week when the show was being shot, so it didn’t interfere with her work running Speakeasy or, more importantly, taking care of her girl. Julia’s various gigs made it possible for her to spend time with her daughter, to take her to pre-school and pick her up and soon to kindergarten, to bring her to the park and play, and take her to gymnastics classes and camp, since Carly was wildly energetic, like a border collie in little girl form.

      “What are you going to do, Mom? Are you going to come up with the best recipe ever?”

      “You know,” she said, as they strolled and Ace sniffed at stoops, “I think I am.”

      Carly clasped her hands together, batting her big eyes innocently. “Can I help? Pretty please?”

      Julia laughed and shook her head as they came to a stop at the corner, Ace plopping down on his bottom in a sit as they waited for the light to change.

      “You know well and good that you may not help me make drinks, Miss Mischievous. What I do for a living is not something for young kids to play with.”

      “Can we make cookies then?”

      “I can’t think of a thing I’d rather do than bake cookies tonight with my little pumpkin pie,” she said, since cookies were most definitely a recipe they could partake in together in the kitchen.

      They stopped by the Thai restaurant near their home, and Carly popped in, picking up the takeout order as Julia waited outside with the dog. When they returned to their home, they enjoyed a fine meal of pad thai and noodles on the balcony overlooking the Village.

      As they finished, Ace’s furry black and white ears pricked, following a noise that sounded like a faint meow. Julia peered in the direction of her neighbor’s balcony and spotted a tiger cat.

      She stroked Ace’s head. “Nothing to worry about, Ace. That’s just your cat friend, Fido.”

      Carly popped up from her chair, looking around for the cat. “Mom, do Spencer and Charlotte know their cat is on the balcony? We should tell them. Want me to go tell them?”

      Julia shook her head and pointed. “Fido has his harness on. See?”

      Carly stared at the cat on the brick balcony. A long leash was attached to his harness, and the leash was likely tied to a table leg inside their home. Their neighbors, a newly married couple, liked to let their cat enjoy some evenings outside, albeit safe and sound, thanks to the leash.

      Julia took her daughter’s hand, headed inside, and closed the balcony door. In the kitchen, the two of them proceeded to whip up a batch of chocolate chip cookies.

      “These are the best in Manhattan,” Julia declared and Carly agreed, her “yes” chased by a long, hearty yawn.

      “Time for bed, Miss Mischievous.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      A little later, when Carly was asleep, Julia riffled through the cupboards for her best top-shelf liquor.

      With a bottle of tequila, some of her favorite gin, and a fantastic vodka as her options, she set to work on her own potions. She might be a bar owner, and she might be a TV show judge, but at her core she was a drink maker, and she knew how to mix with the best of them.

      She sampled a few combinations, took some notes, and made a list of what she needed to work on tomorrow. With Carly safe in bed, Julia took Ace outside the front door for one last pee break, then returned to their home, where the dog trotted into Carly’s room and curled up next to her. Julia headed up the stairs to the bedroom on the loft level, rinsed off the day in a hot, steamy shower, and slipped under the covers. Tiredness threaded through her, and she checked her phone, finding a note from Clay, letting her know that his business dinner was still going on.

      

      Clay: Still thinking about my tongue between your legs.

      

      She smiled, his note turning her on, as notes from her husband always did.

      

      Julia: Do more than think about it when you get home. Do everything possible to wake me up, even if it means going down on me while I’m asleep. I do like to wake up to you eating me.

      

      That should get him home sooner. As tired as she was, she was always up for an orgasm or two. Make that three, with her husband.

      A hot shiver ran through her as she drifted off to thoughts of him touching her.
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      Damn, she smelled good. All sleepy, sexy, and shower clean. The scent of her jasmine body lotion flooded his nostrils as he got into bed and inhaled her neck, running his nose along her shoulders and into her hair, breathing her in.

      In seconds, his dick went from half-mast to full steel. This woman. That was what she did to him—electrified his bones.

      His fiery, gorgeous, dirty wife was curled up in a skimpy white tank top and high-cut white lacy panties. The sheet had slipped down to her thighs, giving him a view of the soft flesh of her rear, the delicious curve of her cheeks on display.

      He wanted to send a thank-you letter to the designer of those panties. His wife had the most wonderful ass he’d ever seen, and those lacy beauties showed it off to titillating perfection. As he drew another inhale of her hair, slightly damp from her shower, he fantasized about nibbling on her butt, biting that cheek, brushing his lips all over her fine sweet ass.

      Some might call him an ass man. But, really, he was an everything man when it came to Julia Nichols. Every damn thing about her turned him on, from her sharp mind, to her big heart, to her dirty mouth. All her physical assets were the icing on the Julia cake. That face, those luscious tits, her long legs that felt extraordinary wrapped around his neck.

      Need hummed in his bones as he scooted closer to his woman. Absently, he reached between his legs, skimming his hand over his throbbing length as he regarded the woman with whom he shared a bed, a family, a life.

      Midnight had crept into Manhattan, and moonlight from the window cast their room in a silvery glow. His hand slid down his hard dick as his eyes roamed her body, landing once again on a peek of her rear. The curve of her bottom was such an allure to him. He knew how it felt to dig his thumbs into that flesh, to spread her open, to grip her ass hard as he slid his cock into her hot, tight pussy. He knew how it felt to have his hands kneading that ass.

      He groaned lightly as he stroked. He’d focused on business and deals at dinner, but admittedly the later the meal ran, the more his thoughts had strayed to her dirty texts. To what she wanted from him—to wake up to his mouth on her.

      Was she wet already? Had she been dreaming of him, getting hot and bothered in her sleep? He shifted on the mattress, thrusting his cock up into his fist, his dick begging for more attention from his hand.

      He was a horny bastard, and he needed to be buried in his wife’s wetness in a few minutes or he’d go crazy. He dipped his finger to her legs, ready to tug off those panties and smother his face in his favorite paradise when she flipped to the side and blinked open her eyes. She glanced at his hand.

      “You taking care of business yourself?” Her voice was sleepy.

      It was then that he realized he hadn’t stopped stroking his cock. Lord knew he was so goddamn turned on right now from being in bed with this beauty that he might not ever stop touching either one of them.

      “Well, would you look at that. I suppose you caught me being thoroughly aroused by the woman in my bed.” He moved his hand to her hip, sliding his fingers into the waistband of her panties to tug them off, but her hand clamped on his, stopping his journey. She shook her head, lifted his hand away, and returned it to his shaft.

      She wrapped her fingers over his. Drawing a sharp, hot breath, he shuddered as she moved his palm up and down his dick, leading him, though, of course he needed no guide in this matter.

      “Don’t stop on my account,” she whispered.

      “Maybe I want to do that while I eat you. If memory serves, you were pretty damn demanding in your notes. You had a specific plan for me to put my face between your thighs.”

      She tightened her grip on his hand. “Now I want something else.” Her breath ghosted over his chest. “Let me watch you.”

      His gaze drifted to their joined hands and his slow, steady strokes. “Doing this?”

      She nodded, her eyes shining with desire. “I love watching you get yourself off. I hardly ever get to see it anymore.”

      “But I’m in the mood for you.”

      “I’ll get even wetter from watching you touch yourself. I’ll be just how you like me best. Hot and bothered and wet by the time your tongue is on me.”

      “I like you each and every way,” he said as she scooted back on the bed, propping her head on the pillows, her auburn hair fanning across the white sheets.

      “Straddle me, handsome. I want to be under you.”

      He obliged, climbing over her, one knee on each side of her ribs. He took his cock in his hand again, this time stroking more purposefully, his eyes on her the whole time.
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      She ached exquisitely between her legs, soaking the panel of her panties from the scene unfolding in front of her. Clay Nichols, straddling her in the middle of the night, his big hand wrapped around his thick, hard cock. The very sight of him was like a bolt of heat charging through her body. An electric shudder ravaged her as his fist worked its way down his length, squeezing the head. She lifted her face to him, grabbed his hips, and licked off a drop of his arousal from the head of his cock.

      “Mmm,” she murmured as she rested against the pillow once more. “This is my favorite one-man show to see.”

      He chuckled as he thrust into his hand. “You got yourself the best seat in the house.”

      “And I’m going to enjoy every single second of this. I hardly ever get to be the audience.”

      “Because I’d rather be fucking you.”

      She grinned. She understood why this wasn’t something they did terribly often. Clay was a giver, and so was Julia. Add in the fact that the two of them were so damn horny for each other, and that was a recipe for making mutual masturbation scarce. Sometimes, she’d touch herself, and he’d play along for a few minutes, but they’d get so worked up that they’d end up sixty-nining in no time, or just plain hard-core fucking.

      Julia had no complaints about either. But tonight, she savored the chance to watch him grip his cock tighter in his hand. A rough groan escaped his lips, and his eyes squeezed shut. As pleasure seemed to overtake him, it had the same effect on her. A wave of lust crashed into her body, sizzling her skin. Heat pooled between her legs, making her panties thoroughly pointless. She shoved her hand between her legs, stroking her own wetness as he fucked his fist.

      “Yeah, you like that?” he rasped when he opened his eyes and saw what her busy hand was up to.

      “So much,” she moaned.

      “You like how hard you get me?”

      Her fingers glided across her slick pussy lips, centering on her aching clit. “I love it,” she whispered, rocking her hips into her hand.

      “All you, gorgeous. All you.” His voice was husky, hungry. His hips moved faster, and she was sure he was getting close. “I come home to your beautiful fucking body in my bed, and I have no choice but to get a raging hard-on.”

      “I like you that way. No, I love you that way,” she purred as she widened her legs as far as she could with him caging her in.

      “One smell of you and I’m ready to devour you. One taste and I want to smother my face in you. Now, you’re all hot and wild, and I’m getting so goddamn close to coming all over your tits.”

      That was the moment she snapped—when the temperature inside her shot to scorching. She was an inferno, and she couldn’t help herself from asking for the next thing. No, she wasn’t going to ask. She was going to beg for it.

      “Come on me,” she pleaded, desperate for his yes. “Come on my face.”

      His shoulders shook, and he groaned as his hand flew up and down his length. “You filthy, beautiful woman.”

      “Do it. I want it so bad.”

      “I know you do,” he said on a broken pant as he squeezed the head on a lightning-quick upstroke.

      She reached up and cupped his balls.

      He sucked in a breath. “Close,” he moaned.

      There, like that, straddling her in bed, he leaned forward, palmed the wall with one hand for balance, jacked his cock with the other, and angled himself over her face.

      “Oh God,” she cried out, giving his balls a little tug as she worked her fingers between her legs. “Come on me, baby. Come on me now.”

      “Fuck, I’m going to come so fucking hard, Julia,” he grunted, his fist squeezing his cock as he thrust his hips to her face, stroking his shaft in a fevered frenzy as he released himself on her.

      Hot streams of his pleasure hit her cheek, her hair, all over her neck.

      And she loved it. Loved being marked by him. Loved the sheer baseness of the act, the raw carnality of his jets of semen hitting her face, of all places on her body. She’d never have imagined she’d want anyone to mark her like this, but he wasn’t simply anyone. He was hers, her man, and he treated her like a queen and fucked her like a rock star, and it turned her on like nothing in the world. So much so that her own orgasm barreled through her, and she was fucking her hand to the other side of the cliff, coming so hard she saw stars.

      Her eyes closed, and she moaned as the climax worked through her. Soon she was aware that he was gone, but in seconds he’d returned with a towel, warmed with water on one end.

      “Don’t get me wrong. You look good in white,” he said, as he cleaned her up. “But I’m about to fuck you, and it would be rude for me to leave this all over your lovely face.”

      A naughty smile tugged at her lips from his words.

      When her eyes fluttered open, he flipped her to her stomach.

      But he didn’t fuck her.

      Not yet.

      He seemed to have other plans.
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      It wasn’t the recovery time—he was nearly hard again. But all that juicy wetness between her legs couldn’t go to waste. He wanted to taste her pleasure on his tongue, on his lips, on his jaw, before his cock was coated in it.

      Besides, he loved going downtown on his wife. He loved having her ride his face when he was flat on his back; he loved spreading her legs wide and eating her; and he loved this position, too—Julia on her stomach, her ass raised a few inches in the air.

      As he spread her cheeks with his thumbs, he buried his face between her legs, groaning as he drank her in.

      Sweet and salty. His favorite flavor combination. She tasted like honey and sex. Like candy and a woman who wanted to be fucked by him. Her taste intoxicated him. He licked her up and down, flicking his tongue against the rise of her clit as he gripped her ass harder. This position was fantastic. His face was smothered in her, and he pulled hard, drawing her tighter against his mouth, savoring the way all her wetness flooded his face.

      She moaned and writhed as he consumed her, and when he looked up, he saw how her hands gripped the sheets, her nails digging in.

      “So good, so good,” she murmured as he licked and sucked. Soon she thrust frantically against him, her moves telling him that her next orgasm wasn’t too far off.

      He broke contact for the briefest of seconds. “Your turn now. Come on my face.” Then he returned to paradise and devoured her pussy with his mouth until she bucked against his jaw.

      She cried out and lifted her hips high in the air, grinding against him like a crazed wild woman. His dick was like an iron spike now, and he was so goddamn hungry for her. He consumed her pussy as she moaned and groaned and sang her pleasure, until he was covered in her next climax.

      Before she could even come down from that high, he ran a finger through her wetness, brought it to her ass, and flicked his tongue across her there.

      She flinched, but then moaned, a long, low, delicious moan of incomparable pleasure. She groaned as he flicked his tongue against her hole.

      He was a dirty bastard and so what? She was clean, freshly showered, and he had no hang-ups in the bedroom. He’d fucking touch her anywhere. Kiss her anywhere. Lick her from head to toe, because she was divine.

      Tonight, he was in the mood for her ass so he spent his sweet time, licking that forbidden zone that wasn’t at all forbidden to him. Someday, he’d like to take her ass, claim it all for his own, but he was pretty sure that was going to remain a fantasy. That was the one area they hadn’t breached. They’d tried once a few years ago, buzzed on wine and whiskey on a trip to Paris, but it had hurt her too much and he’d barely gotten the tip of his dick inside her.

      That had been the end of that.

      As he licked one last line along her rear, he thrust a finger into her center until she was a frantic, writhing creature begging for release.

      That was what he wanted. He wanted her abandon. Her absolute surrender to the pleasure he intended to give her over and over.

      He rose up on his knees, yanked up her hips, and positioned himself at her pussy. In one smooth thrust he was inside, and he stilled for a moment as pleasure ignited in him. At last his cock was surrounded by her wetness, and he proceeded to fuck her on all fours until she came hard again, her third orgasm of the night blasting through her. He followed her there, his quads tightening, his neck tensing as another climax powered through him.

      Then he collapsed next to her.

      He held her in his arms as they came down from their highs. He caught a glimpse of the clock. Two a.m.

      “How was your night?” he asked.

      “Mmm. It was the best night ever,” she said. “I walked Ace for forty-five minutes, dined on Thai food and baked cookies with Carly, had three orgasms with my husband, and got challenged to repeat the Purple Snow Globe.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Tell me more.”

      “Tomorrow. I’ll tell you everything then. For now, you may spoon me ’til I fall asleep in your arms.”

      “I will take you up on that.”

      Yeah, every night with her was the best night ever.
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      Julia considered the array of bottles on the kitchen counter at her friends’ home. She brought her index finger to her lip, tapped it, then pointed to the pink drink.

      “Try that one,” she said to Charlotte, her next-door neighbor and the owner of the leashed balcony cat, Fido.

      “Gladly,” the blond woman said with a smile. Charlotte lifted the fruity vodka-based concoction Julia had whipped up and took a sip.

      Her eyebrows rose. “I like,” she said.

      Julia beamed. “You do?”

      “It’s yummy.”

      “But does it blow your mind?” Julia said, bringing her hands to her head and miming an explosion.

      Charlotte offered a sweet smile. “It’s yummy, but I don’t know that it’s the best I’ve had in the whole world.” She screwed up the corner of her lips. “Sorry.”

      Julia wagged her finger and stared pointedly. “No apologies. I do not want you to go easy on me. You are my guinea pig, and I need total honesty from my guinea pig.”

      “You’re just trying to get me drunk and take advantage of me, aren’t you?” Charlotte said with a wink, as she bumped her hip against Julia.

      Julia pinched Charlotte’s butt, and her friend pretended to squeal. “Don’t you know it, girl. I’ve always wanted a blonde.”

      Julia adored her neighbors, Charlotte and Spencer. They were in the same business, and the pair of newlyweds owned and operated three popular bars in Manhattan called The Lucky Spot. The funny thing was Charlotte and Spencer had actually been inspired to start their business one night a few years ago at Speakeasy after they’d tried Julia’s signature drink. They’d come to Julia’s establishment on her recommendation to Spencer. Now the late twenty-something couple was married and Charlotte had moved into his home, so they were neighbors as well as colleagues.

      “Okay, so this Pinkie Pie drink is a no-go,” Julia said, dumping the rest of it down Charlotte’s sink. Julia had been mixing like a chemist the last few days in the hope of demolishing the whippersnapper on the show. Clay had sampled a few of her drinks, but she wanted input, too, from those in the biz. Clay was busy with Carly, so this Saturday afternoon was the perfect time to test her creations.

      “Bye, bye, Pinkie Pie,” Charlotte said in a singsong voice, waving to the remnants of the drink that circled the drain.

      Julia parked her hands on her hips, and studied the range of bottles on the counter, debating which to test next. “Vodka? Gin? Tequila?” Then she realized what was missing. “Brandy!”

      Charlotte’s big brown eyes sparkled. “I have an idea. What if you tried something like a Jack Rose?”

      Julia hummed her approval at the suggestion of the applejack-and-grenadine-based mixed drink. “That’s not a bad idea! I could try a little variation on the grenadine to make it feel new and fresh. Maybe add a splash of another spirit?”

      The two women grabbed keys and purses, made a quick journey to the store, and returned with applejack brandy, lime juice, and pomegranate juice instead of grenadine. When they returned, Julia worked her best magic as she mixed up the drink.

      As she handed the cocktail glass to Charlotte, she heard the front door open. Charlotte snapped her gaze toward the noise as her husband strolled in from a run, clad in basketball shorts and a gray T-shirt with streaks of sweat beading down the front.

      “Hello ladies,” he said playfully, his green eyes lighting up as he took in the sight of the kitchen, the counters covered with liquors and potions, and two women concocting all sorts of flavor profiles. “No one told me we were having a party on a Saturday afternoon.”

      “We’re trying to help Julia destroy JT,” Charlotte said, catching Spencer up on the challenge the contestant had thrown down.

      Spencer sneered. “That guy is such a tool,” he said with a scoff. “How did you even let him on the show?”

      Julia held up her hands as if she were wiping them clean of the man. “I don’t handle the casting! I’ve got to assume the producers thought he’d make for good entertainment, and he seems to have done just that. But how do you know him?”

      “I went to the bar he tends in SoHo once. He makes good drinks, but he’s terrible with the service. He only waits on pretty ladies. Everyone else can get in line and twiddle their thumbs the whole time.”

      “So you needed us with you,” Charlotte joked. “You were just a lonely, thirsty man.”

      Spencer laughed, keeping it up. “It was awful. I was so parched.”

      “Too bad he doesn’t like the handsome men, or you’d have scored all the free drinks from him,” Charlotte teased, cupping Spencer’s cheek.

      “He also came to Lucky Spot one night. Don’t you remember? He tried to hit on you.”

      Julia cracked up, loving the back and forth between the couple. “Oh Spencer, you’re too adorable. How on earth is your beautiful wife going to remember the night someone came into the bar to hit on her? It probably happens every night.”

      “It happens to you a lot, right?” Charlotte said to Julia.

      Julia nodded. “It surely does, and it is water off this mama duck’s back,” she said, pretending to swipe the drops from her spine.

      Spencer tapped the counter. “Look, I’m sure he’s highly entertaining on TV, but no way can we let a guy like that best you.”

      “I’ve no intention of that,” Julia said, her tone completely serious as she swept her arm to the counter, gesturing to the laboratory the women had created.

      Spencer yanked open the fridge, grabbed the cold water pitcher, and poured a glass. “I’ll be your lab rat. We need to do whatever it takes for you to take JT down.” He drained the glass quickly then leaned against the counter. “What have you got? Lay it on me, because these taste buds are top notch.”

      “Give him our Julia Rose,” Charlotte said, using the impromptu name they’d devised for the Jack Rose variation.

      Spencer sampled the drink and nodded his approval. “Not bad. I like it, but have you considered a Harvey Wallbanger drink? That’s basically the world’s most underrated cocktail. You could seriously surprise them with a kickass new style of Wallbanger.”

      Julia’s eyes widened. A Harvey Wallbanger was a terribly simple drink, but what if she came up with a riff on it? A twist? “Maybe a Wallbanger meets a Screwdriver?” she offered.

      Spencer smiled. “And you could call it Drive Her Home and Bang Her.”

      Julia cracked up, then checked the time on her phone. “Get a couple of pervy bartenders together and look what happens. We’re all about the dirty drink names.”

      “Hey babe, let’s have some Sex on the Beach,” Spencer said to his wife in an over-the-top come-on voice.

      “Make my next one a Redheaded Slut,” Julia chimed in, fluffing her hair. Then she shuddered. Never mind the naughty name—Redheaded Sluts were disgusting drinks. “May I never drink Jägermeister, peach schnapps, and cranberry juice.”

      “You know that’s what JT would send you in a bar,” Charlotte said.

      “But he’s no good at delivering the Screaming Orgasm,” Spencer said, then mimed bending Charlotte over the counter.

      “Maybe from you I’d like a Slippery Nipple,” Charlotte said suggestively, then she pursed her lips. “Except . . . all I want right now is a Fuzzy Navel.”

      “Hey babe, I’ve got your Fuzzy Navel right here,” Spencer said, wrapping his arms around his wife’s waist and nibbling on her ear.

      Then his spine straightened. “Wait. I have an idea.”

      Spencer shared his thoughts for a new direction to try, and Julia found herself wondering if the man was onto something.

      “On that note, I’ll be testing it out in the lab next time. For now, I’m going to do a little shopping for my wedding anniversary.”

      “Ooh, what are you going to get your hubby?” Charlotte asked.

      Julia shrugged. “I have no idea. But maybe I’ll be inspired before I meet him and Carly in an hour.”

      Charlotte grabbed a glass from the counter and raised it. “To anniversary inspiration.”

      Julia would gladly drink to that. She had no idea what to get.
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      Clay’s daughter tightened the buckles on her pink sparkly Rollerblades, making sure each one was nice and snug. Next, she tugged her elbow pads from her wrists, where they dangled like bracelets, up to her elbows.

      Clay patted her knees, already decked out in kneepads. “You’re ready, except for one thing,” he said, from their spot on the bench at the edge of the Central Park skate loop.

      “My helmet,” she said, with a grin. “And I know you’re hiding it right now.”

      Clay pretended to be surprised by her comment. “I would never hide a helmet.”

      “It’s behind your back,” she said, her little hand darting around his side, then behind him, where he’d hidden the purple helmet.

      “I can’t believe you tracked it down. You must be a treasure hunter,” he teased, then tucked it on her head, her auburn hair spilling out from underneath.

      Carly reached up and fastened the snap, then popped up on her wheeled feet, and assumed a “ta-da” pose. “I’m ready. And today I’m going to beat you,” she said, her eyes glinting.

      Clay rose, and while he lacked the knee and elbows pads, he had to set a good example for his girl, so his head was safe and sound inside a black helmet. They were ready to tackle the skate loop together.

      Carly loved to skate and had started with roller skates at an indoor rink in Northern California when they’d visited Julia’s sister in the Bay Area a year ago. But Manhattan was better for blades, so after Santa had brought her the pair of pink sparkly ones for Christmas, father and daughter had taken up skating together and aimed to tear up the asphalt in Central Park every weekend.

      On this Saturday afternoon, as his wife worked on potions with the neighbors, he was the lucky son-of-a-bitch who got to spend the day with his favorite princess in the whole world, little Miss Carly Nichols, aka Speed Demon. She had some serious zero-to-sixty oomph on her blades, and as soon as she pushed off, she was racing.

      “Be careful, honey bear. Don’t go too fast,” Clay shouted as he followed her, decked out in his Saturday garb of navy shorts, a T-shirt, and aviator shades for the bright summer sun that beat down on them.

      “Try to keep up, Daddy,” she challenged, and her fighting words were punctuated by a long giggle. She laughed while pumping her arms and charging along the lower loop near Wollman Rink.

      Of course, he could keep up with her. She was six, and he was in fine shape in his late thirties. Still, he liked maintaining the illusion that it was a battle.

      They spent the next hour soaring on their wheels in a loop, passing some skaters and joggers and getting lapped by whizz-bang fast cyclists, as the warm sun baked their arms and spurred them on. As they crested a rolling hill near the end, the sound of a horse’s hooves behind them grew louder, the clippity-clop intensifying.

      Carly was intent on beating her father up the hill, and she didn’t notice the carriage picking up speed. She was dangerously near to it. Clay’s pulse jackhammered. Carly was too focused on beating her dad, not on the big animals gaining on her.

      For the briefest of seconds, fear took over as the hansom cab drew closer. As his pulse spiked, he raced to her, grabbed her hand, and tugged her out of harm’s way.

      He pulled her off the path momentarily, slowing down and stopping to give her a hug. Carly’s shoulders shook as she seemed to fight off tears. “You okay, honey bear?”

      She nodded, her lips tight. “You saved me,” she said, both worry and admiration in her tone.

      “I’ll always keep you safe,” he said, and he hoped that would always be true.

      After his crazily beating heart slowed, they finished their lap around the park, and Carly did that thing she was so damn good at. She batted her eyes and placed her palms together in a plea. “Can we please go on the carousel?”

      That seemed a safer horse right about now, so Clay said yes. They changed back into their regular shoes from the pack that was on his back. With Rollerblades tucked safely away and helmets stowed in the backpack, his little princess found a white horse with a red saddle to ride on the merry-go-round. Sweet calliope music played as the carousel spun in lazy circles, and his daughter pretended to ride a horse into the sunset.

      Some days, life was crazy with work, and he was yanked in too many directions. Sometimes, he faced deals that were hard to pull off or ones that nearly gave him palpitations, like his cousin Tyler’s wild scheme that had kept him working like a madman all week.

      Other days, he simply relished the here and now of the little moments. To enjoy the city. To delight in his family. To appreciate the fairy tale that his life had become.

      One that showed no signs of ending, especially not with his anniversary in another few days.

      “What do you say we do some shopping for your mom?”

      “For you and mommy’s anniversary?”

      He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Are you going to get her a pony?”

      Clay laughed and shook his head. “I’m thinking more like a necklace. Some jewelry. Maybe tickets to a show she’s been dying to see, then dinner at her favorite restaurant,” he said, rattling off some of the gifts he was considering for his lovely Julia.

      “Do I get to go out with you and Mommy on your anniversary?”

      He draped his hand on her little shoulder. “’Fraid not, honey bear. Uncle Brent and Aunt Shannon are coming to town with your cousins so you’ll be hanging out with them.”

      “At a hotel?” Her eyes went wide.

      Clay nodded. His brother and sister-in-law had planned a family trip to New York with their kids and were staying at the Plaza in a big suite. Carly would join them for the night of Clay’s anniversary.

      His daughter clapped and smiled. “I love hotels.”

      “You got that from me,” he said, and he shouldered their skate bag, heading to their favorite sushi restaurant on the East Side, where they met Julia for an early dinner.

      She updated him on her afternoon, listened to tales of their roller-skating adventures, then suggested they all go see the latest animated flick at a nearby theater.

      “Yes, yes, yes, I want to go,” Carly chimed in, and once inside the movie house, she promptly fell asleep in the back row.

      No one was behind them, and no one else was next to them, so Clay shrugged, winked, and ran his hand through Julia’s hair, then pulled her in for a soft, sweet kiss.

      It didn’t stay soft for long.

      No, he didn’t get it on with her at a cinema. But they most certainly made out in the back row for more than a few scenes. And later that night, once Carly was in bed, they did a hell of a lot more.
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      Julia used to wonder who those people were. The ones you hear about in Facebook groups or surveys. The ones who skew the studies on frequency of sex to the point where others whisper skeptically, no way are the Smiths doing it every night.

      Now she knew.

      She was one of the lucky ones. The outlier. The end of the bell curve. The exception.

      She didn’t know what it was like to go to bed without touching her man. That would be like going to sleep with unbrushed teeth, or leaving the house each morning without a shower.

      Sex with Clay was part of the routine, though by no means was it routine. It was anything but. It was nightly, it was daily, it was regular, it was necessary, and it was heavenly. Sure, they sought ways to keep their sex life fresh and exciting, like their “stranger sex on the boat” role-play, and other naughty encounters in public places. Other times, they tried new toys, new surfaces, new ways to tie her up, since she’d always been thrilled at being restrained by him, whether with a tie, a belt, a scarf, or his hands. Every now and then, he teased her in forbidden ways, his tongue or finger exploring her in delightfully dirty places on her body, giving her new reasons to say Oh god, that’s so good. More often than not lately, she fantasized about exploring further in that direction, but that night she wanted something straightforward.

      Sometimes simple was the best, and sometimes it was all you really needed, anyway.

      Lying on her side, she slid a hand beneath the sheets, danced her fingers down the firm planes of Clay’s chest, over the grooves in his abs, and to the trail of hair that led to the happiest place.

      His breath hitched, and he shifted from his back to his side, as if his body sought hers. Facing him now, she pressed her lips to his mouth, dusting a soft kiss as her hand traveled lower still, until she found the bounty—his growing erection.

      He groaned his appreciation as she wrapped her hand around his thick cock. Stroking him, she marveled at the feel of the velvet-smooth skin that covered the steel length of him. She didn’t comprehend not wanting to touch him. That simply made no sense to her. How could she share a bed with this man and not crave his body? She wanted him now. Badly. A few strokes, a couple lingering tugs on his dick, and she was wet and needy, desperate to be filled. Like that, she molded to him, slinging a leg over his hip.

      “It’s my favorite time of day,” he murmured.

      “Mine, too,” she whispered, as she guided him closer.

      Most of the time, he was a demanding lover and a commanding man who told her what he wanted and what he’d do to her. Like that, he was mouth-wateringly sexy, devastatingly handsome, and so damn intoxicating. Like this, as he let her lead, he was all those things, too.

      She dipped her head to his neck, sniffing that enticing, masculine scent of him then rubbing her cheek against his stubbled jaw. A bolt of heat shot through her body. She could literally feel her sex turn hotter and wetter. A pulse beat between her legs, and she longed to draw him into her.

      She smothered his neck in kisses, thrilling at the throaty groans and husky murmurs that fell from his lips as she kissed him and stroked him, his dick thickening with every touch. His erection throbbed in her palm, and she guided his length between her legs, rubbing the head against all that wetness. Sliding his cock against her. Playing. Touching. Teasing.

      A groan ripped from his throat. “So fucking wet,” he said, like he was admiring her.

      With her hand wrapped around the base of him, she rubbed and rubbed and rubbed, moving his thick cock against her wet lips in the most delirious bit of foreplay she could imagine. He wasn’t inside her; he was simply stroking against her, his erection sliding over and back, across and around, turning her on wildly.

      She arched against him, moaning like a cat, her desire morphing to full-bore need as she gripped his cock and dragged him between her legs.

      She flipped to her back, and he followed her, their moves like a carnal ballet as she spread wide for him and he slid his cock deep into her.

      Sometimes they fucked like porn stars, on all fours, dirty words spilling forth from their lips. Sometimes he spanked her, bit her collarbone, pulled her hair. Sometimes, he bent her over the couch, screwed her on the balcony, or nailed her on the kitchen counter.

      Other times, they did it like this. Basic missionary. But there was nothing basic about this love. It was elemental and primal, and to Julia, it was beautiful.

      She stretched her arms over her head, and he knew what she wanted.

      To be taken.

      He read her signals, was fluent in her body language, and he grasped her wrists, pinning her tight, controlling her pleasure with the restraint of his strong body, his hands keeping her immobile.

      Like that, she wrapped her legs tightly around his hips, hooking her ankles together, bound to him. She was tied to his pleasure, to his body, to his love. And he gave her all that she wanted, because he knew what she needed.

      Him. Every night.

      Tonight, he took her, making love like he was fucking her, and fucking her like it was making love. What it was . . . was a gift. A gift of sex, of connection, of the rarest physical delight.

      They couldn’t keep their hands off each other, and there was nothing at all routine about how her husband sent her into a wild frenzy that night, bringing her the most wondrous pleasure as she climaxed, and he joined her in the sweet oblivion of their hot bliss.
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      “Do you want peanut butter?”

      His daughter stared at him with wide hazel eyes as he made her lunch for gymnastics camp a few days later.

      “Well? Is that a yes? Do you want peanut butter today for your lunch?” he asked, holding the jar of organic peanut butter in one hand as he stood by the open fridge door.

      “Someone does,” Carly whispered.

      Her eyes drifted right, then down, as if she had a secret. He followed her gaze, and a smile tugged at his lips.

      Ace thumped his black and white tail against the tiled floor of the kitchen. His head was cocked, his ears were floppy, and he was rocking his best rendition of “I’m so good, please feed me now.”

      “He loves peanut butter.”

      “Who doesn’t love peanut butter? It’s pretty much one of the greatest foods ever made,” Clay said, gesturing to his black and white pooch, eagerly awaiting a dollop of canine crack.

      “Can I give it to him?” Carly asked eagerly.

      Clay closed the fridge, opened a drawer, and handed a spoon to his daughter. “Just a small amount. But ask him to do something first. Have him shake.”

      “He loves to shake paws,” Carly said, excitement threaded in her tone as she took the jar. Studying her serving carefully, she scooped out a small amount then kneeled on the floor in front of the dog. “Shake, Ace,” she said to him in her most serious dog-trainer voice. The border collie mix held out a furry paw. Carly shook it, then let him lick the peanut butter from the spoon, his long tongue working overtime on the mission.

      “Daddy, who invented peanut butter?” she asked, as she dropped the spoon in the sink.

      Grabbing a knife, Clay spread the peanut butter on a slice of bread. “The smartest person ever. Can you imagine if I invented peanut butter? I’d never have to work again. I’d be hailed as the Greatest Inventor of All Time.”

      She flung her arms around his waist. “I think you’re the greatest dad of all time instead,” she declared, and if that didn’t make his heart go pitter-patter, he wasn’t sure anything ever would. He set the food down on the counter and picked up his girl, wrapping her in a big hug.

      “And you are the sweetest, smartest, kindest, most amazing girl of all time. And your dad loves you like crazy,” he said, then peppered her cheeks with tiny kisses.

      She giggled and yanked her head back. “You’re not scratchy today.”

      He ran a free hand over his jaw, clean-shaven since it was morning. “I’m a working man today. Heading to the office, so I have to look presentable.”

      “You look handsome,” she declared, and he scanned his attire quickly—charcoal gray slacks, a striped button-down shirt, and a red tie.

      “Why thank you very much,” he said with a little bow as he plopped her on the floor.

      “Can I have honey on my peanut butter sandwich?”

      He laughed lightly at the innocent way she asked. Six years old and she already knew how to work him. A compliment, a sweet word, a hug, and he melted in her little hand.

      “Of course you can have honey, honey,” he told her, then proceeded to make her what he declared would be the tastiest sandwich she’d ever had, before he packed it in her bag, along with two tangerines and a yogurt.

      “Ready?”

      Carly nodded and took the lunch bag. Her hazel eyes sparked, and she grabbed the cuff of his shirt. “Daddy! I had an idea. Since peanut butter is so good, why don’t we tell Mommy to make a drink with it? That way she can beat that guy.”

      “A peanut butter drink?”

      “Yes. I bet that would win easily.”

      “I’ll have to pass that on when she wakes up,” he said, since Julia was sleeping in after a late night at Speakeasy, and an even later night playing mad scientist, working on a new concoction. She wasn’t there yet, and she’d gone to bed frustrated. Clay had done his best to un-frustrate her under the covers.

      Now, he was on morning detail, and that was one of his favorite things in the world. He’d been up since the crack of dawn. He and Ace had tackled a sunrise run, covering five miles before Carly woke.

      “How could she lose with a peanut butter drink?” Carly asked, as if the answer were patently obvious.

      “I don’t see how she can,” he said, leashing up the dog and opening the door.

      “Wait. What if she adds honey?”

      Clay raised an appreciative eyebrow as the three of them headed for the elevator. “Now, that’s not a bad idea.”

      After he and Ace walked Carly to the gymnastics day camp several blocks away, he hugged her goodbye. On the return to his home, he strolled through the quieter streets in the Village, noodling on Tyler’s plans for the new deal along the way. He mentally tallied pros and cons, weighing every aspect. Something wasn’t quite sitting well with him, but by the end of his walk, he had a notion of what it was. Dog walks were good for that—thinking time.

      Nothing quite like a man and his beast to sort out what needed to be done.

      Once he was ready for work, and Ace was exhausted, he kissed his sleeping wife goodbye, left a note on the counter with the word honey on it, and headed to the office.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Clay thumbed through the pages one more time, reviewing the memo Tyler had written. His proposal for the Powder producer was detailed and thorough. Tyler understood entertainment law and wielded it like a well-sharpened knife. The man knew the specifics and details of contracts, provisions, and loopholes, and he was a master at making loopholes work for him.

      But . . .

      “Just lay it on me, man. Give it to me straight.”

      Clay looked up from the pages on his desk and smirked at Tyler in his dress shirt and royal blue tie, parked on the edge of the coffee table, eager as all hell for Clay’s feedback. He tapped his fingers on his knees.

      That was one thing Tyler wasn’t—patient.

      “Cool your jets,” Clay admonished. “I’m almost done.”

      Tyler dragged a hand through his hair. “That’s your third time going through it,” he said in a huff.

      Clay set down the paper and stared hard at his friend and partner. “Do you want my informed opinion? Or do you want me to blow smoke up your skirt and tell you those jeans don’t make you look fat?”

      “Ha ha. You know I don’t wear jeans to work.”

      “And may you never,” Clay said, because that was not the way an attorney dressed. Look the part, be the part, win the deal. And show some motherfucking respect for the person on the other side of the negotiation by dressing as the degree conferred upon you demanded.

      Like a pro.

      When he finished reviewing the pages, Clay rose from the desk, strode across the carpet, and parked himself on the couch. Tyler swiveled around and adopted an overly patient look. He folded his hands and plastered on a ridiculous smile.

      Clay tried his best to rein in a chuckle. He really did. But he had no luck. Tyler cracked him up.

      After several seconds of laughter, Clay cleared his throat and turned serious. “On the surface, this deal looks good,” he began, and Tyler nodded, an eager look in his brown eyes.

      “It does, doesn’t it? We can totally get him.”

      Clay drew a breath and nodded. Tyler was right. They could likely land this client. They could tackle a deal that had thorns. But Clay Nichols had built his reputation on running a squeaky clean business. He was known for pristine deal-making, airtight contracts, and a flawless track record. This deal, if it went south, had the potential to upend that work. It was risky. It was dangerous. It wasn’t his MO.

      But, maybe it could be.

      He scrubbed a hand across his jaw. “There’s one provision that concerns me,” he said, then he dived into the part that was rocky. “I think with this sort of risk, you’re going to need to offer more on the back end.”

      “I got you,” Tyler said, with a nod. “What you’re saying is this deal needs some lube.”

      Clay rolled his eyes. “The back end always needs lube, man. But you also need some finesse in here. See what you can give in on to make this work.”

      Tyler rose and folded the pages in half. “I’ll see what I can do to loosen up this loophole.”

      “Maybe a stiff drink,” Clay quipped, since Julia always joked that alcohol was the ultimate lubricant. “Something strong.”

      Always something strong.
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      “I can’t give away my secrets now, can I?”

      Julia flashed a smile for the camera, answering the question the reality-show producers had tossed at her that afternoon as she prepped at Speakeasy during a shoot. They wanted to know how she planned to take on JT.

      The producer by the camera fired off another one: “But you think you can beat him?”

      She reached for a martini glass and poured some gin. “I will certainly do my best. That’s all a gal can do, right?”

      She winked and continued her work, the cameras capturing B-roll of her mixing, pouring, and making. Tension rolled through her because she didn’t have a recipe yet, wasn’t even sure she could conjure up something remotely special enough. But she did her best to remain cool and calm. Never let them see you sweat.

      A card shark back in the day, Julia was renowned for having no tells. She could bluff with the best of them, and she sure as hell hoped all those damn card skills were coming in handy now as she poured some lemonade in a glass, testing how that would taste with one of her top-shelf liquors.

      She didn’t want to let on her belly was doing an impression of a bag of jumping beans. Nerves trampolined inside her.

      This is only a contest.

      But even so, she was a competitive gal, and being on the show had made her bar even more popular. That meant she could contribute more to her family and help with Carly’s college fund. Sure, her husband did just fine, thank you very much. But that wasn’t the point. The two of them were a team. Paying the bills. Raising their kid. Making their lives happen. The better off her bar, the better off her family. Besides, JT was firing salvos left and right, and that didn’t sit well with her. She had a good reputation in the food-and-beverage business, and she’d built that on hard work and talent.

      But before she came into Speakeasy for the shoot today, her phone had dinged with an alert from one of the trade mags covering the reality show. In the piece, JT crowed about how he was going to come out on top. “Isn’t it time someone dethroned Miss Purple Snow Globe? Let’s be honest. She’s a one-trick pony, still riding on the success of that single drink. She’s like the Tainted Love of bartenders.”

      Being compared to the biggest one-hit wonder song of all time?

      Ouch.

      Just ouch.

      While Julia had no qualms about someone else besting her, a little grace in sport went a long way. JT lacked it, and that made her yearn to beat him more.

      Though demolish was more like it.

      When the camera operator said cut, Julia released a breath and took a long drink of an iced tea. The cold settled her.

      Byron wandered behind the counter and clapped her on the back. “You gonna kick his hiney?”

      Julia laughed. “That’s the goal, my friend. But what’s the plan for choosing a winner? We three judges clearly can’t pick who made a better drink with me as one of the contestants in this little side battle.”

      Byron’s eyebrows wiggled. “Don’t you worry. I’ve got a plan. A good plan.”

      “Well . . .” She parked her hands on her hips. “Are you going to tell me?”

      He shook his head, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Not yet. But it’s a good one.”

      She poked him in the chest. “And why should I believe you? You pretty much sent me into the lion’s den.”

      He shook his head. “I beg to differ. I sent my very best into the den, and she’ll emerge unscathed.” He cleared his throat. “You got some ideas, though?”

      He sounded nervous, and Julia couldn’t help but delight in the fact that he was now on his toes. She tugged his silvery beard. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head.”

      She did have some ideas, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to tip off him or anyone else. Not with cameras nearby. She kept the ideas locked in her head and would test them properly. At home.

      The crew left, and after a couple hours dealing with paperwork and business matters, Julia packed up for the day. She said hello and goodbye to her manager and bartenders in the early evening when their shifts began, then caught a subway downtown, putting distance between her working world and her family time.

      An evening at the playground at Washington Square Park with her two favorite people sounded divine. When she arrived, she tossed all her competitive worries behind her because her husband was pushing Carly in a swing.

      “Higher! Higher!” Carly shouted, delight skyrocketing in her six-year-old voice.

      Julia beamed. Shedding her cares, she made a decision that whether she won or lost a little bet in a show, she’d be just fine. So what if JT won? She had these two people in her life who made her incandescently happy.

      “Hey, sweet pea,” Julia called out.

      “Look at me!”

      Carly swung high on another arc, her little feet pointing skyward. Julia’s heart raced up her throat as she watched her tiny daredevil. “Be careful, honey!”

      “I will!” she shrieked, and then Clay blew Julia a kiss.

      She pretended to catch it.

      On a downswing, Carly shouted, “You look pretty in purple, Mommy.”

      Julia glanced down at her silky purple top. Her signature color, and yet another reminder that if she remained Miss Purple Snow Globe, that’d be all right, too. It wasn’t the worst thing in the world to have created a popular drink. If her biggest worries were topping a cocky bartender and deciding what to get her husband for their wedding anniversary, she had nothing to complain about at all.

      Carly slowed and hopped off the swing, grabbed her mom’s hand, then her dad’s, and dragged them over to the seesaw.

      After thirty minutes in the playground, dusk began to settle in Manhattan, pink-orange fingers tugging the sky to the horizon.

      They stopped for sushi on the way home—a regular habit, since neither Clay nor Julia was particularly interested in cooking with any sort of regularity, and then it was bath time and bedtime for the munchkin.

      “Good night, Mommy,” Carly said from her bed, reaching out for a hug. Julia tugged her close, savoring the lavender smell of her daughter’s shampoo, and that clean, fresh scent of her little girl. Then it was Clay’s turn, and he got an even bigger hug.

      Julia leaned against the doorway, her heart thumping harder as she watched the two of them. Carly was a daddy’s girl, and that delighted Julia. Little could make her happier than seeing her baby girl worshipping her father. A smile spread across her lips as she watched her big, strong husband, the man who had the filthiest mouth in the land, easily slide into his other role as the kindest, most loving father.

      Seeing how he treated their girl not only made her heart warm, it kind of turned her on.

      Well, who wouldn’t find it sexy when a man took care of his family?
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      With Carly conked out, Julia poured a Scotch for her husband and was about to make it a double—one for her—when she remembered the note Clay had left her this morning.

      Honey.

      Yes. Honey. That might just do the trick.

      Setting down the bottle, she grabbed some whisky, then a splash of absinthe, then swirled a dab of honey in it. She brought the glass to her lips and took a sip.

      She hummed a note of approval. “Not bad,” she said out loud, then brought the drinks to the balcony where Clay relaxed on a wooden bench, gazing up at the New York sky, stars twinkling even through the city lights.

      She sat next to him, tucked her feet under her, and handed him his glass.

      “Lucky me. I’ve got a good drink and a good woman,” he quipped.

      She wiggled her eyebrows. “And I think I have an idea for a recipe,” she said. Because even though winning wasn’t everything, and even though she’d be content if that son of a bitch beat her, she still had her sights set on the prize. She simply wasn’t going to let it become her obsession.

      “Excellent. I have every faith in the world that you’ll pull off the next Purple Snow Globe.”

      And there it was. The essence of her concern. The foundation of why she’d been strung tight earlier today. The stress wasn’t about supporting her family or beating that guy. Her nerves stemmed from something internal. From her own worries that the best days of her career were behind her.

      She swallowed, took a breath, and let the truth spill out, all raw and messy. “What if I never do better than that one? What if I am a one-trick pony?”

      Clay dropped a hand to her knee, bare since she wore a skirt. “So your worry is that you’ll never top an award-winning cocktail that has made you wildly successful and something of a legend in bartender circles?” he asked, playfully.

      “When you put it like that it sounds silly.” Her voice faltered. “But I don’t want to feel like a has-been. I don’t want to be obsolete. Just some bartender who got lucky once and can’t manage any more success.”

      He squeezed her knee. “You’re not a one-hit wonder, Julia. You have it in you to make another hit drink. Stop thinking about the Purple Snow Globe. Just do your magic.”

      “But what if I don’t have it anymore? What if I lost my mojo?”

      He threaded his other hand through her hair. “You are all mojo, Julia Nichols. There is not an ounce of missing mojo in you.”

      “You don’t think I’ve become complacent? Just going through the motions every day with my job?”

      He arched an eyebrow. “No more than I have. Am I not a good lawyer because Tyler likes to take bigger risks than I do?”

      She shook her head adamantly. “No,” she said, her voice strong. “That’s how you run the ship. Is he being Bungee Jump Tyler again?”

      Clay laughed at her nickname for his cousin. “A little bit. And if I don’t want him to jump without a helmet does that mean I’ve lost my mojo?”

      “Of course not.”

      “You haven’t lost yours, either, then, gorgeous.”

      She sighed softly. “I don’t want to feel like I’m past my prime. Fine, I’m just a bartender when it comes right down to it. I know I’m not teaching the youth of America or curing a terrible disease. All I’m doing is making something tasty, so I should stop stressing about whether I can do it well. It’s only entertainment.”

      He held up his hand, his lips turning into a ruler-straight line. “Hey now. Never underestimate the power of entertainment. It’s what I do, too. We find our ways to bring a little joy to the world. You’ve created a place at Speakeasy where friends hang out, spend time together, and enjoy the company of those they care about. That’s a good thing. It makes life richer, makes people happier. I’m no different—I make deals to help creative people share their ideas with the world in the form of plays, movies, and TV. Nothing wrong with that. As far as I’m concerned, there’s not a whole lot better than going to the movies with the girls I love,” he said, planting a kiss on her temple. “Makes me happier than anything else.”

      She flashed him a smile that couldn’t be contained. “It’s my favorite thing to do with you and Carly, too. Dinner and a movie, and I’m good to go.”

      “You’ll be an easy date for our anniversary,” he said, taking a drink of his Scotch.

      She elbowed him playfully. “Seriously, though. I don’t need anything fancy. Though, if you want to take me to Fiji, I’m certainly not going to turn it down. But I’m more than content to get Thai food, hold your hand during a heist flick, and then take you home and make sweet love to you.”

      He tugged her closer and ran a finger over her lips. “Or maybe I’ll be the one making love to you.” Warmth rushed through her from his words. It turned to heat when he said, “Fucking you. Taking you. Having you.”

      She shivered, sensing where this evening was heading.
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      “Remember the first time we made love on your balcony?” she asked, snuggling into his arms.

      “I could never forget,” he answered, and the memory snapped before his eyes. It was more than eight years ago, the night he’d taken her right here on this deck. Heat thrummed in his veins as he pictured her blindfolded and fucking her own fingers, then on her hands and knees taking him in her mouth. After that she’d straddled him, and he’d cuffed her with the black silk, tying her hands behind her as he’d told her all the ways he wanted to fuck her, asking her if she’d ever let him into her body everywhere.

      He craved this woman as if she was air, and he was consumed with her. He couldn’t deny that a part of him wanted to claim all of her.

      But that time on the balcony was more than one of the most intense nights of lovemaking of his life. He’d known then, with a bone-deep certainty, that she was it for him—heart, mind, and body. He might have been the one tying her up, but she’d stolen his heart, and it would be hers for the rest of his days. She’d captivated him, and he knew there would never be another like her.

      She was his passion, his home, his love.

      She was everything he’d ever wanted. She still was. She was all that and more—the mother of his child, the friend he wanted to fuck, his partner in all of life’s wild adventures.

      Their tryst had started with just sex, but it had transformed into the great love of his life.

      “That’s the night I knew I was wildly in love with you, Clay,” she said, pressing a soft kiss to his lips, and a grin tugged at his mouth with the reminder of how utterly in sync they were.

      He grasped her hips and pulled her on top of him so she straddled his thighs on the wooden bench, the warm summer air wrapping around them, the notes of a New York evening playing a soundtrack to their night. Voices floated up from the sidewalks, cars whipped by on the street, buses rumbled down the avenue.

      But here, it was just her and him.

      “I remember everything about you, and every goddamn detail about that night,” he said, nuzzling her neck, brushing kisses all along her sweet, soft flesh.

      “What do you remember?” she asked, her voice feathery as she looped her arms around him, holding on.

      “How much I needed you,” he said, speaking the barest truth.

      “You knew that then?”

      He nodded against her, nibbling on her earlobe before he whispered in her ear, “I knew you were my everything, Julia. I knew you were the woman I wanted to share a life with, forever and ever and always. I knew I would never love anyone else the way I love you.”

      “How do you love me?”

      He raised his face, cupped her cheeks, and gazed into her green eyes. Those eyes that owned him, that heart that knew him, this woman that consumed him. “With every part of me. With all of my heart. I love you every day, every hour, every moment. I love you always, and madly, and truly.”

      She trembled against him and squeezed her thighs tighter against his legs. “Did you ever think it would be like this when we first met? That we’d still feel this way nearly a decade later?”

      He shook his head and ran a hand through the soft tangle of her hair, the auburn strands falling over his fingers. “No. I could never have known what this could become. All I knew was you affected me like no one else ever had.”

      “And do I still?” she asked with a sneaky smile, as her hands tiptoed their way up the front of his shirt, unbuttoning it.

      He dragged his hands down her sides then under her purple top, his skin heating as he cupped her breasts. “Look at me. Look at us,” he said, his eyes holding hers tight. “I can't keep my hands off of you. You are the most daring, confident, sexy woman I have ever known. That was all I knew the night we met. You gave me your body, and you took my heart. I've never wanted anyone the way I want you.”

      “Is there anything else you want? Anything else I can give you?”

      He squeezed her rear, his fingers kneading the flesh, and shook his head. “I swear I’m the happiest bastard alive.”

      She dipped her head to his neck and kissed a path to his ear. “Are you sure?”

      He chuckled softly. What more could he ask for from her? He might have some dirty dreams, but what man didn’t? He couldn’t help where his thoughts strayed from time to time, and the things he dreamed of doing to her. But hell, this woman put on a wig, pretended to be a stranger, and let him screw her on the deck of a boat.

      “I want for nothing, Julia,” he said, tugging her close.

      She yanked up her skirt and unzipped his pants. “Then make love to me on our balcony.”

      “Don’t you know every time I touch you, whether it’s rough or tender, hard or fast, that I’m making love to you?”

      She ran a hand through his hair and nodded. “I know that. I’ve never doubted it.”

      Then he did just that, yanking her on him and thrusting up into her, taking her on the balcony of their home. They’d done it like this eight years ago, and they’d do it again next week, and the week after, and the one after that.

      After they came, she snuggled against him, and whispered, “I’m thirsty.”

      He laughed. “Good thing you’re a bartender. Grab that drink and down the hatch with it.”

      He reached for her glass on the corner table and handed it to her. She took a sip then thrust it to him. “Your turn. Try it. It has honey in it.”

      “Honey. I wonder where that idea came from?” he mused.

      “From my honey,” she said playfully.

      He knocked some back and tapped the glass. “That’s a damn fine drink. It’s close to what you want. You want an original cocktail.”

      Her eyes lit up like sparklers, and she snapped her fingers. “I think you might be onto something.”

      “That so?”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I had an idea while we were fucking.”

      He laughed. “To fuck again?”

      “No. Something to add to the drink. For the cocktail.”

      “You were thinking of my cock-tale?”

      “I’m always thinking of your cock-tale, and yes, that got me going. I think I know what to make now.”

      He smacked her rear. “Then get inside, woman, and fix me a drink.”

      When he tasted what she’d whipped up, his eyes danced with excitement and his mouth was a happy place. “You are no one-trick pony. This is a helluva drink.”
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* * *

      The next day at work, Clay rapped on the doorway of Tyler’s office. It was a courtesy. The door was wide open, and Tyler lifted his head, looking up from the mountain of papers on his desk.

      “What’s the story? You got it sorted?” Clay asked.

      Tyler nodded, a satisfied expression on his face. “Like a pro, man,” he said, then mimed dunking a basketball.

      Clay nodded. “Good work.”

      “You want to look it over?”

      He shook his head. “Nope.” He cleared his throat. “Listen. I want you to go after these deals. The risky ones. I trust you.”

      Tyler set down his pen and studied Clay’s expression, trying to read him. “You do?”

      “Of course. We’re in this together. You bring something to this firm that I don’t have.”

      “Insanity?”

      Clay laughed. “That, and your willingness to bungee jump. Just keep using a helmet, and be the ferocious, confident, meticulous bastard I know you can be.”

      Tyler beamed. “Thanks, man.”

      Clay turned on his heel, grabbed his suit jacket, and headed to a client meeting. That moment with Tyler was a small thing, but it was an important one, too. Sometimes you had to take chances. His wife was doing that in her career, embracing new opportunities, doing her damnedest to reinvent herself and not rest on her laurels. Clay had built a successful firm on the foundation of his guidelines and rules for running a business. Tyler might be a little wilder, a little less cautious, but that didn’t have to be bad. He might very well be what Clay needed to keep his firm ahead of the game.

      By trying something different.

      Like a new recipe.

      Tyler knew what he was doing, and that was why Clay had wanted to work with him. To stay nimble.

      Besides, tomorrow was his anniversary, and he was a happy man. His biggest worry had been what to get his wife for the occasion, and he’d figured it out. He was giving her exactly what she wanted. Something simple. Something basic. Because he knew her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thomas bounced up and down on the bed in the Plaza, and Carly joined her cousin, shooting higher in the air.

      Brent's little boy, younger than Carly, was a whole heap of hellion. No surprise there. Brent had been the same. His daughter was quieter, and one of the happiest babies in the universe, though she was now a toddler, and Brent’s wife, Shannon, had to chase her around the hotel room.

      “So, you’ve got yourself a real vacation here,” Clay deadpanned as he observed the chaos of his brother’s hotel room in Manhattan.

      “That I do, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “What do you have planned for tonight?” Clay asked.

      “We’re going to feed the kids sundaes, then we’ve set up mainlines for sugar,” Shannon teased. “After that, we’ll take Carly to the M&M store and make sure she surpasses the legal limit for candy consumption before we send her home to you.”

      Clay nodded seriously and clapped his hands together. “On that note, I’m going to join my bride.”

      When he returned to his home to take his wife to dinner and the premiere of a new heist movie, he wasn’t so sure they’d make their dinner reservation. Or the movie.

      He didn’t care, not when he saw what she’d left for him on the table in the foyer.
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      Even if you were one of those people, even if sex was part of your routine, a night of passion that scorched your senses could still be special. Could be a treat.

      Maybe even a surprise.

      That was what Julia wanted to give Clay for their anniversary.

      A wildly seductive night.

      Stretching out her bare legs on the chaise lounge on the balcony, she crossed them at the ankles. She wore black heels and a simple short black dress with slim straps. The clothing hardly mattered, though. Soon, all her garments would be pooled at her feet when Clay stripped her and untied her.

      For now, all that mattered was the presentation of his gift.

      Her.

      She wasn’t cocky. She wasn’t full of herself. She simply knew her man and what he wanted most: his woman, every day, every night.

      As soon as she heard the clink of the door shutting, and the echo of his shoes on the hardwood, she pictured him walking through their home. He was on his way to her. She’d left him a trail of breadcrumbs.

      On the table in the foyer he’d find the handcuffs, a nod to their very first night together at her bar in San Francisco. Then, a piece of black silk was draped over a chair at the kitchen table, like the one she’d been blindfolded with on this very balcony. On the couch he’d discover a purple scarf, and surely he’d remember the time they’d played bondage games with that scrap of fabric.

      Honestly, she could have filled their home with mementos of their passion, but these were more than enough for him to get the hint as to what was on the agenda tonight.

      And if there were any questions, those would be silenced when he opened the door to the balcony and found her. She’d procured a purple satin bow at a fabric store and had looped it around the waist of her black dress and tied it, the ends pointing south. On her neck dangled a long strand of pearls.

      Oh, what pleasures he’d brought her with those pearls.

      But pearls weren’t on the menu this evening.

      Tonight, she was in the mood for adventure. She was ready to take a risk. Maybe it was the new drink she’d created that made her feel warm all over, or maybe it was just time to play, to push, to explore new territory. Break new ground, so to speak.

      As Clay opened the door to the balcony, she reached for her new cocktail, brought it to her lips, and took another swallow of the concoction she’d created. From her phone, sexy music played, with a sultry beat. The neighbors weren’t home tonight.

      Clay leaned against the doorframe. “I see you got me my favorite gift,” he said, his deep, husky voice wafting over her, sending a rush of heat through her body.

      “I did. Hope that’s not too presumptuous, but I have a feeling you might like this anniversary present.”

      He strode across the deck and bent down to plant a hard, hungry kiss on her lips. “You taste like your new cocktail.”

      “It’s strong. It makes me feel loose and languid all over.”

      Clay’s words from the other night stayed with her, reminding her that what she needed wasn’t just an original cocktail, but perhaps the original cocktail.

      The Sazerac.

      Dubbed by some in the business as “the original cocktail,” the Sazerac was supposedly the oldest known American cocktail. It was strong, potent, and delicious. The rim of the glass was coated in absinthe, and Julia had followed the recipe, but veered left, swerved right.

      Her recipe came with a twist, of course. A variation on the theme.

      It was a riff on the Sazerac, with a little honey and a splash of a secret ingredient. She’d finished one already while drying her hair and applying some makeup after her shower. She was on her second now. That was part of the plan.

      “Have some,” she said. “I added a few things.”

      Clay took a drink and nodded his appreciation. “It tastes almost as good as you,” he murmured, then dipped his head to her neck.

      “You could find out how I taste.”

      “I intend to,” he said, his hand traveling down her chest, between her breasts. A fire sparked in her veins from his touch. The alcohol, combined with him, mixed with her plan—all those things ignited her.

      She knew what kind of cocktail she needed. Something that would give her the courage to try the one thing she secretly wanted. Something they’d tangoed with once or twice before, but had never gone all the way with. And when she’d taken the first sip of her variation on the Sazerac, she was sure she’d found the solution—to the drink competition, and to her wish to try a certain something again.

      Clay fingered the strand around her neck. “You always looked delicious in pearls,” he said, then cupped the back of her head and kissed her, a deep, hot kiss that bathed her brain in bliss and set her skin to sizzling.

      Longing climbed inside Julia, curling and twisting with each consuming press of his lips, each swipe of his tongue. His hands were on her face, in her hair, and traveling down her body. Trailing the pads of his fingers along the smooth polished pearls, he found his way to the bow around her waist.

      “I’ve always loved surprises,” he said when he broke the kiss. He reached out a hand, pulled her up from the chair, and stood, facing her. His brown eyes were intense. “You deserve to be worshipped. Let me adore you with my mouth.”

      “I want that so much,” she said as shudders wracked her body. The heat in her veins ran wild, sparking, spreading, and making her melt between her legs, where she ached for him.

      He led her to the edge of the balcony, and pressed her back to the wall. He dropped to his knees, brushed his lips against the fabric of her dress, and planted soft kisses along her waist as he tugged at the bow. “This is how I worship you. This is how I adore you,” he said as he let the bow fall in a puddle. He pushed up the fabric of her dress and pulled down her panties. “I get on my knees for you.”

      “I like you there. I like you anywhere on me,” she whispered, her breathing erratic already as desire swamped her body.

      “Then fuck my face as I eat you,” he rasped, and she nearly shattered right there. She followed his direction, threading her fingers through the strands of his hair. Bright, hot fireworks ignited in her body as his hands slunk around her rear, grasping her cheeks.

      His mouth was on her pussy, and she moaned.

      My God. This was heaven. This was rapture—his tongue, his lips, his desire. He flicked his tongue up and down her slickness. Already, she was crazed with need. Her body vibrated, as if she’d been injected with pure pleasure. Her veins flowed with it.

      As he kneeled before her, his face buried between her legs, all she could do was hold on tight.

      He devoured her pussy just how she liked it. He ate her like an animal, and that was what she wanted. His depravity. His baseness. Her husband, in his suit and slacks, crouched on the concrete of their balcony, sucking and kissing and licking like she was his fucking meal. She wasn’t just dessert. She wasn’t simply a treat. She was his sustenance, his reason for living.

      Wild noises ripped from his throat, groans and moans of his pleasure as her liquid arousal coated his stubbly jaw, his lips, his tongue. Her sounds grew louder, higher, crazed.

      Neon sparks burst behind her eyes from the sheer intensity of his tongue. And now his finger as he slid one inside her, fucking her with it while he speared her clit with his tongue. Exquisite agony rang in her body, that sweet torment of pleasure and anticipation rising higher, spreading further.

      “Another one,” she moaned, urging him on.

      He pushed the tip of his middle finger against her slickness, and she shook her head, though he couldn’t see her.

      “Not there,” she said, gasping.

      He groaned like a caveman, instantly responding to her direction, sliding his finger to her ass. She didn’t tense; she didn’t flinch. She was ready for a finger, and he slid it into her rear. Like that, with his mouth latched on to her pussy, and his fingers penetrating her, she rode his face shamelessly, rocking and grinding, thrusting into him, until the switch flipped.

      White-hot pleasure erupted in her, a sharp, powerful explosion, then a thousand more shock waves, radiating everywhere as she cried out and came on his face.

      She had no notion of where she was—only how she felt. As if she’d been made with diamonds, as if her world was silver and gold and nothing but ecstatic joy. She was flesh and body and desire satisfied. With her hands still wrapped tightly around his head, she moaned happily, lost in her rapture. She wasn’t sure if this sensation of electric bliss would ever stop, nor did she want it to.

      But soon enough, Clay let go, and he rose.

      He brushed his lips to her forehead, her cheeks, her jaw, in a series of caresses. “I could do that all night.”

      “I wouldn’t protest,” she said.

      One more kiss. One more soft touch, then he tipped his forehead to the door. She grabbed the drink, and in her woozy, buzzed state, she followed him inside. He headed for the kitchen to wash his hands. Ace snoozed quietly on the couch. With Clay’s back turned, Julia walked up the steps to their loft bedroom, perched on the side of the bed, and waited for him to find her.
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      He shed his shirt on the stairs, loosening his belt as he entered the bedroom. He froze as he unzipped his pants.

      No fucking way.

      He blinked, sure he was seeing things. Positive he was dreaming.

      Julia had stripped from her dress, tossed the pearls on the nightstand, and wore only her shoes.

      But that wasn’t what floored him.

      It was what she held in her hand. Like she was luring him into her home with his greatest fantasy—a filthy fucking fairy tale.

      “This is your other gift,” she said, dangling the present from her fingers.

      Lust spiraled like a tornado. It was hard to imagine one simple thing could do this to him. But the physical didn’t lie. The reaction in his body was instant and electric. He was lit up with possibility all from one thing . . .

      Lube.

      “There are many kinds of lube,” Julia began in a purr. “There’s the kind that my riff on a Sazerac provides, that loosens up one’s body and mind.” She shifted her shoulders sexily back and forth. “And there’s the practical kind that you’ll need for tonight. To make entry.”

      He scrubbed a hand over his jaw, nearly speechless. Even as lust owned his body, he crossed the distance to her, parked his hands on her shoulders, and stared into her eyes.

      “You don’t have to,” he said, because he wanted to make sure this was for both of them.

      Her lips curved up in a naughty grin as she reached for the zipper on his pants, finishing the job of sliding it down. “I know that. But I want to try it.” Her eyes locked on his. “And I also know you want to.”

      “Yeah? How do you know?” he asked as she tugged at the waistband of his briefs.

      “You’re an ass man, Clay.”

      “I’m an everything man, Julia,” he corrected.

      “Then have everything,” she said, gesturing to her body.

      A groan worked its way up his chest as he stared at her giving herself to him. All of him.

      “Besides,” she added, wiggling her eyebrows, “I have a feeling I might like it, too. I do enjoy when your tongue ventures there, and I love what you did with your fingers on the deck.”

      “You get so fucking wet when I play with your ass.”

      “I know.” She patted the bed. “Let’s get this anniversary started.”

      Though he’d happily forgo her bottom for the rest of time, if she was offering the one part of her he’d never had, he was taking it. He wanted her mouth, he wanted her tits, he wanted her pussy, and he wanted her ass. Tonight, the most forbidden part of her was on the menu, and no fucking way was Clay Nichols ordering anything else.

      She pushed down his pants and briefs, and he toed off his shoes and socks and stood naked before her. He gripped his dick in his hand and stroked, knowing how much she liked to watch. If she was giving him something he desperately craved, the least he could do was make sure she was as turned on as she’d ever been.

      The second his hand stroked down his shaft, her breathing picked up. Her eyes widened, going glossy as he jerked himself.

      “You like that? Does that heat up your pussy, gorgeous?”

      “So much,” she said, her eyes drifting between her legs.

      What a glorious sight. And it was made even more scorching when she dropped her hand between her thighs, played with her clit, and spread her lips wide for him.

      Showing him.

      Oh hell. Lust pumped at Mach speed in him as he stroked. She was inches away, so he brought his dick to her face, and rubbed the head over her bottom lip. Her tongue darted out, flicking over him.

      Felt so fucking good.

      He pulled back, letting her watch, since he knew this turned her into an inferno. This was her pleasure, part of her foreplay, and she could have anything she wanted from him. Scooting back on the bed, she rested on her elbows, gazing slack-jawed at his hand shuttling up and down his shaft.

      “Look at how you already made me wetter,” she murmured.

      “Even after what I did to you on the balcony?” he asked as he pumped his dick into his hand.

      She nodded, her eyes glinting with wild desire. “Feel me. Rub your cock against me.”

      Desire ricocheted through him as he climbed over her, and she parted her legs.

      “Fuck, Julia.” He groaned at the view of her, wide open and turned on. She glistened. Her pussy was slick with her own arousal. He rubbed the head of his cock against her. Jesus Christ, she was fantastic. Lush and wet, like paradise. He wanted to sink into her, fuck her ’til she came around his cock, then loosen up her ass and take her there.

      Come to think of it, that sounded like a fine idea.

      “I’m going to fuck you first, gorgeous. Lube me up with all this wetness. Make my dick so fucking wet from your pussy,” he said, and shoved into her in one smooth motion.

      She cried out and wrapped her legs around his back instantly, tugging him closer. Her arms found his neck, and she laced her hands around him. He stroked in and out, her hot walls clamping down on his shaft. Pleasure ripped through his body, but he fought it off because no way was he coming now. Not a chance in hell. His mission—get her off. He wanted his Julia bathed in orgasms, one right after the other.

      He braced on his forearms and lowered his mouth to her ear. “I know that Sazerac relaxed you nice and good, but I’m thinking another orgasm ought to do the trick, too. You?”

      “Go for a double,” she moaned.

      He swept his tongue along her earlobe, driving his dick into her, making sure his shaft rubbed against her clit as he fucked her. “Say the words. Say make me come, and I’ll give it to you how you like it.”

      “Oh God, make me come, make me come, make me come.”

      And he fucked her hard and deep, stabbing his cock into her hot wetness ’til she dug her nails into his shoulders and keened a loud, earth-shattering scream as she climaxed.

      A tremor of pleasure coursed down his spine, and he forced himself to freeze, stilling his body, gritting his teeth. He pulled out.

      “You’re almost ready,” he said, reaching for the bottle and flipping open the cap.

      With her all loose and warm from her second orgasm, he spread her legs wider. He drizzled some lube on his fingers, rubbed two together to warm it up, then lowered his hand between her legs, pressing the pad of his finger against her rear. She bit her lip.

      “Okay?” he asked.

      “Definitely.”

      He pressed, feeling her tense briefly as he pushed past the ring of muscles. Then she arched up, lifting her hips. He smiled, a wicked grin spreading across his face. “You like that?”

      “I do,” she said on a panting breath.

      Not a surprise there. She’d liked it when he’d fingered her while eating her sweet pussy on the deck. Still, something about her liking it now, when it was just his finger, when he was prepping her for his cock, turned him on even more. The very notion that his beautiful, brilliant, sensual wife wanted to explore the boundaries of pleasure rocked him to the core. It wasn’t even about the baseness of the act. It wasn’t even the carnality that turned him on.

      “Another finger,” she whispered hotly, urging him on. “You need to get me ready.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, I suppose one finger won’t do the trick.”

      She shivered as he played with her ass. “Pretty sure,” she said, then drew a sharp breath as he pushed deeper. “That,” she said on another moan, as her eyes rolled closed. “Your cock is many, many fingers wide. And I want it all.”

      Fucking inferno. That was what he was right now. She’d struck the match, and he burned. That was what turned him on the most. Her willingness to try made his blood shoot to scorching temperatures.

      He coated his fingers in more of the lube and returned them to her rear, and this time, they slid in easily. His dick throbbed as she took him. Then his cock ached as she moaned, lifting her hips subtly and arching into him. She dipped her hand between her legs, playing with her clit.

      Jesus Christ, she was a fucking dream.

      She wasn’t kidding about wanting to try tonight. He’d never ventured this far, this deep inside her ass without fucking or licking her pussy at the same time, but she was taking care of that. He focused on her ass right now, making sure to get her ready and as comfortable as possible, pushing in and out with his fingers.

      “That feel good, Julia?”

      “So good, so good,” she moaned, her voice smoky, her expression clouded with lust. “I want you now.”

      Gently, he removed his fingers, wiped them on the towel she’d left on the bed, then set to work coating his cock in the lube. She sat up and joined him, rubbing his shaft ’til he was a slippery motherfucker.

      “How do you want me?” she asked.

      “In every way.”

      “I know. I mean right now. Which position?”

      He laughed lightly and then gently pressed a palm to her belly, pushing her back down to the bed. “All you have to do is spread your legs for me. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      And she did, her knees falling to the mattress, her legs wide open.

      He kneeled between them, his chest upright. With his clean hand, he rubbed his thumb over the delicious rise of her clit, watching the expression on her face shift to total pleasure. Gripping his cock in his other hand, he rubbed the head against her wet pussy, then lower, ’til he hit the place he wanted to be.

      She was virginal to him here.

      Untouched. Though he harbored no virgin fantasies, he did have countless dirty dreams about fucking his wife’s ass. He was a dirty bastard after all, and a greedy one, and he wanted the one part of her he’d never had.

      So as his thumb gently played with her clit, his dick pushed against her rear. She flinched but then nodded. Permission to enter. He eased inside. Just the tip.

      “Oh,” she moaned, but her lips twisted.

      “You okay?”

      “Just different,” she said roughly. “Don’t stop.”

      “You sure?”

      She grabbed his arms. “Don’t you dare stop now.”

      That was all he needed, and he pushed in more, letting her adjust inch by inch to his length. She writhed and shifted.

      Then, she nearly grunted out a “holy fuck.”

      “Good or bad?” he asked quickly.

      “Just full,” she said, with gritted teeth. “Really full.”

      He stilled in her, giving her all the time she needed as he stroked her clit, paying attention to the part that drove her pleasure, making sure her body was flooded with delicious sensations as well as the new and different ones.

      At some point, her breathing evened out, her lips parted, and her hips rose up. Her body accepted him, and it was fucking incredible.

      His eyes swung to the view in front of him—his cock fully nestled in her. He was inside her ass at last, and it felt primal. Tight, hot, and so fucking dirty.

      His mind spun in a million lustful directions. He moved slowly, stroking in and out, one hand grasping her hip, the other zoned in on her clit. Her body gripped him, holding him tight, and he’d never felt anything so hot and dark before. It was tension, it was fire . . . it was a whole new realm of pleasure. And he could look at her gorgeous face, gaze into her eyes, feel her underneath him, moving and grinding into him.

      “We good?”

      “So good,” she moaned.

      “I love it,” he growled as he pivoted his hips and drove into her. “You’re so fucking tight.”

      She shot him a dirty grin. “And you love it.”

      “So fucking much. Can’t get enough of you. Now I get to have all of you.”

      “You have me, Clay. You have me,” she said, rocking her hips into him as he rubbed her clit.

      Somehow, he’d always pictured putting her on all fours, taking her with that sort of roughness, but this was better. They had complete freedom with each other to explore all their desires, to say no to what they didn’t want, to say yes to what they did crave, and to do it without guilt, or hang-ups, or concerns. Just them, here in their home, testing their limits and expanding the boundaries of their physical love.

      This was everything he’d hoped it would be.

      It was hot, and dirty, and it was true. Sweat beaded on his chest, and his body burned with heat, with desire, and with this raging lust. The tightness was like a glove, and he knew his own release wasn’t far away.

      “Come again, Julia. Come again beneath me.”

      “I will, baby. I will,” she said as he stroked faster, his thumb flicking her clit in a frenzy. Her moans pitched higher, and at that moment, he thrust a finger inside her wetness. Her neck tensed, and her mouth fell open. Soon, she was writhing like a wild thing, coming undone on his hand, and he couldn’t hold back.

      He fucked her through her orgasm as his own release surged down his spine, her sounds driving him on. Her body clamped down on him, hugging his dick until he unraveled, pleasure surging, spreading, lighting him up everywhere as he came hard in her, his entire body shuddering from the pure, electric intensity.

      He was spent, exhausted, and lit up from fucking the love of his life in a whole new way.

      A few minutes later, he ran a warm bath while he took her to the shower, cleaning her up and washing himself off her before he scooped her up and brought her to the tub, joining her. She snuggled against him as water sloshed around them.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “I’m not going to lie and say no.”

      “So it hurts?” he asked, running his fingers over her shoulders.

      “I’m sore, but it also felt incredible.”

      He wrapped his arms around her wet body. “Thank you. I love my gift.”

      “Had a feeling you would. But I hope you don’t mind that I’m not in the mood to go to a restaurant now and sit down on a hard, wooden chair.”

      He cracked up. “You can curl up on the couch, and I’ll order us some food.”

      And that was how they spent their anniversary—eating Thai food from the carton, watching Ocean’s Eleven on TV, and enjoying the aftereffects of some pretty fantastic sex.
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      This was the moment of truth.

      The cameramen captured the press of bodies and the noise of the crowd inside the Lucky Spot. Patrons jostled for prime position at the bar, and random bar-goers were picked to vote on the drinks. Julia watched from a corner table, parked next to her husband, as well as Spencer and Charlotte.

      Byron had arranged for the taste test to judge the drink contest to happen here at Spencer and Charlotte Holiday’s bar.

      Julia squirmed in her chair.

      Charlotte patted her hand. “Don’t worry. You’ll do great.”

      But Julia wasn’t worried about the competition. She was a tad sore. She’d rather liked what she and her husband had done, and she had a hunch she was going to want to go again soon. Maybe she’d become a little back-door junkie. But really, that wasn’t a bad thing. Julia didn’t judge her sexuality, or others for what they liked in bed. Some might call her a dirty girl; some might call him a filthy man. Maybe they were, and maybe they weren’t. What did it matter, though, if somebody liked it vanilla, if someone liked some kink, if a person liked it risky, if they liked it dirty? Who cared whether she wanted it slow and tender, or rough and ready?

      At the end of the day, Julia believed that screwing between two consenting adults was a good thing. Sex could tether two people and bond them in a beautiful way. For Julia and Clay, passion was their favorite pastime. Some couples liked golf, some played bridge, and some binge-watched TV shows. For them? Sex was their hobby.

      And so, she was a little squirmy. But at least she’d learned the secret trick to her new favorite thing in bed. A good stiff drink helped her take a big thick cock.

      Charlotte looked at Julia expectantly. Oh, right. Her friend thought she was tense about the contest. Julia laughed to herself then answered with, “Just a bit of nerves.”

      Clay draped an arm around her, and she spent the rest of the evening watching the patrons at this fine Manhattan establishment test the Gin Fiesta and Julia’s riff on a Sazerac.

      When the night wound down, Byron called Julia and JT to join him at the bar.

      “It was an epic battle, but we’re ready to tally the votes now,” he said to the camera, glancing at JT, who smirked, then at Julia, who flashed a smile. Byron cleared his throat and spoke to the crowd. “All in favor of the Gin Fiesta?”

      Throngs of patrons raised their hands, and Byron’s assistant producer counted them all. Julia held her breath, and crossed her fingers as the producer announced the headcount. Fifty-two.

      “And now, who here prefers the new version of the original cocktail?”

      More hands thrust in the air.

      Counting heads wasn’t Julia’s specialty, so she did her best to wait for the result, pleased that she’d given this impromptu drink contest her best shot. Even if her creation didn’t win, she’d gladly serve it at Speakeasy. She was confident it would nab new fans at her bar, because it was not only delicious, it was also purposeful.

      “By the way, Julia,” Byron said, “as we wait for the final count, I don’t believe we ever had a name for your drink. Are we just calling it riff on a Sazerac?”

      But before she could bless her beverage with a name, he held up his finger. “Looks like we’ve got a number.” He leaned close to his assistant who whispered in his ear.

      “And that’s sixty-seven to fifty-two in favor of the Sazerac riff!”

      Julia beamed. Something like glee raced through her body, chased by the satisfaction of a job well done. She wasn’t a one-hit wonder, she still had her mojo, and her love for her husband had helped her nail a winning combo.

      Byron clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Now what was the name of the drink?”

      Julia spotted Clay across the room. His beautiful brown eyes held her captive, watching her, knowing her, wanting her.

      Without breaking his gaze, she answered Byron, on the fly, with a name.

      The only name she could possibly give that drink.

      “I call it . . . the Happy Anniversary Honey.”
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      A few months later

      

      The jet soared over the Atlantic, and his daughter cuddled up next to him in the first-class leather seats. Julia had conked out, and somehow Carly had snuggled between them. She tossed another playing card in the pile on his tray.

      “Go fish.”

      “Ah, you’re killing me, sweet pea. You’re killing me.”

      “I knew I could beat you at cards,” Carly said with a wide smile.

      “I’m going to have to teach you poker next.”

      His daughter’s eyes sparkled at that idea. “Like Mommy. I bet I’d be good like Mommy.”

      He tapped his finger to her nose. “I bet you would be, too. Just remember to play for fun.”

      She grinned. “Cards are fun. Trips are fun. Paris will be fun,” she said, and kissed his nose. “But are you sure Santa can find us in Paris?”

      “Of course. He knows you’ll be there for Christmas, and he’ll bring you a present there. And so will your mom and dad.”

      “Maybe Santa will bring me a new baby sister. That would be so fun,” she said.

      That was the first time she’d ever mentioned wanting a sibling, and there were zero plans to have one or even the hint of one under the tree, so to speak. Clay raised an eyebrow. “Probably not this year, but it can’t hurt to let him know.”

      Come to think of it, maybe she was onto something. While he was blissfully content as a trio, perhaps a quartet would be even more fun.

      “I will definitely send him a letter if I still want one next year.” Carly tilted her head to Julia. “For Christmas, we should get Mommy another nap. She’s been working so hard since she won the award.”

      His wife’s conquest on the show had turned into even more success. While JT had gone on to win the season, Julia had emerged victorious, too. Her new drink had won several cocktail awards.

      She was in talks with the liquor company Farrell Spirits about packaging the Happy Anniversary Honey. Most of all, Julia was having fun, and so was Clay. Tyler had nabbed the new client, and life was as good as it had ever been.

      A little later, as the plane descended, Julia roused, flashed him a sleepy smile, and dropped a kiss on his cheek.

      They were going to spend Christmas with their friends Michelle and Jack, who lived in Paris now with their son. Jack’s sister, Casey, and her husband, Nate, were flying in as well, along with their two girls.

      A holiday of friends and family in the city of lights. Maybe they’d even catch a dinner and a movie some night, because that was still their favorite way to spend time together. Though, when it came to his lovely wife, sometimes they skipped dinner and a movie and had each other, and that was just fine with him, too.

      You see, what Clay Nichols had realized over the last several years was that sometimes happily-ever-afters were truly that. Sometimes you got lucky. Sometimes you had the good life. Sure, there were ups and downs, bruises and cuts, but every now and then, you got to have what the audience wanted to imagine you’d have when the credits rolled.

      You got everything you ever wanted and then some.

      Because some dirty fairy tales had a way of coming true, over and over, every single day and night.
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          Coming Soon!

        

      

    
    
      Tyler Nichols is getting his own novel in THE HOT ONE, releasing in late 2016!

      

      At first glance, stripping naked at my ex-girlfriend’s place of work might not seem like the brightest way to win her back. But trust me on this count – she always liked me best without any clothes on. And sometimes you’ve got to play to your strengths when you’re fighting an uphill battle. I’m prepared to fight for her…and to fight hard.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The goddamn nerve of Tyler Nichols to reappear in my life like that. All sculpted muscle, toned abs, and a hard body that drove me wild far too many nights. Not to mention the knowing grin, those mischievous eyes, that chestnut hair I want to run my fingers through.  That man is nothing but a cocky, arrogant jerk. A cocky jerk. A jer…

      

      …Except, he’s not any of those things at all. 

      

      That’s what makes it so tough to resist the hot one…

      

      If you'd like to receive an email when my new titles are available, like THE HOT ONE, please sign up for my newsletter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Preview!

        

      

    
    
      Thank you so much for reading Julia and Clay’s sexy love story. I loved every second of writing about them, and I hope you enjoyed their journey to love, sexy times and happily ever after! Want to know what happens when Clay’s brother Brent falls head over heels? Check out my new series SINFUL NIGHTS, a four-book, high-heat, high-stakes romance series that begins with the passionate and fiery love story of Brent and Shannon in SWEET SINFUL NIGHTS. That book is widely available across all retailers, along with the entire series. A brief excerpt follows.

      

      She turned around and pushed hard on the ladies room door. But she felt his hand around her wrist, and he yanked her back, spinning her in one quick move, so she was chest to chest with him. She felt his breath on her.

      “It did work out well for me. I’m also not the same person I was ten years ago,” he said, then did that thing again — that thing where he undressed her with his eyes, where he fucked her completely with his hot, dirty stare. “And you obviously have become a different person too.”

      He tugged her, pulled her closer. He tugged her, pulled her closer. His heart pounded against her breasts. His hand gripped her lower back.

      He felt so good that she didn’t resist because her stupid body was stuck in the past, was living ten years ago when he alone was the one who could help her, who could free her, who could take away all the pain in one touch.

      But he hadn’t, had he?

      He’d caused more in his wake.

      In his cruel exit.

      She jammed a hand against his chest. His strong, firm chest that she knew intimately. The fucker. “I had reasons. Real reasons. Life and death reasons,” she said in a low hiss.

      He shut his eyes briefly, looking pained. He sighed heavily, then somehow his arms were around her, and this time his touch wasn’t sexual. It wasn’t lustful. It was an embrace. From someone who knew nearly everything about her.

      “Are you okay? Are you safe?” he asked in a whisper into her hair.

      A tear had the audacity to slip out of her eye. To slide down her cheek, and fall onto his shoulder. It was a Pavlovian reaction. Too many tears had fallen on that shoulder.

      “Yes,” she said quietly, with a nod. “I am. It’s fine. It’s all fine.”

      He pulled back, tucked a hand under her chin, and lifted her face. She was so close to him she could trace the outline of his jaw, could run the pad of her finger over his stubble, his unbearably sexy eight-o-’clock shadow. She could drag her fingernails through his hair, soft, thick strands that simply had belonged between her hands. She could look in his eyes as he moved in her, those deep, soulful eyes that understood her. Somehow, he was rough and gentle, he was charming and fierce, he was funny and dirty. He was the man she’d wanted to spend the rest of her life with.

      “Are you sure?” he asked, so much tenderness and worry in his tone.

      She gathered herself, and willed that obstinate organ in her chest to stop beating in double time. She informed her traitorous body to stop trembling just from being near him.

      “Yes. I’m sure.”

      He let her go. He tipped his forehead back to the bar. “I should get back out there. They’ll start wondering. See you in a few.”

      And he walked away.

      Just like the last time she’d seen him.

      She pressed her lips together, and breathed out hard. She pushed open the ladies room door, walked to the sink, dropped her hands onto the cool tile and let out the longest, hardest breath. She hoped to hell this was the only time she’d have to deal with Brent Nichols.

      When she was near to him like that, she couldn’t think straight. She could only feel. And that was far too dangerous for her heart.

      

      SWEET SINFUL NIGHTS is widely available across all retailers! If you'd like to receive an email when my new titles are available, please sign up for my newsletter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by Lauren Blakely

        

      

    
    
      
        Check out my contemporary romance novels!

        

        BIG ROCK, the New York Times Bestselling standalone romantic comedy!

        and

        

        MISTER O, also a New York Times Bestselling standalone romantic comedy!

        

        The New York Times and USA Today
        Bestselling Seductive Nights series including
        Night After Night, After This Night,
        and One More Night

        

        And the two standalone
        romance novels, Nights With Him and Forbidden Nights, both New York Times and USA Today Bestsellers!

        

        Sweet Sinful Nights, Sinful Desire, Sinful Longing and Sinful Love, the four books in the New York Times Bestselling high-heat romantic suspense series that spins off from Seductive Nights!

        

        Playing With Her Heart, a
        USA Today bestseller, and a sexy Seductive Nights spin-off standalone! (Davis and Jill’s romance)

        

        21 Stolen Kisses, the USA Today Bestselling forbidden new adult romance!

        

        Caught Up In Us, a New York Times and
        USA Today Bestseller! (Kat and Bryan’s romance!)

        

        Pretending He’s Mine, a Barnes & Noble and
        iBooks Bestseller! (Reeve & Sutton’s romance)

        

        Trophy Husband, a New York Times and
        USA Today Bestseller! (Chris & McKenna’s romance)

        

        Far Too Tempting, the USA Today Bestselling standalone
        romance! (Matthew and Jane’s romance)

        

        Stars in Their Eyes, an iBooks bestseller!
        (William and Jess’ romance)

        

        My USA Today bestselling
        No Regrets series that includes

        The Thrill of It
        (Meet Harley and Trey)

        and its sequel

        Every Second With You

        

        My New York Times and USA Today
        Bestselling Fighting Fire series that includes

        Burn For Me
        (Smith and Jamie’s romance!)

        Melt for Him
        (Megan and Becker’s romance!)

        and Consumed by You
        (Travis and Cara’s romance!)

        

        The upcoming Sapphire Affair series...

        The Sapphire Affair

        The Sapphire Heist

        

        A Seductive Invitation

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Contact

      

      I love hearing from readers! You can find me on Twitter at LaurenBlakely3, or Facebook at LaurenBlakelyBooks, or online at LaurenBlakely.com. You can also email me at laurenblakelybooks@gmail.com
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