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    Chapter 1

  


  Jennifer


  “Truth or Dare, Jen,” challenged Chaz, my one and only gay boyfriend. “Have you had multiple orgasms with Bradley?”


  Bradley Wick was my fiancé. We’d gotten engaged a few nights ago though the ring was still coming. My friends had spontaneously taken me out to Greystone Manor, one of Hollywood’s hottest clubs to celebrate. The group at our VIP table included college classmates and my very best friend in the world, Libby Clearfield, Chaz’s twin sister. Leave it to Chaz to get us into this impossible-to-get-into celebrity hangout. Libby’s brother was one of LA’s up-and-coming fashion designers. Doors opened to Chaz. The world was his oyster.


  Chaz repeated the question as if I had deaf ears. My circle of friends oohed and aahed. I felt myself flush. Turn the color of the strawberry margarita I was drinking. The answer to that question was on the tip of my tongue. A single word. “Dare.” I wasn’t telling. Truth: I’d never had an orgasm with Bradley. Not a single one.


  Chaz’s boyishly handsome face lit up. He seemed pleased with my response. The disappointed sighs from the others at the table made it clear they were way more interested in hearing about my sex life than in watching me make a total fool of myself. Whatever. I was a fair player and was going to have to live up to the challenge.


  “Okay, so what’s my dare?” I asked Chaz.


  A wicked glint flickered in his chocolate-brown eyes. “You have to kiss the man over there.”


  What? “Which man?”


  “That man sitting at that table for two in the corner.”


  My gaze followed his gesturing finger across the opulent, crowded club to a corner table close to the dance floor. I eyed a man seated by himself, his back to me. One arm was angled upward, so he was probably drinking a cocktail or eating something. The dark suit he was wearing looked expensive, and though it was hard to gauge how tall he was, his erect posture and broad shoulders suggested he was likely over six feet and built. His thick dark hair, styled in that trendy mussed up way, brushed his collar. I summed him up in an instant. Some filthy rich player looking for a hook-up. Okay. I could handle him. It was just a dare. A silly game. And I was sloshed.


  I rose to my feet. And so did Chaz.


  “Let’s make this a real challenge,” he crooned with a fiendish grin. In a flash, he yanked off his Burberry plaid tie, and the next thing I knew, it was tied tightly around my eyes. I was unable to see a thing.


  My table of friends went crazy, with shit-faced screams of approval. Okay. So, blinded, I was going to have to make my way across the bustling nightclub to that man’s table, find him, and then kiss him.


  “On the lips,” instructed Chaz.


  Gah! What had I gotten myself into? “No way,” I pleaded, my voice hoarse from all the alcohol. I’d lost track of how many margaritas I’d consumed.


  “Way!” shouted the group in unison.


  To my absolute horror, Chaz spun me around several times. When he stopped, I was dizzier than a lush on a three-day binge. I swayed on my feet and had no clue about my bearings. Loud, pulsating techno music thrummed in my ear.


  “Will someone at least tell me which direction to head in?” I asked, teetering between laughter and anxiety. I’d had one too many drinks. Had I not, I would be running out of this joint, blindfold and all.


  Gripping my shoulders, Chaz pointed me in the direction of my target. I took small hesitant steps in my heels, my friends guiding me with roars of laughter. “That’s it . . . to the right . . . no to the left . . . you’re getting closer . . .”


  If I wasn’t so smashed, I would have felt enormously embarrassed, stumbling and fumbling through this chic club, blindfolded. Along the way, I felt up some big-boobed girl, knocked over a bottle of something super expensive, and bumped into a server carrying a tray. Actually, this wasn’t too bad given how accident-prone I was. Most of these encounters were met with giggles, but there were also a few what-the-fucks. Though blindfolded, I could feel people staring at me. My skin prickled. I knew now what a blind person felt like going through life. A bolt of compassion shot through me.


  “Just two more steps to the right,” I heard Chaz shout out.


  With my arms outstretched, I did as he directed, and suddenly my fingers were tangled in a thick wad of silky hair. It must be him. He didn’t flinch or say a word.


  “Kiss him, kiss him!” I heard my friends chanting in the distance.


  Oh, God. What was I going to do? I couldn’t let them down or I’d never live it down. I’d come this far. Without overthinking, I blindly ran my hands over my victim’s face. His skin was soft with a fine layer of silky stubble, and his features were distinct and defined—a straight, manly nose; a strong, slightly clefted chin; and above it, a set of lush, velvety lips. I lingered on his lips, tracing them with my fingertips, building up the courage to touch down on them with my own.


  “I hope you don’t mind, but I’m playing a game of Truth or Dare, and I have to kiss you.” God, how ridiculous I must sound and look with my blindfold.


  I took my victim’s silence as a sign he was willing to play along. Okay, here goes. Clutching his angular jaw between my hands, I bent down to kiss him. But before I could latch my lips onto his, he rose and, in one swift move, crashed his lips onto mine.


  Oh. My. God. A heat wave shot through me. It was one of those kisses like in a movie. Fierce, delicious, passionate. Opened mouth and oh so consuming. And he tasted divine—the sweet taste of champagne lacing his breath. He bit my upper lip, forcing me to part them, and plunged his warm, velvety tongue inside my mouth. His tongue instantly found mine and they entwined, dancing like they’d been together forever. He tugged hard on my ponytail, yanking back my head, and coiled it around his hand, tearing at my roots. The delicious pain mixed with the delicious pleasure of his kiss, sending a rush of erotic sensations through me. Every nerve ending was a sparking fuse. My breathing grew shallow. Already lightheaded, I was now borderline delirious. I’d never been kissed by a man like this before. I didn’t want him to stop. What was wrong with me? I’d just gotten engaged.


  In the background, I could vaguely hear my friends cheering and whistling. “Go, girl!” For sure, head cheerleader Chaz.


  My inner voice told me to stop, but no matter how much I willed it, I couldn’t get my lips to part from his. In fact, I deepened the kiss, pulling him closer to me by the collar of his shirt. The material felt expensive, like the gazillion thread Egyptian cotton kind. Everything about this man tasted and felt divine. He squeezed my ponytail tighter. I moaned into his mouth and he moaned back. God, the throaty sound of him was sexy!


  And then suddenly, as fast as he had plunged his tongue into my mouth, he withdrew it. In tandem, he let go of my hair. I gasped, desperate for more.


  “Wait!” I cried out, my hands grappling for him. Instead of finding him, I found myself knocking over a chilled glass. My heightened sense of smell told me it was his champagne.


  “I’m sorry,” I croaked, struggling to tear off the tight, blinding tie. “I’ll buy you another.” Finally, I undid the tie. I blinked once. He was gone, and I was painfully all alone. Where did he go? My eyes frantically searched the pulsating crowd, darting left and right, but he was nowhere to be found. Even if he was facing me somewhere, staring into my eyes, I wouldn’t know it because I didn’t know what he looked like.


  My friends were now all standing and applauding me. I’d lived up to the dare. Kissed a strange man on the lips. Oh, those lips!


  Dazed, I staggered back to the group and dared not tell them how much I’d enjoyed it. And wanted more.


  
    Chapter 2

  


  Blake


  My office intercom buzzed. It was my latest secretary, Mrs. Cho. Ms. Jennifer McCoy was here for her job interview. I glanced down at my Rolex. It was only eight thirty. She was fifteen minutes early. Hmm. A punctual one. I quickly read over her impressive resumé one more time. B.A. in English and Psychology, Magna Cum Laude from USC, and a Masters with Honors from the university’s prestigious film school. I did the math in my head: 4.0 GPA, age twenty-four.


  I don’t know why I was interviewing her. My dad, Saul Bernstein, the feared and revered head of Conquest Broadcasting, had told me I had no choice; she was already a hire. Impressed by her credentials, he had promised her an entry-level job upon graduation at Peanuts, our children’s network. Unfortunately, Dad had recently decided to sell the network to a German conglomerate because it wasn’t generating enough revenue; the kids biz was just not what it used to be—a cash cow like Power Rangers was hard to come by. A man of his word, my father didn’t want to let her down—or lose a valuable asset. After scouring the company for an entry-level programming job, he decided she would be a good fit with SIN-TV. And a good fit with me.


  “Send her back,” I told Mrs. Cho. Let’s see if Ms. Brainiac had a sense of direction and could find my corner office.


  While waiting for her, I yawned. Kirstie and Kristie had both showed up at the club last night and caught me kissing that strange, blindfolded girl. Fucking my fault. I’d unknowingly made a date with both of them; sometimes I did that. Well, they didn’t seem to mind. They were identical twins—fashion models with the same agency—and were used to sharing things. So, they proposed a little ménage à trois in my private fuck pad at the club. Usually I enjoyed a gaggle of arms, legs, tits, and pussies, but last night I wasn’t in the mood. I couldn’t stop thinking about that damn girl who’d kissed me blindfolded. There was something about her. I don’t know if was her fearlessness or the sweet scent of her—a blend of cherries and vanilla that lingered on my collar—or those sexy little sounds that gurgled in her throat. It definitely wasn’t her looks—she was petite and brunette—not my blond supermodel type. Yet, I was instantly attracted to her, and the minute I tasted her, I wanted more. Like taking a bite of a chocolate truffle and then wanting to devour all of it because it’s so irresistibly melt-in-your-mouth good. She had no clue while I devoured her mouth, my cock was straining against my pants, yearning for more.


  “What were you doing with that girl?” asked Kirstie, her voice snippy.


  I explained I was just playing some kind of game with some chick I didn’t know. And would never see again. They turned to each other, did that twin telepathic thing, and then responded in tandem with one snarky word: “Right.”


  I paid the price all right. Once in my fuck pad, the dynamic duo decided they wanted to play a game with me too. Kirstie blindfolded me with my tie, and Kristie pulled down my slacks and boxers. While one got down on her knees and sucked my dick, the other mouthed my balls from behind. I got hard okay. Fast and furiously. But it wasn’t the cock-sucking blond duo that was making me hard. It was that girl. That crazy blindfolded girl. In my mind’s eye, I imagined her on her knees doing all these things to me with her lush mouth and that deft velvety tongue. Me, fondling her, pulling at her ponytail, talking dirty. Her, sucking, licking, moaning. Fuck. Why didn’t I pull off her blindfold? Why didn’t I find out who she was? I groaned. Chances were I’d never see her again. Stupid fucking me. I’d let one get away. I’d been prey to a game, and I’d lost. I never lost. No, never in my almost thirty years on this planet. I sucked in a gulp of air. My cock was heavy and beginning to pulse, and my nuts were contracting. The telltale signs I was on the brink of a major orgasm. My body stiffened, and I arched my head back. “Oh, yeah!” I cried out, but before I could come, all mouth contact was gone.


  “Bye, Blakey,” cooed the twins. I heard the door slam shut before I could remove my tie from my eyes. Fuck them! The brats had blue-balled me. Wrapping my fingers around my aching cock, I finished what they’d started. As I stroked up and down my rigid length, her sweet voice resounded in my head. “I have to kiss you,” and at those words, my cock exploded in my hand. For the first time in my life, the memory of a kiss had brought me to the point of no return. I had to find her, see her again. I clambered to pull up my pants and after tucking my cock inside, I dashed out the door. Back inside the club, my eyes circled the crowded, pulsing room, then darted left and right. She wasn’t at a table, at the bar, or on the dance floor. Maybe she went to the ladies’ room. I waited patiently for her return, my roaming eyes on the lookout. “Blurred Lines” was blasting, and clubbers were wildly singing and dancing along. Ten long, desperate minutes passed. Fuck. That girl was gone. Out of my life.


  My mind returned to the moment. Where was this new girl? She definitely must be lost. I set my eyes on my computer screen and scanned the latest ratings report. Our prime time and late night ratings were through the roof, but as usual, our daytime ratings were lackluster. I just didn’t get why our porn lineup in the morning wasn’t getting eyeballs. Big dicks fucking preened pussies wasn’t cutting it. Something was missing.


  “Mr. Burns?” A sweet voice at my doorway diverted my attention, and I looked up from the screen. In tandem, my eyes blinked, my body jerked, and my cock flexed. Subtly for her not to notice.


  Though her neat auburn bun, prim tweed suit, and tortoiseshell glasses made her look like some bookworm who should be working at a corporate law office, I swear I’d recognize that face anywhere—with its dewy-skin complexion, delicate bone structure, and those expressive, turned-up lips. Someone pinch me. I must be dreaming. But there she was. That girl I’d kissed last night. In fact, her lips were still swollen. Holy fucking shit!


  “Hi, I’m Jennifer McCoy.”


  It took several long moments for my brain to communicate with my mouth. I cleared my throat and licked my lips. “Please come in and take a seat.”


  Unlike last night when she was blindfolded and took short hesitant steps, she strode into my office with a strong confident gait and lowered herself onto one of the two armchairs facing me. She placed her shoulder bag and briefcase on the floor next to her and crossed her shapely, long legs. I had the burning urge to uncross them.


  “So, Ms. McCoy—”


  “You can call me Jennifer.”


  Okay, let’s start over. “So, Jen-ni-fer, you come highly recommended by my boss, Saul Bernstein.” God, I loved saying her name. It sucked the air out of my lungs.


  She flashed a small smile. Two little dimples winked at her kissable lips. My cock twitched and I continued.


  “However, I’m not sure why someone with a passion for children’s television would want to work for a porn channel.”


  Without flinching, she held my gaze steady. “Adults are no different than children. They need to be entertained.”


  That was a fact. And that’s why we referred to our network and programming as “adult entertainment.” I wasn’t done testing her. Or studying her—especially her eyes. Her blindfold had hidden them from me last night, and after she’d disappeared, I kept imagining what they looked like. I thought they might be brown or blue and deep-set. But they were wide-set and green—the greenest eyes I’d ever seen on a human being. When she blinked, it was if they were two leaves fluttering in the wind. I caught my breath.


  “Well, it’s one thing to tell a producer of a cartoon that he—”


  “Or she,” she interrupted.


  “Or she needs to make the shaggy dog bark louder, but it’s another to tell the producer of a porn flick that his female star who’s being shagged needs to scream louder.”


  “Not a problem,” she said flatly.


  “Well, then, let’s pretend I’m the producer, and I’m not quite sure what you want. Can you please demonstrate?”


  “Sure.” She cleared her throat and then took off her glasses, setting them on my desk. Fuck. Her eyes were beautiful.


  My gaze stayed fixed on them as she flung her head back, and a look of torturous pleasure washed over her face. It was identical to the expression on her face last night as I held her head back and fucked her mouth with my tongue. She squeezed her eyes shut.


  “Oh, baby, yes! Make me come! Oh God! Oh, yes, Yes, YES!” Each breathy “yes” was louder than the one before, the last one a roar so loud I thought the whole office would hear her. Holy shit. This girl was a fucking tiger. Beneath my desk, my cock was applauding. Was this how Ms. McCoy, M.A., came, or was she just a great actress? If the latter, this girl should be starring in porn flicks not giving script notes.


  “Was that loud and clear enough?” she asked matter-of-factly, staring me in the face. A slight blush colored her cheeks.


  I felt heated. Flushed and flustered. And I could feel my cock uncomfortably strain against my fly. Fuck this girl. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to work with her, but I had no choice.


  Collecting myself, I said, “So I assume you’ll be able to work long hours. Be on the set if necessary to oversee a shoot. Even at wee hours in the morning.”


  “I’ll do whatever it takes to do a great job.”


  How about a blow job? Or a hand job? I bit down on my tongue.


  “Do you have a boyfriend?”


  She scowled at me. Damn. She was sexy when she did that.


  “What kind of question is that? What does that have to do with this job?”


  “I’m just curious. Is that a crime?”


  “Well, it borders on sexual harassment, and the answer is yes. I have a boyfriend. In fact, a fiancé. He’s a dentist.”


  Her tone was defensive. Like she was off limits. I glanced at her left hand. There was surprisingly no ring on her fourth finger. I let it go and instead handed her a thick file.


  “What’s this?” She opened the file and gazed down at the stack of papers.


  “Your first assignment. This file contains our latest ratings reports. I’d like you to review them and then tomorrow present a full analysis of why our daytime ratings are sagging.” I checked my agenda in Outlook. “Why don’t we say at ten a.m.”


  She closed the file and then retrieved her shoulder bag and briefcase. “I’ll get right on it,” she said, rising to her feet.


  My eyes glanced down at my desk. “Don’t forget your glasses.”


  She twitched an embarrassed little smile. I handed them to her and brushed my fingers against hers.


  “Thanks,” she said, nervously setting them back on her face. “And thanks for hiring me. You won’t be disappointed.”


  With that, she marched toward the door and disappeared. My cock flexed. I hoped she was right. The word “disappointment” didn’t exist for Blake Burns.


  
    Chapter 3

  


  Jennifer


  I spent the rest of the morning going through orientation. I met with Human Resources to fill out some paperwork and then moved on to some down-the-hall conference room where another straight-laced HR person explained company benefits and policies to a group of new hires like me. One thing she made loud and clear was that the Conquest Broadcasting Company (CBC) did not look favorably upon fraternization though it wasn’t banned; what was important was that you reported any such liaison to HR so they could evaluate if it was affecting your job performance. I had nothing to worry about. I was engaged to my college sweetheart, Bradley Wick, DDS. The love of my life. The lecture was long and boring, and before long, my mind was wandering. My heart hammered. I was once again reliving last night’s kiss with a total stranger. Those beautiful lips crashing on mine, sending me orbiting into space. My body heated with hot tingles everywhere. I couldn’t let it go. Or stop thinking about that man. I gave myself a hard mental kick as the HR rep told us we’d now be going on a tour of Conquest Broadcasting.


  Occupying the lot of a defunct movie studio in Culver City, the complex was vast, almost as big as a college campus. In addition to the towering building where I would be headquartered, there was another rambling building that housed a cafeteria, gym, and state-of-the-art theater for screenings. Scattered across the campus were numerous soundstages where they shot television series, including some for SIN-TV. I instantly recognized the set for one of network’s porn game shows—Wheel of Pain. I’d forced myself to watch it once. Big-boobed women and their endowed partners were strapped together on a wheel and had to fuck while the wheel spun around. As the wheel turned, the contestants were subjected to all forms of torture like ice cubes, insects, and nauseating speeds. Whoever lasted the longest was the winner and won money and a trip to Vegas. What sicko came up with this concept? Watching it once in my lifetime was one time too many. I was glad the job of overseeing current programming belonged to someone else. Thank God, I didn’t have to deal with this show or the rest of the pornographic crap that filled the lineup.


  After orientation, I settled into my new office. Adjacent to my new boss’s corner suite on the main floor, it was the size of a closet consisting of the following: a utilitarian blond wood desk with a computer and phone, a matching bookshelf and credenza that housed a small outdated TV, and a pair of basic armchairs. It was sterile and claustrophobic, but at least, there was a window overlooking the parking lot. I settled in at my desk and assembled the few possessions I’d brought along. On it, I set a framed photo of my parents and another of my fiancé Bradley and me taken at one of his dentist conventions. Opening the top drawer, I lined up the three T’s—toothpaste, toothbrush, and Tampex—along with a box of SpongeBob Band-Aids. Accident-prone me went through Band-Aids as fast as some people went through tissues. I stood up and strode over to the bookshelf next to the door. I placed the two other possessions I’d brought along on the top shelf—my cherished Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary and vintage Roget’s International Thesaurus—both gifts from my dad, a retired English professor. Heading back to my desk, I promised myself I would try to personalize my new office. Maybe buy a few framed posters and hang them up on the sterile white walls. Yeah, some art would liven the place up and give it a little personality.


  At noon, I met up with my best friend Libby in the commissary. She and I were roommates and had been since our college days at USC. One year ahead of me, she had landed a position at Conquest Broadcasting—as a Research Analyst in the Consumer Insights division—and had been the one who encouraged me to apply for a job here. She’d raved about the creative working environment, the benefits, and the cutting-edge personnel. And the great low-cost food at the cafeteria.


  Over delicious cheese burritos, Libby fired away, never one to hold back.


  “So, is Blake Burns as big an asshole as everyone says he is?”


  I was taken back by her question, expecting something more along the lines of “How’s your day going?”


  I hesitated before answering. The answer was a loud “yes,” but Mr. Burns had had an unexpected effect on me. While I had googled him and knew he was good-looking with that thick mass of dark hair, I just didn’t expect him to be that good-looking. Okay, breathtaking. Tall, built, and the face of a movie star. He was not my type—the brainy preppy type—but the way his sapphire eyes held me in a fierce gaze did something to me. I was a heated up, nervous wreck throughout the interview, and thanked my lucky stars I’d taken some drama courses so I could get through it.


  “So . . .” Libby’s inquisitive voice brought me back into the moment. I loved Libby to death, but I needed to be careful with my answer. Tell Libby, tell the world. My curly redhead friend was a gossip, though loveable one, and proud of it.


  “Actually, he was very nice and very professional.” Arrogant asshole. “He’s given me a very challenging first assignment.”


  “Like what?” asked Libby, her hazel eyes wide. She forked a chunk of her burrito and put it to her mouth.


  “I have to analyze ratings and SIN-TV’s morning lineup.”


  Libby swallowed and scrunched her face. “The ratings suck in that daypart. I keep telling Blake we should do some focus groups to find out what’s going on. But he’s very anti-research. He believes one should program by instinct, and his instincts are never wrong.”


  I digested Libby’s information. My instinct told me that Mr. Burns’s instincts were wrong. I quirked a sly smile at my friend. “Well, we’re going to change that.”


  “How?”


  “Right after lunch, I’m going to start figuring that out,” I replied before taking the last bite of my burrito.


  
    Chapter 4

  


  Jennifer


  I had to admit. It was a good first day at work. Conquest Broadcasting was a great company. I just wasn’t sure about working for its porn channel, SIN-TV. Is this where I really belonged? Developing this cock-driven programming? Working with my arrogant, know-it-all boss who kept checking in on me all day? Could I make a difference? After spending all afternoon in my office poring over the ratings to the point of getting bleary-eyed, I’d begun to think maybe I could.


  At six o’clock, I gathered up the ratings files I needed to finish reviewing and stuffed them into my briefcase along with my laptop. The Coach leather briefcase had been a graduation gift from my parents, and I treasured it. My next stop was dinner. I was meeting Bradley at a restaurant close to his office. Much of me wanted to cancel our dinner date as I was eager to get home and continue studying the ratings package and even watch some more of SIN-TV to get a better handle on the programming. But I couldn’t disappoint Bradley. He had made a reservation and said he had a surprise for me.


  With my briefcase in hand and my shoulder bag slung over my shoulder, I stepped out of my office. During orientation, I was told to be sure to lock my door every night; the company had recently experienced a barrage of break-ins, with the thieves stealing anything from computers and televisions to office furnishings and personal possessions.


  As I curled my fingers around the handle and began to close the door, a familiar voice called out to me.


  “Good night, Ms. McCoy. Looks like you have your work cut out for you.”


  It was my boss. Blake Burns. Flustered, I turned my head at the sound of his sultry voice, and my mouth dropped open. A loud gasp of pain escaped my throat. Stars swarmed my head, and a sudden rush of nausea rose to my chest. It took me a sickening moment to realize what I’d just done. I’d accidentally slammed the heavy door on my middle finger. The throbbing was so intense I couldn’t think straight or get my mouth to close.


  “Are you okay?” The words whirled around in my head. I couldn’t get my brain to communicate with my mouth to respond. As the nausea intensified, a black fog descended on me, and my legs turned to jelly. “Geez” was the last word I heard as I felt myself going down. Before I hit bottom, two strapping arms wrapped around me and then everything faded to black.


  When I fluttered my eyes open, there was Blake, looming above me, his dreamy blue eyes moving slowly over my face. The throbbing in my finger brought me back to reality. Fuck. I must have fainted, and now I was stretched out on the leather couch in my new boss’s office. He had propped a pillow under my head. How embarrassing was this? What a dumb thing to do on my first day of work.


  “Are you okay?” he asked before I could utter a word.


  I nodded.


  “Are you sure? You blacked out.”


  I nodded again. “The door to my office slammed on my finger.”


  “Let me see it.”


  I lifted my hand. My finger was swollen and quivering, the cuticle torn. He gently took my hand in his. I felt chilled and still sick to my stomach from the excruciating pain. His touch warmed and comforted me.


  He examined my finger. “Jesus. You really did a number, tiger.”


  He called me tiger? I twitched a little smile as my stomach twisted. A new throbbing sensation—between my legs—gripped me.


  “Do you want me to kiss the boo-boo?”


  Oh, God! Why was the word “yes” on the tip of my tongue? I slowly sat up.


  “I don’t think so,” I murmured.


  His lips curled into a devilish smile. Holy shit. It was the cutest, sexiest smile I’d ever seen on a man, his adorable dimples bracketing his lush lips like two little hearts.


  My chill gave way to a feverish sensation. I felt my body heat and my face flush. Why was he affecting me this way? “I’ve got to go. I have a dinner date with my fiancé.”


  At the word “fiancé,” his dense, dark brows furrowed. Subtly but enough for me to notice. I pulled my hand away from his and rose to my feet. A wave of dizziness swept over me. I didn’t know if it was from the intense pain emanating from my finger or the feverish effect this man was having on me, or a combination of both. My body swayed, and blackness clouded my vision. Shit. I was about to pass out again. As the world spun around me, he caught me in his arms and lowered me back onto his couch. He brushed away a wisp of my hair that had fallen onto my forehead. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach.


  “Ms. McCoy, you’re in no condition to go anywhere. Stay put. I’ll be right back with some ice for your finger.”


  “Okay,” I squeaked. Boss’s orders.


  My eyes stayed fixed on him as he jogged out of his office in his charcoal gray suit. The color of the suit perfectly complemented his almost ebony hair, and its tapered shape was tailor-made for him. I soaked in his broad shoulders, tight ass, and long muscular legs Wow! What a body, I thought as I glanced down at my throbbing finger. I grimaced. The torn cuticle had begun to bleed.


  He was back in no time, with what looked to be a cotton napkin filled up with ice.


  “How’s my patient doing?” he asked, lowering himself next to me onto the couch. His hard thighs brushed against mine. The closeness of him disseminated warmth through my system, and his manly scent—a blend of sweetness and spice—assaulted my senses. I felt delirious.


  “Fine,” I muttered as he took hold of my hand again and gently pressed the ice pack on my finger. I noticed he’d wrapped up the ice cubes in his personal, monogrammed hankie. BB. Blake Burns. Just saying his name silently to myself sent a barrage of sparks to my core.


  “The ice should help take away the pain and reduce the swelling.”


  My finger already felt better. In fact, all of me felt better. Except my brain with the initials BB branded on it was still mush.


  I turned to face him and managed one word. “Thanks.”


  His gaze met mine, those beautiful orbs of blue burning a hole right through me. That dazzling smile spread across his face. “You should be more careful, Ms. McCoy. I value my employees.”


  I shrugged sheepishly. “I’m sorry. I’m very accident-prone. My roommate even calls me ‘Calamity Jen.’”


  He broke into a sexy rasp of laughter. “That wasn’t on your resume.”


  His laughter was catching. “I was born an accident.”


  “What do you mean?” A bemused expression washed over his handsome face.


  “My parents were told they could never have children. So, they didn’t bother using protection. Lo and behold, at the age of forty, my mom got pregnant. And voilà, here I am.”


  He smiled. “Some accidents are meant to happen.”


  His words sent a jolt of heat through me. “Well, I’d better go. I don’t want to be late for my fiancé.”


  The word “fiancé” made him frown again. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  I nodded. Removing the ice pack from my finger, I handed it back to him. “Thanks. My finger feels a lot better.” I glanced down at it. It glowed red from the ice, but was definitely less puffy. Plus, the bleeding had subsided, and it was no longer trembling.


  He examined it with me. “It still looks pretty bad. You should keep it covered.”


  I watched as he emptied the ice cubes inside his hankie into a ceramic bowl on his coffee table. Folding the damp hankie into a triangle, he gingerly wrapped it around my injured finger and formed a makeshift bandage.


  I laughed at the silly bandage. “My fiancé’s going to get mad at me. He thinks I’m careless and don’t think before I act.”


  “Tell him a big bad wolf tried to bite off your finger.”


  I laughed again. “That’s a good one. I’ll bring back your hankie tomorrow.”


  “Don’t bother. Keep it for future accidents.”


  “Very funny.” Gathering my purse and briefcase, I stood up and headed toward the door to his office. As I was about to leave, Blake called out to me. I pivoted around to face him. He was slouched seductively on the couch, his long legs splayed.


  “Hey, Calamity, stay out of trouble.” His mouth twisted into that sexy fiendish grin, and he winked at me.


  The wink made me tingle all over. “Right.” I flung the word at him and scurried off before my knees buckled beneath me once again.


  
    Chapter 5

  


  Blake


  Immediately after work, I met my best bud, Jaime Zander, at my sports club, Equinox, for a game of racquetball. Jay-Z, as I affectionately called him, was a creative genius. He ran a very successful advertising agency—ZAP!—and had created the award-winning advertising campaign that’d launched SIN-TV. “Television so hot, your screen will sizzle.” In the process, we’d become friends, having discovered that we shared many of the same interests, including kinky sex. He had a few years on me, but that didn’t impact our friendship. The big difference was that he was now married and the new father to a set of twins. And I was still single. A player like he’d once been before meeting his gorgeous wife Gloria, the founder and CEO of Gloria’s Secret, the world’s largest retailer of lingerie.


  Usually, I squashed him. But tonight I was distracted, off my game. I missed several easy-to-get shots and ended up losing to him big time in our series of rallies.


  Removing my goggles, I wiped sweat off my brows with my wristband. My breathing was shallow. I was beat and defeated.


  “You’re buying tonight, Blakester.” An enormous shit-eating grin crossed Jaime’s heated face. Tradition had it the loser always bought a round of drinks at the bar that was part of the upscale sports complex.


  Over two overflowing mugs of Guinness, Jaime and I caught up on business. His agency was handling the video presentation for the upfront—the highly anticipated May event at which we presented our slate of new programming to advertisers.


  “Why won’t Gloria buy time on the network?” I asked. I so wanted Gloria’s Secret to be one of our advertisers. I’d given Jaime my business; it was only fair Gloria gave me hers.


  “You know Gloria. It has to be a good fit.”


  Like my cock? I mused. I dared not say this, knowing how fiercely possessive Jaime was of Gloria. He couldn’t even take a joke.


  Jaime took a swig of his beer. “She’s only interested in the female 18-49 demographic.”


  Anchoring an elbow on the table, I ran my hand though my hair in defeat. It wasn’t happening. Hardly any women watched SIN-TV. After another gulp of the foamy beer, I abruptly changed the subject—kind of. It was still about Gloria.


  “How did you know that Gloria was different from the other babes you’d been with?”


  Jaime shot me a perplexed what-the-fuck look. “I just knew. When I met her, I swear my heart got a hard-on.”


  “Was she your type?”


  “Hardly. I usually went for petite brunettes.”


  Gloria was a blond Amazon. A towering, golden goddess.


  “What made her different?”


  “The challenge. She was hard to get.”


  Newly engaged Jennifer was impossible to get. “Doesn’t being married cramp your lifestyle?”


  “Being married is my lifestyle. I wouldn’t have it any other way. I look forward to going to sleep with Gloria and waking up to her. I love every minute I spend with her and the twins. They’re the loves of my life.”


  A smile lit up Jaime’s face. It always did when it came to Gloria and the twins.


  “Doesn’t the sex get old?”


  “Not with Gloria. It only gets better.”


  “How did you know you loved her?” Kill me now. I was beginning to sound girly.


  “On a plane ride. Extreme turbulence. I knew if we went down, I wanted to go down with her. I couldn’t live without her.”


  Jaime had almost twice lost Gloria. Nine months ago, she nearly died giving birth to their beautiful twins. Before that, they’d both almost lost their lives when this crazy Russian creep threatened them at gunpoint at a gala. I happened to have been there last year. It was total life and death insanity.


  Jaime furrowed his brows. “Blake, why are you asking me all these questions?”


  I took another gulp of my beer. “Just curious.”


  “Bullshit. You’ve met someone.”


  I felt my cheeks heat and guzzled the rest of the beer.


  “Come on, man. Out with it. Who is she?”


  “Just some girl I met last night.” With a shrug, I tried to sound nonchalant while Jennifer’s face filled every crevice of my brain. My cock tensed just thinking about her. Her lips on my mine. Those fiery green eyes. That cute little ass, pert breasts, and those long legs that seemed to stem from her rib cage. I had bopped by her office a dozen times today under the pretense of seeing how she was doing. The truth: I just wanted to see her. She must have thought I didn’t trust her or was a micro-managing stalker. I wasn’t about to tell Jaime that she was my new hire. That I was her boss.


  “What’s she like?”


  “She seems nice.” Shit. Nice wasn’t part of my vocabulary. I didn’t do nice. I didn’t like nice.


  “Nice?” Jaime burst into a fit of laughter and almost choked on his beer. “That’s so not like you.”


  Jaime was well aware of my reputation for hooking-up with starlets and models. They were a dime a dozen in Los Angeles. Kirstens, Kristies, Krystals, Kieras. I couldn’t keep them straight. Most of them, looking to make it in the business, didn’t mind my modus operandi:


  Find.


  Feel.


  Fuck.


  And forget.


  Especially about a relationship. But I couldn’t forget Jennifer. She wouldn’t let me. I was going to see that pretty face every day for as long as she worked for me.


  “Did you at least get her number?” asked Jaime, catapulting me out my mental ramblings.


  Yeah, I have her number.” I twisted my lips. “There’s one little problem. She’s engaged.”


  “Does she have a ring?”


  “Not yet.”


  Jaime polished off his beer. “Then she’s fair game. And since you’re buying, we’re having another round.”


  “What’s my next step?” I asked as the playful waitress took our order.


  “It’s no different than business or a game of racquetball.” Jaime slid his index finger across his neck like a knife. “Eliminate the competition.”


  
    Chapter 6

  


  Jennifer


  “You’re late.” Bradley’s voice was gruff. A punctual person, he had a no tolerance policy for tardiness.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, scrambling into the chair across from him. “There was a lot of traffic on the freeway.” I didn’t tell him about my finger-jamming incident.


  The restaurant Bradley had chosen was a Thai one located in Toluca Lake close to his Burbank office. There had been no fast or easy way to get there from my new Culver City office, especially during rush hour. All throughout the stressful bumper-to-bumper drive, my finger throbbed, and I regretted I hadn’t canceled our date. The only thing good about my achy finger was that it made me think of my new boss, Blake. He had been surprisingly sweet and caring. So different from the arrogant asshole he came off as during my job interview. Maybe working for him wouldn’t be as bad as I thought. But it was definitely going to be a challenge because he was so demanding. And so damn handsome. Okay, devastating.


  While Bradley studied the menu, I took in my surroundings. The restaurant was small, uncrowded, and dimly lit. It reeked of garlic. Bradley liked eating here because it was vegan. He’d recently become one, convinced this lifestyle would prevent deadly heart disease and gingivitis. As long as I’d known him, he’d been a hypochondriac, and being a dentist, he was very germ-phobic. The latter was the main reason he abstained from oral sex and always wore a condom.


  “How was your day?” I began after ordering an iced green tea from the Asian waitress who stopped by our table. Still stressed out, I really craved something alcoholic (thank goodness, vegan wine existed), but the restaurant didn’t have a liquor license. It was just as well since I wanted to be clearheaded for my first work assignment. Bradley ordered his usual—a high protein soy milk shake with wheatgrass. He was not a drinker.


  Without wasting a second, Bradley launched into his day. An endless minute to minute monologue about his patients and their problems—from the elderly man who accidentally threw his dentures into the garbage disposal to the woman who cracked her front tooth on her boyfriend’s penis ring.


  I half-heartedly listened, nodding and intermittently responding with one-word comments, like “wow,” “interesting,” and “eew.” My mind was preoccupied with my work assignment and pleasing my new boss, Blake. The image of his face filled my head. God, he was good-looking with his crooked dimpled smile, smoldering eyes, strong stubbled jaw, and that head full of dark, almost black hair. So different from Bradley, who was clean-shaven with an average build, collegiate style, neatly groomed brownish hair (on the receding side) and a wide, toothy smile. He had the biggest, whitest, straightest teeth I’d ever seen. They seriously belonged in a tooth museum.


  The return of the waitress interrupted our one-way conversation. Bradley ordered curried tofu and a side of garlic eggplant. Still a little nauseated from my finger-jamming incident, I wasn’t very hungry and ordered a small organic vegetable salad. The Serenity Salad. I felt anything but serene.


  “So how was your first day at work?” Finally, he had asked something about me.


  “It was fine. I have a big project, so I can’t stay out too late.” Bradley had no clue that I’d accepted a job with SIN-TV after Conquest Broadcasting’s children’s channel was sold. I was afraid to tell him. Afraid he would judge me. And think I was some kind of slut. Afraid he would leave me.


  “How’s your boss?”


  “He’s nice enough.” And sexy as hell.


  The waitress returned with our orders. Bradley dug into his curried tofu while I picked at my salad. It was difficult to hold my fork. My finger, now uncovered, still throbbed, making it impossible to get Blake out of my thoughts.


  “And how was your celebration dinner last night?” he asked after shoving a forkful of the saucy bean curd into his mouth.


  “It was great,” I mumbled, that kiss jumping into my brain and wracking havoc on my body. “Wish you’d been there.”


  Unfortunately, Bradley had been unable to attend due to a last minute emergency with one of his patients. One thing about my fiancé . . . he was committed and passionate about his work.


  “Sorry I missed it. And sorry I couldn’t have given you this in front of all your friends.” He slipped his hand into the breast pocket of his navy blazer and held out a small silver box in his palm. It was labeled Zales. My heartbeat sped up.


  He snapped open the lid, and my eyes widened. Inside was a diamond ring. My engagement ring.


  “Do you like it?”


  “It’s beautiful,” I stuttered, utterly disappointed. The square diamond was small and dull. Bradley came from money, not billionaires, but nonetheless money. I’d shown him pictures of rings I liked, none of them extravagant, but not one was like this one. The prospect of being engaged to him and becoming Mrs. Bradley Wick was suddenly more real than it had ever been. He took my shaky left hand in his and slipped the ring onto my ring finger. It fit perfectly.


  “Thank you.” Thank you? Wasn’t I supposed to gasp? Or get goose bumps? Maybe even swoon?


  “It’s official now.” He smiled broadly, revealing that perfect set of pearly white teeth and then leaned across the table to plant a kiss on my lips I was neither prepared for nor wanted. My eyes stayed open. As his lips pressed against mine, the kiss of another man dominated my thoughts and my senses. I’d kissed another last night. A mysterious stranger. And I’d more than liked it. As Bradley’s tight-lipped kiss infused me with the taste of curry and garlic, I longed for those other lips. Those hot, hungry champagne-laced lips and that velvety tongue that had tangoed with mine. Bradley smelled of antiseptic; that man had smelled of sex. My breath hitched in my throat. What was wrong with me? I was engaged to the man who I’d known throughout college, but I longed for another. A man I didn’t know. A faceless man whose lips I craved.


  With guilt stabbing at my heart, I pulled away from Bradley. He went back to his tofu dish, scraping his plate clean, while I barely made a dent in my salad. I just didn’t have an appetite.


  The waitress came by one more time to clear our plates. I told her I’d take the rest of my salad home. Bradley hated waste. When she asked if we wanted dessert, I quickly passed before my fiancé could say a word.


  “I should get going. I’ve got a lot of work to do. And I want to make a favorable impression on my boss.”


  Bradley nodded in approval. “Totally understand.” Yes, a good work ethic was important to Bradley. That’s one of the things about me that had attracted him to me in the first place. I was a conscientious student who always completed my assignments on time and went beyond necessary to get an outstanding grade. We were both anal like that, although Bradley’s anal qualities went beyond mine, almost to an extreme. He was a creature of habit and precision—which manifested itself when the check came.


  He carefully scrutinized it and then pulled out his trusty pocket calculator from his slacks pocket to compute the 17% tip. Nothing more. Nothing less. He then whipped out his impeccably neat wallet and took out his credit card. He placed it precisely in the center of the bill holder and handed it to the waitress when she returned to our table.


  “Do you really like the ring?” Bradley prodded after the waitress slipped away.


  I nodded, faking a small smile.


  He flashed his pearly whites. “I know the stone is a little small, but right now I want to put as much money as I can into my practice.”


  “Of course,” I agreed, hiding my disappointment.


  The truth: Brad was thrifty—to the point of almost being a cheapskate. I think it was connected to his parents, who despite their wealth, lived very modestly, and to his anal behavior. He never valeted his car, parking it blocks away to save money, and liked to shop at bargain outlets. The 99 Cents Only Store was one of his favorites. And apparently so was Zales, and not Tiffany.


  I glanced down at the ring. As dull a diamond as it was, it glimmered in the candlelight. Yet, I didn’t feel a glint of excitement. Not even the tiniest. The candle burnt out and I wondered—had my love for Bradley burnt out? Up until now, I was in denial. And now, we were officially engaged.


  
    Chapter 7

  


  Jennifer


  During the workweek, Bradley and I had agreed not to spend the night. He liked to go to sleep early to be bright-eyed for his early morning patients while I was somewhat of a night owl. My late-night activities, which ran the gamut from watching TV or reading a book on my Kindle to raiding the refrigerator, kept him up. Moreover, he firmly believed we should wait until we got married to live together.


  So, after dinner, Bradley and I each went our own way. He stood with me outside the restaurant while I waited for the valet to bring me my car. Bradley had parked his several blocks a way to save money. When my little red Kia arrived, he pecked my cheek and told me he loved me. “Love you back,” I said as I scooted into the driver’s seat. Driving off, I turned on my radio. Alicia Keyes was singing, “This Girl is on Fire.” My heart clenched in my chest. This girl wasn’t.


  The house I shared with Libby was a small two-bedroom Spanish cottage in a modest neighborhood known as Beverly Hills Adjacent. It was the last house on the street, situated between an empty foreclosure and a deserted parking lot. Wearily, I pulled into the driveway.


  I had the house to myself. Libby was working late conducting focus groups. Usually when she had groups at night, she didn’t get home until ten. I wasted no time changing into my comfy-cozy SpongeBob pajamas and curling up on the couch with a cup of chamomile tea and the stack of ratings. Shoving my glasses onto my head, which I needed for distance only, I pored over the numbers.


  My mind, however, kept wandering, and the numbers before me became a blur. I couldn’t get that kiss out of my head. Those lips consuming mine. That tongue. Entwined with mine, swirling and twirling.


  A sick feeling fell over me. I took another sip of my tea. It was just a fluky thing. A silly dare. A silly game. It should mean nothing to me. But it had undeniably aroused feelings and sensations in me I’d never felt before. My heartbeat quickened, and tingles danced between my legs as I kept thinking about it. I closed my eyes and pretended I was kissing that man again, rolling my tongue with the imaginary yet very real one in my head.


  The familiar ring of my cell phone hurled me out of my fantasy. I reached into my shoulder bag parked on the couch next to me. My heart jumped when I saw who was calling on the screen. My boss! Blake Burns. Was he calling to check up on me? To test me?


  “Hello,” I said nervously. The way the word came out sounded almost like a question.


  “Hi.” His voice was relaxed and sultry. It gave me goose bumps. I didn’t know what to say next. Fortunately, he spared me from responding.


  “I was just calling to find out how you’re doing. When I thought about it, I thought maybe I’d overloaded you on your first day at the job.”


  “No, everything’s fine,” I stammered. “I’m used to reviewing numbers. I did a lot of that at USC.”


  “Good. I’ll look forward to your analysis tomorrow. By the way, I’d prefer an oral presentation.”


  The way he breathily drew out the word “oral” made my whole body tremble. The phone shook in my hand.


  “Not a problem.” My voice shook too.


  “Then let me not keep you from your work. Good night, Jennifer.”


  Click. The phone went dead before I could bid him the same. I immediately returned to the stack of papers and studied the numbers. A pattern was emerging. Men 18+ were in full force in prime time and piqued in the early morning hours. And then, there was almost a total fall off. The great majority of men watching SIN-TV in the daytime were over the age of sixty-five. The morning lineup fell short in the key advertiser demographic—adults 18-49.


  The sound of the front door opening diverted my attention. I looked up. It was Libby with her large canvas messenger bag hooked over her shoulder and a huge stack of folders in her hand. Despite such a long day, she looked vibrant. Ready to party.


  “Hi,” I said, in awe of her stamina. “How did your groups go?”


  “They were really interesting,” she replied, throwing her bag and folders onto the coffee table and then flopping down on an oversized armchair catty-corner to me, her muscular legs dangling over the arm.


  “How so?”


  “I was testing a pilot called Her Space about astronauts’ wives with women for the CBC drama department. Almost everyone complained it wasn’t sexy enough.”


  My ears perked up. “What did they expect?”


  “Something more erotic. A few women even used the words ‘erotic romance.’”


  My mind was racing. “Is there a huge audience of women in the morning?”


  Libby nodded. “Yeah. Daytime TV is all about women.” She swung her legs off the arm of the chair and stood up. “I’m going to the kitchen. I need a glass of wine. Do you want one?”


  “Sure. Thanks.” Enough with the tea. As my roommate drifted out of the living room, my brain percolated with ideas.


  Libby returned quickly with two wine glasses filled almost to the brim. She handed one to me and sunk back into the armchair.


  “To your new job,” she toasted. We clinked our goblets together and put our lips to the rims in unison. I took my first sip of the too-familiar, cheap white wine. Good old Trader Joe’s Two-Buck Chuck.


  I swallowed and felt the chilled liquid course through my bloodstream. “Lib, have you ever done any focus groups for SIN-TV?”


  With a smirk, my bestie shook her head. “Not one. Like I told you at lunch, Blake Burns doesn’t believe in research. He believes in programming from his gut.”


  Dick is more like it. I took another sip of the wine. “Well, I think it’s time for an attitude change. I’m going to convince him to do some focus groups with women. I have a theory, and I’m going to prove it.”


  Libby let out a snarky little laugh. “I’m at your service if you get him to agree. Good luck with the arrogant, self-centered, know-it-all egomaniac.”


  I burst into laughter. Wine that didn’t make it down my throat came flying out of my mouth, spraying Libby.


  My roomie snorted with laughter too. I don’t know if it was the wine or I just needed a release, but I kept laughing until tears poured from my eyes. With my other hand, I swiped them away.


  Libby’s watering eyes grew wide; she caught her breath. “What the fuck? Is that what I think it is?” Her gaze zeroed in on my ring finger.


  “Yeah. Bradley finally gave me a ring.”


  “Let me see it.”


  I stretched out my arm so the ring was almost in her face. She examined it. The brutally honest research analyst could not mask her dislike. “It’s not round like you wanted or—”


  I cut her off before she made another negative comment. “I know. Bradley’s a little strapped now. He’s putting his practice first.”


  “Personally, I think he should be putting you first,” she quipped. “Have you set a date?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Don’t rush.” Her voice was dripping with sarcasm. My bestie couldn’t hide her feelings. She had never cared for Bradley, and the feeling was mutual. Free-spirited Libby was the antithesis of my uptight fiancé. They pushed each other’s buttons. Moreover, she knew sex with him was as she bluntly put it: “boring.”


  The truth: I wasn’t eager to lock a date. What was wrong with me? I wondered. Bradley was a mother’s dream. A good-looking dentist from a good family with a good future ahead of him. We’d been friends before we were lovers, but lately I felt like we were two strangers. Instead of spending more time together, we were spending less and less. I longed to tell Libby how I felt, but I feared she would try to convince me to leave him. I couldn’t do that. We’d been together over five years, and he’d helped me get through the aftershock of the attack I’d endured as a sophomore. He cared about me and I cared about him. So I thought.


  Libby took a big gulp of her wine and twisted one of her long red curls. “So, now it’s officially official. You and Bradley are getting married.”


  I nodded. “Yeah.” My voice wavered. “You’ll be my maid of honor, right?”


  “Of course.” Her voice oozed with warmth, and a smile played on her freckled face.


  No matter what she thought about Bradley, Libby was always there for me. And always would be. I twitched a small smile back and thanked her.


  Setting her almost empty wine glass on the coffee table, she rose to her feet. “I’m going to call it a night. Maybe try to Skype with Everett.”


  Everett Pierce was her long-distance boyfriend. They’d met at USC, but now he was doing post-graduate work in linguistics at Oxford. Even with texting and Skyping, the eight-hour time difference made communication challenging. Libby missed “Ev,” especially frequent sex, but she threw herself into her work to compensate for it. They were thankfully going to see each other over Christmas on the East Coast where Everett’s family lived. Libby needed to get laid.


  She gave me a hug. “See you in the morning. Congrats on everything.”


  I mumbled a throwaway “thanks” and returned to the SIN-TV ratings. I had found a hole in the ratings. A big one.


  And I had also found one in my heart.


  
    Chapter 8

  


  Blake


  “Hi. I studied the ratings and I think I’m onto something.”


  Her voice startled me. I was sitting on my leather couch, about to hit the play button of my remote to watch the dailies of our series, Private Dick. It was one of our most popular late-night shows, but virtually no one watched it when we re-aired it during the day. I glanced at my watch. Nine forty-five. I wasn’t expecting her so soon. She was fifteen minutes early for our meeting. At the sound of her voice, I gazed up. She was standing at the doorway to my office, the files I’d given her tucked in her hands. She was clad in an almost knee-length plaid pleated skirt and a white silk blouse with little pearl buttons. Most would describe what she was wearing as prim and proper, but I found it oddly sexy. It left a lot to the imagination. Beneath her garments, I could visualize her soft curves and the swell of her breasts. Did she wear lace or was she one of those Hanes types of girls who wore cotton briefs and a simple no-wire bra? While I was a total lace-man, the image of her in that boyish cotton underwear turned me on. I yearned to rip open her blouse, hear those pearly buttons bounce to the floor, and pull down her skirt. My cock flexed beneath my pants.


  “Did I catch you at a bad time?” she asked, her voice a little timid, perhaps because I’d not acknowledged her.


  I shifted on the couch and let out a nervous little cough. Behave, Mr. Burns. That’s what I often called my cock. Call it respect for my mega-fucking machine.


  “No. Come in and take a seat.” My eyes stayed riveted on her as she strode into my office and headed toward an armchair across from me.


  “No, please sit next to me,” I said before she could plunk her sweet ass on the chair. “I’d like you to watch something with me.”


  “Okay,” she said hesitantly, rounding the coffee table. She lowered herself onto the cushion next to me.


  “A little closer, please.”


  She scooted next to me, and for a brief second, her thigh brushed against mine. She quickly pulled it away. The delicious cherry vanilla scent of her hair filled my nostrils and made me slightly lightheaded. Still holding the remote, I hit “play.”


  On the large plasma TV on the wall facing us, the latest episode of Private Dick began to play. Oral Covert, the undercover agent with the twelve-inch dick, had confronted his chief suspect, a hooker named Daisy who was hiding something. She was also his on and off love interest.


  “Get over here, you slut,” he growled, lowering his pants. The actor who played the part was capable of few words, but this line came easily to him. His favorite weapon—his big gun—sprung from his pants. The camera panned his extraordinary length. Nice.


  The busted hooker, dressed in a bustier, fishnets, and mile-high leather boots that led to her pussy, flung her mane of flaming red hair and licked her pillowy lips. The camera zoomed in on the latter. I could feel my cock tense as it did. Nice work again.


  Oral grabbed her by the hair and shoved her to her knees. Mental note: Add a gasp in ADR. “Just give it to me, cunt, if you know what’s good for you,” barked Oral. In a heartbeat, Daisy’s lush lips were wrapped around Oral’s foot-long cock, taking it to the hilt. He began to fuck her mouth vigorously. In and out. Faster and faster. As moans and groans filled the room, I felt Jennifer squirm next to me.


  “Does this turn you on?” I turned to ask her.


  The scrunched up expression on her face was one of pure revulsion. “It’s vomiticious.”


  My brows lifted to my forehead. “Vomiticious? What does that mean?”


  She gazed at me. “It means it makes me want to vomit.” To illustrate, she opened her sweet glossy mouth, stuck out her tongue, and shove a finger inside it. God, she was cute when she did that gagging gesture. It made me want to insert my finger into her mouth and have her lips clamp down on it and suck on it. I was consciously aware of my cock straining against my fly.


  “Come on,” I challenged. “I don’t believe you. What girl wouldn’t be turned on by twelve inches of pulsing, hot flesh in her mouth?”


  “You are so clueless.”


  What the fuck? Seriously. One day on the job, and this little know-it-all was calling me clueless? Moi, who had started SIN-TV and made it the phenomenal success it was? I had to be doing something right. Impulsively, I hit the “off” button on the remote. The picture on the screen faded to black. They’d still been at it.


  “Can you please explain what you mean?” My voice had taken on a sharp tone. Yet, she did not seem the least bit intimidated by me.


  She folded her arms tightly across her breasts, her hands tucked beneath them, and one long leg over the other. “It’s simple. Men think with their cocks; women think with their hearts.”


  “Oh, is that something they taught you in Psychology 101?”


  Making a face, she seemed a little affronted by my patronizing attitude but continued her lecture.


  “Men are all about conquest; women are all about romance.”


  I was all ears.


  “And that brings me to why your slate of programming is not performing in the daytime. I analyzed your ratings package very carefully. The problem is simple: the daytime audience consists mostly of women. There are millions of women, moms and caretakers, at home looking for an escape. But they’re not going to watch hard core porn; they’re looking for something different—”


  I cut her off. “Like what?”


  “Erotic romance. Romantic, emotional, sexy shows with characters they can connect to. Programming that offers a sexual escape—an aspirational fantasy—with a happily ever after ending.”


  I continued to listen intently without interruptions.


  “There’s a huge opportunity to do something breakthrough. To develop programming that will appeal to women who read books like Fifty Shades of Grey and so many others like that.”


  I’d, of course, heard about that book, but had never read it. I also knew that Universal was turning it into a major motion picture. “So what exactly are you proposing, Ms. McCoy?”


  “I think we should option some of these popular books and develop a block of sexy telenovelas—thirteen-part limited series. Most of them are independently published, so I have a hunch we won’t have to go through big agents or pay significant money for the rights. Maybe we can even form a partnership with Amazon—I’ve read they really want to get into television production. We can offer the authors an attractive backend position because I think there’s a huge international market for these extended mini-series as well as tremendous licensing and merchandising opportunities.”


  The word “merchandising” was like music to my ear. To be honest, SIN-TV hadn’t fared that well in that lucrative arena. SIN-TV baseball caps were our bestseller, but they didn’t generate substantial revenue. “What kind of merchandise?” I asked eagerly.


  A knowing smile spread across her face. “It’s endless. Signed posters, graphic novels, sexy lingerie, sex toys.”


  I remained speechless as she rattled off more possibilities. Even DVD’s, original soundtracks, and home furnishings. She was right. The possibilities were endless.


  “And I think there are a lot of advertisers that will jump on board and support this block of programming. It’s the perfect demographic—Women 18-49.”


  Gloria’s Secret’s demo. Is this something that would appeal to Gloria?


  “How do you know you’re right? That your idea will work?” I finally asked.


  “I’ll prove it to you. Let me set up some focus groups.”


  I made a face. Man, I hated focus groups. I hated research dictating to me what I should and shouldn’t do. No one knew better than me how to program SIN-TV.


  She held my wry gaze steady. “Well?”


  “Fine.” I stabbed the word at her. “Set them up as soon as possible.”


  A small but triumphant smile curled on her lips. “I’ll get right on it.” She unfolded her arms from her chest and began to collect her files.


  “By the way, how’s your finger?”


  I gazed down at it, but it wasn’t the SpongeBob Band-Aid that caught my attention. Instead, it was the ring on the fourth finger of her other hand—a piece of shit diamond, but nonetheless a diamond. Fuck. She was officially engaged to the dentist.


  “It’s fine,” she replied but I hardly heard her. I chewed down on my lip.


  “Are you okay?” she asked.


  “I’m fine.” Liar, liar, pants on fire, my sister used to shout at me. My balls were on ice; my cock was in meltdown. It felt like a punch in the gut. Why the hell did I feel this way? I hardly knew her. She was just an employee. A recent college grad.


  “Call me if you need anything,” I heard her say as she pranced out of my office.


  Arching my head, I slumped against the couch and blew out a huff of air. I needed her lips back on mine. And wanted them in more places than one.


  
    Chapter 9

  


  Blake


  At six o’clock, my father stopped by for our weekly tête-à-tête. Usually, we met on Thursdays, but later this week, he had to be in New York for a mogul conference. He was impeccably dressed in a custom-tailored pewter suit that complemented his full head of wavy silver hair. My lucky old man hadn’t lost one hair from that head of hair of his. And at sixty-five, he was still in great shape, working out with a trainer at the company gym daily. I was hoping his luck would be passed on to me.


  As always, we sat outside on my terrace, sipping brandies and smoking cigars. It was our little tradition. Our way of catching up on both business and personal matters.


  So, how’s the new girl?” my father asked after a drag of his Montecristo No. 4, a Cuban cigar Denzel Washington had given him at the Emmys. His voice was gravelly, and he’d never lost his “New Yawk” accent despite living out here for over half a century. My father was well aware of my history with development assistants—D-Girls—as they were commonly called in the industry. I’d been through them like water. No one lasted beyond three months. They couldn’t handle me. The joke around the office was that I burned them out. (Get it?)


  Taking a puff of my cigar, I thought about Jennifer McCoy. She’s sexy, feisty, and fucking with my head. And driving my cock crazy. “She’s okay,” I said flatly.


  “She’s got a sharp mind, that little fox. I was very impressed by the questions she asked during the guest lecture I gave for one of her courses. I told her to consider Conquest when she graduated, and when she sent me her thesis, I was totally blown away.”


  “What did she write it on?” I asked.


  “The Sexual Appeal of SpongeBob SquarePants.”


  My brows did a pull-up. SpongeBob NoPants would have made more sense.


  My father took another puff of his cigar. “Has she come up with any programming ideas?”


  I took a sip of my brandy and then told him about her idea of targeting women with erotic programming during the daytime. I told him I was dubious.


  To my surprise, my father nodded with approval. “Mommy porn. That’s fucking brilliant, son. Totally fresh and out of the box.”


  “What should we do?” I asked tentatively.


  He blew out a ring of smoke. “My instincts are telling me to let her run with it.”


  “She wants to do focus groups to prove her theory.”


  My father smiled and nodded again. “Good idea. It’s about time you did some.”


  Unlike me, my father was very methodical and relied heavily on research to make decisions. Usually, they were never wrong, and he sometimes joked he should have done some research before hiring me. A man who had loved only one woman—my mother—he was not too keen about my reputation as a player or my gut-way of making programming decisions.


  My father flicked the ashes of his cigar into the ashtray on the small glass table between us. “Put the groups on the fast track. And I want you to keep me informed about the findings.”


  I took a drag on my brandy-laced cigar and spewed one word: “Done.” Arguing with my father had no upside. He was the boss. Period. The warm brandy seeped through my veins, making a delicious contrast to the chill of the early December air. Even in LA, it got cold, at least at night.


  After polishing off the brandies and smoking our cigars down to the label, we retreated back into my office. My eyes widened. Jennifer McCoy, her briefcase in hand, was standing in the doorway. She had on a navy coat, looking ready to go home. She seemed surprised to see my father and adjusted her glasses.


  “Oh, hello, Mr. Bernstein. I’m sorry if I’m interrupting your meeting.”


  A warm smile lit my father’s strong-featured face. “Not at all, Jennifer. My son was just sharing some of the excellent ideas you have for SIN-TV.”


  The expression on her face said it all. Her eyes rounded; her mouth fell open. She had no clue I was Saul Bernstein’s son. And I had planned to keep it that way for as long as possible. To my amazement, she kept her cool. What an actress!


  “Thank you, Mr. Bernstein,” she said smoothly. “I hope you’re right.”


  My father winked at her. “I have a very good feeling about you, Ms. McCoy.”


  She tweaked a smile. Man, she was cute when she smiled. I wanted to wink at her. My father continued.


  “And I look forward to having you at our home on Friday night.”


  My eyes bounced from my father to Jennifer. What-the-fuck was written across my eyeballs.


  Unbeknownst to me, my father had invited her to our weekly Friday night Shabbat dinner. The night all things should be peaceful. But at our house, all hell usually broke loose. I did a quick silent prayer. Everyone behave. Please behave.
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  On Friday at six in the evening, the usual suspects were gathered at my parents’ dining room table. It was elegantly set with fine linens, crystal, china, and silver. My father sat at the head and my striking platinum-haired mother at the other end. I sat catty-corner, next to my father. The remaining chairs were occupied by my overweight older sister Marcy and her husband Matt, both gynecologists with a thriving joint Beverly Hills practice . . . their children, my six-year-old twin nephews from Planet Hell . . . and last but not least, my feisty eighty-five-year-old grandmother Muriel, who lived independently in the guest house on our property. Our house, located in the prestigious, gated Beverly Park area of Beverly Hills was huge—a twenty thousand square foot palace that included a screening room, full gym, and ten bathrooms. Many often mistook it for a hotel. It sat on six acres of land. In addition to the guesthouse, there was a swimming pool, tennis court, and a studio where my mother made pottery. Our A-list celebrity neighbors included Eddie Murphy and Sylvester Stallone as well as billionaire Haim Saban, the creator of the Power Rangers, a show I loved watching as a child.


  There was one empty chair next to mine. It was reserved for Jennifer. She was unusually late. The Shabbat antics had already begun. The twins were whining about watching television; my sister was yelling at them, and my brother-in-law was yelling at my sister. Oblivious to it all, my grandmother was already on her second (third?) glass of wine. Technically, one was supposed to wait to drink the wine after the Shabbat candles were lit and the prayer for the wine was said. But Grandma always said in her Yiddish accent, “Vy vait? Vait shmait!” At her age, she could not be challenged.


  “Vhere’s your new girlfriend?” she quipped, after another loud gulp of wine.


  I jerked slightly. “She should be here soon, and she’s not my girlfriend.”


  “Vhatever,” responded Grandma, going right back to her wine. “You need to get married.”


  Grandma was always on my case to settle down. My mother shot her a harsh look she simply dismissed with a wave of her veined hand and a roll of her crinkly gray eyes. Fortunately, I didn’t have to respond. I was saved by the bell. Literally. The chime of our front doorbell sounded. It must be Jennifer. My guess was confirmed when a minute later, she was escorted to the dining room by our longtime housekeeper, Rosa. Our eyes immediately made contact.


  “I’m so sorry I’m late,” she apologized, her voice on edge. “I got a little lost coming up here.”


  Indeed, it was not easy to get to our house. The gated community was very secluded, and one wrong turn off poorly lit, twisty Benedict Canyon could easily land you miles away in The Valley.


  My father stood up. A warm smile beamed on his strong-featured face. “Welcome to our home, Jennifer. No apologies necessary.”


  My eyes soaked her in. Not wearing her glasses, she looked absolutely stunning in a knee-length, navy blue A-line dress with matching pumps that subtly showed off her curves and slender limbs. Why did she always leave so much to the imagination? It fucking drove me crazy.


  Her eyes wandered around the antique-and-art-filled grand dining room. By the expression on her face, I could tell she was in awe of the grandeur of our house. I felt myself cringe, embarrassed a little by the blatant wealth of my family. It couldn’t be helped. My father, who had come from meager means, had worked hard to build Conquest Broadcasting into a global empire, and this house, along with others we owned around the world, was the prize for all his hard work. Whether I agreed with him or not over programming and business decisions, my old man was a force to be reckoned with—and to be admired.


  Composing herself, Jennifer took reserved steps toward my mother. In her hand was a bouquet of pink lilies. Their intoxicating scent filled the room.


  “These are for you, Mrs. Bernstein.”


  “They’re beautiful,” exclaimed my mother. “Thank you so much and please call me Helen.”


  Rosa immediately took the flowers from Jennifer, retreated to the pantry, and returned with them arranged in a vase. She set the arrangement on the credenza and then headed back to the kitchen.


  “I guess that’s my seat,” Jennifer said nervously, eyeing the empty chair next to mine. My father escorted her to it. The heavenly cherry vanilla scent of Jennifer’s hair mixed with that of the lilies and made a heady combination.


  “Hi,” I said softly in her ear.


  She gazed at me and blinked her beautiful long-lashed green eyes. With a nervous little smile, she whispered “hi” back. The tension between us was palpable. And so was the electricity.


  Returning to his seat, my father introduced my family to Jen. “Jennifer’s one of our rising stars at Conquest.”


  Her face flushed the color of the lilies she’d brought.


  “You’re too skinny,” shouted out my outspoken Grandma.


  She’s fucking perfect, I thought to myself.


  My father continued. “It’s customary in our household that our guest of honor lights the Shabbat candles.”


  Jennifer flinched. “This is my first Shabbat. I don’t think I know how.”


  Despite her protest, my father urged her to come to the head of the table to light the candles. My father was not a man who took “no” for an answer. And Jennifer smartly knew that.


  “I’m not very good at lighting matches,” she stammered, taking the matchbox into one hand. Opening the box with her other, she pulled out a match and hesitantly slid it against the striker. Nada. She tried again. Nada. Strike after strike was met with failure. The twins began to crack up and count her misfires. Moving on to another match and then another, Jennifer grew flustered and flushed with embarrassment. Either Calamity Jen was going to burn down the house or burn herself to the crisp. I rose from my chair and semi-circled behind her.


  Wrapping one arm around her tiny waist, I curled my fingers of the other around the dainty wrist striking the matches. Her backside pressed into me, and I could feel the rise and fall of her chest. Her long ponytail tickled the sensitive crook of my neck, and that divine cherry vanilla scent of her hair trickled up my nose. Hmmm. She smelled delicious enough to eat. I could feel the beginnings of a hard-on beneath my slacks.


  “On my count of three, get ready to light the match,” I breathed into her ear, resisting the urge to suck and nuzzle it. “One . . . two . . . three.” Aiding her, she struck the match and successfully lit it. “Yay!” cried the obnoxious twins. I gently led her shaking hand to the two Shabbat candles that stood tall and erect in the Baccarat crystal holders before us. One after another, the wicks caught fire, and I felt my body heat up with hers. My cock was on fire too.


  “Thanks,” she mumbled humbly, setting the matchbox and used match down on the table. It was customary for the woman who lit the candles to cover her eyes with one hand and usher in Shabbat with sweeping gestures of the other and then recite a blessing in Hebrew. Readjusting my hands, I helped her do this and said the prayer since she didn’t know it. My large splayed hands covered her small ones. I loved the way they felt in mine. She trembled against me, and I wondered if she could feel my arousal. And my heat.


  Symbolically, Shabbat was the union of man and woman—a spiritual wedding. God taking his bride. That’s what I’d learned when I was studying for my Bar Mitzvah. I’d never given thought again to this concept until this very minute . . . with Jennifer McCoy almost in my arms. I had the burning urge to cover her long, graceful neck with kisses but settled for breathing hotly on the nape. After everyone said the prayers for the bread and the wine, I forced myself to break away from her. My cock stiff, we both returned to our seats. Shabbat dinner was about to be served.


  Shabbat dinner was always an extravagant multi-course meal. It began with the challah, a delicious egg bread, being passed around the table and was followed by Grandma’s melt-in-your-mouth matzo ball soup, and my mother’s scrumptious brisket—a secret recipe she guarded with her life. The tantalizing aroma of the meal to come wafted in the air.


  “What’s your favorite TV show?” asked one of the twins while Rosa circled the table and served the soup.


  “SpongeBob,” replied Jennifer, smiling.


  What was with her and that stupid cartoon character? My brows furrowed, but she’d definitely earned brownie points with the obnoxious twins. My nephews’ faces lit up like light bulbs.


  “Cool beans! That’s our favorite too!”


  “Maybe you can watch it with us after dinner,” chimed the other little devil.


  My sister shot him a dirty look. “You know darn well we don’t watch TV on Shabbat, Jonathan.”


  The little boy frowned. He tore off a large piece of his challah in frustration and hurled it at his mother. It hit her in the face.


  “Do something about him!” she yelled at my brother-in-law after stuffing the fragment into her mouth.


  He shrugged, too busy eating his soup.


  Fuming, my sister leaped out of her chair and dragged Jonathan out of the dining room. The little brat screamed. I almost felt sorry for him.


  “Meanie,” shouted the other twin, clanging his soup spoon on the table.


  Grandma dramatically pounded her heart. “Oy! Such tsuris! Your mother’s become such a klafte.”


  Klafte was the Yiddish word for “bitch.” I inwardly cringed. I was thankful that Jennifer didn’t understand a word of Yiddish but regretful that she had to put up with our Shabbat shenanigans. I turned to look at her. To my surprise, she seemed amused.


  “What’s this?” she asked me as Rosa ladled the steamy broth into her bowl, followed by two big dumpling-like balls.


  “Matzo ball soup. It’s delicious.”


  My eyes stayed focused on her as she scooped up a matzo ball into her spoon. She pursed her lush lips and blew on it and then she put the delectable ball to her mouth. Her lips parted and then descended onto to it. I desperately wanted her lips on my balls and fantasized what they would feel like in her mouth. So good. So fucking good. Heat pooled inside them. I squirmed in my chair, rubbing my cock and nuts on the cushion.


  “Mmm,” moaned Jennifer as she consumed the matzo ball.


  “Mmm,” I repeated, my balls mentally rolling around in her mouth.


  And then she swallowed. Her eyes closed in ecstasy. I hastily took off my jacket. Had Rosa turned the heat up?


  She complimented my mother. “Helen, these taste soooo good.” Her deft velvet tongue traced her upper lip.


  Holy shitballs! I wanted to zip down my fly. My cock was raging. This girl had given me a major fucking hard-on. There was no way I could sit here any longer without coming in my pants. I jumped up from my chair.


  “I’ll be right back.” I hurried out of the dining room before anyone could see the pitched tent between my legs and practically ran to the nearest guest bathroom. I couldn’t get my pants down fast enough. My full-on erection sprung from my boxers. Without wasting a second, I fisted my fingers around it and stroked it hard, up and down. Faster and faster. Harder and harder. In my head, I imagined Jennifer’s sensuous mouth wrapped around it, following my hand, as I raced toward orgasm. Groans escaped my throat; my cock was on fire; I was desperate to come. I squeezed my eyes shut and picked up my pace. I was close. So, so close. My face contorted; my heart raced like a Ferrari, and my cock filled up like a glass of champagne. And then with a jerk and a grunt, I exploded. All over my hands. Such a massive release of power. I sighed with relief and opened my eyes. Standing at the doorway was Jennifer, her body a stone statue and her mouth a frozen wide “O.”


  Holy, holy fuck!


  
    Chapter 10

  


  Jennifer


  I couldn’t get my feet to move or my mouth to close. In need of a good pee from the soup and the nerve-shattering ride up the canyon, I had followed Helen’s directions down a long, art-filled corridor to the nearest guest bathroom. The door, while closed, was unlocked. I turned the knob and swung the door open. My eyes turned as round as marbles while my heart leapt to my throat. Oh my God! My boss was in the middle of jerking himself off. His eyes squeezed shut, he was totally oblivious to me. I should have run, but it was if my feet were super glued to the pink marble floor and my eyes chained to his pink marbled cock.


  I let out a gasp, but his groans and pants washed it out. The expression on his face was one of tortured ecstasy. And the one on my face was of pure, total shock. I couldn’t get my eyes off his cock. Holy cow! It was huge! A pink, veined, rigid monstrosity that seemed to have a life of its own. I’d never seen anything like it before. Bradley’s cock was the only other cock I’d personally ever seen, and it sure it didn’t look like this.


  My mouth fell to the floor and a bolt of heat tore though my body as I watched Blake come in his hand. A loud feral grunt accompanied the explosion—a burst of creamy cum that seeped through his fingers. With a sigh, he opened his eyes. With one word, they met mine. “Fuck!”


  Grabbing a wad of toilet paper, he scrambled to clean himself up while I stood there like a shell-shocked idiot, wordless. He hastily tucked his still semi-erect cock back into his boxers and pulled up his pants.


  “I’m sorry,” I finally murmured as he fastened his belt buckle. Mortification raced through me. Doofgirl. Why hadn’t I knocked first? The door after all was closed.


  Blake’s face was flushed. Probably the same shade of red as mine. He managed to get his mouth to move again.


  “It’s just a cock. A wedge of flesh. You might as well get used to it because you’ll be seeing plenty of them in your new job.”


  Okay, a cock is a cock is a cock. But this was no ordinary cock. It was totally beyond, in a league of its own, and it belonged to my boss. How could I ever face him again? Maybe I should just count myself lucky that he didn’t ask me to help him tuck it back in, though the thought of touching that pulsing pillar sent a chill of tingles skittering down my spine.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked, almost as if it were an afterthought.


  “Um, uh, I have to go.” Sheesh. I sounded like a five-year-old.


  “Right.” He quickly washed his hands over the elegant porcelain sink. For the first time, I noticed how spacious and beautiful this guest bathroom was with its hand-painted chinoiserie wallpaper and rich bronze fixtures. My eyes stayed on him as he dried his hands with a monogrammed hand towel that was draped over an ornate bronze rack. God, his hands were beautiful with their long, manicured tapered fingers.


  “I’ll see you back in the dining room,” he said as he headed toward the door. To my surprise, as he brushed past me, still motionless, he gave my ponytail a playful tug. “Wait till you taste my mother’s brisket. It’ll make you hungry for more.”


  With that, he left me alone to pee and to ponder as I sat on the toilet why the tingles that had traveled down my spine were now gathered in the area between my thighs.
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  The rest of the Shabbat dinner transpired without a major incident. Blake was right—his mother’s tender brisket was delicious and could turn an herbivore into a carnivore as his father joked—but it took all my effort to eat it. I’d totally lost my appetite. My stomach was twisted and my heart was hammering. All I could think about was another hunk of meat—Blake’s mind-blowing cock and the explosive orgasm I’d witnessed. Why the hell hadn’t I just dashed out of the bathroom? Why had I voyeuristically watch him come? And soak up every orgasmic second of his orgasmic display? Maybe, this new job was doing a head job on me—no pun intended. Or maybe . . .


  “My son tells me you’re getting married,” thundered Blake’s father, hurling me out of my perturbing mental ramblings.


  “Who’s the lucky man?” chimed in his mother. “And what does he do, dear?”


  I set my fork down. I could feel Blake’s eyes on me. “He’s someone I met at USC, and he’s a dentist.”


  “I hate dentists!” shouted out one of the twins.


  Blake’s sister shot him a dirty look. “That’s not a nice thing to say, Jackson.”


  “Well, it’s true. They’re super mean, and they won’t even give me a lollypop.”


  I stifled a laugh. I’d always hated going to the dentist as a child, and now I was ironically marrying one.


  Depleting her God-knows-what-number glass of wine, Blake’s grandmother got in her two cents. “Dentist shmentis. Bubala, with your looks, you could do a lot better. Get yourself a nice rich man with a big shmekel like that Christian Grey—or my grandson.” She winked at Blake, who had turned crimson at the mention of the word shmekel, whatever that meant. Likewise blushing, I squirmed in my chair and accidentally brushed my thigh against his. He didn’t flinch.


  Helen’s lovely blue eyes, identical in color to Blake’s, widened. “Mother, you’ve read Fifty Shades of Grey?” Her voice registered extreme shock.


  “Puh-lease. I’ve read them all. At my age, you have to get it anyway you can. Blakela, sveetheart, you should make TV shows of those books.”


  Blake’s father looked my way. “Congratulations, Ms. McCoy. You’ve just found your first viewer.”


  With a smug, triumphant smile, I turned to face Blake. He smirked.


  “Good luck, Ms. McCoy. But I’m still convinced your idea is absurd.”


  “We’ll see.” The ratings war was on. May the best man—or woman—win.


  
    Chapter 11

  


  Jennifer


  I had the worst night’s sleep. I tossed and turned, unable to get the image of Blake Burns’s giant glistening cock out of my mind. The same burning questions scrolled through my brain. Why did it have to be so big? Why the hell did I just stand there and watch him jerk himself off? How was I going to face him at work and not think about it? There was only one cock I should be thinking about—and that was my fiancé’s, Bradley’s. But truth be told, I never thought about his cock outside of it being inside me. Which lately wasn’t often.


  Just as I finally dozed off, a cheerful singsong voice awakened me. My eyes popped open.


  “Rise and shine. Come on, Jen. Get dressed. You promised to do the Santa Monica Stairs with me this morning.” Already dressed in sweats and running shoes, Libby yanked down my coverlet before I had a chance to sit up. Consumed by my first week at work, I’d totally forgotten I’d committed to work out with her at this popular beachside hot spot.


  I slowly rolled out of bed as Libby scurried out of my room. “I have coffee and bagels ready. Hurry.”


  After a quick stop in the bathroom to pee, brush my teeth, and tie my hair up in a ponytail, I returned to my room and hastily donned my workout clothes. An oversized SpongeBob tee, a ratty USC sweatshirt, and a pair of black running shorts. As I tied my running shoes, I hoped this workout would release some of the tension consuming me.
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  Taking Libby’s Mini Cooper, we were able to find parking easily on the street in the tony residential neighborhood that surrounded us. The day couldn’t have been more beautiful—the sun was brightly shining and the temperature was unseasonably mild—likely in the low seventies. The fresh, salty scent of the ocean air was invigorating.


  There were two narrow side-by-side stairs separated by about fifty feet. The ocean view at the top was spectacular though one couldn’t see to the bottom of the shrub-lined steps. Both stairs were already packed with people of all ages and builds. Many were galloping up and down them while others were taking two steps at a time. Only a few were leisurely taking their time. Never having done them before and not having worked out for a while, I was sure I’d be in that last group, taking one step at a time. To my relief, Libby chose the less daunting of the pair—the one with widely separated wood plank steps.


  After stretching my calves, I followed Libby as she sprightly skipped down the stairs. It took all my effort to keep up with her, made harder by the crowd, her conversation, and the fact that I’d forgotten my glasses. I kept my eyes on my feet, striving not to miss a step, while my roommate babbled away.


  “How was your dinner at Saul Bernstein’s house?”


  “Good.” Panting profusely, a one-word answer was the most I could muster. Mind-blowing was more like it.


  “Was it big?”


  “Yes.” Oh, God was IT big!


  “What did you have for dinner?”


  “Brisket.” An eyeful of Blake.


  “Did Blake come?”


  “Yes.” Oh did he!


  “Did he bring one of his bimbos?”


  Her jarring question made me almost miss a step. Gripping the railing, I found my balance and breathed out no.


  “It’s no secret he’s got a new hook-up every night. Girls in the office call it his O.K. Corral because everyone’s name starts with “K.”


  I felt my chest tighten. Why did this little tidbit bother me? At least, “J” came before “K.” A half-heartening thought.


  We reached the bottom of the steps and began our ascent back to the top. I was totally winded and going back up was exponentially harder. By the time we got halfway up, I was a sweaty panting mess. There must have been close to two hundred steps, but their steepness made it feel like I’d climbed for an eternity. Totally out of breath, I told Libby I needed to take a break. She rolled her eyes and told me while I was resting, she was going to do the other, more challenging set of cement steps. While she jogged over to them, I bent over, clamping my knees, and inhaled a big gulp of the fragrant air to revitalize myself. I wasn’t a quitter. Fortified, I marched down the wooden steps once more.


  Going down them wasn’t too bad, but coming up was pure hell. The temperature felt like it’d risen ten degrees—although it could have just been me—and my calves were burning. I pulled my sweatshirt over my head and tied it around my waist. Focusing on each step, I kept my head bowed. At the halfway mark, I smacked straight into someone heading down. He was none too pleased.


  “Hey, watch where you’re going.”


  Oh my God. That voice. I lifted my head and gawked. It was him. My boss. Blake Burns!


  “Hi.” An embarrassed but adorable smile spread across his face.


  I quirked a little smile back. In tandem, we did a mutual once-over. His eyes traveled down my body, mine his. I’d never seen him out of a suit. Now, before me stood a god—six-foot three of sheer sculpted leanness in short white athletic shorts and a SIN-TV tee. A fine layer of hair coated his arms and legs, drawing attention to every finely honed muscle. His beautiful face glistened with sweat, and his eyes sparkled blue. My already rapid heartbeat sped up, if that was possible, and my already heated body rose another ten degrees, if that was possible.


  “Go down with me and then we’ll come up together.”


  His words twisted in my head. “Go down on me and we’ll come together.” Geez, what the heck was wrong with me?


  “Sure,” I said without thinking. I certainly was not looking forward to having to make the climb back up yet again.


  As we descended, he brushed against me, sending a rush of goose bumps to my heated body. “How come I’ve never seen you here before?” he asked. “I come here every Saturday morning.”


  “This is my first time,” I spluttered, concentrating harder on each step.


  “It’s a kickass workout,” he said upon reaching the bottom of the steps.


  “For sure,” I panted as we pivoted around to hike back up. The steps had gotten even more crowded, making them a bigger challenge.


  My calves—and lungs—were killing me, but I said nothing as I struggled to keep up with his pace. This man was fit.


  Then suddenly without warning, an intense cramp gripped my right calf. I gritted my teeth and winced. Doubling over with pain, I stopped dead in my tracks.


  Blake steadied me with his strong hands before I collapsed onto the step. “Are you okay?” There was genuine concern in his voice.


  “I have leg cramp,” I gasped. “I don’t know if I can make it up.” I clutched the railing.


  “Hold on to me.” Having no choice, I wrapped my other arm around his broad shoulder. He was all glistening skin and powerful muscles. Clinging to him, I took a step but almost crumpled to the ground on a loud groan. The pain was agonizing. I took another step with my good leg and then tried hopping up the next step. Forget it. The step was too steep, and I didn’t have the muscle-power to get up it. I fought back tears as insensitive pedestrians, determined to get in their workout, brushed past me and told me to get out of the way.


  “This isn’t working,” growled Blake. In a heartbeat, he scooped me up in his sculpted arms and threw me over a broad shoulder. There was a new spectacular view—his gorgeous, tight ass.


  Gripping the area just below my buttocks, he bounded up the stairs effortlessly. My breasts pressed against his rippled back, and beneath the damp fabric of my tee, I could feel my tender nipples peek. A trail of tingles traveled down my spine and spooled between my legs. When we got to the top, he carried me across the street where there was a sidewalk and no crowd. He gently set me down on the warm cement.


  Squatting beside me, he asked, “Which leg?” His eyes burnt into mine.


  I grimaced. “The right one.” Keeping my good leg bent, I stretched it out.


  Wordlessly, he began massaging my calf. As he kneaded my flesh, I closed my eyes and let out a deep sigh of relief. The firmness of his soft, manly hands felt divine.


  “How does that feel?” he asked.


  “Sooo good,” I responded, my voice breathy.


  “Do you want me to go deeper?”


  “Oh yes!” Yes, yes, yes.


  He readily obliged, digging his deft fingers deeper into my muscles, and then worked both hands up my thigh to the edge of my running shorts.


  He was dangerously close to my sex. I was drenched and heated as it was from the steps workout, but as he stroked the tender, damp flesh of my inner thigh, the area between them grew hotter and wetter. I was practically on fire.


  “How does that feel?” His voice was soft and sultry.


  My eyes blinked open. I caught his smoldering eyes in mine. I couldn’t get my mouth to move.


  A smile curled on his lips. “Well, I hope it feels as good for you as it does for me.”


  His words swirled around in my head and then they hit me like a tidal wave. My eyes jumped to the crotch of his shorts. Holy shit! He’d gotten aroused. My heart galloped at the sight of the bulge, knowing from last night what was beneath.


  “I think I’m okay now,” I sputtered. That was so far from the truth. I was a hot, sweaty bundle of nerves.


  He helped me up. “Let’s see if you can walk.”


  I took a few steps forward and then turned back. My calf no longer throbbed, but the throbbing between my legs was so intense I couldn’t walk straight.


  “Does your leg still hurt?” asked Blake, his eyes riveted on me.


  “Nope. I’m good to go.”


  “Are you sure? You look like you’re walking a little funny.”


  “Really, I’m fine. Just a little stiff.”


  He smiled wryly. “I’m a little stiff too.”


  A breath hitched in my throat. I gulped it down and kept my eyes on his face.


  He held my gaze in his. “I always get breakfast at this great place on the beach after doing the steps. Come with me. We’ll make it a business meal.”


  I needed to get away from him. ASAP. “Sorry, I can’t. I’m with someone.”


  His brows furrowed—that special way they did whenever he heard words he didn’t want to hear. “Oh, your fiancé?”


  I nervously shook my head. “No, he’s at work. Saturday is one of his busiest days. A girlfriend.”


  His frown morphed quickly into that dazzling, dimpled smile. “Text her and tell her you’ll see her later. I’ll drive you home.”


  My eyes met his in a standoff.


  “Just. Do. It.”


  I pulled out my cell phone from my shorts pocket.


  Five minutes later, I was cruising down the Pacific Coast Highway in Blake’s convertible, soaking in the magnificent view of the ocean and one equally magnificent profile. Not once did my eyes look down.


  [image: *]*


  On the Beach was the perfect name for the restaurant Blake took me to. Located adjacent to the popular Annenberg Community Beach House pool that was now closed for the winter, the restaurant literally sat on the sand and enjoyed unobstructed views of the white-crested waves. We had a choice of eating indoors or outside, but there was no decision to make. With the perfect summer-like weather, we opted for a table outdoors. The place was crowded, filled with both couples and families. Close to the seating area, was a small playground where children could play. A cheerful, tanned waiter, who looked like he could be a surfer, came by with coffee and then asked for our order.


  Ravenous, I ordered a mushroom and cheese omelet while Blake ordered huevos rancheros. It was a hearty breakfast that included three eggs, salsa, and beans—so different from the flaxseed protein shakes that Bradley always ordered. Blake consumed his food with gusto. My eyes trained on the way his mountainous biceps flexed when he lifted his fork to his mouth, and his lush lips sensuously wrapped around his Mexican-styled eggs. God, he was gorgeous!


  “Where are you from?” he asked me, after swallowing a biteful.


  A safe enough question. “Boise.”


  “Ah, a Midwesterner. I should have known. What brought you to California?”


  I cut into my omelet. “I needed to get out of my shell. And USC has one of the best film and television schools in the country. I won a merit scholarship.”


  “Why did you want to get into television?”


  “Because I’ve always loved TV. It was my means of escape. I lived a very sheltered life; my overprotective parents homeschooled me.”


  Blake took another bite of his eggs. “I’ve never understood people who homeschool their kids.”


  “My parents had me late in life. After believing they could never have kids, I was a miracle baby. They wanted to keep me insulated from the world—out of harm’s way.


  “So, no peril or heartbreak for Calamity Jen.”


  With a nervous little smile, I moved my omelet around my plate with my fork. “What about you? Where’d you go to school?”


  “UCLA.”


  “What did you major in?”


  He licked his lips. “Anatomy.”


  My eyes rounded. “You wanted to be a doctor?”


  “No. I wanted to fuck.”


  I flushed with unexpected laughter.


  “I was a terrible student, but my female professors liked me and gave me passing grades.”


  “Did you screw a few?” I couldn’t believe I was asking my boss such an audacious question.


  He grinned wickedly. “I screwed them all.”


  My eyes widened, but why should I be surprised? This guy was born a player. He was pure walking sex.


  “How come you and your father have different last names?”


  “During college, I did some modeling. My agent thought Blake Burns would sell a lot more products than Blake Bernstein. The name stuck.”


  My eyes widened again. “You were a male model?”


  He nodded sheepishly. “Yeah. My roommate made me try out for one of those I-want-to-be America’s Next Top Model reality series. I did it just to piss off my father because the show was another network. Well, to make a long story short, I won.”


  “Wow! Did you like modeling?”


  “Just the fucking supermodels part.”


  A nervous little laugh slipped out of my mouth. He was definitely into supermodels. I took a sip of my coffee and probed further.


  “So, how did you end up working for your father?”


  “I got bored with the modeling pretty quickly. And the acting. But what I discovered was that I liked being behind the camera more than in front of it. And I saw that sex sold. More men than women watched that top model show. It gave me an idea. Why not create a television network that sold sex? Give the Playboy Channel a run for its money.”


  “And—”


  “So, I pitched the idea to my old man. SIN-TV. The Sex International Network. And he went for it.”


  What a great story. Okay, maybe I didn’t agree with all his programming choices, but he was a visionary. I had to admire him.


  “What’s it like working for your father?” Saul Bernstein struck me as warm but very demanding man.


  “Better than I thought. It’s made us closer. He’s grooming me to one day run the entire company.”


  “Interesting.” So, one day, my boss Blake Burns would be the head of Conquest Broadcasting. I was much more impressed than I let on. Of course, some gorgeous supermodel would be by his side while he ruled the media world. I took another sip of my coffee and inwardly sighed.


  We shared a stretch of silence and finished our breakfast. My eyes soaked in the undulating roll of the waves and the surfers who were riding them as well as the close-by seagulls searching for a few breadcrumbs. But mostly, I couldn’t stop staring at Blake as he ate. His sapphire-blue eyes glinted in the sunlight, and his damp dark hair shimmered like satin. Every sculpted muscle was a work of art. He was beautiful. He caught my eyes on him. Setting down his fork, he reached across the table and brushed away a tendril of hair that had fallen onto my face from the ocean breeze. “So, when are you and your fiancé getting married?”


  His out-of-the-blue question took me by surprise. I swallowed hard. “We haven’t set a date yet. Maybe in the summer.”


  “Are you in love with him?”


  I scrunched up my face, but inside my heart rattled. “What kind of question is that? Of course, I’m in love with him.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because I care about him. I put his needs before mine.”


  Blake gazed at me intensely, his eyes like lasers. “And he does the same for you?”


  My mouth parted, but words stayed trapped in my throat. The truth: it was mostly about Bradley. His career, his interests, his desires. I was always giving into his ways—eating at vegan restaurants that made me want to puke, attending dental conventions that made me want to fall asleep, and spending the night at his place with its dreary brown wood furniture I wanted to burn. Damn it. I even fucked him the way he liked it. Always the same old boring way. Missionary.


  “Bradley loves me.” My tone was sharp and defensive.


  “Is he good in bed?” His deep blue eyes held me fierce. He was unnerving me.


  “I’m not going to answer that question.” I spat the words at him. The truth: I wasn’t sure. He was the only man I’d ever been with. His dick was smallish. He came quickly, and I’d never had an orgasm with him. He was nothing like the men in those erotic romance novels I’d read. But I knew they were just fiction. Men like Christian Grey and Gideon Cross didn’t exist in real life.


  Blake grinned smugly. “You did answer it. But as my dad always says, good is the enemy of better.”


  He was having a very uncomfortable effect on me. As I pondered his words, my heart beat rapidly, and I felt flutters rise between my legs.


  “Come over here, tiger.” He signaled with his index finger for me to lean into him. With my lips slightly parted, I did as he asked.


  “You have some egg on your mouth.”


  “Oh.” I flushed with embarrassment. Before I could flick it off, his long forefinger made contact with my face and languidly traced my lips before brushing it off. My flesh tingled all over from his tender touch. My eyes never left him as he sucked the bit of egg off his fingertip. A satisfied smile spread across his face.


  “Has anyone ever told you that you have very kissable lips, Ms. McCoy?”


  I jolted with shock. A heat stroke was a very real possibility. “No,” I croaked, my voice just above a whisper.


  “Well, I’m telling you.”


  With that and the check, breakfast with my boss came to an end.


  
    Chapter 12

  


  Blake


  After breakfast, I asked Jennifer if she wanted to take a walk on the beach with me. I enjoyed being with her. It was rare for me to have a real conversation with a girl and couldn’t remember the last time I did. But after I told her she had kissable lips, she clammed up and told me she needed to get home.


  Fuck. She didn’t even thank me for the compliment, I thought as we cruised along the Santa Monica Freeway in silence. Maybe she didn’t take it that way though the rest of our morning had gone so well. The top of my Porsche was down, and the radio was blasting. From time to time, I stole a glance at her. Her ponytail was whipping against her face, her eyes squinting, as if deep in thought. She kept her gaze straight ahead and occasionally looked out her side of the car. My cock was still twitching from the boner I had under the table. I was inexplicably attracted to her. It had taken all I had not to kiss those kissable lips and let her know I was the man she’d kissed in that game of Truth or Dare. I was now playing my own version of that game. The truth if I was asked: I had a burning urge to pull off the road and ask her to blow me. And if someone dared me, I’d do it.


  With no traffic on the freeway, it took a short twenty minutes to get Jennifer’s house. I pulled up to the curb outside a small Spanish cottage. There were two cars parked in the drive away—a Mini Cooper and a Kia. Obviously, she shared it with someone. Her fucking fiancé? My skin bristled, but then I remembered he was at work. So, someone else.


  “Thanks again for breakfast,” she said as she unfastened her seat belt. Her nonchalant tone irked me.


  “My pleasure. We should do it again.” And let me savor every part of you.


  The corners of those kissable lips curled up. “Maybe.”


  Man, I hated that word. I was a man used to hearing yes and who never took no as an answer.


  Before I could jump out of my car to help her out, she opened the passenger door and let herself out.


  “See you on Monday.” Her voice sounded cheerful but businesslike. She pivoted toward her house. Unbeknownst to her, I kept my eyes on her tight little heart-shaped ass and her thin, toned legs. She had a sexy little bounce to her stride. My dick hardened.


  I lowered the volume of the radio. “Hey, what are you doing tonight?”


  She looked over her shoulder. “What I always do on Saturday nights. I’m seeing my fiancé.”


  The f-word. I clenched my fists into hard balls while my dick softened.


  By the time she disappeared into the house, I’d totally lost my erection. But the ache in my balls was palpable.


  With the Lumineers singing “Ho Hey,” I peeled off the curb with a screech.


  Whatever stupid game I was playing, I was losing. Jennifer McCoy did not belong to me.


  Five minutes later, I made a sharp U-turn. Blake Burns did not lose at games. It was time to check out the competition. I pulled up to her house, jumped out of my car, and then knocked at her door.


  She came to the door quickly. Opening it, she was already freshly showered and sporting a short terry cloth robe. Her damp, shampooed hair hung loose, spilling over her shoulders. Fuck. She smelled delicious—all cherry vanilla—and beneath that robe, I knew she was pure silky flesh. Man, how I wanted to tear that robe right off her and take her in my arms.


  “Blake!” She seemed shocked to see me.


  I cupped my jaw with my hand and feigned pain.


  “Is something wrong?” She sounded concerned.


  I nodded with a grimace. Man, I was good. I deserved an Emmy. My modeling/acting days were good for something besides supermodel hook-ups.


  “I have a fucking toothache,” I moaned, rubbing my cheek.


  “Oh my goodness. Come in. I’ll get you some Advil.”


  “Thanks,” I said, stepping inside. “It started at breakfast but just suddenly flared up.”


  “You poor thing. Make yourself at home. I’ll be right back.”


  Poor me settled into an armchair while she darted off. Before I could study her house, she was back with a couple of those red pain pills and a tall glass of water.


  “Thanks,” I said, taking them from her. I downed the Advil with a couple sips of the water.


  “You should see your dentist right away.”


  “I can’t. He doesn’t work on Saturdays.”


  “Then you should see my fiancé. He’s a great dentist.”


  Bingo.


  I moaned again. “Do you think he could squeeze me in?”


  “I’ll call him right now and make sure he does.”


  Reaching for her cell phone on the coffee table, she speed-dialed a number.


  I continued to feign pain while I listened to her conversation. She was obviously talking to the receptionist. She told whoever it was that a friend of hers from work had an emergency. Her brows furrowed while she waited for a response and then she broke into a smile.


  “Great. He’ll be there soon. Can I say hi to Bradley?”


  Pause.


  “Oh, all right. Just give him my love and tell him I’ll see him tonight.”


  I inwardly cringed as I watched her end the call. Placing the phone back on the coffee table, she found a pen and a cocktail napkin. She jotted something down on the paper napkin.


  Smiling, she handed it to me. “My fiancé can squeeze you in. His name is Dr. Bradley Wick and this is where his office is.”


  I eyed the address. Fuck. I had to go all the way to The Valley.


  “Thanks.”


  “Good luck. You’re going to love Bradley.”


  There was only one thing I was going to love about Bradley Wick, DDS. And that was making him disappear.


  My bud Jaime was right. Eliminate the competition.


  I mentally gave myself a high five. Operation Dickwick was about to begin.


  
    Chapter 13

  


  Blake


  It would figure that Bradley’s office was in the fucking Valley. Burbank, no less. With the traffic and construction on Laurel Canyon, it took me almost an hour to get over the hill and then across the 101 to the Barham exit. It was hotter than balls outside so I had to drive with the air conditioning on and the top up; my Satellite radio didn’t make the journey any better. I fucking hated going to The Valley. But I was going to make this trip worth it.


  Seething, I pulled into the driveway of a white colonial-like building complete with Tara-like columns located off Pass Avenue. While located close to the media district, there was nothing chic about the building or the address. I whipped my Porsche into the first available spot in the small parking lot—right next to the spot reserved for Dr. Bradley Wick, DDS. Wouldn’t you know it—he drove a Prius. A white as bleached teeth 2012 model. I hated guys who drove Priuses. Have you ever noticed they’re a breed? All self-righteous, environmentally conscious, and fucking anal. Do-gooders who never broke a rule. The type who was always the teacher’s pet or the perfect Boy Scout. I already had a handle on Dickwick.


  The waiting area of his office was for sure a reflection of his penis—I mean, Prius. Small, compact, and energy efficient since it seemed to have the barest amount of air conditioning allowed by human labor laws. An oppressive cheapskate. Except for an unattractive matronly woman on her way out, I was the only patient. No wonder he could fit me in so easily. Business was not as good as Jen made it out to be. I signed in with the buxom redheaded receptionist, who made goo-goo eyes at me, and then took a seat in one of the burnt-orange tweed armchairs that looked straight out of an Office Depot fire sale. Cupping one hand on my stubbled jaw to feign pain, I randomly picked up one of the anally arranged magazines on the coffee table. Dental Life Today. Man, he was a dweeb.


  I tossed the magazine back onto the table (deliberately making a small mess) and pulled out my iPhone from my shorts pocket to check my messages and texts. Only one warranted my attention. The one from Jennifer.


  Blake~I hope your toothache feels better. Bradley is an amazing dentist.~Jen.


  I shot her back a smiley face emoticon. Dr. Wick was about to find out that I was an amazing patient. When the receptionist called out my name, my secret evil plan sprung into action. Phase One of Operation Dickwick was about to begin.


  “Mr. Burns, Dr. Wick can see you now. Just go through the door and head down the hallway to Room 3.”


  “Thank you,” I moaned with faux-pain. I felt her lustful eyes on me as I headed through the door. Don’t hate me. I couldn’t help that I had that effect on every woman.


  The examination room was nothing to write home about. I anchored my body into the leatherette examination chair, stretching my longs legs out in front of me. I had to admit it was quite comfy, and took in my surroundings. A sink, x-ray machine, and the usual array of scary looking dental instruments on a cart next to me. Littering—I mean lining—the walls were numerous awards and diplomas he’d earned throughout his wretched life—from being named “Little Mr. Good Behavior” at nursery school to his honorary degree from USC’s prestigious dental school. Jesus fucking Christ. There was an even a Boy Scout award along with a photo of him wearing all his badges.


  Another photo grabbed my attention. It was a recent one of him at some dental convention, posing with an ugly plaque. Los Angeles’s Most Promising Young Dentist 2013. He looked even dweebier than I’d imagined. And what was with that fucking smile? Was Dickwick some kind of walking advertisement for his practice? I’d never seen such monstrous teeth on a human being. Well, maybe a horse.


  My eyes shifted to another photo taken at the same event. My skin bristled and my toes curled. Standing next to Dickwick was a beautiful young woman. Jennifer McCoy. About the same height as Bradley in her modest heels, she was wearing a simple ivory sheath and a smile. A small smile but nonetheless a smile.


  I wanted to rip the photo off the wall with my teeth. Maybe I could dump it in his toxic wastebasket. There was time. He still wasn’t here. Just as I was about to slide off the dental chair, I heard footsteps at the door. In walked 36-24-36 in a mini-skirted white uniform and shiny white platforms. This must be Bradley’s nurse or dental hygienist, I thought as she bounced my way. And I’m not talking about her gait.


  “Hi, I’m Candace, Dr. Wick’s hygienist,” she cooed. Her cartoony voice went with her name—saccharine and seductive. She had all the makings of a porn star. Blond, buxom, beautiful. She clipped one of those blue paper bibs onto the neckline of my tee. Her tits were so big they grazed my chest.


  “Dr. Wick will be here shortly,” she breathed against my neck. Her overpowering sugary scent was nauseating.


  “Well, hello, hello, hello.” A chirpy, nasal voice sounded on cue.


  He was in my face before my head could swivel around. Dr. Bradley Wick, DDS . . . a twenty-six-year-old replica of his former Boy Scout self. But instead of a blue shorts uniform with all his do-gooder badges, he was now wearing a white, monogrammed lab coat over a cheap-looking gray suit and tie—the kind they advertise at the Men’s Wearhouse for ninety-nine dollars—and his hairline was receding. I eyed him up and down. He couldn’t be more than five foot nine. For sure, Jen couldn’t wear stilettos with him without towering over him. His small hands and feet told me something else was small too. My poor Jen! My elimination mission had, in an instant, become a rescue mission.


  He glanced down at the clipboard anchored in his hands. There was a piece of paper with scribbled notes attached to it. “Hmm . . . so, I understand you have a sudden toothache.”


  I did the moaning, hand-to-cheek thing again and nodded. God, I was good. My modeling/acting days had really paid off.


  “Call me if you need me, Doctor,” Candace said breathily before sashaying to the door. She sure knew how to move that piece of ass.


  Dickwick’s eyes fixed on it. Despite being engaged to Jennifer, he looked like he wanted to take a bite. I suppose most men would. Oddly, even though my type, she rang no bells for me. Not even a tiny testicular tingle.


  “Thank you, Candace.” That big horsy smile spread across Dickwick’s face. A shudder ran through me. Shit. Did he use those teeth on Jennifer? I had the sudden urge to knock them out.


  His grating voice hurled me out of my mental—or should I say dental?—ramblings. “Refresh my memory . . . how did you find me?”


  “A referral.” I groaned out the words.


  “From whom? I’d like to reward whoever it is with a free oral exam.”


  The words “oral exam” made me cringe. Is that what he did with Jennifer’s pussy?


  I breathed out her name. “Jennifer McCoy.”


  His eyes widened. “Really? How do you know her?”


  I knitted my brows. That was interesting. He had no clue who I was. Jennifer had obviously never mentioned my name to him. Cautiously I said, “We work together.” And soon, Dickwick, we’re going to fuck together.


  “Ah, so you work for Conquest Broadcasting too. In the children’s programming division?”


  Hmm. Is this what Jen had told him? Wondering why she would hide working for SIN-TV, I merely nodded.


  “Wonderful. Let’s get started.”


  Placing the clipboard on the sink counter, Dickwick prepped for my examination. I watched as he donned a paper mask along with a pair of latex gloves and telescopic glasses. He leaned into me.


  “Open wide.”


  Is that what he said when he wanted Jen to suck his little dick?


  Mentally slapping myself, I parted my lips and opened my mouth as wide as it would go.


  Holding a mouth mirror, he peered inside it. “Where exactly is the problem? I don’t see any inflammation.”


  A pool of saliva gathered in the base of my mouth as he continued to explore. I grabbed that little spittle vacuum and pressed my lips on the tip to suck up the excess spit. For some crazy reason, I imagined Jen wrapping her lips around my cock and making me come in her mouth.


  Poking my gums with the fingers of his free hand, he catapulted me out of my fantasy. I relaxed my jaw.


  “It hurts like hell in the back by my molars. Can you feel any swelling?” I asked before opening my mouth wide again. My evil plan was now officially in action.


  He reached two fingers—his index and middle ones—into my mouth. I let out a loud, faux moan of pain and then I did it. I chomped down on his fingers as hard as I could. So hard that my cuspids tore through his plastic gloves, and I could taste the copper of his blood on my tongue.


  “OWWW!” he screamed out at the top of his lungs. Music to my ears.


  Well done, Agent Burns, I mused as he yanked his hand out of my mouth and stared down at the blood-filled glove with disbelief. Well, at least I had spared him his two fingers. Well, barely.


  “Why the hell did you bite me?” Pain and terror filled his eyes as he struggled to pull off the bloody glove.


  “I’m sorry. It was an accident. You hit the sore spot. It was just an involuntary reflex.”


  “Fuck,” he moaned as he peeled off the glove. Bright red blood was dripping down both fingers, covering the back of his hand and making its way to the edge of his sterile white lab coat sleeve. Panicking, he reached for some gauze and held it tightly to his wounds.


  “Man, I mean Doctor, I’m really, really sorry,” I apologized. That you won’t be sticking those two pathetic fingers up Jennifer McCoy’s pussy anytime soon . . . or anywhere near it,” I silently added with a wide mental grin.


  The blood seeped through the gauze. He looked horrified. “I’m sorry,” he stammered. “You’re going to have to come back or see someone else. I think I need to go to an emergency room. I may need stitches.”


  “Want me to drive you? It’s the least I could do. I drive fast.” Like a maniac.


  Pressing the gauze to his fingers, he dashed out of the room before I could say another word.


  A cocky smile lit up my face. Did I ever mention I was a biter as a child? My biting skills had only gotten better with age. I couldn’t wait to use them on the warm, silky flesh of the delicious Jennifer McCoy. And make my mark.


  Mission accomplished.


  
    Chapter 14

  


  Jennifer


  I spent Saturday afternoon with Libby at Chaz’s downtown studio—a large, high-ceiling, exposed beam loft located in the heart of the Fashion District. Chaz had invited us to pick out dresses from his All That Chaz line for the exclusive art gallery gala he’d invited us to later in the evening. It was an opening for a painter who went by one name that rhymed with his—PAZ. He’d scored the invitation through the co-owner of the gallery, who was one of his major clients. After much leg-pulling, I’d convinced Bradley to come along. He hated these kinds of things, so I promised him we wouldn’t have to stay long. His idea of an exciting night out was a boring night in—ordering takeout from his favorite vegan restaurant, watching reruns of nineties shows on Netflix, and going to sleep early with a quick fuck thrown in. We were barely engaged but acted more like an old married couple.


  Sunlight beamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows. As I ploughed through the racks of dresses, each one more dazzling than the one before, my mind was distracted. I couldn’t stop thinking about my boss. I could barely eat my breakfast this morning. I was too roused up from his sensual massage that affected him as much as me, and when he told me my lips were kissable, I almost jumped out of my skin. The drive home was painful. I couldn’t wait to get out of the car. The whole way, I had to keep my legs crossed to quell the throbbing between them, and my eyes anywhere else but on him. Oh, that heart-stopping, gorgeous face with that cocky dimpled smile and those piercing ocean-blue eyes that burnt holes through me. If it wasn’t for the seat belt, I might have jumped him and gotten us into a major accident.


  Visions of him naked danced in my head. Those long muscled legs and chiseled arms. His broad shoulders. I hadn’t actually seen his chest or ass, but in my mind’s eye, they were sculpted male perfection just like the rest of him. And then there was his cock. That magnificent tower of sexual power. Fuck. I couldn’t get him out of my mind. My pulse was in overdrive, and the lingering ache between my legs wouldn’t go away.


  When he’d texted me earlier to thank me for the referral to Bradley, my whole body lit up. Not just my eyes. I’d longed to hear his voice, that sultry, manly voice. How badly I’d wanted to call him back. I’d fought back the urge by convincing myself he might still be in a pain and not be able to talk. Despite his cockiness, I’d found myself caring about him as much as I wanted him in forbidden places. There was something seriously wrong with me. Here I was engaged to be married to the man I’d been with for over five years, and I was melting over another I’d known for less than a week. A deep pang of guilt knotted my stomach and sent a chill all over me. Was fantasizing a form of cheating? I couldn’t focus on picking out a dress.


  “Darling, let me help you find something,” offered Chaz, coming to my rescue. “You seem distracted.”


  That was a fact.


  I continued to listlessly scour through the dozens of dresses. “They’re all so short, Chaz.”


  He rolled his eyes at me. “That’s the point, Jenny-Poo. They’re fuck-me dresses. You know, you seriously need to change your look. Sometimes you dress like someone’s mother.”


  I cringed. He was right. I was not very adventurous when it came to fashion. And I definitely didn’t dress with sex appeal in mind. I lifted a sparkly pink number off the rack. My size—four. “What about this one?”


  “One of my faves, but not right for tonight. An art gallery opening requires an LBD.”


  I arched my brows. “An LBD?”


  He shook his head with amused disbelief. “A little black dress, honey.”


  I watched as he shuffled through the dresses until he landed on one to his liking; he yanked it off the rack. A smile lit his face. “Perfection. This one is calling your name.”


  He held it up in front of me. It was itsy bitsy and strapless. Folding it over his arm, he pivoted on his heel and told me he’d be right back. In a flash, he returned with a pair of sparkly black stilettos with spiky six-inch heels that looked like they could stab someone. “They’re your size. Try these on with the dress.”


  “Where’s the try-on room?”


  Chaz grinned sheepishly. “Darling, this is not a department store; it’s a friggin’ studio. The try-on room is right here. Off with your clothes,” A sweeping hand gesture accompanied his command.


  Hesitantly, I stripped off my sneakers, jeans, and crew neck sweater. Clad in just my cotton bra and panties, I was practically naked. A wave of embarrassment swept over me, but I then I reminded myself Chaz was gay and more like a brother. And he probably saw a lot more flesh with his daily slew of fitting models.


  I slipped on the dress and the shoes.


  “Oh my God. That’s so amazeballs on you!” It was Libby, with a handful of little black dresses strewn over her arm.


  “Really?”


  “Girlfriend, take a look at the new you.”


  Libby led me to a nearby full-length mirror. Unsteady in the killer heels, I held on to her shoulder. Chaz pranced behind us, belting out “I’m Too Sexy.”


  Removing my glasses, I gawked when I saw my reflection. Wow! The LBD accentuated every little curve in my body and made my long legs look impossibly longer with the six-inch heels on my feet. I did look unbelievably sexy.


  “Bradley better have you on a tight leash tonight,” teased Libby.


  “Nah, sis. This girl needs to get unleashed.”


  Chaz’s words whirled around in my head as I stared at myself in the mirror. But it wasn’t my reflection that filled my head. It was the image of Blake Burns.
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  The art gallery was located not far from our house on chic Melrose Avenue. While we could have easily walked there, I was glad Chaz was picking us up in his Jeep. The thought of walking in my six-inch heels scared me. Given how accident-prone I was, the possibility of tripping and breaking my ankle was a reality.


  While the event began at six o’clock, we showed up at seven—fashionably late as Chaz put it. We were not the only ones. We stood in a long line of expensive cars—Mercedes, BMWs, and Ranger Rovers, not to mention a few Bentleys, Rollses, and limos—waiting our turn for a valet to take our vehicle. Paparazzi were lined up outside the gallery.


  “Look! There’s Jennifer Lawrence!” I cried out as I watched her gracefully step out of a stretch limousine, followed by her handsome date.


  “Ooh! I’m so in love with her,” cooed Chaz as he inched up the car.


  Oh my God! Brangelina!” exclaimed Libby, who was a total celebrity hound.


  Wearing contact lenses at Libby’s insistence, I found the gorgeous Hollywood power couple in the crowd. Paparazzi were stepping over each other to take photos. Wow! This wasn’t any ordinary gallery opening. It was the kind that made headline news on Entertainment Tonight. My heartbeat sped up with apprehension and anticipation.


  We dispersed as soon as we stepped foot inside the bustling gallery. I didn’t even have a chance to grab a flute of champagne when a familiar angry voice assaulted me.


  “Where the hell have you been? I’ve been here for an hour.”


  I spun around. Facing me was Bradley, sticking out like a sore thumb in khakis and a navy Brooks Brothers blazer, in this uber-cool sea of black. While I felt out of my league, I felt grateful to be wearing Chaz’s chic little black dress. It was perfect.


  “We just got here,” I muttered.


  “Well, I want to leave soon.”


  My heart fell to my stomach. Why couldn’t he for once do something I wanted to do? And didn’t he even notice my new dress?


  “Okay. Let me take a quick look around and we’ll go.” Damn. Why didn’t I tell him I wanted to stay? Take in the art and hang out with Libby and Chaz.


  “Good. I’m going to look for some herbal tea. By the way, the food here is awful and I’m starving. We’ll pick up something on our way home.”


  Lowering my eyes, I noticed that two of his fingers were thickly bandaged. “What happened—”


  He stalked off before I could ask. A white-gloved server passed by me, holding a tray of skewers. The alternating cubes of grilled meat and veggies looked and smelled delicious. As Bradley faded into the crowd, I grabbed one and savored it. I was starving too. For some nourishment. And affection.


  Dozens of intriguing paintings lined the walls of the spacious gallery. I was eager to check them out, but first helped myself to a glass of champagne from another passing server. I took a sip of the bubbly. The zing took the sting out of Bradley’s words. Sometimes, he could be such a jerk. With my champagne in hand, I padded over to the painting nearest to me.


  I studied it. It was a self-portrait of the artist PAZ, whose full name was Payton Anthony Zander. Upon entering the gallery, I’d been handed a short bio. He had painted hundred of oils, but his career was tragically cut short by a self-inflicted gunshot at the age of forty-five. A suicide. Such a shame because the artist was truly talented. I admired the rich Van Gogh-like brushstrokes and the juxtaposition of bright colors. I moved on to the next painting. Another portrait entitled Portrait of Delilah at Noon. It was a portrait of the late artist’s beloved wife and muse. An abstract nude. Her captivating, dark-eyed beauty lit up the canvas. Sadly, her infidelity and their subsequent divorce had driven PAZ to his untimely death.


  A warm breath curled on the nape of my neck. “What does this painting do for you, Ms. McCoy?”


  Startled by the familiar velvety voice, I spun around and almost spilled my champagne. Oh my God! It was Blake Burns. In my six-inch heels, I was nearly eye level with him.


  “What are you doing here?” I gasped.


  “The artist’s son, Jaime Zander, is my best friend. I want to introduce you to him. He’s the head of the advertising agency that’s doing our upfront presentation.”


  “I’d love to meet him,” I stammered, soaking him in.


  God, he looked delicious! In head-to-toe black: tight-ass jeans that hung low on his hips, an unzipped leather battle jacket that broadened his already broad shoulders, and a tee that clung to his defined pecs. Sexy black leather boots finished off his ensemble. I quickly shifted my vision back to his face, staying away from anything below his waist. His eyes burnt into mine.


  “So answer my question about the painting.”


  I swiveled around to take another look. My eyes absorbed the subtleties and innuendos. “It moves me. I can tell the artist was extremely in love with his former wife. There’s so much passion in his strokes.”


  “Very impressive and perceptive. You must have taken quite a few art history courses in college.”


  “I only took one.” My voice was shaky. “So, what does the painting do for you?”


  “It makes me hot.”


  A sudden chill ran down my spine and that familiar tingling sensation gathered between my legs. I was heating up. Stay cool. I turned around to face him.


  “Do all naked women make you hot, Mr. Burns?”


  “Only beautiful ones.” He eyed me from head to toe. “And I must say, Ms. McCoy, you happen to look extremely beautiful tonight.”


  “Thanks,” I stammered, all hot and bothered. I moved on to the next painting with Blake hot on my trail.


  This painting was an early portrait of the artist with his wife. Her bare, contoured back faced me; the artist’s hand was tugging on her waist-length ebony ponytail, pulling her head back. It was called The Kiss. I stared at it wordlessly, mesmerized. A rush of emotion poured through my veins. My eyes teared up. I’d never been so profoundly affected by a piece of art. It was not what I saw that moved me, but what I didn’t see. His lips consuming hers. The fire. A flame of passion and desire. I could feel what Delilah was feeling all the way to my toes. My chest rose, my heart thudded, and my breath caught in my throat. All time stood still.


  “Do you like this painting?” Blake’s soft voice brought me out of my trance-like state and back to the moment.


  “I love it.” My voice was thin and watery. I knew what this kiss felt like. I’d experienced it. Only once. Blindfolded. With a beautiful stranger.


  Blake’s warm hands splayed across my bare shoulders. His breath heated my neck. I was paralyzed. And then he whispered in my ear.


  “It’s special, isn’t it, Jen—”


  “Blake, I’ve been looking all over for you.”


  A shrill, unfamiliar voice cut him short. Blake’s hands jumped off my shoulders. We pivoted on our heels at once. Facing us was a drop-dead gorgeous blond goddess, dressed in a low-cut, body-hugging black mini dress that revealed her melon-sized boobs, clearly fake, and mile-high shapely legs that were anchored in stilt-like shoes. She looked familiar to me—maybe a supermodel or actress.


  Blake’s face flushed slightly as he gulped. “Kitty—”


  “It’s Kat,” she hissed.


  Blake harrumphed. I held back laughter. My urge to laugh was short-lived.


  Kitty-Kat narrowed her predatory cat-green eyes at me. Her long, lacquered nails morphed into claws. I shuddered. I could mentally feel them dragging down my flesh. She hissed again. “Blake’s with me.”


  She intimidated me. But worse, a bolt of jealousy shot through me. This was Blake’s type. Tall, blond, and gorgeous. Even in my sexy LBD and heels, I paled next to her.


  “Well, I should be going.”


  A triumphant smile snaked across Kitty-Kat’s full crimson lips. Blake looked flustered.


  “Tiger, wait. Don’t go.”


  Just as I was about to flee, Bradley returned with an iced tea in his hand. His eyes darted from me to Kitty-Kat to Blake.


  “Why it’s you again,” he sneered.


  “This is my boss, Blake—”


  Bradley cut me off. “Oh, your boss? The one who practically bit off my fingers.”


  I chewed my bottom lip, on the verge of laugher. What was wrong with me? I should be feeling sorry for my poor fiancé. Blake shot me a wry look and shrugged.


  “It was an accident.”


  Steam was coming out of Bradley’s nostrils. I could practically see it. His lips snarled, his shoulders hunched, and his hands fisted. He had a major anger management issue and could easily be roused.


  He grabbed my hand and jerked me away. “I’ve had enough. We’re out of here.”


  Wordlessly, I let Bradley drag me through the crowd, the tumbler of champagne still in my hand. I felt like hurling it at him. Only steps away from the entrance to the gallery, I turned my head to look back.


  Blake Burns had not moved. His eyes bore into mine, and I realized they had never left me.


  
    Chapter 15

  


  Jennifer


  The ride back to Bradley’s place was steeped in cold silence. Bradley was in one of his moods. His hands were tight on the wheel of his Prius, and his lips were pressed tight in a thin, tense line. Whenever he got into one of these bad moods, which lately was often, he preferred to listen to talk radio than to talk to me.


  Nearing his Sherman Oaks condo, we made one stop on Ventura Boulevard at one of his favorite takeout restaurants. Vegan Delight. I waited in the car, with the engine running and radio still on, while Bradley plodded into the small storefront, located in one of the city’s many ugly strip malls. He didn’t even bother to ask what I wanted to eat. Which was okay by me because I didn’t have much of an appetite.


  The program playing was one of those call-in shows. My ears perked up at the newest caller. Her name was Rose from Cerritos, and she was having fantasies about her boss. What should she do?


  The host listened attentively as she ranted on about her wildest fantasies. Tearing off his clothes. Sucking his dick. Fucking his brains out. Her voice grew tearful as she revealed how much she secretly loved him, having no clue if the feeling was reciprocal, especially since he was married. Poor Rose. She was sobbing. I so felt for her. My stomach twisted painfully as the image of my own boss, Blake Burns, flashed in and out of my head. That gorgeous face! That hard, sculpted body! That magnificent cock! I craved them all. Stop it, Jennifer. But no matter how much I mentally slapped myself, I couldn’t stop thinking about him and imagining . . .


  Just as the host was about to give advice to Rose, the car door swung open. Bradley scooted inside with a bagful of takeout. He turned the radio off and backed up the car. The pungent smell of curry and garlic filled the air, and I began to feel nauseated. As Bradley took off, I lowered my window and inhaled some fresh air to clear my passageways. And to clear my mind of the fantasies dancing inside it. When we pulled up to Bradley’s condo, Blake Burns had just ripped off my dress in my fantasy world. I had totally lost track of place and time.


  In a haze, I followed Bradley into his condo. He flipped on the light, illuminating a roomful of monotone brown furniture that looked like it came out of a furniture-for-rent catalog. Actually, it did.


  Bradley set the food down on a Formica counter that divided the kitchen and the living room.


  “I’m going to put my pajamas on,” he mumbled, already heading to the bedroom down the hallway. “Help yourself to some food.”


  Listlessly, I ambled over to the counter and removed the three containers of food from the brown paper bag. I tore open the lids. Upon eying the vomiticious (yes, that made-up word again) concoctions of strange looking vegetables disguised in assorted brown sauces and inhaling their unpleasant, incongruous aromas, I decided to pass on dinner and plunked down on the massive brown corduroy couch. It faced the built-in plasma TV—the one thing in the condo Bradley had splurged on. Bradley loved to watch TV—especially reruns of the nineties shows he’d grown up with. Home Improvement was his very favorite. He’d seen every episode dozens of times, yet each time he watched one, he bellied over in laughter as if he’d never seen it. Our mutual love for television—especially the shows from our childhoods—had been one of the things that had brought us together and bonded us, but his obsession with them was now a door that shut me out of his life.


  In a flash, Bradley was back—in his crisp blue and white striped Brooks Brothers pajamas (last year’s splurgy Christmas present) and with a carefully arranged plateful of Vegan Delight. He plopped down next to me, with the plate on his lap and his legs stretched out on the oak coffee table facing us. With one hand, he shoveled forkfuls of the saucy mush into his mouth, while the other, with the bandaged fingers, deftly channel-surfed until he landed on Teen Nick. His eyes lit up and a wide grin spread across his face.


  “Yabba! My favorite episode of Kenan and Kel is on.” He noisily masticated his hodgepodge of food.


  Big whoop. I inwardly sighed. Kicking off my heels, I bent up my knees and curled my arms around them. Yet another romantic Saturday night with Bradley. My mind wandered. What were Libby and Chaz doing? Were they still at the art gallery? And what was Blake doing? The thought of him hanging with that blond buxom predatory beast sent a shiver to the base of my spine. Why should I care? He was my boss. He was entitled. I was engaged. Period. I glanced down at my engagement ring, the luster lost in Bradley’s dimly lit shades-of-brown living room.


  Halfway though the episode, Bradley’s landline rang. The phone was located on the counter where he’d set the bag of food. Setting his now empty plate on the coffee table, he jumped up to get the phone. Eager for a distraction, I studied Bradley as he took the call. The expression on his face and tone of voice alternated between extreme pleasure and extreme distress. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, ending the call, oblivious to my eavesdropping. After filing to the kitchen to get a glass of water, he returned to the couch.


  “A patient?” I asked.


  He nodded. “Yep. She’s in desperate need of a filling but can only come into the office tomorrow morning due to her job. Hope you don’t mind.”


  A Sunday? I half-smiled. “Sure, no problem. A patient’s needs come first.”


  And lately they had. Broken promises. Broken dates. He’d even missed my engagement party. I mentally pinched myself, reminding myself that Brad was consumed with building his dental practice. Building our future. We were just going through a challenging phase. That’s all. I lovingly gave his hand a squeeze. To my surprise, it was cold and clammy.


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  Bradley didn’t answer. I turned to look at him. He was green and shaking like a leaf.


  “I think I have food poisoning,” he muttered, leaping to his feet.


  I trailed behind him as he raced to the bathroom.


  Crouching to his knees, Bradley began to retch into the toilet. The stench sent my own wave of nausea to my chest.


  “Are you okay, sweetie?” I rubbed his back.


  “Don’t touch me,” he hissed.


  Taken aback, I abruptly withdrew my hand and stepped back. I was just trying to help. Put his needs before mine. Isn’t that what lovers did? Be there for one another. Like my parents did time and time again.


  Another loud belch sounded. He was puking his guts out.


  “What can I do to help?” Desperation filled my voice.


  “Nothing,” he choked. “This is all your fault.” Belch.


  “My fault?”


  “If we hadn’t gone to that goddamn art gallery opening, none of this would have happened.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “We could have stayed in and ordered from Mr. Vegan.”


  I was wordless. We’d had takeout food from Vegan Delight countless times before, and neither of us had ever gotten food poisoning. This was just a fluke thing. And maybe it wasn’t food poisoning. Instead, a stomach virus. It was going around. Several co-workers at my office had, in fact, come down with it.


  Another loud heave hurled me back to the moment. My fiancé, Bradley Wick, was puking his guts out, and there was nothing I could do. Because he didn’t want my help or my love. I felt helpless, hapless, and hurt.


  Finally, after five long, wretched minutes, Bradley staggered to his feet. His thinning hair was matted to his head, and his chalky face was spattered with sweat. He flushed the toilet, and then stumbled over to the sink where he rinsed his mouth with one of the dozen mouthwash products he had neatly lined up along the tiled counter. And then he vigorously brushed his teeth. After brushing, he splattered some cold water onto his face with his good hand.


  “You need to sleep on the couch tonight.” His voice was hoarse.


  “Okay.” As hurt as I felt, I was relieved.


  We exited the bathroom and parted ways.


  “Wake me up, if you need me.”


  Without responding, Bradley shuffled down the hallway to the bedroom we’d shared every Saturday for the past few years. But not tonight.


  In the darkness, I found my way back to the couch and turned off the TV. The peaceful quiet and stillness of the night enveloped me. I was still in my little black dress. Starting at my shoulders, I traced my fingers over the silhouette. I moved them slowly down to the rise of my breasts, where they lingered making wide circles. My nipples hardened and heat soared in my core. My hands continued to slide down my torso until they splayed on my bare thighs. They slid up and down my smooth limbs, and I felt myself succumbing to my arousal. My breathing shallow, I lowered the side zipper of my strapless dress and let if fall to the floor. Stepping out of it, I was naked except for a black lace thong that Libby had given to me for my last birthday.


  Spreading my legs apart, I dipped my right hand under the band of lace. My fingers latched on to my wet folds, caressing the hills and valleys. And then they found their way to my aching clit. My breathing grew heavy, my body feverishly hot. My left hand joined my right, and I shoved two fingers into my hole. Thrusting them up and down the slick, heated walls. Fast and hard as I rubbed my clit in tandem.


  My eyes squeezed shut, I arched my head and bit down on my lips to suppress moans that might awaken Bradley. I was on the verge of an orgasm.


  A heart-stopping second later, I came with powerful waves of pleasure. The image of Blake Burns’s beautiful face filled my mind and the image of his beautiful cock filled my core.


  Still trembling, I collapsed onto the couch and pulled the chenille blanket over my head. Sweet dreams knocked at my doorway to pleasure. With Blake Burns’s magnificence embedded deep inside me, I fell blissfully asleep.


  When I awoke Sunday morning, I was blissfully still wet. And didn’t give a damn when I heard Bradley sneak out the back door.


  
    Chapter 16

  


  Blake


  Monday mornings always began with a staff meeting at nine a.m. I was taken aback to already find Jennifer in the conference room at eight forty-five. With her lustrous hair loose and minus her glasses, she looked as beautiful as she had on Saturday night.


  Tensing, I settled into my seat at the head of the large conference room table and bid her good morning. “How was the rest of your weekend?”


  “Great.” She beamed.


  Fuck. She had sex with Dickwick.


  “How ’bout yours?”


  “Great,” I mimicked. Actually, it fucking sucked. Kitty-Kat, pissed off by Jennifer, had thrown an embarrassing tantrum at the gallery, and then she’d followed me home demanding retribution sex. None of my hook-ups got to spend the night with me. A rule was a rule. I almost had to call the police to get her out of my building. Then yesterday, I’d had a touch of that flu that was going around the office and stayed in bed all day. For the first time since my balls had dropped, my cock didn’t come out to play all weekend.


  “Did you stay for a long time at the gallery?” She held her mesmerizing green eyes in mine. Her gaze was inquisitive.


  “Not really.” I felt my cock jump. Why did she do this to me? I hadn’t stopped thinking about her all weekend. Even lying in bed yesterday fighting off a tinge of nausea, I thought about her and got a boner.


  “Oh. Did you and your date go somewhere afterward?” Her voice was tentative, like she was afraid to hear the answer.


  Before I could respond, the rest of my staff filed in. Everyone took seats around the large conference room table. My eyes circled the perimeter. Only one person was missing—Myles Harding, my head of current programming.


  “Where’s Myles?” I asked my secretary, Mrs. Cho.


  “He no come in today. Flu major case.”


  Damn. That meant there would be no one to supervise the season finale episode of the Wheel of Pain tonight.


  I looked at Jennifer. “Are you free tonight?”


  Her eyes lit up and then she nodded.


  “Great.”


  An eager smile flashed across her face.


  “I need you on the set of Wheel of Pain to cover for Myles.”


  Her smile morphed into a frown. She murmured one little word: “Oh.”


  “Ms. McCoy, my father always says the cream rises to the—”


  She cut me off. “I’ll be there.”


  “Excellent. After the staff meeting, please meet with me in my office so I can brief you.”


  Jennifer nodded. Nervously.


  Well, at least I’d have some one-on-one time with her. Though not the kind I craved.
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  Sitting on an armchair in front of my desk with her legs crossed and a notebook on her lap, Jennifer took notes while I explained what she needed to do at the taping. It was more like babysitting—just making sure the contestants behaved and followed the rules of the game and the crew stayed on schedule. I also told her to look out for any technical issues and to be sure there was a lot of camera coverage.


  “Our audience especially likes close-ups of big titties, pans of hot bodies, and lots of angles when it comes to fucking—especially head shots.”


  She looked up at me, puzzled.


  I laughed silently. I’d missed my own double entendre. “I mean facial expressions—both ecstatic and tortured.”


  “Okay.” She squeaked out the word.


  Fuck, she was cute. “Don’t worry about moans, groans, or screams. We can always add canned sound effects in post.”


  “Post?”


  “Post-production. Editing, sound, and special effects. And then the final mix.”


  “Of course. I learned about that in grad school.”


  “Do you have any questions?”


  Chewing her lip, she shook her head. She looked anxious. Like a frightened little kitten—hardly the tempestuous tiger I’d interviewed only a week ago.


  “And one last thing. The producer, Don Springer, can be a bit of a prick. Don’t be offended by him. And importantly, don’t let him go too far with the stunts. This is supposed to be a fun game show, not a death match.”


  She nodded like one of those bobble head dolls.


  More uncomfortable silence.


  “You can leave now,” I finally said.


  Because I can’t take sitting here with my cock roasting. It had taken all my effort to be businesslike. The whole time I had been mentally undressing her and imagining what it would be like to fuck her on my desk. And hear her roar my name.


  As she rose to her feet, I checked my calendar to see what the rest of my day was like. Fairly light, but at twelve thirty I had lunch with Jaime Zander to talk about the upfront presentation. The sound of her sweet voice drifted in my ear like a magic carpet.


  “Thank you, Mr. Burns. for this opportunity. I won’t let you down.”


  My cock sprung up. Another opportunity clicked in my brain.


  “What are you doing at lunch?”


  “I’m Skyping an author who lives in France at noon. I can’t cancel it.”


  “I understand, but I want you to join me as soon as you can at Factor’s. I’d like you to meet my friend, Jaime Zander. He’s doing our upfront presentation.”


  Her face brightened. “I’d love to. I’ll get there as fast as I can.”


  “Perfect.” Perfect indeed. Hopefully, she’d get there a little late so I could have a little bro time with Jay-Z. I was eager for him to meet her.


  “See you later.” She pivoted on her heel and headed out of my office with that sexy little bounce. My eyes never left her ass.
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  Factor’s was a popular deli on Pico Boulevard close to both Conquest Broadcasting and our main competition, FOX. It was no secret in this town that my father and Rupert Murdoch were archrivals, going head-to-head in the ratings. This season, the CBC was again killing it. The only thing Rupert ever beat my father at was the number of wives he had. He’d recently divorced his third.


  Jaime was already seated at our favorite table in the corner. But I had unexpected company. His twins were there too. Both in high chairs. Their stroller was folded up and leaning against the back wall.


  “Hope you don’t mind,” he said as I lowered myself into a chair opposite him. “Gloria’s out of town on business, and I had to take the little munchkins in for their ten-month check up.”


  Man, they were almost a year old. It felt like just yesterday they were born. “No problem, but I can’t write them off,” I joked.


  “Fuck you.” Jaime laughed. “Shit. I’d better watch my mouth. They’re going to be talking soon.” He turned to the babies and gave them each a big, juicy kiss on the head.


  “Sorry, guys. Daddy’s a very bad boy.” He put his index finger to his mouth. “Shh! Don’t tell Mommy.”


  The babies giggled.


  It was my turn to laugh. I had to admit—it was endearing to watch Jaime interact with his little ones. He clearly adored them. An unexpected frisson of jealousy shot through me. Oddly, I’d never thought about having a family and kids or the concept of fatherhood.


  Jaime handed me a menu and smiled. “You don’t have to worry. I’m buying. You’re the client.”


  The truth: Jaime and I had the kind of relationship where no one counted. He enjoyed treating as much as I did. After perusing the menu, we ordered our usual from Marge, the buxom, bottle-blond waitress who’d been here forever. Two hot pastrami sandwiches on rye, a side of fries, and two Doctor Brown cream sodas. And for the babies, a couple of water bagels and a side of sliced carrots. They were already fingering some Cheerios that Jaime had brought along. Milk bottles and assorted plastic toys were also scattered on their high chair trays. In no time, they would be playing with cell phones, I mused as Marge came right back with our sodas.


  “So how’s it going with your ‘girlfriend’?” Jaime asked, making mock quotation marks with his index and middle fingers.


  I twisted my lips. “Not well.” I launched into my Operation Dickwick story.


  “Are you fucking kidding me? You almost bit off his fingers?” By the end, Jaime was laughing so hard he was crying.


  I felt my cheeks flare. In retrospect, it was a really dumb-ass thing to do.


  Jaime took a sip of soda straight from the bottle and calmed down. “Man, you’re doing it all wrong, Blakester. The way to a girl’s G-spot is through her heart. You’ve got to romance her. Compliment the way she looks. Buy her presents. Come to her rescue.”


  I digested Jaime’s words. I’d done all those things. Well, except for the presents. Maybe I had to work at it harder. Except there was still that one little problem . . .


  “Jay-Z, she works for me. I’m her boss.”


  Jaime’s eyes widened with surprise. “That does make it a little harder.”


  A little harder? He had way too many Cheerios on his brain.


  “Do you have a company fraternization policy?”


  I told him that Conquest Broadcasting frowned upon inter-office relationships but didn’t forbid them as long as employees maintained transparency with Human Resources. Most of them, however, had ended up in disaster—with one or both of the individuals quitting their job or getting fired. There was too much riding on the line. Jennifer McCoy had a bright future ahead of her. I didn’t want her to get fired. And I didn’t want her to quit. The bottom line: I didn’t want to lose her in any way possible. I wanted her to be mine.


  “I hope you don’t mind. I invited her to lunch because I want you to meet her,” I said as Marge returned with the rest of our order. She plunked our sandwiches and the fries down on the table and then attended to the twins.


  “Here you go, cutie-pies.” She set the bagels and plastic bowls of stewed carrots on their high chair trays. The twins flailed their little arms with excitement and instantly reached for the bagels.


  With the babies contently chewing on their circles of dough, Jaime and I dug into our thick pastrami sandwiches. Man, it was good. Worth the coronary it might give me. On my next bite, my heart skipped a beat. Jennifer was heading toward us. A smile lit up her face and her eyes sparkled. I swallowed quickly.


  “Hi,” she said brightly when she got to our table. Our eyes made contact. I could feel a current of electricity pass between us.


  Jaime rose from his seat, and I introduced them.


  He shook her hand. “A pleasure to meet you, Jennifer. Blake has told me so much about you.”


  Behave, Jay-Z. Just like me, he could be a cocky bastard. I was half-expecting him to say something like, “Your tits are even more perfect in person.” I held my breath. Thank fucking God, he didn’t. He was behaving like a gentleman.


  She smiled again. “Same here.” Her eyes shifted to the twins and her warm smile broadened. “And who do we have here?”


  “These are my twins—Paulette and Payton.” Jaime’s eyes glinted with paternal pride. Payton was the spitting image of Jaime with his dimpled chin and crown of golden brown curls. Paulette, in turn, looked just like Gloria with her full ruby lips and platinum locks. Both had Jaime’s denim blue eyes.


  “Oh my God. They’re adorable!” She waved at them. “Hi.”


  Indeed, they were in their matching circus-print rompers and flaunting big dimpled smiles. Balls. And so was she. I admired how at ease she was with Jaime and the babies.


  “Have a seat,” I told her, gesturing to the one to my left.


  “If you don’t mind, I need to run to the ladies’ room. I’ll be right back.”


  “She’s hot,” Jaime mouthed as soon as she was gone.


  “I know.” My stomach knotted. “It fucking kills me she’s with that douchebag.”


  “Hang in there. I saw the way she looked at you. Trust me, she’s hot for you.”


  “From your lips to God’s ears as my father would say.”


  Jennifer returned quickly. She scanned the menu while Marge hovered over her. “I want the most unhealthy, least vegan thing you have.”


  “A hot pastrami sandwich,” Jaime and I shouted out in unison.


  “Sounds good. I’ll have one and could I also please have a cherry Coke.”


  God, she was refreshing. A real girl who ate real food. So different from my Botoxed supermodel hook-ups who ate nothing but a bunch of lettuce leaves.


  I reminded myself this was a business lunch. I turned to Jennifer.


  “Jennifer, tell Jaime about your idea for the daytime.”


  I listened without interrupting while she explained her vision of airing telenovelas based on popular erotic romance novels. She was articulate, concise, and passionate. A perfect pitch. I was impressed. But as good as her pitch was, I was sure my best bud would find it absurd.


  When she was done, a smile whipped across his face. Holy shitballs. Just like my father, he went for her idea. “That’s brilliant. You have to pitch my wife Gloria.”


  Jennifer lifted a brow. “Gloria?”


  “Jaime’s wife is the founder and CEO of Gloria’s Secret,” I chimed in, practically creaming in my pants at the thought of Gloria buying ad time on SIN-TV despite my skepticism and displeasure over the fact that Ms. McCoy had won another victory.


  Her face glowed with excitement. “Wow! I’d love to. I’ll put together a PowerPoint.”


  “That’s an excellent idea. I’d like you do that quickly.” My tone was very businesslike and masked any feelings I had about her.


  “I’ll start on it the minute I get back to the office. But the presentation may have to wait until after the first of the year. We’re doing focus groups, and I’d like to include the findings.”


  Damn those focus groups. They could ruin everything. Then again, they could prove that I was right. That there was no place for women’s erotica on SIN-TV.


  Jaime took a slug of his Dr. Brown. “I’m sure that would be just fine. Gloria loves focus groups, and right now, she’s crazy busy with Christmas just around the corner. And then we’re all going to Hawaii over the holidays.”


  Jennifer was beaming. “Great. I look forward to meeting her.” She stole one of our fries. “Jaime, did Blake tell you? I was at the opening of your father’s painting retrospective.”


  “No, he didn’t.” He shot me a sheepish look.


  “I was going to introduce you to her, but she split early with her boyfriend.” I put a special snarky emphasis on the word “boyfriend.”


  A small frown tugged at her lips. “I’m sorry I couldn’t stay longer. But I just want to tell you I was blown away by your father’s paintings. He was so talented.”


  Jaime broke into wide but slightly melancholic smile. He loved his father dearly and was devastated when he took his life. Jaime had made it a lifetime goal to exhibit his father’s paintings and share his talent with the world.


  “Thank you. That means so much to me. Did you have a favorite painting?”


  Jennifer’s green orbs glimmered. “Yes, I loved The Kiss.”


  The Kiss. That kiss. My blood flooded with lust. I so fucking wanted those edible lips back on mine.


  “That was my favorite painting too,” I chimed in softly, remembering the way she’d looked the other night in her little black dress and the profound way that painting had affected her. I had been on the verge of spinning her around, taking her in my arms, and crashing my lips on hers—giving her another kiss she’d never forget—when damn Katty Girl showed up and ruined the moment. And then fucking Dickwick came along.


  Jennifer turned to look at me. Feeling her eyes on me, I met her gaze. Neither of us blinked. I would have given a million bucks to know what was going on in that pretty head of hers. Only one thing was for sure: sparks were flying. I could see them. Maybe Jaime was right. She did have a thing for me. Before either of us could say a word, Jennifer’s sandwich arrived along with the Coke. I watched as she took a long sip of the bubbling soda through the straw. She closed her eyes and moaned, “Mmm.” My cock flexed beneath the table. She was having that effect on me yet again.


  “Eat your sandwich before it gets cold,” ordered Jaime.


  Her mouth came up from the straw. She did as bid, taking a hearty bite of it.


  “This is delicious, but I’ve oddly lost my appetite.”


  I’d lost mine too. I was only hungry for her. I wanted to consume her, every bit of her. Savor every ounce of flesh. Run my tongue from those lush lips all the way to her sweet pussy. Swirl it around. Lick and lap. I just knew it would taste of cherries and vanilla.


  The memorable ring of Jaime’s cell phone hurled me out of my fantasy. He had it set to the song, “Toi et Moi,” a duet sung in French by Charles Aznavour and Céline Dion. This song obviously had a special meaning to him, but he’d never told me the significance, even when I’d asked him. His eyes lit up when he gazed at the caller ID.


  “It’s Gloria. I have to take this . . . Hi, angel.”


  “Angel” was Jaime’s term of endearment for his wife. While he chatted with her, everything about him changed. His voice softened, his eyes grew hooded, and smiles replaced smirks. He went from businessman and friend to husband and lover. A cocktail of envy and unease seeped through my veins.


  “I’m here with Blake, the babies, and his new development executive. She’s come up with an amazing idea for a block of programming targeted at women. You have to hear it. You’re going to love it.”


  He gave us a thumbs up, indicating that Gloria would indeed be open to a pitch. Jennifer shot me triumphant smile, which I returned with a smirk. Sandwiched between his twins, Jaime turned to each of them. “Mommy wants to tell you how much she loves and misses you.” He held the cell phone to each baby’s ear, one after the other. Their chubby-cheeked faces lit up upon hearing Gloria’s voice.


  “Give Mommy a smoochie.” Jaime placed the phone to each of the twins’ pursed mouths. They each made a loud, smacking sound. I swear, it was the cutest damn thing I’d ever seen. He put the phone back to his ear and wrapped up the call. His final words: “I love you, angel.”


  I. Love. You. Three little words I had never said to a woman. That’s because I’d never loved one. Yes, I’d fucked many. But I’d loved none. I turned to observe Jennifer.


  She wore a wistful smile. I’d heard her say them to her fiancé. Had he said them back? Of course, he had. Countless times. The thought made me hate him more. And then, the hatred gave way to hallow sadness. My defenses went up. Maybe I just lusted for Jennifer. Wanted her because I couldn’t have her. Because she belonged to another.


  Jaime’s voice propelled me out of my sudden gloom. “Hey, guys. I have to run to the little boys’ room. Would you mind keeping an eye on the babies for a sec?”


  “Of course,” responded Jennifer instantly.


  “Thanks.” Jaime jogged to the back of the restaurant. I guess he really needed to take a leak. The babies turned their little heads and tracked him. Wouldn’t you know it, the minute he disappeared, the two of them simultaneously burst into loud wails. Fuck.


  “The poor little things. They have separation anxiety.” Leaping out of her chair, Jennifer unstrapped Paulette from the high chair and lifted her into her arms. Big crocodile tears poured down her sweet, angelic face, her rosebud lips quivering. Walking around in a circle, Jen gently shook the wailing baby and planted little kisses on her silky scalp. There was something about her holding and kissing the baby that aroused me. My skin prickled and my cock twitched.


  “Shh. Daddy’s going to be right back. C’mon, let’s play a little game.” Managing to hold the baby in one arm, she put her other hand to her face and played peek-a-boo. To my amazement, Paulette’s wails morphed into whimpers, and before long, a smile splayed on her face. Meanwhile, Payton’s wails grew louder and his face beet-red.


  “Blake, hold her.” She handed me the happy baby.


  “What should I do?” Panic gripped me. I’d never held a baby. Not even my sister’s twins.


  “Bounce her up and down. Make funny faces. Even sing to her. Think of something.”


  My mind raced, and then the memory of an episode of House flashed through my mind. Bouncing the baby lightly with my knees, I pretended to be a series of animals. “Look, Paulette. I’m a horse.” I made a funny neigh, putting everything I had into it, just the way House had. And then I pretended I was a sheep and baahed. The baby was in hysterics. The laughing kind.


  “You like that, baby girl, don’t you?” Her laughter was infectious. It made me laugh too.


  I did another and another. Man, I was a fucking genius. A natural born children’s entertainer. There was no sound more horrible than a baby crying. But there was no sound more beautiful than a baby laughing. Well, maybe with one exception. A woman coming.


  My gaze shifted to Jennifer. She had managed to calm down Payton. Smiling, she looked my way.


  “It’s really a shame. You could have had a career in children’s entertainment.”


  I snorted. “Yeah, right.”


  “Right.”


  We held each other’s gazes. The air between us sparked with electricity and warmth. I could have stared at her all day.


  “Sorry I took so long.” After ten long minutes, Jaime was back. Guess he had to take a dump too.


  “Everything okay?” he asked, taking Payton from Jennifer.


  “They were little angels,” she replied as he strapped the little guy back in his high chair. Taking Paulette from me, she followed suit. I’d learned something about my little tiger today. She was a natural born mother.


  For the first time in my almost thirty years, the idea of having children was appealing to me. The thought of having them with Jennifer made my heart do little flips. I could picture a den full of little cubs.


  A minute later, Jennifer’s cell phone rang. She pulled it out of her bag and answered it. “Oh, hi, Bradley.”


  In a nano-second, my fantasy blew up in smoke.


  Operation Dickwick was back in business.


  
    Chapter 17

  


  Jennifer


  More than anything, I wanted to impress my boss, Blake Burns. And prove to him I was right about the programming slate I wanted to develop. Immediately after lunch, I started on my PowerPoint, gathering images and reviews of various books in one folder and available sales data in another. I was so excited about pitching Gloria Zander. Her lingerie chain, Gloria’s Secret, was one of the largest retailers in the world. Her support of my proposed SIN-TV daytime block could make a big difference in terms of its viability and success.


  By late afternoon, my heart was no longer into it. It was somewhere else. My mind had wandered. I couldn’t stop thinking about Blake. Lunch with him and Jaime had been so much fun. When I saw him playing with little Paulette, my heart totally melted. It had shown a whole other side of him. Okay, let’s cut to the chase. Despite his annoying skepticism, I had a full-blown crush on my boss. The way a school girl has on a teacher, though being home schooled, I could only imagine what that felt like.


  Heart flutters? ✓


  Shortness of breath? ✓


  Lightheadedness? ✓


  Tingles? ✓


  Fantasies? ✓


  Yes, all of the above. I even had his monogrammed hankie still tucked away in my purse.


  I could tell Blake liked me. We shared some kind of chemistry. I aroused him and he aroused me. The thought made me quiver. Enough. Taking a much needed break, I opened my Hollywood Reporter. My eyes widened and my heart stuttered. Staring me in the face was a photo of Blake and one of his blond bimbos taken at a recent movie premier. A bell went off in my head. Ding! Ding! Ding! Reality check: this man was a player. Someone who hung out with gorgeous supermodels and starlets. And who had a new one in his bed every night of the week. He probably was just taunting me. It was all some kind of egotistic power trip. But why was I so foolishly letting him get to me? I was engaged. And hello . . . he was my boss. I had a career at stake. And a fiancé who was committed to me though we were going through a rough patch. The bottom line: I had to stop thinking about him and just focus on my job. And my upcoming wedding. I tossed the trade magazine into my waste paper basket and went back to my PowerPoint.


  Six thirty rolled around. The taping of Wheel of Pain started at seven. Not wanting to be late, I shut down my computer and packed up my bags. On my way out of my office, I stopped by my bookshelf and pulled out the dictionary my father had given me. I looked up the word “infatuation.” “Foolish, short-lived affection for another person.”


  I half-smiled with relief. My infatuation with Blake Burns would soon pass. Yet, while I walked over to the soundstage where Wheel was taping, my emotions were in a tailspin.
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  I wasn’t looking forward to overseeing this raunchy game show.


  Blake had given me a list of things to watch for. And he’d made me watch two insufferable episodes. It was more than watching sex. It was a mixture of watching humiliation and human suffering. He’d also instructed me to not put up with any bullshit from the producer, Don Springer, who could be an asshole. That part of the job I thought I could handle.


  When I arrived at the studio, the three competing couples, already undressed, were testing the Wheel of Pain. The Wheel resembled a small Ferris wheel with an attached capsule that was big enough to accommodate each of the couples in a variety of positions. Two cameramen were operating cranes while a third one was experimenting with a hand-held camera. Other production personnel were scattered across the set.


  My eyes gravitated to a man who was pacing the floor and shouting orders. Curse words spilled from his mouth. I was sure he was the producer. Don Springer.


  In his late forties, he was bronzed, balding, and beer-bellied. He wore a tight black open shirt with straining buttons, and jeans that sat low below his paunch. A thick gold chain hung around his neck, and a large diamond ring adorned his pinky. He was in a word: a sleazebag.


  My belly bubbling with nerves, I sauntered up to him and introduced myself.


  He gave me the once-over with his dark beady eyes. “You look familiar, sweetheart.”


  I cringed at the word “sweetheart.” “I’m sure we’ve never met.”


  “I never forget a beautiful face. Or body.” His eyes lingered on places he had no right to be. And then he took a sharp sniff. Drugs?


  “That smell. I know it. You smell like cherries and cream.”


  He was inhaling the scent of the Gloria’s Secret shampoo I’d used forever. Very Cherry Vanilla. Without responding, I stepped away and glanced down at my watch. “We should get going so we don’t go into overtime.” Overtime drove up the cost of production, and Blake had warned me Don was notorious for this.


  “Oh, so you’re a network cop. If you know what’s good for you, sugar, don’t fuck with me.” Snarling, he stomped off.


  I felt shaky and was having second thoughts about being able to handle Don Springer. My confidence was more than a little shattered. I took a deep breath. You can do this, Jen. Yes, I can, I convinced my conscience. After another calming breath, I quickly checked the buff male contestants to make sure they were wearing condoms. A law had recently passed in California making their use mandatory in adult entertainment; for this reason, a lot of productions had moved to Vegas where they weren’t an issue. My eyes got a cockful, but to my relief, their condoms were in place. God, I so didn’t want to be doing this.


  Eager to get away from Springer and the contestants, I headed upstairs to the director’s booth. Blake had told me this was the best place to watch the taping as I could see what was being captured by all the cameras. The room was small with a console and a dozen monitors. I took a seat behind the console waiting for the director. To my shock, in walked Don Springer. Unbeknownst to me, he was directing tonight’s final episode.


  “I hope you like company,” he sneered, lowering himself into the swivel chair right next to mine. Unfortunately, there was no other place to sit. He deliberately brushed his hard thigh against mine, and I jumped. Hastily, I rolled my chair away from him.


  “Don’t be such a prude, sweetheart.”


  “My name’s Jennifer, and please act professionally.”


  He snickered. “I’d like to take whatever pickle you have up your hole and fuck you up the ass.”


  My body quivered. Part of me wanted to run. What was I doing here? I was so out of my element. I should be overseeing children’s game shows, not this pornographic crap.


  Don’t let him intimidate you, I told myself. “Please, Mr. Springer, let’s get on with the show.”


  “Or do you like it this way?” He gave me the finger. I inwardly shuddered and said nothing. To my relief, the taping began. I pulled out a notebook and pen from my briefcase to take notes.


  The game show was simple. The three naked couples competed in rounds of sex trivia questions that ranged from spelling words like connilingus to naming what country has the highest rate of gonorrhea. The couple with the most points at the end of each Q&A round got to ride the spinning Wheel of Pain and fuck until they could no longer take their tortuous reward. Whatever couple lasted the longest on the Wheel by the end of the game won $10,000 and a trip to Vegas. I couldn’t believe people would actually subject themselves to so much torture and humiliation, let alone bare themselves and fornicate publicly. Equally horrifying to me was the millions of men who watched this shit. Though the Wheel of Pain’s ratings were the lowest on SIN-TV, it still attracted a sizeable audience. Why did Blake have to make this kind of programming? And why did he make me oversee it?


  My stomach churned as I watched the show being taped. I wanted to close my eyes and cover my ears, but I had a job to do. A boss to please. The fornicating couples were as repulsive as the physical gags, which included having green slime poured over them, ice cubes dumped on them, and lastly, to my utter horror, a beehive tossed at them. Equally repulsive was Don Singer.


  “Camera Three, move in tighter on the spick’s cock. Just fucking do it.”


  “Camera Two, for God fucking sake, get a wide shot of the bees.”


  “Camera One, stick it in Carla’s pussy. Now!”


  “Give it to him harder, you horny fucking fat bitch!” he yelled as Carla rode Carlos, both screaming and writhing as bees repeatedly stung every inch of their naked bodies. Including their genitals. A wave of nausea rolled through me. I actually had to turn away.


  Don slid his chair over to mine and breathed down my neck.


  “Having fun yet, Ms. McCoy? Does watching this make you wet and horny?”


  Rage mixed with nausea. Keeping my head bowed, I bit down on my tongue and tried to focus on my notes. I couldn’t. Carla and Carlos’s shrieks of agony resounded in my ears.


  “Get me out of here,” sobbed Carla as angry bees buzzed around her. “Please!”


  Get me out of here. I’d had enough. Springer had taken things too far.


  With all the bravery I could muster, I stood up and faced him.


  “Mr. Springer, you need to stop production. This is unacceptable.”


  He swirled around in his swivel chair. “What the hell are you talking about, bitch?”


  “The bees are too much. The contestants can’t take it anymore.”


  “It’s the fucking season finale. You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. I’m not shutting down production.”


  Close to tears, I barked two words: “Do. It.”


  Springer slammed his fist on the console so hard it shook and then shouted into a microphone. “Stop the fucking wheel. And everyone get your ugly asses out of here.”


  I sighed with relief as I watched the wheel come to a halt. Poor Carla and Carlos. Their bodies were covered with red welts from the bee stings, and they were violently shaking. The only, little comfort I had was watching Carlos wrap his swollen, mutilated arms around his whimpering partner. At least, he cared more about her than winning this sick game.


  “I have a few other notes.” My voice faltered.


  “I gotta get out of this hell hole. Give ’em to me downstairs.”


  Having no choice, I followed him as he stormed out of the booth and headed back onto the set. Everyone was gone including the crew. Only a few buzzing bees remained. My nerves crackled with apprehension. I didn’t like being here alone with Don Springer. The faster I could give him my notes, the better.


  Standing beside him before the Wheel of Pain, I opened my notebook. It shook in my hands. Before I could give a single note, he wrenched it away and flung it across the soundstage. His face reddened with rage.


  “No uptight little bitch tells me to shut down my production.” He jerked me against him.


  “Let go of me!” Writhing, I tried to free myself, but his grip was too powerful.


  “Tell me, why the fuck did you do that?” His fetid breath heated my face. I turned away from him. He pinched my cheek. “Answer me.”


  I winced. “My boss, Blake Burns, gave me the authority to make decisions.”


  “That fucking prick.” He squeezed me tighter. He was hurting me. I could hardly breathe.


  “The contestants were in too much pain.” The words barely made it out of my mouth.


  “I’ll show you pain, you cunt.”


  Only one person had ever called me that. That night. Sophomore year. Don cut the painful memory short and shoved me into the capsule on the wheel.


  “What are you doing?” I gasped. My inner panic button sounded.


  “You’re going for a ride, you little ho.”


  The monster stomped on a large button on the floor and then, to my horror, hopped into the capsule. The wheel began to spin. As it ascended, he tore off my blouse and tossed it onto the set. I heard the pearl buttons ping across the floor as he slammed me down onto the cushion. His wretched eyes held me prisoner.


  “Let go of me!” I screamed as he pinned me down by my shoulders.


  “Shut up!” He slapped me hard across the face and then groped my quivering breasts. Fear filled every crevice of my being.


  “Stop it!” I cried, futilely fighting him off. If only I had my purse, I could use my pepper spray. But in my angst-out state, I’d left it in the booth.


  He squeezed my nipples and laughed. “Do you let that asshole boss of yours do things to you?”


  “Let go of me. Please.” As I twisted and turned, a sharp pain pierced the back of my hand. For sure, a bee had stung me. Tears stung my eyes. Sobs wracked my body.


  “Shut the fuck up and spread your legs, bitch. Or I’ll do it for you.”


  I watched with wide-eyed horror as he zipped down his fly, and his dick, a thick wad of repulsive pulsating flesh, sprung from his pants. He thrust himself on top of me, crushing me with his weight.


  “I’m going to ram you like a jackhammer. Make it so it hurts to walk, slut.” He began to rip off my skirt and panties at once. “You’re going to pay for what you did, cunt!”


  “No!” I cried out at the top of my lungs. Hot tears poured from my eyes. Desperately, I tried to fight him off, but his weight held me down. My sobs and screams filled the air. Oh please, God, no!


  Then, as if my prayer had been answered, another voice roared. Three magical words.


  “You fucking bastard!”


  The End of Part 1


  
    THAT MAN 2

  


  Thank you for reading That Man 1. That Man 2, the second part of Blake and Jennifer’s story, is available NOW!


  http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00J3ZVZ2U


  If you enjoyed this first installment, please leave a review. It helps others discover my books and will mean so much to me. The steamy and suspenseful conclusion, That Man 3, will be available early May.


  For the release date, please join my mailing list by clicking this link:


  http://eepurl.com/N3AXb


  And like me on Facebook:


  http://www.facebook.com/NelleLamourAuthor


  Or follow me on Twitter:


  https://twitter.com/nellelamour


  Thank you again!


  MWAH! ~ Nelle


  
    About the Author

  


  Nelle L’Amour is a New York Times and USA Today bestselling author who lives in Los Angeles with her Prince Charming-ish husband, twin teenage princesses, and a bevy of royal pain-in-the-butt pets. A former executive in the entertainment and toy industries with a prestigious Humanitus Award to her credit, she gave up playing with Barbies a long time ago but still enjoys playing with toys with her husband. While she writes in her PJs, she loves to get dressed up and pretend she’s Hollywood royalty.


  Her books include the highly rated Seduced by the Park Avenue Billionaire Boxed Set, Undying Love, Gloria’s Secret, Gloria’s Revenge and the That Man trilogy. Gloria’s Forever, a novella, will be published in Spring 2014.


  Nelle loves to hear from her readers.


  Sign up for her newsletter:


  http://eepurl.com/N3AXb


  Email her at:


  nellelamour@gmail.com


  Like her on Facebook:


  https://www.facebook.com/NelleLamourAuthor


  Or connect to her on Twitter:


  www.twitter.com/nellelamour


  If you enjoyed That Man, you might also like highly rated Gloria’s Secret and Gloria’s Revenge, the story of Jaime and Gloria.


  Gloria’s Secret (Book 1)


  Gloria’s Revenge (Book 2)


  
    Books by Nelle L’Amour

  


  Seduced by the Park Avenue Billionaire


  Strangers on a Train (Part 1)


  Derailed (Part 2)


  Final Destination (Part 3)


  Seduced by the Park Avenue Billionaire (Box Set)


  An Erotic Love Story


  Undying Love (Book 1)


  Gloria


  Gloria’s Secret (Book 1)


  Gloria’s Revenge (Book 2)


  Gloria’s Forever: Coming Spring 2014


  
    Writing under E.L. Sarnoff

  


  Dewitched: The Untold Story of the Evil Queen


  Unhitched: The Untold Story of the Evil Queen 2



[image: Cover for That Man 2]



THAT MAN 2


NELLE L’AMOUR


That Man 2


Copyright © 2014 by Nelle L’Amour

Smashwords Edition

All rights reserved worldwide.

First Edition: March 2014

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to events, locales, business establishments, or actual persons—living or dead—is purely coincidental.

No part of this ebook may be reproduced, uploaded to the Internet, or copied without the author’s permission. The author respectfully asks that you please support artistic expression and help promote anti-piracy efforts by purchasing a copy of this ebook at the authorized online outlets.

Nelle L’Amour thanks you for your understanding and support. To join her mailing list for new releases, please sign up here:

http://eepurl.com/N3AXb

Cover by Arijana Karcic, Cover It! Designs

Proofreading by Karen Lawson

Formatting by BB eBooks


Dedication


To my A-list—Adriane, Arianne, and Artemis. And my readers. I love you dearly.


Table of Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

That Man 3: Available April 2014

Note from the Author and Acknowledgments

About the Author

Books by Nelle L’Amour


Chapter 1


Blake

I was playing with one of the snow globes my mother designed every Christmas—her special gift to all her friends as well as my father’s. I had a collection of them on the credenza behind my desk. The one in my hand had a tiny angel inside. I shook it, and glittering snowflakes fluttered over the delicate sculpture. My mind jumped to another angel. A real life one. Jennifer McCoy. Her angelic face with those liquid green eyes and turned-up rosebud lips filled my head. I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

It was almost eight o’clock. I set the whimsical sphere back down on my credenza and glanced out of my corner office window. The mid-December sky was dark and eerie with the full moon shrouded by a cloud. The taping of Wheel of Pain would be over soon. I wondered how Jennifer had fared. It was her first time overseeing one of SIN-TV’s adult game shows. Producer Don Springer was a fucking lowlife prick, but he knew the rules. Never to fuck with network personnel. But I was worried. Jen was a nice girl, and she’d probably never dealt with his type before. In retrospect, I should have never asked her to do the job. Guilt and apprehension ate away at me. Shutting down my computer, I decided to head over to the set. To make sure she was okay. To be honest, I just plain and simple wanted to see her.

All afternoon, I couldn’t focus on my work. My cock was twitchy. I kept thinking about my lunch with my bud, Jaime Zander, and his twins. Jennifer had joined us, and she was so damn cute with those babies. There I was contemplating fatherhood, and I’d never even considered myself boyfriend material. Yeah, I wanted to fuck her. But I also wanted to cuddle her. And talk to her. Why did I always have so much fun with her? I never spent any quality time with my hook-ups. They were just good fucks. I bedded them at my fuck pad and bid them good-bye. I felt different about Jennifer. She was special. Feisty. Smart. Ambitious. And funny too. So different from all the women I’d been with, even physically. My usual type was a blond supermodel; Jen was petite and brunette. Yet, I was insanely attracted to her. There was a chemistry between us that made me snap, crackle, and pop. I found myself eager to go to work just to see her, and when she was away from me, I missed her. Though I’d known her for only a week, we’d shared so much—including one unbeknownst kiss of epic proportions. The memory of that blindfolded kiss made my blood race and brought a smile to my face. The smile was fleeting. There was one major problem. She was engaged. To Bradley Wick, DDS. Code name: Dickwick. Alpha me had no idea how to defeat the enemy. And he was such a dweeb. Frustration gnawed at me as I packed up to leave.

I could have walked over to the studio, but it was late so I decided to drive. I’d probably split directly from the set and go straight home. Lately, I had no interest in going to my club and bedding my hook-up du jour; my coterie of regulars was not too pleased. Hopping into my car, it took me no time to get there. I pulled into the vacant spot reserved for me outside the building.

After parking my Porsche, I headed into the vast hangar-like structure. The paunchy security guard was dozing. When he heard my footsteps, he bolted to attention. Mental note: You snooze; you lose. Time for an early retirement.

Slightly flustered, he bid me good evening.

“Is everything all right?” I asked.

“As far as I can tell,” he replied with a nervous smile. “Have a good evening, Mr. Burns.”

With a nod, I passed through the entrance to a long hallway that led to the Wheel of Pain soundstage. As I neared it, a woman’s shrieks sounded in my ears. They were clearly not coming from a contestant desperate to climax but rather from someone desperate and frightened.

“Stop it!” she screamed out and, in an instant, I recognized the terrified voice. Jennifer’s. My heart thudded. I raced down the corridor. Fuck. Something was wrong. Very wrong. Another scream pierced the air followed by a loud wail.

Breathing heavily, I yanked open the door to the studio. My eyes grew wide and my pulse went into overdrive. Springer had her pinned down on the spinning Wheel of Pain and was devouring her. He pressed his husky body against her slight one, pawing and gnawing her like a fucking wild animal. Bees were swarming above them.

“Let go of me. Please!” she cried out.

Unaware of my presence, the monster sprung his shit-ass ugly cock from his pants and told her what he wanted to do to her.

Not a chance in hell. I sprinted to the wheel, and with all my body strength, I stopped it. Brought it to a sudden halt at my feet.

“You fucking bastard!” I yanked Springer off Jennifer and sent him sprawling onto the floor.

Daggers shot from my eyes. “God fucking damn it, Springer. You know the rules.”

Red as a beet, he tucked his skank cock back into his pants and staggered to his feet. He sneered at me. “The bitch led me on. This was her idea.”

I tightened my fists so I wouldn’t beat the shit out of him or strangle him. “Don’t fuck with me. This is not the first time. Springer, you’re fired.”

“Fuck you, Burns. There’s no show without me.”

“No problem. No show. It’s cancelled. Get the hell out of here.”

“You’re gonna fucking pay for this, you fucking piece of shit.” Zipping up his fly, he stormed off.

I immediately lifted sobbing Jennifer from the wheel into my arms and away from the angry bees. Her tearful gaze met mine. It was an unblinking combination of shock and relief. With her arms wrapped around my neck, she rested her head against my chest.

“Talk to me, ba—” I stopped myself before I called her baby. It felt so natural to call her that, especially cradled in my arms. Her mouth parted, but no words came out. I grew more anxious. Almost panicky.

“Jen, are you okay?”

Whimpering, she nodded. Her lips trembled and tears rolled down her face.

“Fuck. You’re not okay. Did he r—?”

“No,” she choked, cutting me off. She was shaking all over. Shivering. The bastard had ripped her blouse off. She was in my arms in just her bra—surprisingly a white lacy one. I took in an eyeful of her breasts. They were beautiful. Perfectly formed. Not too big, not too small. The size of champagne saucers. They quivered in the delicate fabric that encased them. I glanced down at her blouse, crumpled on the floor. It was clearly unwearable. Torn off pearl buttons were scattered around it, and I could detect a large tear by the collar. Her teeth chattered. The sound chewed at my heart, ripping it to pieces.

“You’re cold.”

Still trembling, she nodded again. I gently set her down and shrugged off my cashmere jacket. “Here, put this on. It’ll keep you warm.”

A faint smile ghosted on her face as I helped her with it. My fingers brushed her shoulder blades and skimmed her soft flesh. There was something so sexy about her wearing my jacket that was four sizes too big. She looked deliciously lost in it and so vulnerable. I badly wanted to take her back into my arms and hold her against me.

“Thanks,” she sniffled. Her watering eyes met mine. “I’m sorry.”

My eyes stayed fixed on her murky pools of green. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. It’s not your fault. It’s mine. He’s an asshole. Always has been. I should have never let you come here by yourself.” I lowered my eyes in shame.

Her eyes reached out to mine. Something so raw and pure struck me somewhere deep in my soul as we stared at each other, our eyes half-mast.

“Am I fired?”

I let out a little laugh. “Yeah. Someone’s fired.”

She sniffled. It was the sweetest sniffle I’d ever heard. So soft and sensual.

“I understand. I’ll pack up my office tomorrow.”

I tilted up her chin and gazed into those oh so sexy sad green eyes. “Not you, tiger. Springer. It’s been a long time coming. And I’m glad that piece of crap show is off my schedule.”

She took a deep breath and quirked another little dimpled smile. “I guess I should be heading home.”

Tears were still trickling down her face. I brushed them away; I couldn’t help myself. The warmth of them heated my fingertips. I had the burning urge to lick them off as they streamed down her cheeks. Taste her on my tongue.

“You’re in no condition to drive. Let me take you home.”

“Are you sure?” She gazed up at me with those glazed green eyes, blinking back tears. God, she was beautiful.

My lips were ready with a kiss, but instead, I brushed a few silky strands of hair out of her eye. The fucker had pulled her ponytail out of its elastic. I noticed she was missing something else.

“Where’s your purse and briefcase?”

“I left them in the control room. I’ll go—”

“No, wait here. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

I dashed up the stairs to the booth and, in a flash, returned with her belongings. I helped her sling her purse over her shoulder but held on to the briefcase.

“Thanks,” she whispered.

“C’mon.” Without another word, I wrapped my free arm around her shoulders. To my surprise, she didn’t resist. Silently, I led her out of the studio, leaving the Wheel of Pain behind.


Chapter 2


Jennifer

The drive to my house was steeped in silence. My sobbing had subsided, but I was still shaking and felt sick to my stomach. Don Springer’s sexual assault had unleashed bitter memories I’d suppressed. Left behind in college. Memories of being almost raped. They’d never caught my assailant, and maybe that’s why there could never be any closure.

I stole glances at Blake. He steered the sports car with precision, one hand on the wheel, the other on the gearshift. I admired his handsome profile and noticed the length and beauty of his curled fingers. Though the convertible top was up, a shiver skittered through me, and I hugged his oversized cashmere blazer tightly around me like a blanket. Inhaling his intoxicating manly scent that permeated the soft fabric, I felt like I was wrapped up in him. I felt safe.

Noticing I was no longer heaving, Blake broke the silence. “Jen, if you’re up for it, tell me more about what happened.”

I told him about the stunt with the stinging bees. How the poor naked contestants were in horrific pain and how I’d asked Springer to shut down production.

His face tensed up. “You made the right call.” He turned to look at me. “Did you get stung?”

“Just on my hand.”

“Let me see it.”

I showed him my swollen left hand. The bee sting still smarted and was a painful reminder of my assault.

“Fuck. It’s puffy. Are you allergic to bees?” There was deep concern in his voice.

“No.”

He breathed a sigh of relief and refocused his eyes on the road.

As we neared the little Spanish cottage I shared with my best friend Libby, I apologized again. “I’m really sorry about tonight.” My voice quivered.

“Stop it. I’m the one who should be apologizing. I should have gone to the taping, not you.” He paused, his lips pressed tight with remorse.

I placed the palm of my bee-stung hand over his hand clutching the shift. “You came to my rescue,” I said softly. “Thank you.”

He twitched a small but appreciative smile. “Do you want to press charges?”

I wearily shook my head. “I just want to move on and forget it happened.”

“Are you sure?”

I nodded. “Yes, I’m sure.”

“Well, I’m going to make sure that prick never works in this town again.”

We shared another stretch of silence and then I inhaled. On the exhale: “Blake, I don’t think I’m cut out for this job.”

He turned to look at me. “Bullshit. You’re doing a great job. You made a tough decision tonight, but the right one. And everyone’s excited about the programming you’re developing for the daytime.”

“Really?” It was the first time he’d ever given me a compliment. Well, at least about my work.

He winked at me and shot me a sexy lopsided smile. “Yeah, really.” He turned his eyes back onto the road.

A tingly warmth radiated through me. It stemmed from more than the compliment because I knew from our lunch with Jaime Zander that my boss still wasn’t in my corner when it came to my idea for a block of erotic romances targeted at women. It was more the way he looked at me. Those sexy blue eyes, that cocky smile, those cute little dimples. My eyes stayed on him as he turned onto my street. He knew where I lived, having driven me home from the beach over the weekend. My house with its rooster mailbox was the last one on the block sandwiched between an empty foreclosure and a deserted parking lot.

He pulled up in front of it and parked the car. “Let me walk you to the door.”

“No, it’s okay,” I said, unbuckling my seat belt. “I’m fine. The lights are on. My roommate’s home.”

“No, I insist.” My gallant hero hopped out of the Porsche. He circled around it and opened my door before I could crank the handle. I stepped out of the car as gracefully as I could, and together, we walked side by side to my front door.

I dug my hand into my purse and fumbled for my house keys. I suppose I could have knocked and had Libby open the door for me, but I didn’t want her to see me with Blake.

I found the keys and found myself facing Blake. He was so close I could feel his breath heat my cheeks.

“Here’s your jacket back,” I murmured, awkwardly trying to shuck it off.

Placing his strong hands on my shoulders, he stopped me. “Don’t worry about it. You can give it back to me tomorrow.”

“All right,” I conceded softly. The truth was, I didn’t want to take it off. I wanted to stay blanketed in it as long as I could.

Leaving one hand on my shoulder, he tilted up my chin with the other. Little sparks coursed through my body as my eyes met his. I felt my heartbeat accelerate. My lips involuntarily parted as if they were begging for a kiss.

“Do you need a lift tomorrow morning? I can pick you up.”

In my mind’s eye, I fantasized running out of my house, jumping into his Porsche, the top down, and cruising down La Cienega to our office as the wind ruffled his dark silky hair.

“Thanks, but no thanks,” I forced myself to say. “My roommate works at Conquest Broadcasting too. She can give me a ride.”

His brows lifted. “Who’s your roommate?”

“Libby Clearfield”

“Ah, the researcher.”

“Yeah.” The inevitability of being interrogated by Libby shortly was nothing to look forward to.

A resigned expression fell onto his face. “Then, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

With a flick of my chin, he jogged back to his Porsche. Once inside, he put the top down. As I was about to unlock my front door, he called out to me.

“Don’t get into any more trouble, Jennifer. I need you around.” As he peeled off the curb, I let out a sigh.


Chapter 3


Jennifer

“What the fuck happened to you? And whose jacket is that?”

Bad luck. I hadn’t managed to sneak into the house without avoiding Libby. That was hard to do when you stepped immediately into the living room—our hangout—as soon as you opened the front door. 1920s California cottages didn’t come with grand entryways.

My redheaded roommate was curled up on the couch she’d scored at a flea market, drinking a glass of red wine. Her computer was on the coffee table next to the bottle and several scattered files. She must have been catching up on some work.

I slogged over to her, unsure of what I was going to say. I sunk into the couch and took a glug of the wine right out of the bottle.

“Did anyone call?” I asked wearily, eschewing her inquiry.

“Just Bradley to let you know that he was working late.”

I sighed. Lately, my fiancé was always working long hours.

“Okay, now spill the beans.”

Reluctantly, I launched into tonight’s events. Of how Don Springer had physically attacked me on the set of Wheel of Pain. Reliving every horrific moment, I told her how Blake Burns had come to my rescue. Saying his name made my heart flutter.

Libby was wide-eyed. “Oh my God! That prick could have raped you.”

“Yeah, I know.” Libby was one of the two people in my life who knew what had happened my sophomore year at USC. The other was Bradley. I never told my overprotective parents because I knew they would freak out and make me come home. Libby had encouraged me to seek counseling. That had helped me a lot with moving on and entering into a relationship with Bradley. Yet, as much as I had healed, the pain and fear that came with being an almost rape victim never fully went away. I was not the first on campus to be attacked by this sicko. Just one of the few lucky ones who’d managed to escape his vicious assault. Thanks to my pepper spray (which my parents insisted I carry in my purse), I’d fended him off. But now the memories of his assault were as vivid as if they’d happened yesterday. The stench of his breath. The weight of his body. The wool ski mask over his face. One word repeated over and over... cunt. And his horrifying signature—knifing off a lock of my hair. I trembled at the terrifying memory. Libby’s voice cut into it. “You’re so lucky Blake showed up when he did.”

I nodded after taking another swig from the wine bottle. The Chianti seeped through my veins and had a warm, comforting effect.

“What made him come?”

Despite my distraught state, the word “come” made me choke. I swallowed hard. It was just simple, straight out question I was loading with sexual innuendo. What was wrong with me? It must be been the wine.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “I never got the chance to ask him.”

I mulled over her question. Why did he show up at the set? He never said he was going to be there. Was he just checking up on me to see if I was doing my job? Or was there something more?

We chugged the wine until there was not a drop left in the bottle. “I need to take a shower and then I’m going to hit the sack. I’m exhausted.”

I’m going to watch Bones and then call it a night too.” My best friend loved this show, especially the quirky analytical lead character.

I wearily rose to my feet. “Oh, Lib, by the way, can you give me a lift to work tomorrow? I left my car at the studio.”

“Sure. No problemo. See you in the morning.”

Once in my small bedroom, I kicked off my shoes and shed my clothes. Before my bra, the last thing to come off was Blake’s jacket. I took it off slowly, reverently, and inhaled it against my nose before folding it on my bed. I sighed. The heavenly scent of him was still all over it. It made me feel even more lightheaded than I already was.

Slipping on my terry cloth robe, I padded over to the small bathroom down the hallway and glimpsed at myself in the mirror. I looked confused and vulnerable. The memory of Don Springer fawning all over me, touching me in places he had no right to, sent a rush of nausea to my chest. I needed to take a shower. To wash the repulsive memory and touch of him off me.

After turning on the shower and adjusting the temperature, I shrugged off my robe and stepped into the checkered Art Déco tiled stall. I stood under the showerhead and let the hot water pound on me while I scrubbed myself all over with a large soapy sponge. Moving it to my center, I arched my head back with my eyes squeezed shut and pleasured myself. I managed to wash away the traces of the scumbag, but as I came in sweet waves, Blake Burns’s beautiful face filled my head. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. He had come to my rescue and held me in his arms once again.

I curled up in my bed, freshly clean and bare-naked. Wrapping Blake’s soft cashmere jacket around me, I closed my eyes. Sleep quickly claimed me.


Chapter 4


Blake

I arrived at my office the next morning at eight o’clock and stopped by Jennifer’s on the way to mine. She was already there. Sitting at her desk. Looking fresh and pretty. Her wavy hair hung loose and cascaded over a soft pink blouse. She looked exceptionally pretty in pink. Pussy pink.

Fuck. I had sex on my brain. I had her in my bloodstream. It was a lethal combination.

Something had changed about the way I felt about her. I’d seen her strength and I’d seen her courage. But last night, I saw her vulnerability. She was like a little kitten that needed sheltering. I wanted to be the one to take care of her. To protect her from the dangers of the world. From the predators and monsters who could harm her. I’d never felt this way about a woman. Caring about someone else was something new to me. I was the man that came to her rescue. I said it aloud.“Thatman.” Rhymes with Batman. Okay, so I had a black Porsche instead of the Batmobile. But I was her superhero.

She gazed at me for a long beat and then acted as if nothing had happened last night.

“I’ve compiled a list of the bestselling erotic romances I think we should pursue for the daytime block and started on the PowerPoint presentation for Gloria’s Secret. I also reviewed the treatments you gave me. My notes are on your desk, and your jacket’s folded over the back of your chair.”

“Thank you.” I forced my voice to sound businesslike. I could give a shit about my jacket but was impressed she’d gotten her assignments done on time given last night’s trauma.

“Is there anything else you need me to do right away?” she asked, her voice sweet and innocent.

Yes, suck my dick. Jesus fucking Christ. She had me good. My cock strained against my slacks. Thank God, they were baggy in the crotch area because I needed the extra room. Having a big cock came with both benefits and baggage. Okay, mostly benefits.

“We’re good.” I forced the image of her luscious mouth wrapped around my dick out of my mind, and strode to my office. I slammed the door shut behind me and locked it. Once seated at my desk, I unzipped my fly and jerked off. Damn it. It was the second time I’d done that this morning. The first was in the shower. I’d woken up with a painful boner. Both times, I imagined coming inside Jennifer McCoy’s warm, delicious mouth.

Fuck. I wanted this girl. I wanted her badly. My cock ached for her. My heart ached for her. But she belonged to another. That dipshit dentist she was going to marry. I’d never been the jealous type, but suddenly I was.

Twisting around, I slid the jacket she’d returned off my chair and put it to my nose. It now smelled like her. Cherry vanilla. I replaced the jacket I was wearing with the cashmere one. Anyway I could, I wanted to be next to her. Be inside her.

As the day went on, a queasy feeling overtook me. I felt sick. Feverish, lightheaded, and achy. Balls. I was coming down with something. Probably that damn flu everyone was getting. I’d had a tinge of it over the weekend, but I thought I’d beaten it. So much for super powers. I had my secretary, Mrs. Cho, fetch me some tea and took a couple of Advil. Neither helped. By three o’clock, I felt sick as a dog.

“I have great news.”

I looked up from my computer. It was Jennifer. She was beaming. The sight of her got me briefly out of my misery.

She strode into my office and sat down in one of the armchairs facing me. My feverish eyes roamed from her head to her toes. “What’s up?”

“The focus groups are all set to go in Las Vegas this weekend.”

“Great.” My voice was listless.

Jennifer knitted her brows. “Blake, you look flushed. Are you okay?”

“I think I’m coming down with that fucking flu.”

“Oh no.” She leapt up from her chair and circled around my desk. Her soft hand touched down on my forehead. A chill ran through my heated body. The good kind.

Her face grew alarmed. “Oh my goodness, you’re burning up. Blake, you’ve got to go home and get straight into bed.”

She helped me pack up, and half an hour later, I was back at my condo. Shivering under the fluffy duvet, barely able to keep my eyes open.
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The next few days were pure hell. I don’t think I’d ever been this sick. My body fluctuated between extreme chills during the day and raging fever at night. I was so feverish I hallucinated.

Jennifer McCoy was an angel who was sent down from the heavens to take care of me. Dressed in a cloud-white sheer robe with her long hair flowing, she floated over to me. Her beauty took my breath away.

“Oh, Blake,” she said softly as she hovered above me and ruffled her fingers through my hair. “Let me make you feel better. Tell me what I have to do.”

I moaned. “Oh, tiger, I want to feel your lips again on mine.”

She smiled dreamily and slowly lowered her head. Her lips touched down on mine. My back arched. They were silky petals. I nibbled and gnawed them as strength poured through my body. We moaned into each other’s mouths. Her lustrous hair danced across my flesh and blood flowed to my dick. Ahh. She was making me feel alive again. Instilling me with potency.

My breathing shallow, I ran my fingers through her hair. It was even thicker and silkier than I’d imagined. Waves of satin. Another soft moan escaped her throat, and she let me deepen the kiss with my tongue. Her tongue found mine and followed it in a hot sensual dance—just like our first kiss at my club.

My cock grew harder. I gently pulled away.

“What’s wrong, Blake?”

I traced her lips with my finger. “Nothing. I just need more.”

“Tell me what you need.”

I held her dreamy gaze in mine. “I need to be inside you.”

She smiled and her eyes glinted with wonder and determination. Wordlessly, she stripped me of my pajamas, and then I watched as she shrugged off her gossamer gown and exposed her body. Her skin was unblemished porcelain, her abdomen flat and taut, and her breasts, two sweet scoops of vanilla ice cream with little cherries on the top. She kneeled between my legs, and her shimmering hair swept over her shoulders like a whimsical cape. In a word, she was beautiful. I cupped her sensuous breasts in my palms and kissed each one of her cherries. She tasted as divine as she looked.

She gazed down in awe at my arousal. Then in slow motion, she wrapped her fingers around my girth, barely able to make them meet because of my size. She held her hand there, waiting for her next step.

“Tiger, spread your legs and put it inside you.”

Silently, she did as bid and slid my cock across her wet folds. I jumped when I felt the tip nudge against her pussy. With a thrust, I plunged it inside her, letting her guide me along with her hand. I felt her tight muscles clench around my hot, thick length. And then I began to pump in and out of her.

“Oh, Blake!” she cried out.

I woke up drenched in sweat. In my dream, I had made beautiful love to Jennifer McCoy, and she had healed me. But now I faced reality. I felt sicker than I did yesterday. Every muscle in my body ached, and I was depleted of energy. With the little bit I had, I rolled out of bed and staggered to the bathroom. I glimpsed myself in the bathroom mirror. I looked like shit. Like something the cat dragged in. I pissed, brushed my teeth, grabbed a glass of water, and climbed back into bed. I thought I was fucking dying.

Over the next few days, I barely got of bed. Not having shaved, showered, or combed my hair, I resembled a pathetic old cowboy in one of those low-budget Westerns. My hair was a rumpled mess, and a thick layer of stubble lined my jaw. The only thing I was missing was a broken in cowboy hat.

My mother’s housekeeper, Rosa, brought me a care package every day, but I barely touched a thing. My concerned mother had called the family doctor, but he said there was little I could do. Rest and drinking lots of fluids were my best bet. So, I stayed mostly in bed, with my plasma TV on 24/7 to give me some company. I knew I was really, really sick because I was watching Doris Day movies on The Movie Channel.

My only other link to the world was my iPhone. I kept it under my pillow and forced myself to check my e-mails whenever I was awake which wasn’t too often. I had told Mrs. Cho to circulate an e-mail, telling my staff to contact me only if there was an emergency. The Korean-born mother of four was turning out to be the best secretary I’d ever had. And I’d had many.

I longed to hear from Jennifer McCoy. I didn’t. I sent her an e-mail letting her know that it was unlikely I’d be going to Vegas for the focus groups. She responded with a sad face emoticon. I returned the e-mail with the same one. The truth: I was sad. I missed being at my office. And I missed seeing her.

Finally, on Thursday, my fever broke and I actually felt a pang of hunger. I crawled out of bed and wandered into the kitchen. I opened the well-stocked refrigerator and pulled out a jar of applesauce and container of cottage cheese. I never ate this pansy crap, but that’s what I was in the mood for. Standing up, I devoured it all. They must be super foods because I felt a hell of a lot better. I immediately took a shower and shaved, and then got back into bed. I reached for my iPhone and composed an e-mail.

To: Jennifer McCoy

Subject: Focus Groups

Please come by my apartment today at five p.m. to discuss the above. Here is the address: 10580 Wilshire Boulevard.

Thank you.—BB

I hit send. In a beat, she responded—she’d be here. I suddenly felt a hell of a lot better, but I wasn’t going to let her know that.
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At a little before five, Ms. Punctuality showed up at my door. She looked ravishing though a little fatigued in a little black pleated skirt and fuzzy white sweater. Her tortoiseshell eyeglasses were sitting on top of her head, and she was carrying her briefcase along with a large shopping bag. Her purse, as usual, was slung over her shoulder.

I was wearing my Turnbull & Asser blue and white pajamas and barefooted. “Hi, thanks for coming.”

Her green eyes fluttered. “Sure. No problem. How are you feeling?”

Ushering her inside my apartment, I faked a cough. “Not so good yet. But I don’t think I’m contagious anymore.”

That adorable smile curled on her lips. My cock stirred. She looked me over.

“That’s good. Where would you like to have our meeting?” Her eyes soaked in my spacious Wilshire Corridor condo with its expensive Italian furniture and spectacular views of the city.

Another cough. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to do it in my bedroom. I really need to lie down.”

“Um, uh, okay.” She was definitely taken aback.

She trailed behind me to the bedroom. I immediately hopped into bed and pulled the covers up over me. Taking in my vast room with its king-sized bed and myriad of boy toys, she asked me where I wanted her to sit. Her voice was shaky.

“If you wouldn’t mind, could you please sit on the edge of the bed so I can see you.”

An uncertain look fell over her face. She blinked her beautiful leafy eyes several times.

“Don’t worry. I’m not the big bad wolf. I’m not going to eat you.” Although I sure would like to. I bet her pussy was delectable. For the first time in days, my cock showed signs of life. I could feel it throbbing.

Hesitantly, with a nervous smile, she plunked down on my bed, putting her purse and briefcase along with the shopping bag on the carpet.

“What’s in the bag?” I asked.

She relaxed a little, her face brightening. “I brought you a bunch of erotic romance paperbacks. Libby’s handing them out to the focus groups and had a few extra. I thought maybe you’d like to read some. She reached into the bag and pulled one out. “This one’s really good. And funny too. You might really like it.”

I took it from her. Beautiful Stranger.

“Thanks. Very thoughtful.” I tossed it onto the bed, knowing damn well I’d never read it.

“And you should try the first book in the series too. Beautiful Bastard.”

Now, there was a title I could connect to. “So, Ms. McCoy, please give me a rundown of the focus groups and your activities in Vegas.”

Without wasting a second, she launched into the schedule she had planned over the weekend, which included observing focus groups, attending a book signing event, and meeting with various writers. It was hard for me to concentrate on what she was saying with her next to me in my bed. I had the burning urge to rip off every stitch of her clothing and flip her on top of me. My cock was in an uproar, but the thick duvet hid what was going on beneath.

She continued to babble on, oblivious to my arousal. My eyelids lowered. And then I groaned. She stopped short in the middle of a sentence. Her eyes were wide with alarm. Perfect. I groaned again, this time louder.

“Oh my God. What’s the matter, Blake?”

“I think I’m having a relapse.” My voice was a raspy whisper. “My doctor said this could happen.” I groaned yet again, this time adding a shudder.

“Oh no!” Terror filled her voice. “What can I do?”

“I feel so fucking hot.” Oh, did I! “Would you be kind enough to sponge me down.” And give me mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.

“Of course. Where’s your bathroom?”

“Over there.” I weakly pointed to a door opposite my bed and groaned once more.

She leapt up from my bed, and in a heartbeat, she was back with a large sponge in her hand. She sat back down on my bed and dabbed the moistened sponge on my face. She was so close I feel her warmth.

“How does that feel?” she asked.

“So good, Jennifer.” Her touch was gentle and loving. I longed for her lips on mine.

She palmed my forehead. “I think you’re cooling down.”

Not. I was heating up. Yet another loud groan. “It’s like there’s a fire in my body.” Raging in my groin. I pulled the duvet down to my hips. “Jennifer, would you mind sponging down the rest of me?”

I sat up a little, and without a word, she helped me off with my pajama top. With each button she undid with her nimble fingers, an inner firework went off. A chain reaction of scintillating sparks. I lowered myself to my fluffy pillow and kept my eyes on her as she soaked in my bare chest. She was clearly in awe of my chiseled pecs, defined six-pack, and that perfect pelvic V that peeked out from the covers. Working out had its benefits.

Taking the sponge back in her hand, she began to run concentric circles around my taut flesh. Slow and sensual. I closed my eyes and moaned with pleasure. Beneath the covers, I had a serious boner.

“Oh, Blake, are you in pain?” Her voice was soft, a mixture of compassion and concern.

I opened my eyes halfway. “Just a little.” My balls were aching and my cock was blazing. I so wanted her. My angel.

Shutting my eyes again, I let her rub away. She sensuously sponged every part of my upper body as well as my muscled arms. I savored every stroke.

About ten minutes into the body wash, I took the sponge out of her hand and sat up. “I feel much better now. I can’t thank you enough.”

Her eyes connected with mine. The air between us was charged with electricity. “It’s okay. It’s the least I could do.”

“Why don’t you stay for dinner? I have a ton of delicious food my mother sent over.” And breakfast too?

Tension swept over her angelic face. She glanced down at her watch. “I can’t. I promised Bradley I’d meet him for dinner since I won’t be seeing him this weekend.”

Fucking Dickwick. Every muscle in my body tensed. My cock sunk like the Titanic.

She gathered her things and stood up from the bed. I was too debilitated to see her out.

“You should stay home tomorrow, Blake. I’m sorry you won’t be at the focus groups, but I’ll keep you posted with the results.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled as she padded toward the door and disappeared.

I sunk back in my bed feeling sicker than I’d felt all week.
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I couldn’t get myself out of bed on Friday morning. I’d had a feverish, restless night of sleep. Not because of any damn flu. Jennifer McCoy was in my blood like the plague.

I stayed in bed all day. I opened that Beautiful Stranger book and read a few random pages. Of course, I’d have to pick the part where they kiss for the first time. I slammed the book shut and pulled the duvet up over my head and then jerked myself off. Would I ever be able to tell Jennifer McCoy that I was the beautiful stranger who she’d kissed blindfolded in a game of Truth or Dare?

At five o’clock, I heard the door to my apartment click open. Only one person had the keys. My mother. One short minute later, she was striding into my room with my grandmother by her side. Both were wearing jogging outfits, my mother’s from overpriced Lululemon, and my Grandma’s from now defunct Loehmann’s.

“Darling, how are you feeling?” asked my mother, tidying things up.

“Eh,” I grumbled.

The good Jewish mother she was, she immediately reached inside her monstrous designer purse and pulled out a thermometer. It was the old-fashioned mouth kind.

She hovered over me. “Open up, darling. Let’s see if you have a temperature.”

Reluctantly, I opened my mouth, and she shoved the glass column under my tongue. I pressed my lips together and made a face. I felt like I was fucking five-years-old again. I counted the seconds until she pulled it out.

She brought it to her eyes. “Ninety-eight point six. No fever, dear.”

“Fever shmever,” chimed in my grandmother. “I’ve brought you Jewish penicillin. My delicious chicken matzo ball soup.”

I remembered today was Friday. Shabbat. I definitely wasn’t up for going to my parents’ house. Especially dealing with my whacked-out sister and obnoxious twin nephews.

“I’ll go heat it up,” said my mother, taking a shopping bag from my grandmother. She waltzed out of my bedroom, leaving me alone with Grandma.

“So, bubbela, vhere does it hurt?”

“Right here, Grandma.” I clutched my heart like I was having a heart attack. The pain was palpable.

She eyed my lower torso and pointed at my pecker. “And vhat about the schmekel?”

“It’s numb,” I replied glumly. Trust me, there was no pulse.

“Flu shmu. Bubbela, you’ve fallen for someone.” Grandma winked. “I bet it’s that nice haymisha girl you brought to the house.”

I grimaced. How the hell did she know? I nodded listlessly.

“Finally. You bring me some naches. Have you shtumped her?”

Only my audacious Grandma would want to know if I’d fucked her. I shook my head.

“Vhat are you vaiting for?”

“Grandma, I can’t. Remember? She’s engaged.”

Grandma made a disgusted phlegmy sound and dismissively waved her veined hand at me. Before I could say another word, my mother reappeared with a piping hot bowl of soup on a silver tray.

Grandma jumped in. “Bubbela, have a bissel. Chicken soup is good for the soul.” She winked at me again. “And the shmeckel too.”

My mother set the tray down on my lap. With a spoon, I took a sip of the delicious broth. Two hours later, I was back to my old self on a plane heading to Las Vegas.


Chapter 5


Jennifer

The days following the incident with Don Springer were beyond awful. I regressed to having nightmares. The ones that had haunted me in college. Always the same. A faceless monster attacking me. Knocking me to the cold ground. Groping and squeezing my breasts and between my thighs. Snipping my hair. Me fighting him off. Writhing. Screaming. The monster roaring cunt, cunt, cunt. Over and over until my eyes flashed open, and I found myself drenched in cold sweat.

But it was more than just the nightmares. I felt a terrible aloneness. Bradley, with whom I didn’t share the Springer encounter, was working long hours and hardly had time for me; I guess his practice was booming. And Blake was home sick with the flu that had been going around the office. His stoic secretary, Mrs. Cho, sent an e-mail to the entire staff telling us not to contact him unless it was a dire emergency. I missed him terribly.

I busied myself with my work and prepared for my first business trip. I was going to Las Vegas. In doing research for the block of women-friendly erotic programming I wanted to develop, I’d discovered there was big erotic book signing event taking place there that would give me the opportunity to meet with many authors and pitch them my idea. Contacting the authors via their Facebook pages, I lucked out. They were all excited about developing their novels into television series and couldn’t wait to meet me.

When I told Libby about my trip, a brainstorm clicked in her active mind. “Why don’t we kill two birds with one stone? There’s a great research facility in Vegas. I can set up focus groups there and prove to your arrogant boss once and for all there’s a demand for such programming. We’ll have a blast together in Sin City.”

Libby’s idea made a lot of sense, and it would be super fun to go with her to Vegas, a city I’d never been to before. There was one downside: I was going to be on my own. Blake Burns wasn’t coming along because he was still sick. There was no way we could cancel the groups because too much was at stake, and an opportunity to combine the book signing and groups wouldn’t come along again for a long time. It was just as well. I didn’t need him breathing down my neck. And I didn’t need him wracking havoc with my mind—and body. I was having only one problem with my job—my devastating boss. All day long, every cell in my body danced with tingles. I couldn’t stop thinking about him.
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Libby and I left directly from work Friday evening on a flight from LAX. The travel time took less than hour. We were staying at the Hard Rock Hotel where the book signing event was taking place over the weekend.

Vegas was something out of a surreal dream. Libby insisted our cab driver take us down The Strip before dropping us off at the Hard Rock, which was located off the beaten path. I’d seen photos of Vegas and had even seen the city featured in movies and television shows, but nothing prepared me for the experience of being there. As we cruised down the famous stretch, my eyes took in both the elegant and garish hotels that lined it. I was in awe of how each hotel tried to outdo the other with size, lighting, and special effects. Tomorrow night, Libby wanted to take me exploring, but tonight we mutually agreed to settle into our rooms and call it a night as we had a big day ahead tomorrow. One thing about Libby, she would never put pleasure before work. She took her job very seriously and was the consummate professional. These focus groups were as important to her as they were to me.

[image: *]*

The Hard Rock Hotel was vast. After checking in, we wove our way through the loud, dark, frenetic casino, my eyes wide at the sight of people throwing money into slot machines and onto gaming tables. I felt intimidated. I was definitely out of my element. I was happy to get to my room, switch into my fuzzy SpongeBob pajamas, and settle into the comfy king-sized bed with my computer to review the meetings I’d set up. Though he wasn’t going to be here, I wanted to prove to my boss that I was professional and organized.

Just as I was about to turn off the light by my bed and call it a night, my cell phone rang. I didn’t recognize the private number. But I recognized the voice. Blake!

“I’m here,” he breathed into the phone, his voice sultry.

“What do you mean?” I was stunned and confused.

“Just what I said. I’m downstairs.”

“I thought you were sick.”

“I’m better. Have you ever gambled?”

“No.” My voice wavered.

“Then get your sweet ass down here and meet me at the front desk. Let’s see if we can make some money together.”

[image: *]*

Quickly donning a pair of jeans, heels, and an open-necked silk blouse, I headed downstairs to the casino. Sure enough, there he was, dressed in an elegant dark suit and open black dress shirt, leaning—or should I say posing—against the check-in counter. God, he looked sexy. My heart did little flips.

His mouth twisted into that cocky lopsided smile when he caught sight of me. My heartbeat quickened and butterflies fluttered in my stomach. Anxiously, I sauntered up to him.

“Is gambling with your boss allowed?” I spluttered.

“I gambled on you, so I think it is.”

Smartass. “I don’t have a lot of money with me,” I said, adjusting my shoulder bag.

“Then, let’s start making some. Have you ever played slot machines?”

“To be truthful, I’ve never gambled. It’s not my thing.”

“Well, it’s mine. I gamble on everything. Come on, let’s try our hand on a five-dollar machine. Follow me.”

A few moments later, we were standing in front of one of the thousands of slot machines that dotted the casino. His broad shoulder brushing against me, he reached inside his slacks pocket for his wallet and pulled out a five-dollar bill. I watched as he fed it into the machine.

“Go ahead, you can either pull the lever or push this button.” He pointed to a square “spin” button.

“Me? What if I make you lose?”

“Ain’t happening. I never lose at these things.”

There was a part of me that wanted to disprove Mr. Cocky and a part of me that wanted to prove him right. To be his lucky charm.

Hesitantly, I pulled down hard on the lever.

Our eyes stayed glued on the spinning symbols—all of them pieces of fruit except for the number seven. I squinted as I’d forgotten my glasses.

“C’mon triple cherries,” hissed Blake, balling his fists.

The spinning came to a halt… one number seven… then another… and then a third. All landing on the payline.

“Yes!” shouted Blake as the machine went ca-ching, ca-ching, ca-ching.

“What did you just win?”

“Triple sevens. The next best thing to the jackpot. A thousand smackeroos. Way to go, tiger!” He high fived me, his warm palm slapping against mine.

“Where’s the money?” I asked.

“These days, you have to hit the ‘cash out’ button, and then you get a credit slip that you redeem at the cashier.”

“Oh.” I felt stupid that I didn’t know that. In all the movies and TV shows I’d watched, a bucket full of silver dollars barreled out of the machine on a big win. It wasn’t quite as exciting the paper way.

“Okay your turn. I’ll let you use one of my credits.”

“Are you sure?” I didn’t feel comfortable using my boss’s money even if it was just digital dollars.

“Yeah. Go for it.”

Wordlessly, I did as he bid, this time hitting the button instead of using the lever. My squinting eyes stayed riveted on the payline until the spinning stopped. A banana... an orange... and a lemon.

“What’s that?”

“Fruit salad.”

My eyes lit up with excitement. “How much is that worth?”

“Nothing.”

My shoulders slumped and my heart sunk to my stomach. I was a loser. And I’d just wasted five bucks of my boss’s money.

An attractive buxom blond waitress came by and asked if we wanted cocktails. Her goo-goo eyes on Blake were not lost on me.

“I’ll have a Scotch. Ms. McCoy, what would you like?”

“Um, uh... water.” I knew I shouldn’t drink with my boss while I was technically on the job.

“C’mon, order something. We’re in Vegas, baby.”

Reluctantly, I gave in to a glass of white wine.

“Bet again,” Blake insisted as the flirtatious waitress disappeared into the crowd with our order.

“I don’t think so. I’m not very good at this.”

“It’s just luck.” I could feel his warm breath on my face.

Against my better judgment, I agreed to play one more round. I should have held steadfast because I lost again. Frustrated, I was happy when the drinks came. Blake handed me my wine and then reached for his shot of Scotch. He slapped a twenty-dollar bill on the cocktail waitress’s tray. Her eyes grew wide and she smiled seductively. “Why thank you, handsome. Good luck to you.”

Blake shot her a sexy wink before she parted. Why did that bother me? I swear the waitress had mentally undressed him. She was just his type—blond, stacked, and stunning. Was he going to hook-up with her later?

“To winning,” Blake said, clinking his glass against mine and hurling me out of my mental ramblings.

I took a big swig of the wine. And then another and another while Blake imbibed a bit of his drink.

“One more time,” Blake insisted after another sip of his Scotch. You know what they say... third time’s a charm.”

“Fine,” I spat at him, loosened up from the wine. “But this time, I’m using my own money.” Holding the wine glass in one hand, I unzipped my purse with the other and fumbled for my wallet. I pulled out a five-dollar bill and inserted it into the machine. I took another gulp of the wine and then slapped the spin button.

“C’mon triple cherries,” I shouted repeatedly at the machine. Talking to the machine had worked for Blake. So maybe it would work for me.

My eyes stayed fixed on the glass screen as the spinning came to halt, and a symbol fell onto the payline.

One pair of cherries.

My heart began to race.

Two pairs.

I held my breath, and like in a slow motion dream, the final symbol fell into place. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

Three pairs of cherries!

“Holy fucking shit!” cried Blake as a siren went off and a red light on top of the machine began to spin and flash. Crowds of people moved in on us, clapping and cheering.

“What’s going on?”

“Jen, you just won the fucking jackpot!”

“I did?” I was in a state of shock. “How much is that worth?”

“More than a bowl of fruit.”

“Like how much more?”

“Like five thousand dollars.”

“Holy shit!” I could barely contain myself. Screaming, I jumped up and down like a child in a candy store, my arms looping around his neck. I was still holding my almost empty glass. Setting his Scotch down, Blake circled his arms around my waist and spun me around. Beneath the thin fabric of my blouse, I could feel my nipples harden against his steely chest. My lips were so close to his that they almost touched. I swear, I was a breath away from making contact with them, and if I’d had one more sip of wine, I think I might have kissed him. His lips were that inviting, and he held me in that position longer than necessary. Finally, he set me down. Our eyes never strayed from one and other. There was electricity between us. I could feel it and wondered if he felt it too.

“C’mon, Lady Luck, let’s head over to a roulette table.” With that dazzling dimpled smile, he clasped my hand. I didn’t resist.

We strolled up to a table in the center of the casino around which two dozen or so spectators were gathered. Numerous players were calling out red and black numbers and placing large stacks of chips on various numbers. There was one available stool at the table.

“Sit,” ordered Blake.

“Aren’t you going to play?” I asked taking a seat.

“No. I just want to watch you play.”

He anchored himself behind me, his warm breath skimming my neck. Tingles skittered up and down my spine. Blake handed the croupier my win slip.

“Hundreds, my good man,” he said.

In a flash, the croupier placed several towering stacks of black chips on the table in front of me.

“What do I do?” I asked naively.

“It’s simple. Pick two numbers,” he breathed in my ear.

“Okay, ten and thirteen.”

“Why those numbers?”

“That’s the date of my birthday.”

“I’ll have to remember that,” he purred, fisting my ponytail. I didn’t pull away.

“Okay. This is what I want you to do.”

I was all ears. And all tingles.

“Take one of your chips and place it on the line between those two numbers.” With the top chip of my tallest stack, I did exactly as he said.

Other players placed bets and the croupier, a sandy-haired college-aged dude who seemed amused by me, gave the roulette wheel a firm spin. Everyone’s eyes stayed on the little ivory ball as it spun clockwise around the spinning wheel, bouncing from number to number. There was tension in the air as the wheel slowed down. It finally came to a halt, and to my utter disbelief, the little ball bounced straight into the number ten slot.

“Ten is a winner,” shouted out the croupier. Oohs and ahhs broke out among the crowd of spectators. I was in a wide-eyed state of shock as the croupier set a tower of black chips on the winning number.

I turned to face Blake. A big Cheshire cat grin spread across his face, and his eyes glinted with amusement. “I just won, didn’t I?” I gasped, clasping my hand to my mouth.

He nodded sheepishly. “Yes. A mere hundred dollars. I want you to play again and put everything on thirteen.”

I gulped. He wanted me to risk it all? I’d won almost a whole month’s pay. “Are you sure?”

He nodded again. “Do it,” he commanded.

With jittery fingers, I complied.

The croupier gave the wheel another forceful spin and then said, “No more bets.” My heart pounded and every nerve in my body buzzed. I chewed my lip as the little ball circled around the wheel.

The wheel slowed down, and the ball skidded across several numbers. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” I wished silently. My fists curled so tightly I could feel my nails. Finally, it stopped at ten again. Oh no! I lost. My heart sank painfully to my stomach—every penny I’d won was gone. And then, to my absolute shock, it edged into the next slot—red thirteen. I leaned into the table and squinted hard to be sure I was seeing things right. Yup, red thirteen. I even heard the croupier call it out. Holy shit! I could neither get my mouth to move nor my brain to send words to my vocal chords. A chorus of oohs and ahhs surrounded me, and I watched with wide-eyed stupor as the croupier piled copious stacks of chips onto the number. Several frustrated players left the table. From the corner of my eye, I thought I recognized someone in the crowd. Don Springer? A chill zigzagged down my spine, but he was gone in a blink. He was probably just a figment of my imagination, and I went back to enjoying my big moment.

“Holy crap!” I finally managed. I jumped out my chair and began to do a happy dance. Literally.

“I won! I won!” I shouted repeatedly, gripping Blake’s shoulders as my feet did a jig. I’d never seen so many chips.

Blake placed his hands at my waist. “Do you know how much you’ve won?”

Delirious, I had no clue. “Tell me.”

“About a year’s worth of salary after the taxes.”

“Oh my God!” I was close to fainting. Thank goodness, Blake was holding me.

Grinning, Blake drew me close to him. I could feel more than his rock-hard chest. Between his strong legs, that giant cock of his pressed against my middle. Goose bumps spread across my flesh.

“C’mon, let’s go to a bar and celebrate.” He pressed me yet closer to him and rubbed his hard length against my abdomen. My big win aroused him. And it aroused me.

My skin prickled. Temptation teased me. My mind screamed no; my body screamed yes.

“Just one drink. We’ll talk business.”

“Okay,” I mumbled. “Just one drink. And only if you let me buy.”

A triumphant smile lit his gorgeous face. “Sure. And besides, you owe me ten bucks.”

Five short minutes later after exchanging my chips for real dollars at the cashier, I was sitting with Blake at a high table at one of the hotel’s many bars. On the stage, some chesty redheaded lounge singer was singing a medley of Roberta Flack songs. I ordered another wine, he another Scotch. I craved something stronger, but I knew I shouldn’t mix drinks, especially in the company of my boss. I could easily get sloshed and embarrass myself. That definitely would not be a good career move.

Our drinks arrived quickly—delivered by yet another disturbingly flirtatious blond cocktail waitress whose name tag said Kay. After again toasting to winning, we drank in silence. I studied his face. The flickering candlelight danced across his strong features, bathing them in a warm glow. I’d never faced him in this kind of lighting, and it awed me how spectacularly handsome he truly was. It no longer surprised me that he’d once been a model. He was the kind of guy who belonged on the cover of GQ and could sell ice to an Eskimo.

“What made you come to Vegas tonight?” I asked, fumbling for conversation.

“You.”

“You don’t trust me to do my job?”

“Of course, I trust you.”

“Didn’t you have a date with Kassie?” I recalled overhearing Mrs. Cho setting it up before he got sick.

“No. I had one with Kasey. She came down with the flu too.”

Yay for her, I silently cheered and then mentally slapped myself. What was wrong with me? I was newly engaged and definitely not the mean jealous type. Or so I thought.

“Aren’t you glad I came?”

“Tomorrow would have been just fine.”

He looked slightly crestfallen. “Hey, if I hadn’t come tonight, you wouldn’t have won all that money.”

I almost felt rich. But most of my winnings were going to paying off debts, including my car and student loans.

“It was just beginner’s luck,” I countered.

“There’s no such thing as just luck, my father says. He says success is like a slot machine. You have to line up the three cherries—the right idea, the right time, the right person. If one of those three cherries is missing, you can’t win.”

I pondered his words, but the wine was clouding my thinking. It made sense, but I wasn’t sure.

He glanced down at my engagement ring and then returned his gaze to my face. His eyes bore into mine. “Do you think you’re going to succeed at marriage?”

My skin bristled. “What do you mean?”

“What I mean is... maybe the idea and time feel right, but is that dentist boyfriend of yours the right person?”

His question made my stomach clench. Fuck. I’d forgotten to call Bradley. I’d promised to call him the minute I landed in Vegas, but I didn’t. But he hadn’t called me either. Like what if my plane had crashed or I’d gotten into an accident?

I nervously twisted my engagement ring with my thumb. I couldn’t answer his question. The truth: I was having my doubts. Yes, we’d been together for a long time—through most of college and grad school—and we both had the same goals of living comfortably and having children, but lately, there hadn’t been much of a spark. Maybe that’s what happens to couples who are starting separate careers or have been together for a long time.

As I took another long swig of my wine, the lounge singer began singing, “The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face,” and a sad truth hit me hard like a hammer. I couldn’t remember the first time I saw Bradley’s face. Was it the cafeteria? In the courtyard? In a classroom? I just couldn’t remember.

Blake held my gaze in his. And my mind flashed back to our first encounter in his office. How when he lifted up his head and met my eyes, I almost melted. I’d relived it so many times. The moon and the stars danced in my head. Inwardly, I quivered.

As if reading my mind, he reached across the table and ran his thumb across my chin. “Dance with me.” Another command.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Please. It’s just a dance.”

On the verge of unexplainable tears, I bit down on my lip and simply nodded.

Blake rose and came around the table to help me off the stool. A breath later, I was in his strong arms, stepping slowly side to side, as the lounge singer sang the moving Roberta Flack song. So much taller than me even in my heels, my head just reached his pecs. I rested my cheekbone against his chest and let the words of the song fill my head. I felt the heat of his body and his heart beat in my ear. At this very moment, nothing else existed except Blake and me.

“You feel good, Jennifer” he whispered.

“You do too,” I said back softly.

The song ended, and I pulled away.

“Well, I’d better be going. There’s a lot going on tomorrow.” I blinked once. Only once. We’d never talked business at all. My eyes stayed fixed on him.

He was about to touch my face, but stopped midway. He smiled wistfully. “Yeah.” He paused. “Thanks for a great evening.”

I quirked a half-smile back at him, the tears so close to falling my eyes stung. “Yeah. It was really fun.” Turning away from him, I hurried out of the bar before I made a total fool of myself in front of my boss. I didn’t look back.

The truth: Blake Burns had given me the best time I’d ever had in my entire life.


Chapter 6


Jennifer

The morning focus groups were being held at a research facility in downtown Vegas—the early Vegas of the Rat Pack era that was now enjoying a resurgence. Dressed casually but professionally in black slacks and another silk blouse, I was sitting on a taupe brown couch in a small room, able to view the groups through a one-way mirror. A notebook and pen sat on my lap and a cup of coffee on the table in front of me.

The first group, women 18-34, had already started. Libby, seated at the head of a conference room table, was briefing a dozen or so respondents who were drinking coffee and devouring pastries. The women seated around the table were of various shapes, sizes, and ethnicities, and some bore tattoos. They came from all over the country, many here in Vegas for the book signing event.

Where was Blake? Though we hadn’t made a plan to come here together, it was not like him to be late. I was looking forward to seeing him as much as I was dreading it. Everything was fine last night until I’d danced with him. Why did I do that? Wasn’t there some kind of law about employees dancing together? Had I not drunk a couple glasses of wine, sleep would have eluded me. I’d fallen fast asleep, still swaying in his strong arms. Oh, he’d felt divine! The memory still danced in my head. I tried impossibly hard to force it out of my mind.

Libby, in her glory, started to ask questions about the respondents’ reading tastes. The group broke into a lively discussion about books they were reading and authors they loved. Of course, Fifty Shades of Grey was mentioned, but so were so many others—Arianne Richmonde’s The Pearl Trilogy, Adriane Leigh’s Wild, and R.K. Lilley’s Up in the Air series to name a few. There seemed to be no end to the list of books and authors these voracious readers devoured.

While two women were fanning themselves over a heated discussion of billionaire racecar driver Colton Donavan, the damaged hero of K. Bromberg’s Driven trilogy (books high on my list to make into a SIN-TV telenovela), the door to the observation room burst open. Blake.

“What’s going on?” he growled, grabbing a coffee. He didn’t seem to be in a particularly good mood.

My eyes met his and my heart hammered. He looked sexy as sin—in a pair of faded jeans that hugged his long, muscular legs and a simple white tee that exposed his mountainous biceps and chiseled pecs. His dark hair was perfectly mussed up, and a fine layer of stubble lined his strong jaw.

“Did I miss anything?” he asked, crashing down on the couch, uncomfortably close to me.

“Not too much. The briefing and the books these women are passionate about. They’re discussing them now. Libby is videotaping the focus groups so you can watch anything you missed later.”

“Good.” Blake sat back in the couch and stretched his long legs on the coffee table in front of us and his toned arms across the back of the couch. One arm draped behind me.

The warmth of his body radiated through mine. I immediately sat forward and pressed my legs together to quell the fluttering sensation that had gathered between my thighs.

I tried to focus on what the group was saying, but his presence was distracting me and knotting up my stomach. Why was he late? And why did he have that just-fucked look going on? Had he slept with that flirtatious cocktail waitress after I’d left him last night?

The latter question sent a shiver up my spine. Why should I care? I was engaged and he was a player. He had the right to fuck anyone he chose; I had the right to fuck no one but Bradley.

I forced myself to focus on the group discussion and engrossed myself in taking notes. Libby, as group moderator, was doing a great job extracting information from the talkative woman. In truth, it wasn’t difficult. The enthusiastic bunch couldn’t stop blabbing away about their favorite book boyfriends, as they called them. If anything, Libby had to work hard at controlling the group from getting out of control and talking over one another. The women couldn’t spit out their opinions fast enough.

“Alexandre Chevalier. One word. Sex on a friggin’ stick.”

“Lane Wild. Holy hotness Batman! I need a cold shower.”

“Jesse Ward. I can’t get enough of that fucking crazy, hot alpha male.”

“Drew Evans. Sexy arrogant man whore!”

“Remington Tate. One sweet, confusing, fucking hot beast of a man!”

“Ethan Blackstone. Oh my God! Sex in a suit! So smoking hot!”

“James Cavendish. Whew! I need me some Mr. Beautiful now!”

My body heated. Everything these women were saying mimicked how I felt about my boss. Drop dead gorgeous Blake Burns. My Mr. Beautiful. That these zealous women were confirming my programming instinct took a backburner position in my muddled mind.

I glanced over at Blake, soaking in his handsome profile. His expression was impassive. “What do you think about the group?” I ventured, butterflies aflutter.

“Except for the blonde at the end of the table, they’re not very attractive.”

Bastard. I clenched my teeth and balled my fists. I wanted to throw my notebook at him. Mr. I-Hate-Research was just not going to acknowledge I was right—that there was a voracious appetite for erotic television programming targeted at women. And then his cell phone rang. He picked it up after the first ring.

“I have to call you back, baby.” He ended the call, and I fumed. Keira? Kirsty? Kitty? Kat? Or maybe that damn cocktail waitress. Her name tag popped into my head. Her name started with “K” too—“K” for Kay. I suddenly regretted spending last night with him.

Libby’s zinger question enabled me to refocus my attention on the group discussion. “So, ladies, what would you think if some of the books we talked about today were made into television series and movies?”

The women broke into orgasmic shrieks. “Yes!” “Now!” “Holy fuck!” “Oh baby!” “Bring it on!” “I’m on fire!” These were just some of the words that spilled from their lips.

A smug smile crossed my face, and I turned to face Blake. His hands were tightly folded across his chest, his brows knitted together, and his lips pressed into a thin line. The look of defeat.

Libby wrapped up the group and handed the respondents their incentives—each an envelope containing a crisp one hundred-dollar bill for their time followed by a choice of a signed paperback from a myriad of books she scattered across the table. The women went at the books like sharks in a feeding frenzy. After thanking the ecstatic women, Libby joined us in the observation room.

“Well, I think this group proved that Jennifer’s right—there’s a huge opportunity to develop programming based on popular erotic romance novels. The next group, women 35-49, starts in a half hour.”

Chugging his coffee, Blake rose to his feet. My eyes roamed up his fit body until they met his gaze.

“I don’t need to see another group. Jennifer, please option some of these books and put development on the fast track.” His voice was businesslike, bordering on gruff, and intimidated me.

“Yes, sir,” I said meekly. I’d lined up the three cherries—the right idea, the right time, and the right person. But victory eluded me as he blew out the door.


Chapter 7


Blake

Last night, this girl had emotionally blue-balled me. She’d split from the night club and left me bereft. The cocktail waitress with the mother fucker big tits had propositioned me, and I could have had her. But I didn’t want her. The only woman I wanted was Jennifer McCoy, and she wasn’t mine to be had. She plain and simply walked out on me. My cock aching, I headed back up to my hotel suite alone and wanked off before collapsing into bed. The exercise was in vain. Another ache tugged at my heart that wouldn’t go away. I spent a restless night, tossing and turning, wondering why this girl was affecting me, and woke up late in a fucking bad mood.

As if she hadn’t pissed me off enough, now she’d mind-fucked me. Ms. Smarty Pants had just proven she was right—there was a tremendous, untapped market for erotic programming targeted at women, and SIN-TV had to be the first to tap into it. I called my father immediately after the group to tell him the findings before that know-it-all research girl got to him. He uttered three words: “Run with it.”

I’d had enough. I wanted to get the hell out of Vegas, but I’d scheduled dinner with my Vegas affiliate manager at Valentino, a swanky restaurant at the luxurious Venetian hotel. I didn’t want to cancel it because Vegas was one of SIN-TV’s strongest and most important markets. Having time to kill, I decided I might as well check out the erotic book signing convention.

I’d been to numerous adult entertainment conventions in Vegas before, but this one topped them all. I was able to get into the convention hall with a VIP pass, evading the long line of women eager to get in. Many held copies of their favorite books in their hands while others held scrapbooks and Kindles in brightly colored fabric cases.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. Women were lined up at authors’ tables waiting to get their books and Kindle cases signed as well as to collect swag. These authors were like fucking rock stars to them. Except for a handful of male book cover models who’d come along for the event, I was the sole male in the vast room. I felt like any minute I would be tackled by a pack of man-hungry wolverines.

And then the inevitable happened. A voluptuous brunette, sporting a sinister snake tattoo, sprinted up to me. Her eyes lit up. “Aren’t you Blake Burns, that famous model?” She was practically drooling.

“You’ve got the wrong person,” I begged off.

“No, I don’t. I’ve followed you on Facebook. It’s you! Would you sign my Kindle case?” she asked breathlessly.

Before I could say, “fuck off,” a hoard of women swarmed me. I frantically began signing Kindle covers. Damn. What had I gotten myself into? My eyes darted left and right in search of an escape. And then to my utter disbelief, one of the crazy women tore open her blouse. Out popped a pair of knockers that belonged in The Guinness Book of Records. Her puckered nipples looked like fucking walnuts.

“Ooh, would you sign my tits?” she cooed, literally shoving them into my face.

Holy shitballs! Get me out of here! And then I saw her. Jennifer. She was heading my way, wearing a what-the-fuck expression on her face.

Brainstorm! Faking a big smile, I feigned an excuse. “Can’t. My girlfriend’s on her way over. That’s her over there in the black slacks and cream blouse.” I pointed in Jen’s direction. The women dropped their jaws and turned their heads in unison.

“Hi, Blake,” said Jennifer, weaving through the swarm of crazies. “Looks like you’ve got yourself some fans.”

Before I could respond, one of my fan girls hugged her and blurted out, “You’re so lucky.”

Jennifer scratched her head in confusion.

The wide-eyed woman zeroed in on her engagement ring. “Oh my God! When are the two of you getting married?”

Jennifer screwed up her face. “You mean to my fiancé?”

The women responded in unison: “Yes!”

Jen’s expression grew more perplexed, her face flushed. I was enjoying every minute.

“Um, uh, sometime this summer.”

I broke into a devilish smile. “You can read all about it. I’ll post it on my Facebook page. Now, if you’ll please excuse me, I need to spend time with her.” I looped one arm into Jennifer’s and, with my free hand, blew the lovely ladies a kiss. As I whisked Jen away, a chorus of sighs and pants surrounded me.

“What was that all about?” asked Jen, jerking free of my grip. She sounded more miffed than curious.

I answered with one word. “You.”

“I don’t need you to broadcast my private life.”

I tugged her ponytail. “Don’t worry I wasn’t. I was sharing mine.”

“Whatever.” Furrowing her brows, she was clearly none too pleased.

“What are you doing later for dinner?” I asked, heading toward the exit.

“I’m going out with a bunch of authors. Do you want to join us?”

“Can’t. I have a date.”

“Oh.” Her voice grew small and then she recovered.

“A really interesting idea came out of the second focus group. Which you should have stayed for.”

Ms. Chastising emphasized her last words. Without reacting, I asked, “And what might that be?”

“A talk show. Something like The View, but hosted by a popular book blogger in which real women discuss their favorite books and get to meet their favorite authors.”

“What the fuck is a book blogger?”

“Someone who has a website and/or Facebook page who reviews popular erotic romances. Some of these women have over twenty thousand followers. They could be extremely helpful with promoting our daytime block.”

I had to hand it to her. She didn’t stop at programming ideas. Her mind was full of ways to market and promote. Today, social marketing and promotion was everything.

She glanced down at her watch. “I have a meeting with one of the writers I’m pursuing in a few minutes. You’re welcome to come.”

My cock jerked at the word “come.” I so badly wanted to kidnap her and take her back to my hotel suite. And show her what it really meant to come.

Swallowing a gulp of air, I responded. “Pass. Maybe we’ll catch up later.”

Unsure of what the rest of the day would bring, I let her go.


Chapter 8


Jennifer

The rest of the day couldn’t have gone better. I met with one writer after another. A dozen in total. They were all so down-to-earth and excited to be part of the programming block I was developing. Over an early dinner at the Hard Rock Café, which Libby came to, I explained that I envisioned them having executive producer responsibilities, which would allow them to have input into the scripts and casting. They were in a word: thrilled. Wine and beer flowed, and by the end of the dinner, we were almost like best friends. I had learned a lot about this amazing group of writers. Several had been on the edge of bankruptcy before their writing careers took off while others had been in unfulfilling high-powered jobs. The road to self-publishing wasn’t easy, but the rewards were well worth it. The pressure these women felt to please their passionate fans was daunting. Most were later judging a contest—The Best Male Abs in Vegas—along with the organizers of the book signing event. They invited Libby and me to join them. While party-loving Libby was tempted, we ended up politely declining and stuck to our plan of taking in The Strip. After paying the bill and a round of endless hugs and kisses, Libby and I found a cab and took off to the famed thoroughfare. Just as planned, we went hotel hopping. We started at the pyramid-shaped Luxor and ended at the magnificent Venetian where we took a gondola ride in a man-made canal. As we hopped off the boat, my eyes widened and my heart skipped a beat. Heading into one of the hotel’s expensive restaurants was Blake Burns and on his arm was a tall gorgeous blonde. I’d had plenty of drinks but suddenly found myself wanting one more. I gulped past the lump in my throat. What was wrong with me?

Eager to leave, I begged Libby to head back to the Hard Rock. Reluctantly, she agreed with the condition we go to one of the hotel’s many nightclubs. Libby was one tireless party animal.

The nightclub we ended up at was a karaoke bar. It was crowded, but Lib and I were lucky enough to get a large corner booth. Another one of those attractive blond, big-boobed cocktail waitresses came by to take our drink order. She could have easily been the sister of Kay.

“Have you ever had a chocolatini?” asked Libby.

“What is it?”

“It’s like the most amazing martini ever. It’s made with chocolate liquor.”

I’d had a ton to drink. Mostly white wine. I didn’t think it would be a good idea to have another or mix drinks. I just didn’t have the alcohol tolerance that Libby had. I’d seen her polish off a six-pack of beer at USC frat parties and then make it through several shots of tequila. I didn’t know how she did it.

“I’ll just have a cherry Coke.”

Libby made a disgusted face. “Come on, Jen. We’re in Sin City. You only live once.”

“You won’t be sorry,” said the cocktail waitress with a smile. “They’re delicious.”

Reluctantly, I gave in to the drink. The waitress disappeared with our order.

“So, how’s it going with Blake?” asked Libby while we waited for our drinks.

The mention of his name sent a shiver to the base of my spine. On the stage, a bad Lady Gaga wannabe was belting out “Bad Romance.”

“Okay,” I simply said.

“I bet he’s reeling from the focus groups. The second group of older women was even more enthusiastic about your idea than the first. Wait till he reads my report.”

Before I could say a word, the waitress returned with our drinks and set them down on the table. I have to confess the chocolatini looked amazing. Like a chocolate milk shake in a martini glass. And it was topped with a heap of fluffy whip cream.

After a toast to “us,” I lifted the chilled glass to my lips and took a sip of the creamy cocktail. Holy cow! It tasted as amazing as it looked. Rich and chocolaty with a nice little zing from the vodka. It coursed smoothly down my throat and into my veins. My glumness instantly lifted.

“Isn’t it fucking amazing?” asked Libby after her first sip.

“Totally.” I licked my lips and began drinking the chocolatini like it was chocolate milk. Before I knew it, I had depleted the glass. So had Libby.

“Let’s order another round,” insisted Libby.

“Are you sure?” Deliciously lightheaded, I craved another. God, was it sinfully good.

“Totally. Look at it as one of the perks of your job.”

It didn’t take much more to convince me. The cocktail waitress returned and we placed our order. She scooted off and I turned my attention to the stage. Some goofy-looking guy was singing “Blurred Lines.” While he was no Robin Thicke, many in the crowded club were singing along and dancing to the lyrics. Even Libby was standing up and swaying her hips, totally into it. Not wearing my glasses or contacts, everything was a big blur to me. And the chocolatini hadn’t helped. The lyrics sounded fuzzily in my head. Talking about getting blasted.

The waitress returned with our second round of chocolatinis. Libby sat down and proposed another toast. “To Blake Burns for giving us this opportunity.”

“Yeah, to fucking Blake Burns,” I echoed, clinking my glass against hers and then immediately taking a gulpful.

“Did I just hear my name?”

I gagged. I almost spit out the mouthful of chocolate liquid but somehow forced it past the golf ball-sized lump in my throat. Setting my glass down on the table with my shaky hand, I swiveled my head. There he was, in one of his expensive dark suits, looming above me. That dazzling cocky smile was plastered on his face. My mouth dropped open, but words failed me.

“Can I join you, lovely ladies?” he asked.

“Sure,” said Libby who was totally nonplussed by his unexpected presence. I was still speechless.

“Scoot over, Ms. McCoy,” he ordered.

I did as he asked and he gracefully slipped into the booth. I felt his hard, muscular thighs brush against mine. I took another large gulp of my yummy drink. In fact, I guzzled it. I finally found my voice.

“I thought you had a date.” I didn’t tell him that I saw him with his latest blond hook-up at The Venetian.

“I did. With my Vegas affiliate manager.”

Was he was bullshitting me? The blonde he was with looked more like a porn star. Tall, leggy, and stacked.

“She had to leave early because her kid got sick.”

“Oh.” I still didn’t know whether to believe him.

Diverting his attention to the stage, Blake began to sing along with the karaoke singer. Holy shit! He had an amazing voice. A raspier version of Robin Thicke’s. His body rhythmically brushed against mine, and every time the singer got to the “good girl” part, he turned to look at me with his smoldering blue eyes. A rush of heat spiraled inside me. And wetness pooled between my legs.

After the singer finished his rendition of the song and stepped down from the stage, Blake asked, “So, do either of you sing?”

A loopy Libby chimed in. “I have the worst singing voice in the universe. It can scare off aliens.”

Blake let out a laugh. God, it was sexy. He turned to look at me. “And what about you, Ms. McCoy?”

Before I could say a word, Libby chimed in again. “Jennifer has an amazing voice. You should hear her.”

Inwardly, I was cringing. Libby and her big mouth.

Blake kept his beautiful baby blues on me. They glinted with mischief. “I’d like to hear you sing, Jennifer.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Ms. McCoy, I’m your boss and I’m ordering you to sing.”

Fuck. Boss’s orders. I chugged the rest of my drink. “Fine.” I spat the word at him. With a triumphant smirk, he stood up and let me out of the booth. I sauntered up to the stage, but let me tell you, I wasn’t walking in a straight line. I was smashed.

On the stage, I grabbed the mike and made my song selection. Katy Perry’s “Roar.” It was my favorite new song, and I knew the lyrics by heart having sung it in my car a gazillion times. It must have been the most played song on the radio. I’d even watched Katy’s jungle girl video on YouTube several times.

At first, I felt nervous. My heart raced. Everyone’s eyes were on me, including Blake’s. But once the music started, my stage fright dissipated. I began belting out “Roar.” I really connected with the lyrics. And Blake Burns really connected with me. His eyes never strayed from me. It was if I was singing this song just for him. Katy Perry, move over. I was going to let him hear me roar my way. Fierce and hungry. I was his tiger.

The song came to an end. The audience cheered me and applauded wildly. On cloud nine, I took a quick bow and when I stood up again, Blake Burns was giving me a standing ovation. Hooting Libby followed, and then before my eyes, everyone in the nightclub was doing the same. I felt as ecstatic as I did embarrassed. Thank God, I was totally smashed. I swept beads of sweat off my forehead. I had really worked myself up. Despite shout-outs for an encore, I staggered off the stage, hoping I wouldn’t trip and make a fool of myself. That’s what usually came with being Calamity Jen.

Dizzy with excitement, I wove through the congratulatory crowd and made it back to our table in one piece. Blake was still standing at the edge of the table, allowing me to slip back into the booth. Except I stumbled. Fuck. It had to happen. But before I went crashing onto the table, two strong arms caught me. Blake’s.

“Are you okay, tiger?” he asked, holding me in his arms. His warm breath heated my cheeks. My blood whipped through my arteries and veins like a rollercoaster.

I nodded. I was a wet bundle of nerves. “I need another drink.”

He held my gaze fierce in his. “You’re quite the singer, Jennifer. Do you have any other hidden talents I should know about?”

His seductive voice sent me over the edge. “Blake, I need a cock—”

“Tail?” He finished the sentence for me. Truthfully, I wasn’t sure if I could. His intense eyes and intoxicating scent were rendering me senseless. And weak in the knees. Breaking away from him, I slid into the booth. He followed me in, sitting closer to me than before. The heat of his body diffused through me. Under the table, my toes curled.

Our cocktail waitress came by again. She instantly shimmied up to Blake. “Hi, gorgeous, what can I get you?”

Gorgeous? It was if she only had eyes for him. I felt invisible.

Blake winked at her. I inwardly cringed. Why should his every little move with other women drive me to despair? Get me some alcohol!

“I’ll have whatever these beautiful young women are having,” Blake responded before turning to us. “Can I buy you each another round?”

“Pass,” said Libby. “I’ll just have some water.” That was a first.

“I’ll have another chocolatini. In fact, make it a double.” I could actually see daggers shooting out of my eyes, but the flirtatious, oblivious waitress deflected each and every one of them.

Libby looked concerned. “Are you sure, Jen? You’ve had a lot to drink.”

“I’m positive,” I shot back.

The waitress took off.

“So, Mr. Burns, what is it with you and cocktail waitresses?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Nothing.”

“Maybe it has something to do with the word ‘cock.’”

“Ms. McCoy, I think that word affects you more than it does me.”

I was tingling like crazy all over. Beneath the table, I crossed my legs to quell the unbearable sensation.

“Cock is a funny word,” said Libby, joining our conversation. “I read once that it comes from the French word spelled c-o-q which means ‘male bird.’”

“That’s cockamamie,” I retorted.

Libby burst into laughter. “Cock-a-ma-mie. That’s a good one.” She paused, that clever mind of hers clearly at work. “I have an idea. Let’s play a game and come up with words that begin with ‘cock.’ The first person who can’t think of one, loses and has to buy another round of drinks.”

Oh, no! Libby and her games. My murky mind flashed back to the last time I played a game with her. Truth or Dare. A wildfire zipped through my already heated body. That man! That kiss!

Blake’s dreamy voice interrupted my flashback. “Okay. What about cocky?”

That word sure summed up his personality. Of course. He thought with his cock. That fucking giant cock! The memory of seeing it exposed at his parents’ Shabbat dinner flashed into my head. A shudder ran through me. And then a flutter crept between my legs.

Blake continued. “Oh, by the way, ladies, I should let you know that I never lose at games.”

Fiercely competitive Libby smirked at him. “Neither do I.”

“And, for your information, Mr. Cocky, I was an English major and excel at word games. No one can beat me at Scrabble, except my father who was an English professor.”

Blake shot me a wry smile. “You should play with me some time.”

Was that another sexual innuendo? Or was I just reading into things? I mentally slapped myself. Stop it, Jen. What the heck is wrong with you?

Our drinks arrived. Blake proposed a toast. “To winning.” Clinking my mega-size martini glass against his, I shot him a smirk of my own. I took a heaping gulp of the martini cocktail. Suddenly, my head began to spin. A din buzzed in my ears. And nausea rose to my chest.

“Whose turn is it?” asked Libby. The words spun around in my head. Libby’s eyes focused on me. “Jen, I think it’s yours. Are you okay?”

“Jennifer?” It was Blake. I whipped around and looked at him. There was no longer one Blake Burns but two. I was seeing double. Twice the gorgeousness!

“Jen, what’s your word?” asked Libby, her voice impatient.

I gazed at Blake times two. I could barely get my mouth to move but managed one word. “Cockatoo.”

Blake smiled that dazzling smile and I slurped more of my drink.

“You have a big cock too.” I hiccupped.

“Fuck, she’s drunk,” I heard Libby say.

“I’m not drunk. I’m good.”

Libby again. “Come on, Jen. I need to get you to your room. Can you stand up?”

“Sure.” Grinning, I’m rose to my feet, and I felt the world tumbling down. My legs were jelly and my body was swaying. My hands gripped the edge of the table to steady me. My grin fell off my face like a scab.

“Shit, Blake. She can’t walk. Can you help me get her to her room?”

“C’mon, tiger. Let’s get you out of here.”

A heartbeat later, I was in his arms. I gazed up at him, still seeing double.

“Did I win the game?”

“Yeah, tiger, you’re the winner.”

I held his shimmering eyes—all four of them—in mine, and then everything faded to black.


Chapter 9


Jennifer

I slowly peeled my eyes open, one at a time. Disoriented, it took me several long moments to realize I was in my hotel room. I felt like shit. My tongue was pasted to my parched palette, a God-awful taste filled my mouth, and my head was pounding. Fuck. How many chocolatinis had I downed last night? I’d stopped counting after the first. I must have consumed them like a bag of M&M’s.

A ray of sunshine slithered through the blackout curtains. It must be morning. A loud knock at my door sounded in my ear. Go away! The knocking persisted, growing louder. Okay, enough. Tossing off my comforter, I staggered out of bed to see who it was. To my surprise, I was clad in my flannel SpongeBob PJs. I had no recollection of putting them on. In fact, I had little recollection of any of last night’s events.

The knocking morphed into relentless banging. My fuzzy brain did some wishful thinking... maybe it was room service with a large pot of coffee—something I could really use. But I didn’t recall placing an order.

With a shaky hand—God, I was hungover—I unlocked the door to my room and swung it open. Standing before me was Libby, dressed in a casual slacks outfit and carrying her large canvas messenger bag.

“Hi,” she chirped.

How could she be so bright-eyed and chipper? She drank those chocolatinis too and, in fact, was the one who turned me on to that lethal concoction. Maybe she drank fewer than I did though she did have a much higher alcohol tolerance.

I struggled to liberate my tongue from the roof of my dry-as-a-desert mouth as she skirted past me and let herself into my room.

“I thought we could share a cab and go to today’s focus groups together,” she said, plopping down on my bed.

Reality threw a wrench at me. A wave of nausea rolled in my chest. I had another day here in Vegas to observe more focus groups and to meet with more authors. In my sorry state, I was up for neither. I just wanted to crawl back into bed and pull the covers over my head.

My tongue back in action, I headed back into my room, still in stagger-mode. “Can you wait ten minutes? I need to take a shower and get dressed.”

“Sure. I’ll check my e-mails.” Sitting cross-legged on my bed, she pulled out her cell phone from her bag and began scrolling.

“Thanks.” I stumbled over to my dresser and plucked out some fresh underwear—a pair of white cotton briefs and matching camisole—and then ambled over to the closet where I settled on an outfit similar to yesterday’s—dark slacks and a pale pink silk blouse. I hadn’t brought a big assortment of clothes along. Just basics.

“Libby, how did I get back to my room?” I asked as I laid the slacks and blouse across the unmade bed.

Libby looked up from her e-mails. “Blake carried you up here.”

I gulped. “He did?”

She twirled one of her long sienna curls. “You were pretty funny last night.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t you remember?”

A hazy montage of last night’s events spun around in my head. Blake sitting with us. Me singing “Roar.” All those chocolatinis.

“You mean the karaoke stuff?”

Libby laughed. “Hardly. You were awesome. Blew the competition away.”

“Then, what?” My stomach churned. Maybe I didn’t want to know.

Libby smiled wryly at me. “You got plastered and got off on the word ‘cock.’”

“I did?” In front of my boss? I chewed down on my lip.

“And then you told Blake Burns that he has a big cock.”

“I did?” Oh God! How could I say that? I’d never be able to live this down. Bile rose to the back of my throat as clueless Libby continued.

“Rumor has it his cock could star in a porn flick.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

Blake’s expanse of magnificence filled every crevice of my mind. The truth: I hadn’t stopped thinking about his outrageous cock since the time I’d accidentally seen it at his parents’ house. I gulped down another wave of nausea. In a state of quasi-shock and despair, I stumbled to the bathroom. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My reflection startled me. My eyes were bloodshot, and my skin was the color of okra. I looked as ghastly as I felt. The first thing I did was brush my teeth, to get the foul taste out of my mouth, and then I popped a couple Advil and downed them with a glass of water. Shedding my pajamas, I turned on the shower and adjusted the temperature of the water to as hot as I could take it. Maybe a hot steamy shower would wash away my emotional turmoil and give me clarity. I stepped into the stall and let the hot water pound over me. I squeezed my eyes shut. Oh, God. Blake Burns was back. This time standing in the shower with me, his cock—yes, his humongous cock—pointing my way. I snapped open my eyes and hastily turned off the water. If only I could rip yesterday out from the calendar. Make it disappear. Make him disappear.

As I towel dried myself and slipped on my undies, one reassuring thought crossed my mind. Chances were I wouldn’t see Blake today. He’d made it loud and clear yesterday that he’d had enough of the focus groups and book signings. Oh, please, no Blake today.

I gathered my wet hair into a ponytail and had the misfortune of seeing my reflection once more. I still looked like shit. Today—with or without Blake—was not going to be a good day.

Back in my room, I quickly donned the rest of my clothes. I gathered my purse and my briefcase with my notebook and laptop inside. Before heading out with Libby, I reached into my purse. Seconds later, my dark prescription sunglasses were sitting on my nose.

As we descended the high-speed elevator, Libby chit-chatted about the upcoming focus groups. Yesterday’s respondents were “heavy” readers of erotic romance books, reading four or more e-roms a month; today’s panelists were “moderate” readers, reading one to three books a month. Her cell phone rang. Retrieving it from her bag, she let me know it was from the research facility. Everything for today’s groups was in place. While Libby spoke to the facility’s director, I dug into my purse and rifled for my own cell phone. Poor Bradley must have tried to reach me while I was passed out. He must be worried sick about me.

I scoured my handbag, but my phone was nowhere to be found. Shit. Maybe it fell out of my bag last night. This day wasn’t getting better. When the elevator reached the main floor and the doors pinged opened, I told Libby that I was missing my phone and had to go back up to my room.

“Oh, I put it on your night table,” she said. “Just in case you needed it. Hurry. I’ll meet you outside the hotel.”

Libby stepped out of the elevator, and I immediately palmed the twelfth floor button, the floor on which we were staying. Fortunately, the elevator made no stops. When I reached my destination, I slogged out of the elevator to my room. I should have sprinted, but I was still in no condition to move at more than a snail’s pace. Every nauseating step was a painful reminder of last night’s embarrassing debacle. I vowed I was never going to get drunk again. Or, at least, never touch another chocolatini.

I found my phone quickly and took a moment to check my messages and texts. To my surprise, there weren’t any text or phone messages from Bradley. Not one. My heart twitched. Maybe something happened to him. I immediately speed-dialed his number. His phone went right to his voice-mail. Instead of leaving him a message, I texted him.

Call or text me as soon as you get this message. I love you.

xJ

My mind wandered. Why hadn’t he called or texted me? I told myself he must be okay. Surely, his parents or even his hygienist, Candace, would have gotten in touch with me if something terrible had happened to him. They all had my cell phone number. Maybe he’d lost his phone or taken a spontaneous overnight trip to some place where his phone didn’t work. Unable to dispel my unsettling feeling, I tossed my phone into my shoulder bag and headed back to the elevator bank.

The elevators, this time, took their sweet time. This day just fucking sucked. Besides being still hungover, I was growing increasingly sick with worry. Bradley. The outcome of today’s focus groups. Facing Blake.

I thought about taking the stairs—not a bright idea given my pathetic state and accident proneness—when an elevator car at last arrived. The doors parted and so did my lips. Standing smack in front of me was the last person I wanted to see. Blake Burns! Mortification raced through me. My heart was in my mouth.

He was dressed again in jeans, black body-hugging ones that hung low on his narrow hips, and one of those expensive premium cotton white tees that exposed his newly bronzed biceps. Dangling from his hand was an expensive tan leather overnight bag with his initials—BB—monogrammed in gold. He must be checking out, heading back to LA.

“Ms. McCoy, are you going down...?”

...On your big frickin’ dick? Geez. What was wrong with me? I kept my gaze on his gorgeous face. He looked freshly showered and effin’ sexy as sin.

“Well?” He was holding the door open.

“Um, uh, yes,” I stuttered. A part of me wanted to run away or wait for the next elevator, but who knew how long that would take. Libby was waiting for me downstairs, and I didn’t want her to be late for the groups.

Hesitantly, I stepped into the elevator. I stood as far away from him as I could and faced front. The elevator doors closed, and we began our descent.

“So, how do you feel today, Ms. McCoy?” His tone was sardonic, and in my mind’s eye, I could see the smirk pasted on his face.

“Fine.” I stabbed the word at him and adjusted my sunglasses.

“You were quite entertaining last night.”

Every muscle in my body clenched, and I felt myself flushing with embarrassment. “I’m sorry about last night,” I blurted out, still facing forward.

He chuckled. “Don’t worry, tiger. What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.”

The high-speed elevator couldn’t reach the lobby fast enough. When the doors parted, I darted out.

“Have a nice day, Jennifer, and stay out of trouble. I’m flying back. I’ll see you in the office tomorrow.”

“Bye,” I squeaked, not turning to look back at him.
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The focus groups went as well as yesterday’s. Sobriety returned to me, thanks to the thoughtful research facility director who set me up with a pot of strong black coffee and a bowl of fresh fruit. After a quick lunch with Libby at a fast-food restaurant close to the facility, I headed back to the hotel to attend the final session of the book signing event. Once again, I met with numerous authors and bloggers who couldn’t be more excited about the block of programming I was developing for SIN-TV. I had their full support and ended up with a bag full of signed books and swag.

Libby and I were booked on a 7:30 p.m. flight back to Los Angeles. With a few hours to kill, we decided to meet up at the Hard Rock pool. To catch some rays and swim a few laps. A margarita for her, a cherry Coke for me. After last night, alcohol was not in my immediate future.

While I was changing into my swimwear in my room, my cell phone rang. I quickly grabbed it, hoping it was Bradley and dreading it was Blake. It was neither. Instead, Libby.

“Jen, I got inspired to start writing up the focus group report, so if you don’t mind, I’ll meet you down at the pool a little later.”

“No problem.” Work came first; this was a business trip, not a pleasure trip.

“Save me a lounge chair.”

I told her I would and ended the call.

Before leaving the room, I checked myself out in the floor-length mirror by the entryway closet. For the first time today, I smiled at my reflection. Color had come back to my face, and the red spider lines had faded from my eyes. Wearing a turquoise one-piece bathing suit and flip-flops, I was back to being me. I slid open the closet and shrugged on the fluffy white terry cloth robe that came with the room. I was ready for a refreshing swim.
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The pool area was packed. I’d never seen so much skin in my whole life. Women in string bikinis were mingling with hunky, tattooed men in Speedos or tanning themselves. Exotic drinks were everywhere. Wearing my dark prescription sunglasses and holding a plastic cup full of ice-cold Coke, I wound my way in and out of the crowd, searching for two side by side empty chaise lounges. At last, I spotted a pair. I hurried to them before someone else claimed them. Settling into one of them, I sipped my soda and took in the scene.

Three bikinied women, who could pass as triplets, with big boobs and even bigger blond hair, were fawning over a well-built, tanned man, lying face down on the chaise lounge next to me. A backward-facing baseball cap covered his head. One of the blondes was massaging his feet, another the back of his muscular thighs, and the third his upper back and shoulders. I recognized the latter—Kay, the flirtatious cocktail waitress from the other night.

She began to plant kisses all over his rippled back. He jerked.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

I gasped. The voice was muffled, but I recognized it immediately. Blake! He was still here?

In a state of frenzy, I leapt up from my chaise and sent my beverage flying, ice cubes and all. To my horror, it splattered all over Kay and Blake.

Shrieking, Kay scrunched up her face in disgust while Blake muttered, “What the fuck?” and rolled over. Our eyes met, wide in shock.

“Blake, baby, I’m sorry, I didn’t do it,” pleaded Kay. “It’s all that little bitch’s fault.” She gave me a look that could kill. I felt my face flare and my blood curdle.

Blake bolted upright. “Jen, it’s not what it looks like.”

I took a couple of deep breaths. “You know what they say: what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.”

With that, I stalked off, ready to get the hell out of Sin City.


Chapter 10


Blake

My flight back to Los Angeles had been delayed. With three hours to kill, I’d decided to hit the pool. I could use a little R&R. And a little sun. I had no clue I’d be accosted by Kay, that skanky blond waitress from the other night, and her two look-alike cousins, Kelly and Kendra, both Vegas showgirls. I’d told them to get lost (well not exactly those words), but they’d refused to leave me. I got stuck buying them drinks. While they savored their piña coladas, I rolled over on the chaise and closed my eyes. I was still worn out from my bout with the flu, and traveling to Vegas didn’t help.

I must admit I didn’t resist their sensuous suntan oil massage. These girls knew how to work a man. But while they rubbed and kneaded, I couldn’t stop think about Jennifer McCoy. As I lay face down, a smile crossed my face. She was fucking adorable. She had the singing voice of the next American Idol and she was cutest, funniest drunk ever. She was totally obsessed with my cock. But she also made me laugh. Have fun. And yes, get hard. Hard as nails just with her smile. I’d managed once again to have her in my arms. A mere waif, she was so warm and delicious. Carrying to her room, I felt like her prince. And then, when I gently laid her down on her bed, she murmured my name in her stupor. My already hard-as-rock cock jumped. If her friend Libby hadn’t been there with me, I would have kissed those rosebud lips. My Sleeping Beauty. At least, I was wearing her down.

But now, I’d unintentionally fucked things up. Bolting from my chaise and almost knocking down raging mad Kay, I jogged after Jennifer. She was taking angry giant steps toward the hotel entrance.

“Jen, wait up!” I called out after her.

Ignoring me, she quickened her pace. My jog sped up to a sprint. I was able to catch up to her. Gripping her by her shoulders, I stopped her in her tracks. I spun her around, and she faced me squarely. Anger flared in her emerald eyes.

“Let go of me, Blake. I need to get back to my room and pack. I don’t want to miss my plane.”

“Jen, I don’t even know those girls. Honestly. They mean nothing to me.”

Her eyes narrowed. “No girl means anything to you.”

Her words were like knives to my heart. My hands fell off her shoulders. For the first time in my life, I was speechless.

She adjusted the straps of her tank suit and thanked me for releasing her. Her voice was as cold as ice. “I’ll have a topline report of the focus group findings to you first thing in the morning.”

With that, she stormed off leaving me in the dry Vegas dust. Maybe Jennifer and me were not meant to be.
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Hanging out at the pool was a big, big mistake. Thanks to that regrettably relaxing massage under the hot as balls sun, I’d conked out. Besides fucking things up with Jennifer, I’d overslept and missed my damn plane. There wasn’t another one available until late tomorrow afternoon. So, I was stuck in Vegas for another day. After my fallout with Jen, I checked back into the hotel. Maybe, missing my flight was a blessing in disguise. I could use the time away from my tiger to clear my head and figure out my next move. Our recent encounter had set things back. She simply refused to believe there was nothing going on between me and that trio of blondes.

I moped up to my room and ordered room service. I then texted Jennifer to let her know about my change of plans—that I wouldn’t be back in the office until Tuesday. I eagerly awaited her reply. Zippo. She must already be on her flight back to Los Angeles. Or perhaps she was just ignoring me.

While waiting for my dinner to arrive, I called Vera Nichols, my Vegas affiliate manager. She picked up the phone quickly. Since I was going to be in town for another day, I told her I wanted to visit some of the SIN-TV productions filming nearby. Because of the new California law requiring porn stars to wear condoms, many of our shows had recently moved to Sin City where they weren’t mandatory. It was just as well because filming in Nevada was a lot cheaper than filming in Los Angeles. Vera was extremely receptive to the idea and told me she would pick me up in the morning. I was glad she was coming along. Vera was a great gal and I could use the company.

Room service arrived. I checked my phone. Still no response from Jennifer. After a few bites of my steak, I took a quick shower and went straight to sleep. I was too despondent to jerk myself off.
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Monday morning, bright and early, Vera picked me up in her red Mustang convertible. Driving at eighty miles an hour, we were out of Vegas in no time, cruising down a newly built highway. At this hour, there were hardly any cars on the road. Vera was taking me to a remote area where many of our shows had set up production. The already warm dry desert wind blew against my face while I soaked in the scenery. I’d never actually been out of Vegas before and was in awe of the beauty of the desert wildlife and rocky terrain. The next frontier, I mused. It was only a matter of time until someone like Steve Wynn laid his stake in this virgin ground and built a brand new strip of luxury hotels and casinos.

“How’s your son doing?” I asked Vera.

“Much better.” She smiled. “I thought he was coming down with the flu but it turned out to be just a twenty-four-hour bug.”

“That’s lucky. I had that flu last week and it sucked.” The memory of Jennifer coming to my apartment and taking care of me flashed into my head. Despite the pleasant temperature, it sent a shiver straight to my dick.

“Kids are such a joy, but they come with so much responsibility. Being a parent is the hardest job you’ll ever love,” she added with a laugh.

“I wouldn’t know.” And, at the rate my love life was going, I might never know. Jennifer, however, was marrying that dweeb dentist Bradley, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she had a family before long. That fucking anal Dickwick probably had things all planned out. I inwardly groaned. Operation Dickwick was sadly at a standstill.

About a half an hour into the ride, my cell phone buzzed. A text. Holding it in my hand, I quickly checked whom it was from. My heartbeat quickened. It was from Jennifer. Two cold little letters responding to my text from last night: ok. My heart sank. She didn’t even fucking take the time to capitalize the “o.” So much of me was hoping she would have written something like: Looking forward to seeing you on Tuesday. That and a little xo.

With Jennifer on my mind and in my heart, I told Vera about her idea for a daytime block targeted at women as well as about the focus groups and erotica book signing. Keeping her eyes on the road, she listened intently. When I was done, she repeated verbatim the words my father had used, “Mommy porn. That’s fucking brilliant.”

I could trust Vera. She was my favorite affiliate manager. In her late thirties, she was strong yet compassionate and didn’t take shit from anyone. Raised by her single-parent mother, an abusive drug-addicted showgirl, she’d managed to get both a college degree and business degree. She was married to a great guy who designed neon signs for Vegas hotels. Tall, blond, and beautiful, she reminded me in many ways of Gloria Zander. I admired her greatly, like I did Gloria.

“Your new development girl sounds like a rare find,” commented Vera as we came upon what looked like a studio in the middle of the desert.

“She is,” I breathed.

For the first time on our drive, Vera turned her head to look at me. “Blake Burns, I detect some feelings in your voice.” She gave me a knowing smile. “Do you more than like her?”

I let out a loud exasperated sigh. “Yeah, I do. I’ve never met anyone like her before.”

“So what’s stopping you, Blake? You know Conquest is pretty liberal when it comes to interoffice affairs.”

“She doesn’t trust me.”

Vera laughed lightly. “Well, Mr. Hook-Up, I can understand that.”

I scowled, but she had a point. “It’s more than that. She’s engaged.”

I expected her eyes to shoot up, but they didn’t. Instead, she smiled warmly. “I never told you this, but I was engaged when I met Steve.”

“Really?” Steve was her beloved husband.

“Yup. It was love at first sight. It took me a bit, but I broke off my engagement with my fiancé whom I realized was not the right man for me. I’ve never looked back.”

My heartbeat sped up, in a good way. Vera had instilled in me some guarded optimism. Hope. Maybe, Jennifer did have feelings for me, but didn’t know to handle them. I mean, at times the electricity between the two of us was palpable. Sparks had flown in the air we breathed. I just needed to figure out how to prove that I was better for her than fucking Dickwick. I thought back to Jaime Zander’s words of wisdom. I needed to romance her. Shower her with compliments. Buy her presents. I bet the cheapskate bought her bubkus. I mean, that ring was a total joke. I immediately called my secretary, Mrs. Cho, and asked her to arrange a flower delivery to Jennifer McCoy. A dozen red roses with a note from me. Thanks for a great job—Blake But before hanging up, I had an even better idea. I told Mrs. Cho to instead call my mother’s exotic florist and have a large flowering cactus plant delivered to Jennifer’s office. So much more fitting. Phallic. And symbolic. And it would last a lot longer than the roses if Jennifer took proper care of it. Maybe forever.

Vera smiled warmly. “You’re very good, Blake. Don’t lose hope.”

“Thanks,” I said as she pulled into the parking lot of the studio. “What show is this?”

“Private Dick.” Great. My favorite show on our schedule. I loved the lead character. Oral Covert, the detective with the twelve-inch dick. My mind flashed back to the time Jennifer watched it with me in my office and told me it was vomiticious. Her made up word. I laughed silently. And then my cock twitched. Eureka! I just had to prove to her that Dickwick was vomiticious. Yes, it was as simple as that. My father always said, “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” Whatever it took, I was going to find a way. My silent laugh grew evil.

[image: *]*

The filming of Private Dick bored the shit out of me. I had no patience for the constant takes and retakes. Rod Hammer, the actor who played Oral, kept forgetting his lines and lost his erection every time the show went down. Everyone on the set had to sit around while he thumbed through a girlie magazine to get it back up. Jesus Christ. So much for America’s most popular porn star and hero to millions. And if that wasn’t bad enough, Pussy Amour, who played the hooker, Daisy, Oral’s on and off love interest, was a bull dyke who kept complaining about her co-star’s bad breath. In a rage, she threatened the producer, Eddie Falcon, she was going quit if Rod didn’t start using mouthwash.

Jennifer had been right. This show was vomiticious. While I’d never had a problem before, I could now barely watch it being filmed. It lacked heart and soul. Just two fucking morons who in real life hated each other. Where was the romance?

The scene that was being shot was particularly challenging for Oral. They didn’t call the character Oral for nothing. The private eye’s favorite way of coming was in Daisy’s mouth. But this scene called for him to come between her planet-sized tits in her heart-shaped, satin-sheeted bed. He had to take the globes in his hands and rub them against his foot-long cock. His “big gun,” as he called it. Both stars were on their knees facing each other.

“You’re hurting me, you fucking asshole!” screamed Daisy.

“Shut up, you fucking dyke!”

“Cut!” screamed Eddie. Neither line was in the script.

Finally, after ten takes, two breaks, and one walk off the set, Oral managed to explode between Daisy’s chesticles. Cum poured down her torso as she arched her head back. The expression on her face was one of pure torture, but those watching the show would think she was in heaven.

“That’s a wrap!” shouted Eddie with relief.

Thank God.

While the two actors stormed off the set, Eddie sauntered up to Vera and me. He cracked a smile and gave me a manly pat on the back. “Didn’t expect to see you here, Blake. How’s it going?”

“Great.” Get me the fuck out of here.

“I’m really digging Vegas. The town’s got so much talent.”

“It depends on what you call talent,” I snickered. Vera bit her lip to stifle a laugh.

“Hey, I’m about to have a meeting with a very talented director. I’d love for you to meet him. He’s waiting in my office.”

Against my better judgment, I agreed to join him. Vera and I followed Eddie to his small office behind the set.

“Blake, I’d like you to meet—”

I could feel my face blaze with rage. My fists clenched so tightly my knuckles turned white. Gritting my teeth, I cut Eddie off.

“Get the fuck out of here. Or I’ll kill you.”

It was the fucking lowlife bastard. Don Springer. His face turned as fire-red as mine.

“Blake!” gasped Vera. Eddie remained speechless, his mouth agape.

“Vera, I’ll explain later.”

Springer leapt to his feet and stomped over to me. He was in my face. His fetid breath heated my cheeks. I couldn’t bear sharing the air he breathed. It took all my willpower not to throw him out the door. And to keep my heart from beating out of my chest and exploding in his ugly face.

“Fuck you, Burns. You’re going to pay big time.” He spat at me and then stalked out of Eddie’s office.

“I never want to see this man again anywhere on or near this set,” I barked at Eddie while Vera grabbed a tissue from her purse and wiped the prick’s spit off my chin.

Cowering, Eddie nodded. “Got it, boss.”

“You call me if he comes back.” Looping my arm through Vera’s, I led her out of Eddie’s office.

“Jesus. What the fuck was that all about? That was Don Springer, right? The producer of Wheel of Pain.”

I nodded as we headed back to her car. “That fucking bastard almost raped Jennifer on the set of Wheel.” All the pain of that night seeped into my veins as I retold the horrific story.

“Oh my God!” gasped Vera, clasping her free hand to her mouth.

“If I hadn’t gotten there when I did, God knows what he would have done to her. I cancelled the show and fired him on the spot.”

“That was the right thing to do. The only thing to do.”

“I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you this earlier. I should have sent an e-mail out to everyone. With my flu last week, a lot of things went by the wayside.”

“Blake, don’t worry about it. Shit happens.”

“I’ve made it so he never works in LA again.”

“I have a lot of power in Vegas. I’m going to make sure that asshole never works in this town either.”

I gave her a peck on the cheek. “Thanks, Vera. You’re the best.”

She broke into a smile. “Now, Superman, go save your relationship.”


Chapter 11


Blake

At six in the evening, I caught my flight back to Los Angeles. Actually, I was flying into Burbank, a small retro airport located in the Valley not far from Dickwick’s office. While LAX, LA’s main airport, was much closer to my condo, I was unable to book my last minute flights from there. Not a big deal though I hated being in The Valley.

Sitting in first class, I was still reeling from my encounter with Springer. The fucking, fucking bastard. At least, he was now based in Las Vegas, far enough away from Jennifer. My need to protect her was fierce. It brought out a killer instinct I never knew I had. Heaven help the man who hurt her. Move over Superman, Batman, and Ironman. Thatman, my new alter ego, would cut his fucking balls off!

Knowing she was safe, my mind wandered. I wondered if she’d received my cactus plant. I was disappointed she hadn’t e-mailed or texted me to thank me. Maybe she thought it was some kind of ruse. Or she didn’t like cactus. Or she’d never gotten it. Nah. I could count on my mother’s florist. Especially since she spent tens of thousands of dollars with him during the year—purchasing flowers for both our house and her many charitable galas.

I ordered a beer from the flight attendant. Savoring it, I pondered how I was going to prove that Jen’s fiancé, Bradley Wick, DDS, was vomiticious. Totally not the right person for my tiger. Phase Three of Operation Dickwick was officially in effect. Hopefully, it would be the last.

Damn. Not one breakthrough idea. Almost as fast as we were up in the air, we were back down. The flight to Burbank was only forty-five minutes. We encountered no problems. Upon landing, I called for my car. I’d parked it with the valet. It was actually simpler than taking a cab, and plus, I got a free car wash.

The night was warm. Man, it was like we were having an endless summer while everyone in the rest of the country was freezing their asses off. My sparkling clean Porsche came around quickly. Pleased, I hopped into it and sped off.

Only minutes into the ride home, my stomach rumbled. I was starving. During Vera’s whirlwind tour of our Vegas productions, I hadn’t eaten a thing. I drove by one crap fast-food joint after another and then remembered a decent place where I could grab a bite to eat. The Smokehouse.

I hadn’t been to the Smokehouse in Burbank in ages. In fact, I’d only been here once before with my father. Around since the 1940s, it was very old school—big red leather booths, a meat-and-potatoes menu, and old-fashioned drinks. It was a haven for Hollywood old-timers. Especially those looking for a good fuck. It was no secret that hookers patrolled the bar looking for a well-paying lay.

For me, it was a sociological experience. Seated at my own dimly lit booth, I surveyed the gray hairs in garish polyester jackets looking to get some pussy, I wondered—would this be me in twenty years? I already had a couple of pre-mature grays, a gene I’d inherited from my silver-haired father. There was something pathetic about an older man trolling bars and looking for a hook-up. Maybe that’s why my old man took me here—to show me how my life could turn out if I didn’t settle down.

A waitress came by and asked for my order. She came with the territory—sexy but cheap-looking with a pile of brassy hair and boobs that could create a new bra size—double X. Strangely, she didn’t turn me on, despite her seductive ways. I ordered another beer—a Coors, the only one on tap—and a cheeseburger with fries. My mind was focused solely on my dilemma—Jennifer McCoy. I was crazy about her. But I fucking didn’t know how to handle it. Why couldn’t she see her douchebag fiancé was all wrong for her? And why couldn’t I prove it?

The chesty waitress came by quickly with my beer. Over a gulpful, I considered my next move. Maybe it was time to tell Jennifer I was the man she’d kissed in that game of Truth or Dare. Maybe, that would shake things up. Or screw things up. Frustrated, I slammed the mug back on the table and flipped open the copy of The Hollywood Reporter I’d brought along to entertain myself. Burying my eyes in the trade magazine, I caught up on the latest show biz goings-on. To my surprise, there was a small article about the cancellation of Wheel of Pain. News traveled fast in this town. Fucking Don Springer. Every muscle in my body tensed. If I ever saw that fucking bastard again...

My thought was cut short when a familiar scent assaulted me. I’m not talking barbecued beans. A powerful, cloying odor that nauseated me. Scrunching my face, I remembered where I’d encountered that smell. How could I forget? At the office of Bradley Wick, DDS. It was the vomiticious saccharine scent of his dental hygienist, Candace.

I glanced up from The Reporter and couldn’t believe my eyes. Holy shit! There she was brushing past my table. All 36-24-36 of her packaged in the tightest, shortest mini skirt I’d ever seen and anchored in six-inch high heels. And she was dangling like a piece of jewelry on the arm of a man. Holy fucking shit! Bradley Wick, DDS. Dickwick. I took a quick gulp of my beer and almost gagged. He was out of his white lab coat and in his douchebag uniform—a poorly fitting navy blazer and two-inches too short khakis. D-cup Candace towered over him, but he wore her proudly as if she was a gold Rolex. I’m sure neither of them saw me. For sure, they would have stopped. They were too wrapped up with each other. But I had to be careful. Setting my mug back down on the table, I quickly lowered the baseball cap I was still wearing so they wouldn’t recognize me and flipped on my shades. Move over Oral Covert, Private Dick. I was now Blake Burns, Secret Undercover Agent. The final phase of Operation Dickwick was now in full force. I was going to take him down.

I took another glug of the beer and watched stealthily as they slid side by side into a leather booth. Faster than I could say, “Busted,” he was all over her, mouthing, fisting, and groping. What a fucking lowlife. Prickwick! Did Jennifer know her fucking fiancé was cheating behind her back? Boinking his sexy hygienist?

A light bulb lit up in my brain. I swear I could hear and see it ping the way they do in comic books. This had to be fate, meant to be. Jaime Zander’s words flashed in my head. Eliminate the competition. Not wasting a second, I grabbed my cell phone and squatted below the table just so my eyes were above the surface. Aiming the phone at the amorous couple, I thumbed the camera icon, and adjusted the setting to “video.” I tapped the screen and began recording Dickwick’s little oral care session. My lips curled into a wicked smile. I was getting it all—their heated embrace, with lover boy’s greedy little hands all over Candy-girl. Too bad, I was too far away to pick up any sound. But it was obvious; they were panting into each other’s mouths, moaning, and groaning. It was the best adult entertainment I’d witnessed in years. Better than anything I’d ever seen on SIN-TV. Then the show ended. A waitress came by to take their order and they abruptly parted. Slightly embarrassed, Dickwick dabbed his slimy lips with a napkin. Hot lips, however, continued to nibble his neck. I stopped recording. I had everything I needed. Hastily, I dug my hands into my pocket for my wallet and slapped a hundred dollar bill onto the table. Though I’d never gotten my cheeseburger, this meal was worth every penny. In a flash, I was out of there, my phone secure in my hand.

Jennifer needed to know what a two-timing prick her future husband was. She was a nice girl. She deserved better. Someone who would fuck her brains out, not fuck with her brains. Someone who would be faithful and cherish her forever. Someone like me.

Seated in my Porsche that happened to be parked next to Bradley’s Prius, I signed into one of my many bogus gmail accounts—charlespalmerthethird@gmail.com. The name sounded important and distinguished. I always got a quick response back from customer service whenever I used it.

To: jmccoy@sin.tv

From: charlespalmerthethird@gmail.com

Subject: Idea for a New TV Show

I continued to type away at the on-screen keyboard with my thumbs. There was only one thing they worked faster and better. Hint: It rhymed with “hit.”

Dear Ms. McCoy:

Congratulations on your new job at SIN-TV. I am a producer of TV series, mostly reality-based. I thought the new show I’ve been developing would be a perfect fit for your network. I’ve attached a short video clip to give you a feeling for it. I’m tentatively calling it Dickwicks. I look forward to hearing back from you soon and to pitching you in the near future.

Sincerely,

Charles Palmer III

Executive Producer

I quickly proofed the letter—wanting badly to change “pitching you” to “fucking you”—and attached the footage to the e-mail. The internal laughter in my head was so loud it was deafening. They say seeing is believing. A fiendish smile spread across my face as I hit send. Success. It was now a waiting game until the conscientious Ms. McCoy opened her e-mail. I wished I could be there to see the expression on her face when she clicked on the attachment. Would her sweet mouth drop? Would she gasp? Would she shed tears? Would she respond to me? Of course, I wisely adjusted my setting to auto-reply: Mr. Palmer is out of the office...

I put my car in reverse and peeled out of the parking spot with a screech. I turned my satellite radio on to my favorite oldies channel. “Bad Boys,” the theme song from that TV series Cops, blasted through the speakers as I sped up Barham Boulevard to the entrance of the 101.

I was a very bad boy. I had to admit. But I meant well. I was just looking out for the well-being of my employees. Their futures. In less than twenty-four hours, Jennifer McCoy would be newly single and available. I was sure of it. As I cruised along the freeway, a limerick popped into my head.

There once was a dentist named Bradley

Who was caught cheating one night badly.

His fiancée caught wind

That the fuckface had sinned

And that was the end of them sadly.

Tomorrow was going to be a great day at work. I couldn’t wait.


Chapter 12


Jennifer

Burdened with shopping bags, I trudged into the living room of our small but cozy house. I’d just gotten back from Christmas shopping at The Grove. With its giant lit-up tree and fake snow, the popular, decked-out mall made the typically stressful experience fun. With Blake still in Vegas, I was able to sneak out of my office a little early. It turned out to be the perfect night to do my last-minute shopping and wrap up presents—Libby was once again doing evening focus groups, and Bradley was working late at his office. Earlier in the day, he’d called me and told me he was besieged with patients all wanting to see him before they went away for the holidays. He apologized for not getting in touch with me over the weekend. He was simply swamped with work and exhausted when he got home. His practice was obviously flourishing. More and more, he needed to work weekends and late hours.

I dumped the colorful bags on our coffee table and headed straight to the kitchen to make myself some hot chocolate. A mug full of the hot rich beverage along with some Christmas music was just what I needed to get into the mood for wrapping presents.

With “Jingle Bell Rock” playing in the background and the hot chocolate on the coffee table by the bags, I started wrapping the presents with the festive paper I’d bought. I was very pleased with my purchases. With the money I’d won in Vegas, I could afford to be a little indulgent. I’d gotten Libby a new pair of fuzzy slippers plus a DVD box set of the entire last season of Bones; her brother Chaz, a beautifully illustrated book on mid-century fashion, and Bradley, an expensive Italian designer silk tie—one he’d never spring for. It was going to be our first Christmas together as an engaged couple. He was flying home with me to celebrate the holidays with my parents. My mom and dad had met Bradley only once before—at a homecoming weekend—and they seemed to like him. That he came from a good family and had a good future ahead of him sat well with my overprotective parents.

I was also pleased with what I’d purchased for my parents—beautiful lambs wool scarves from Ireland and each a book—for Mom, a California cuisine cookbook, and for Dad, a limited annotated Shakespeare collection. The only present I was unsure about was the one I’d bought for Blake. I mean, I hardly knew the man, and I wasn’t even sure if it was appropriate to give your boss a gift. I doubted he was going to get anything for me, but I wanted to be on the safe side in case he did.

My first thought had been a cock warmer. I’d seen a goofy one with Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer at a gift shop in the Farmer’s Market adjacent to The Grove. I was tempted to buy it to send him a message. The jerk had e-mailed me that he was spending time with that bogus affiliate manager, but I suspected he’d stayed longer in Vegas to play with those blond bimbos. I was still smarting from his actions. In the end, my rationality triumphed over my emotions, and I decided the gag gift was inappropriate. And it was probably way too small for his big dick anyway. Instead, I settled on a snow globe that had a hammered gold Christmas ball—reminiscent of a matzo ball—inside it. I’d noticed he had a collection of these magical spheres on his office credenza and was sure I couldn’t go wrong with it.

It took me an hour to wrap up all the gifts, label them, and finish them off with glittering bows. I placed all of them under the small Christmas tree Libby and I had purchased and decorated. The fresh pine scent filled the air and made Christmas feel alive.

I thought about calling Bradley—I felt bad that he had to work such late hours—but decided to check my e-mails first. Blake had a habit of sending me odd requests all night long—including at some at ungodly hours. I wondered between fucking and working if the man ever slept. Instead of heading to my computer, I conveniently pulled out my cell phone from my nearby purse and went to my SIN-TV inbox. No emails from Blake. I was partly relieved and partly disappointed. There was only one new e-mail. Sent earlier in the evening, it was from some producer named Charles Palmer III. Since being mentioned in The Hollywood Reporter, I’d received a lot of e-mails from producers and writers wanting to pitch me ideas for SIN-TV. I’d made it a policy to check and answer all of them. As Blake’s father had said in my class at USC, “You never know where the next great idea will come from.”

Sure enough, Mr. Palmer wanted to pitch me. His letter was to the point and included a short video presentation of the reality show he was developing. Dickwicks. I rolled my eyes. The name of his show was right up there with some of the other ideas that had come my way—Balling for Dollars, Make Me Come, and Suck at It, among them. With skepticism, I clicked open the attachment and hit play. All air left my lungs and my jaw dropped to the floor.

Oh. My. God. It was Bradley—all over his hygienist, Candace. My free hand flew to my mouth while the other one shook with the phone. My heart beat so hard I thought it would leap out of my chest. Tears poured down my face as sobs gathered at the base of my throat. How could he do this to me? How could I be so, so stupid? All those cancelled dates. All those late nights at work. Waves of nausea swept through me. About to puke, I leapt up, grabbed my bag, and stormed out the front door.
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I swear, I don’t know how accident-prone me managed not getting into a major accident. Tears blinded my vision as I drove down busy Ventura Boulevard to Bradley’s condo in Sherman Oaks. He’d been able to buy it with the money his affluent parents had given him upon earning his dental degree.

Bradley’s unit was located in a guard-gated community. I wiped my teary eyes with the sleeve of my sweater just before pulling up. The guard at the gate recognized me and smiled. “Good to see you, Miss McCoy. Happy Holidays.”

Happy holidays were not in my foreseeable future. Holding it together as best I could, I wished him a Merry Christmas before another torrent of tears poured down my face. My voice quivered. “I have something to give to Bradley.”

Oh yeah... I had something to give him all right. More precisely, to give back to him.

“Dr. Wick just got home. I’ll let him know you’re here.”

A little panic button went off inside me. “Please don’t let him know I’m here. I want to surprise him.”

“Got it.” The guard winked at me and clicked open the massive steel gate to let me into the complex.

The lights in Bradley’s condo were on. The colorful, bright lights on the Christmas tree we’d decorated blinked in the front window. My heavy heart thudded as I jumped out of the car, and tears pooled in the back of my eyes. Though we’d decided not to live together before we got married, this is where we were going to spend the next years of our life once we did. Until we had kids.

The temperature had dropped. The now crisp December air ripped through me as I furiously pounded on the door. Shivering, I didn’t have to wait long. Bradley came to the door quickly. He was still sporting the same blazer and trousers. The poisonous floral scent of Candace assaulted me and set my tangle of emotions into a tailspin. Wearing his preppy horn rim glasses in lieu of his contacts, my soon-to-be ex was surprised to see me.

“Hi, Jen. What are you doing here?” His voice was on edge. “Is everything okay?”

Fuck no. I whipped out my cell phone from my bag. I clicked onto the video and shoved the phone into his face.

“What were you doing here?” My voice shook with rage.

In tandem, his face blanched, his eyes rounded, and his mouth quivered. Then to my utter horror, he flashed his big toothy smile and chuckled. “Oh, it’s nothing. Just a little Christmas smoo—”

I bitterly cut him off. “Don’t bullshit me, Bradley. You’re fucking Candace. And you’ve been doing it for months.” His eyes lowered. I’d called him on it. Victory fueled my rage. “When were you going to tell me? After we got married? Or maybe you expected me to drop in on one of your little late night work sessions?” Fillings, my ass!

Bradley chewed down on his bottom lip and shifted nervously in place. “Do you want to talk about it?”

A familiar voice sounded in the distance. “Braddie Waddie, what’s going on?”

Candace. That’s all it took. I did something I thought I’d never do in my life. With all my force, my free hand whipped across his face. I slapped him. Hard. The sound of the sting echoed in my ears.

Bradley winced with pain. Guess he could give it but couldn’t take it. His hand flew to his face and rubbed the large red welt I’d left behind on his cheekbone. I noticed for the first and last time how small his fingers were. Just like his roaming dick.

“Why’d you do that?” he moaned.

“For the same reason I’m going to do this,” I shouted. Without wasting a second, I tore his engagement ring off from my finger and flung it at him. It bounced off a lens of his glasses and then landed with a ping somewhere on the front step.

“Bitch!” shrieked Bradley, his hand flying to his eyes. “You fucking broke my glasses!”

“And you fucking broke my heart, Dickwick.”

With that, I stormed back to the car. Scorching tears streamed down my ice-cold cheeks. My hands still shaking, I deleted the incriminating e-mail. And in my heart, I deleted Bradley. It was officially over for us.
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When I got back to my house, Libby was home. Her Mini Cooper was parked in the driveway. I pulled up behind it and wearily made my way through the front door.

Libby was curled up on the couch drinking some wine. “Hi,” she said brightly until she caught sight of my tear-stained face. “Sheesh. What the fuck is wrong? You look awful.”

I’d cried so many tears I thought I had no more to shed. Wrong. A fresh batch sprung from my burning eyes. “I broke up with Bradley,” I wailed.

“Oh my God.” Libby jumped up from the couch and curled her arms around me. I wept on her shoulder. “Sit down and tell me everything,” she said softly as she led me back to the couch.

Facing her, sitting cross-legged, I launched into the story of how I discovered Bradley was cheating on me with Candace. I paused occasionally to catch my breath or swipe away my tears.

Though never one to hold back, Libby listened intently and silently as I, blow by blow, told her what happened. Her hazel eyes blinked rapidly as she digested everything. Libby begged to see the footage, but I told her I’d deleted it. That I couldn’t bear to watch it again.

When I got toward the end of my woeful tale, my bestie’s freckled face lit up with surprise. “You seriously slapped his face?”

With a sniffle, I nodded. “And then I threw his ring at him and cracked his eyeglasses.”

Libby burst into laughter and gave me hug. “Good for you. I never liked that dickwad. Trust me, it’s meant to be he’s out of your life. Just think if you’d married him.”

“You’re right,” I conceded before taking a much needed sip of her red wine. The cheap Burgundy seeped through my veins and warmed me.

“What am I going to tell my parents? He was supposed to come home with me over the holidays. My mother was so excited. She even wanted to start planning the wedding.”

Libby pensively knitted her brows together. “The truth. That you broke up with him. It wasn’t working out. Less is best. They don’t need to know all the details.”

Libby was right—the truth was the only way to go. But I was going to wait till I got home to break the news to my overprotective parents. Why worry them sick now? I took another gulp of the comforting wine; it was beginning to dim the pain. My tears subsided.

“Lib, do you think it’s weird that some strange producer sent me that footage?”

“Yeah, it’s definitely a little random. But most likely, just a weird coincidence. You should take his pitch. Maybe he’s some cute single guy.”

“Shut. Up.” Only Libby could make me laugh when all I wanted to do was cry.

“Sorry.”

“I’m going to go call it a night.”

“Maybe you should take a day off from work tomorrow. Sleep late and treat yourself to a massage.”

While Libby’s suggestion was so tempting, I didn’t want to miss a day of work, having so recently started my job. I only hoped I could hold it together in front of Blake. The last thing I wanted was to let him see me blubbering like a child. It was bad enough he’d seen me make a drunken fool of myself in Vegas.

Fifteen minutes later, I was tucked in my bed. The footage of Bradley and Candace replayed in my head as if it were on a loop. Tears singed my eyes. We’d been together almost five years, and now in five minutes, it was over. Just like that.

In the morning on my way to work, I was going to drop off his Christmas present at the Salvation Army. Yes, I could return or exchange it, but I didn’t want to touch or see anything that reminded me of Bradley Dickwick.

My tears succumbed to sleep.


Chapter 13


Blake

I got to my office super early; I couldn’t wait to get there to see if my little ruse had worked. When I walked past her office, she wasn’t at her desk yet. She was late. This could be a good sign or a bad one. Either she’d had a brutal breakup or major make-up sex with Dickwick. Shit. I’d never thought about the second possibility, and I didn’t like it one bit.

Once settled in my office, I kicked up my legs on my desk and thumbed through the latest Hollywood Reporter to distract myself. On the last page dedicated to Hollywood happenings, there was a photo of me and Kitty-Kat or whatever the fuck her name was at Jaime Zander’s art gallery opening. We were standing in front of The Kiss, the painting Jennifer adored. My pouty hook-up in her low-cut halter gown was sucking up to the camera. I looked rather solemn. The photo was taken just after shithead Dickwick yanked Jennifer away from me. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be happening again any time soon. My heart pulsed with anticipation. If Operation Dickwick was a success, Jennifer could be mine. All mine.

At the sound of a shuffle, I looked up and saw her. Dressed head to toe in black, she was back to wearing her glasses. But beneath the lenses, I could see her eyes were bloodshot and puffy. And she looked paler than usual. I had to refrain from smiling. All good signs. My eyes traveled down to her hands. Damn. She was holding a stack of books I’d asked her to option, making it impossible to see if she was wearing her ring. The tower of books extended from her waist to her chin. Definitely an overload. As she slumped toward me (another good sign, but maybe she was just weighted down by the books). I bid her good morning. When she lifted her chin to acknowledge me, the top book slipped off the pile. In an effort to save it, she panicked, and in an instant, all the books went flying to the floor. I heard her mumble “shit” under her breath as she fell to her knees to retrieve them. Mr. Chivalrous—yours truly—jumped up to help her, and in a nano second, I was squatting beside her. My eyes zeroed in on her left hand. It was shaking. But the ring was GONE! Mission accomplished!

“I’m sorry,” she said in a small, trembling voice as she re-stacked the books. “Thanks for helping.”

I was so close to her I could smell the sweet cherry vanilla scent of her hair and hear her heart thudding. Ahh! Music to my ears. The sound of a broken heart.

I added a couple of books to the heap. “You don’t seem your normal self today, Jennifer.”

She sighed. I looked straight at her; she was so close I could taste her. Her eyes were watering.

“I’m fine,” she replied as a tear spilled onto the cover of the top book. Tangled.

I lifted her glasses onto her head. The tears were freely falling down her cheeks. With the pads of my thumb, I brushed them away. Truthfully, I longed to kiss them away.

“You’re not fine. Did something bad happen?”

“I broke up with my fiancé,” she blurted. The forlorn look on her face got to me. I almost felt sorry for her. Sympathy was edging out my sense of victory.

“What happened?”

“He was cheating on me. With his hygienist.”

“The blond one with the big tits?”

“Yeah, that one.”

“That’s awful. Do you want to take the day off?” Hello, Mr. Nice Guy.

Blinking back tears, she shook her head. “Thanks, Blake, but no. I think work will keep my mind off things. And I’ve got a lot on my plate. I want to review the focus group findings with Libby and start optioning these erotic romances. Plus, there’s the staff meeting.”

She stacked the last book on the pile and awkwardly tried to gather up the bundle. “Let me help you.” I offered. My fingers brushed against hers as I grabbed the top half of the stack and stood up. She followed suit with the rest of the books and thanked me again.

“Where would you like the books?” she sniffled, her pools of green burning a hole right through me.

“On my desk would be just fine.” I led the way, and we set the two piles side by side next to my computer. She caught sight of the photo in The Hollywood Reporter, and her breath hitched in her throat. She bit down on her lip and her eyelids fluttered.

“Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” I asked.

She nodded, still staring at the photo. “I think about that night a lot.”

“I do too.” Of how much I wanted her in my arms and her lips back on mine. Now that dream could be a reality. Dickwick was out of her life.

She pivoted on her heel. “Well, I’d better get back to my office. I want to prepare for the staff meeting. Oh, and I almost forgot. Thank you for that cactus plant. I got it this morning.”

“Just a little token of my appreciation.” Of my affection. We exchanged small smiles.

As I headed to my chair and she to the door, she spun around and asked me a question.

“Mr. Burns, one last thing. Do you know a producer by the name of Charles Palmer III?”

I stopped dead in my tracks and swallowed hard. “Very well. But he’s very difficult to connect with. Let me know if you hook up with him. I’d love to meet him.”

Another small smile curled up on her sweet lips. “I will. See you in a bit at the staff meeting.”

“Later,” I retorted and she disappeared.

Right now, I had to figure out my next move with Ms. Jennifer McCoy.

Back in my chair, I stared blankly at the photo in The Hollywood Reporter. No more Kitty, Kirstie, Kristie, or Keira. There was only one girl for me. Only one girl I longed to kiss. But how was I going to make her mine? Then like a meteorite, an idea crashed into my brain. I speed-dialed my best bud. Jaime Zander.


Chapter 14


Jennifer

The next couple of days were pure hell. While the mood in the office was festive because of the holidays, I was miserable.

The last thing I wanted to do was go to the company-wide Conquest Broadcasting Christmas Ball. I was still reeling from the aftershock of my breakup with Bradley. Most of my single co-workers were bringing dates. All I had to bring was a broken heart. Worst of all, the party was being held at Greystone Manor, the club where I’d celebrated my short-lived engagement just weeks ago. Hiding in my bed, I threw the covers over my head. From beneath them, I heard my door crack open and footsteps approaching. Libby.

“Come on, girlfriend. Get your ass out of bed and get ready.”

“Do I have to go?” I groaned, one eye peeking out from the duvet.

“The Christmas party will be good for you; you’ve got to get over being a victim.” Dressed in a black velvet mini-dress, Libby admired herself in my mirrored armoire as she clipped some sparkling earrings onto her lobes. “It was a blast last year. Mel Weiner from Finance got drunk and fucked a chair. They had to carry him out.”

Big whoop. Seeing some fifty-old horny man getting off on an inanimate object was not my idea of fun. I had an excuse.

“I have nothing to wear.” Over the past week, I’d had neither the time nor inclination to shop for a new dress. And I’d forgotten to pick up Chaz’s perfect little black dress from the dry cleaner. While I had several gowns that I’d worn to Bradley’s—scratch that, Dickwick’s—dentist events hanging in my closet, I truthfully wanted to burn them. In fact, maybe that’s what I would do tonight. Yuletide party for one.

“Your fairy godmother has arrived.” At the sound of a familiar cheery, singsong voice, I bolted up to a sitting position. It was Chaz, Libby’s twin brother, dressed in outrageous black leather shorts, a red velvet blazer, and sparkling red high tops. Dangling from his hands were two monstrous Merry Christmas shopping bags with naked Santas dancing on them. He pranced into my room.

“What’s Chaz doing here?” I asked Libby.

“He’s our date for the Xmas party. No party is a party without Chaz. Last year, he got everyone to do the ‘Hokey Pokey.’” She broke into the juvenile song and dance. “You put you both boobs in. You put your both boobs out. You put your both boobs in, and you shake them all about,” she belted out in her husky off-key voice. Without reserve, she shimmied her C-cup chest, and then we all turned ourselves around as she continued to croon.

Despite my doom and gloom mood, I burst into much needed laughter.

“My lovelies, just consider yourself lucky.” Chaz beamed. “And here are your Christmas presents from yours truly.” He handed us each a bag.

Libby squeed as she removed the contents of hers. “Oh, bro, it’s fabulous! I’m going to change!”

She held up the dress in front of her. It was one sexy number. A bandage-like red sequined strapless dress—custom-made for her curvy little body and wild vermilion hair.

Libby darted out of the bedroom with the dress draped over her arm.

“What are you waiting for, Jenny-Poo?” asked Chaz.

I frowned. “I don’t want to go.”

“Stop it. Nonsense. You’re going as my date. And that’s that. And you’re going to be the belle of the ball. Now, take a look-see at what’s inside the bag.”

Reluctantly, I reached inside the bag. Under layers of sparkly red tissue paper, a combination of silk, tulle, and sequins grazed my fingers. I removed the dress, laid it on the bed in front me, and gawked. It was dazzling. A strapless emerald green confection with a pouf of glittering layers of tulle that reminded me of the sprigs of an evergreen tree. A sparkling tulle wrap accompanied the dress along with a pair of matching green satin pumps.

“Oh my God! It’s beautiful.” There was no doubt in my mind that one day Chaz would be right up there with Marc Jacobs and Michael Kors.

With a wide Cheshire cat grin, Chaz gleefully clapped his fingertips together. “And it’s going to be even more beautiful on you. Now, my Cinderella, get ready before my Jeep transforms into a pumpkin.” He sashayed out of the bedroom.

I had no choice. I was going to the Christmas party. Libby was probably right. It would be good for me. To get out of my misery. To meet new people with the company. And to show my boss that I was a team player. As I stepped into the green dress, an unsettling thought crossed my head—would Blake be there with a date? I shivered. Without a doubt. With one of his blond bimbos.

All dressed up, I suppressed the disquieting thought and took a look at myself in my armoire mirror. I was actually startled. With the way I’d been looking and feeling over the last few days, I seriously didn’t think I could look this good. The dress fit me perfectly with the last layer of tulle grazing my mid thighs. The six-inch heels made my long legs look impossibly longer. With my contacts on, my eyes sparkled green—almost the same shade as the dress. My thick hair was gathered into a high ponytail, and on my ears, two cubic zirconia studs glittered like diamonds. I wrapped the tulle stole around my shoulders. I gave myself a little smile and my reflection smiled back. Cinderella was ready for the ball.


Chapter 15


Jennifer

The Conquest Broadcasting Christmas Ball was already in full swing by the time Libby, Chaz, and I got there. Techno music was blasting and the vast club was packed. It was hard to believe this many people worked for Conquest Broadcasting. In addition to the strobing disco balls, strings of colorful Christmas ornaments and glistening gold stars hung from the ceiling. The effect was dazzling. My eyes darted around the two-level nightclub. People were eating, drinking, socializing, and dancing. I recognized a few of my co-workers from SIN-TV. Even stoic Mrs. Cho was here. She looked fabulous in a gold lamé dress and was a dancing up a storm with an Asian man who must be her husband. Blake Burns, however, was nowhere in sight.

“Let’s go to the bar and get something to drink,” insisted party animal Libby.

“I’ll meet you there,” replied Chaz. “I’m going to the buffet for a bite to eat.” He sashayed away leaving me alone with Libby.

Libby grabbed me by the elbow. “Come on. Let’s go. Have a drink ticket ready.”

The company had issued each employee three drink tickets, a necessary precaution to prevent people from overdrinking. Thinking back to my embarrassing chocolatini spree back in Vegas, that was something I was definitely not going to do.

We wove through the crowd. The bar was packed three people deep.

“This is crazy,” grumbled Libby who wasn’t known for her patience. “I’m gonna check out the buffet and come back later.”

“I’m going to stick it out.” I really needed a drink. Being back at the club where I’d celebrated my engagement and kissed that beautiful stranger was making my stomach bubble with nerves. Moreover, the crowd was making me feel claustrophobic.

I inched closer to the bar. But some rude, aggressive types cut in front of me. From behind me, I heard a warm, familiar voice.

“Well, hello, Jennifer. Are you enjoying your first Conquest Christmas Ball?

I spun around. It was Blake’s father—Saul Bernstein, the head of Conquest Broadcasting. He was wearing an elegant pewter-gray suit and a bright red silk tie. Two recognizable women flanked him. On one side: his stunning wife, Helen, dressed to the nines in an elegant chartreuse silk sheath and a complement of sparkling diamonds, and her platinum hair swept up. On the other side: Blake’s octogenerian grandma, Muriel, in a silver-beaded dress that matched the color of her hair.

I plastered a smile on my face. “Yes, Mr. Bernstein, it’s a lot of fun.” I just want to go home and crawl into bed.

“You look absolutely lovely, my dear,” breathed Mrs. Bernstein.

“Thank you. You do too.” She smiled graciously and thanked me for the compliment.

“Bubbela, have you seen Blakela?” chimed in Grandma.

The mention of his name made my stomach turn and my heartbeat quicken.

“No,” I stuttered.

“Vhat are you? Blind? He’s standing right over there.”

My eyes followed her sweeping hand gesture. My heart skipped a beat. There he was leaning against a doorway close to the table where I had kissed that man. He looked absolutely devastating—clad in a forest green velvet smoking jacket over a crisp white dress shirt and black bowtie, and his hair slicked back. His eyes connected with mine. Every nerve ending in my body flickered. My legs turned to jelly. And then, he signaled with his index finger for me to come over to him. His eyes burned a hole through me from across the room.

“Excuse me,” I stammered, my heart pitter-pattering.

“Go kibbitz with him,” I heard Blake’s grandmother shout out as I headed his way. With legs of Jell-O, I don’t know how I made it through the dense crowd without tripping in my six-inch heels. Someone was looking out for me.

I stopped in front of him. Still seductively perched against the doorway, he smiled that cocky dimpled smile. My breath hitched in my throat, and my heart thudded so loudly in my chest I could hear it. And I’m sure he could hear it too.

“Hi,” I managed.

“Hi, tiger,” he breathed back. His gaze traveled from my head to my toes and then his smoldering eyes looked directly into mine. “You look beautiful.”

“Thanks,” I squeaked. One-word answers with one syllable were all I could muster.

“Do you know where we’re standing?”

“No.” I swore I wasn’t even sure where I was.

“Under the mistletoe.”

“Oh.” I gazed up and saw a small leafy branch with red berries dangling from the doorframe.

“Do you know what means?”

“No,” I murmured.

His piercing blue eyes searched mine. We were a palm’s width apart, so close I could feel his heated breath on my face. Sensations coursed through me I had no right feeling. Heart palps. Shortness of breath. And hot tingles all over. And I couldn’t blame it on the alcohol because I hadn’t had a drop to drink. His velvety virile voice sounded again in my ear.

“Jennifer, it means I have to kiss you,” he said softly, his eyes never leaving mine. “It’s good luck.”

“Oh.”

My vocabulary was down to one word. I swallowed a gulp of air. He was having an unnerving effect on me. I wanted his lips on mine in a sinful way. Nibbling, gnawing, biting. Parting them with his tongue. Sucking. Jennifer, get a grip. He’s your boss!

“Bla—”

Before I could finish saying his name, his mouth crashed onto mine, and his hand fisted my ponytail, yanking back my head.

Oh. My. God. From the very second his lush lips latched onto mine, there was something familiar about him. Something déjà vu. The way he gripped my ponytail and wrapped it around his hand and pulled back my head. The delicious pain mixing with the delicious pleasure. The fierceness of the kiss. The way it made my head spin out of control. Oh. My. God. Could it be? Could it be him? And then when his tongue parted my lips and entwined with mine, there was little doubt in my mind. The taste of champagne on his palette. The way his tongue tangoed with mine. The moans, the groans. Oh God! It was him! That man I’d kissed at my engagement party. Holy, holy, holy fuck! I gripped his collar as I did the first time we’d kissed, this time because I thought I might faint if I didn’t cling to him.

The world around me disappeared. Muted. I could vaguely hear Mariah Carey singing in the background, “All I Want for Christmas is You.” A chorus of moans and groans accompanied the song as his tongue tangled with mine in a hot sensual dance. He tugged harder on my ponytail, tightening his grip, until I was throbbing at the roots, desperate for more.

My heart racing, my breathing harsh, I finally tore away. “You’re that man,” I gasped, one hand flying to my wide-open mouth. My eyes forgot to blink as a whirling dervish of emotions whished around in my head.

Excitement.

Shock.

Confusion.

Desire.

“Yeah, tiger. I’m that man.”

My eyes met his in a flurry of flutters. “How do I know for sure?”

A saucy smile curled on his lips. “You were wearing a peach silk dress, those fake diamonds in your ears, and silver shoes with little bows. And there was a SpongeBob Band-Aid on your knee.”

I gasped. He’d recited everything I was wearing that night, right down to the Band-Aid on my razor nick.

“Convinced?”

I nodded feverishly as he trailed kisses up my neck. Holy, holy fucking shit! Blake Burns, my boss, was that man! That beautiful stranger I’d kissed blindfolded in a game of Truth or Dare. Right here in this club. Almost in this exact same spot.

“Good. Let’s get of here,” he breathed into my ear. “I think you need to be more than kissed.”

Beneath my dress, all air escaped my lungs. He lowered my hand from my face and lifted it to his lips. Tenderly, he kissed the back of my palm. Clasping the hand he’d just kissed, he led me through the sardine-packed crowd. Dazed, I followed him, trying hard not to trip on my six-inch heels and hoping my knees wouldn’t buckle. I focused on the warmth of his hand, gripping mine. People were too busy socializing to notice our escape. Or his hand entwined with mine.

“Where are we going?” I mumbled under my shaky breath.

“Somewhere private.”

A hot throbbing wet mess, I let him lead the way.

Five minutes later, we were standing face-to-face in a remote part of the club, far away from the party, in a dimly lit intimate room that resembled a bedroom. It was minimally furnished in shades of gray with a built-in big screen TV, a sleek credenza bearing an orchid plant, and a massive bed draped in satin sheets. The walls were upholstered except for the one facing the bed, which was mirrored. Catty-corner to it, was a door that could either be a closet or a connection to another room.

My heart raced as my eyes stayed fixed on the inviting bed. “What is this place?”

“A private room I keep here,” he whispered as he walked me backward toward a wall until I was plastered against the upholstery. His hips pressed against mine, and his palms against the padding, bracketing my head. His warm lips gnawed at my neck, my shoulders, my chest, and then made their way back to my hungry mouth. Oh those delicious lips! He deepened the kiss as his erection dug into my belly.

Reality to brain. Come in, please. My breaths morphed into pants; my temperature soared. I was making out with my boss, Blake Burns, in what must be his fuck pad. That man whose lips had consumed mine on the night of my engagement party. Yes, that man! This was all so wrong. Yet so right. So unreal but really happening. I should have been flipping out and running for the door, but my mind was in meltdown and my legs in cement. I forced reason into my brain.

“I should go.” I could barely get the words out.

He nibbled my ears. There must have been a string attached to my pussy because hot tingles danced all around it. And then one word: “No.”

“You’re my boss,” I gasped.

“Yes, and I’m ordering you to stay. You want this as much as I do. Now, come to Santa, baby.”

Before I could say another word, his lips returned to my mouth. His warm, long-fingered hands cradled my face as his tongue nudged my lips to part. Back inside my mouth, it twirled and whirled with mine, doing that dance. I was melting into him. Unable to resist. He was right. I did want this. Maybe even more than he did.

I clenched my eyes shut as our mouths became one, clinging hotly together. A hand reached behind me, squeezing into the narrow space between my back and the wall. The hiss of the zipper inching down my dress filled my ears. And then I felt two supple hands slide the sparkly confection off me. In a breath, my bare breasts were rubbing against his soft velvet jacket. My sensitive nipples ached with want. I opened my eyes a slit’s worth as he read my mind.

With tiny gasping breaths, I watched as he tweaked my buds between his thumbs and index fingers. His eyes, now hooded, gazed down at them. A delicious smile curled on his lips.

“Oh, baby, they’re even pinker and more perfect than I imagined.”

A buzzing sensation coursed through me as my hazy brain digested his words. He’d called me “baby” again and insinuated that he’d fantasized about me. Me, Calamity Jen!

As he played with my nipples and sucked my lips, a new ache crescendoed between my legs. I wanted him. I fucking wanted him. A want like I’d never experienced before. Every nerve in my body was sparking and my heart was on fire.

And then I jolted. A hand reached down into my lace bikinis and found its way to the molten folds between my thighs. After stroking them, his skilled fingers glommed onto my clit and circled it. Flutters of pleasures met his touch. I let out a moan. Or was it a groan? Either way, ecstasy powered it.

“Jesus.” he said, his voice a deep breathy whisper. “You’re so fucking wet for me, you bad girl.”

No one had ever called me “bad” before. I’d always been a good girl through and through. I came from a good family, did good things, had good friends, went to a good college, got a good job... and had been engaged to a good guy. So I’d thought.

Fuck. I want to be bad, I thought as I let him slide my undies down my legs, inch by sweet inch. That classic Christmas song, “Santa Claus is Comin’ to Town” filtered into the room through hidden speakers. He rewarded the good; punished the bad. Honestly, who gave a fuck what that Santa thought. My secret Santa was showering me with wonderful surprises.

My panties hung low at my feet with my dress.

“Step out of them,” he purred in my ears. One foot after another, I did as bid. Except for my heels, I was totally naked and wrapped in his strong arms.

“Good girl.” Okay, so now I was good. I was so delirious with rapture, I didn’t know the difference between good and bad. And I didn’t give a damn.

With one hand, he worked his slacks, freeing his cock.

I glanced down and gasped. His erection was even bigger than I remembered, and it was pointed my way. With eyes wide, I watched as he slipped his hand into one of his slacks pockets and pulled out a small foil package. A condom. His ripped it open with his teeth. The hissing sound sent another rush of moisture to my core.

“Put this on me,” he commanded.

Inch by thick inch, I rolled the sheath up his monstrous shaft. The heat of it singed my fingertips.

With a satisfied smirk, he lifted me up against the upholstered wall and growled, “Now wrap your arms and legs around me.”

He was my boss. Still in my stilettos, I did as he asked. I held my breath as he nudged the crown of his hot cock into my center. We were perfectly lined up. Slowly, he slid it inside me, stretching me, until he filled me to the hilt. My fingernails dug into the fabric of his jacket, and I winced with sweet pain. Holy shit! I thought he was going to split me open.

“Am I hurting you?”

“No,” I said as my muscles relaxed and got used to his size.

“Christ, tiger, you’re so tight and wet. I want to fuck you so badly.” His eyes burned into mine. “I’m going to show you what it’s like to be fucked and by a man who knows how.”

I absorbed his words, absorbed his girth. He was so different from Bradley. So hot, so full, so big. So divine! Gripping my bottom, he began to pound into me. I clung to his biceps and tugged at his hair, unable to suppress my moans. My hips rocked with his. I knew I should be thinking about the consequences of my actions, but any logical thought at the moment was impossible.

“Do you like this?” he breathed.

“Yes.” Oh yes!

Good girl, bad girl. It no longer mattered. With each forceful thrust, he was pushing me over the edge. Creating exquisite sensations inside me I’d never experienced. A pressure, so electrifying, so intense I was seeing stars of Bethlehem.

“Do you want to come?”

“Yes. Oh please, yes!” Yes, yes, YES! I fisted the lapels of his velvet blazer.

He pumped harder, faster, rubbing against my clit with each unrelenting stroke. His breaths came in pants. My own pants gave way to whimpers. I was desperately craving a release.

“Don’t hold back,” he growled between gritted teeth. “I want to hear you roar, tiger. The room is soundproof.”

All it took was a squeeze of my clit. “Come for Santa,” he breathed into my mouth.

With a roar of his name so loud it echoed, I imploded. Tears leaked from my eyes as fierce waves of ecstasy swept through my body. A moment later, he let out his own primal roar. His hot pulsing cock exploded inside me, soaking me with his release, as I shuddered around him.

Through the speakers, “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” piped into the chamber. Spent, Blake rested his glistening sweat-laced forehead against mine as I clung to him. His breathing calmed. I was still shuddering and sobbing softly.

“Merry Christmas, tiger,” Blake whispered in my ear.

“Merry Christmas.”

Christmas had come early.


Chapter 16


Blake

Christ. I’d wanted to kiss her ever since the first time my lips touched down on hers. Taste her mouth in mine. Bite her lips, dance with her tongue. It had been weeks of torture and frustration. I’d jerked myself off so many times I had calluses.

It was different this time. Better. So much better, if better was possible. I was no longer a blind accident. I could tell. She wanted me as much as I wanted her.

She tasted so fucking good. I could feel her heartbeat in her mouth and her pulse in her neck as I trailed kisses down the slender length. The way she groped at my clothing and my hair bordered on savage. I was as ruthless as she was. We couldn’t get enough of each other.

I couldn’t stop tongue-fucking her mouth. Even before I saw those tender tits exposed in their full glory for the first time, I needed more. I had to have all of her. Have all of me inside her. When my fingers reached down to her clit, I knew she was ready. She was so fucking hot and wet. With the office Christmas party raging outside and Christmas carols drifting inside, I disrobed her and took her against the wall.

I’ll never forget the expression on her face when she saw my whopper cock. Her eyes glittered like two green gumdrops and her rosebud lips quivered. Yeah, she’d seen it once before—accidentally at my parents’ Shabbat dinner. But only from a distance. A funny thought crossed my mind. Mr. Burns, as I sometimes affectionately called my dick, was ready for his close-up. Oh was he! A good thing I’d packed him a debut outfit. A top-of-the-line lambskin condom.

Her fingers trembled as she inched it up me. I thought my thick, hard-as-nails cock might bust the delicate sheath. But she got it up without a tear. Without wasting a second, I put the broad tip to her pussy, and in a hot breath, I penetrated her.

Jesus Christ. She was tight. So fucking tight. Taking it slow, I slid my cock deep inside her. My eyes stayed glued on her face. Clenching her eyes, she chewed down on her lip and squeaked out a groan. Fuck. I was ripping her apart. And then, her muscles relaxed. I glided easily inside her, her drenched walls making it almost effortless. I began to pound her and quickly got into a rhythm. She was sexual and responsive. With breathy moans and groans, she met my thrusts, and as our pace picked up, I gripped her sweet, smooth ass. Sweat laced her svelte body, and an intoxicating scent—a delicious blend of sex and cherry vanilla—filled the air we breathed. I inhaled her like cocaine. She was a drug I couldn’t get enough of, a drug that made me high with lust and desire. I’d never been so turned on.

Her breathing became ragged. I could feel her falling apart at the seams. I knew she was close to coming, and she confirmed it with one gasping word: “Yes.” Fuck, I loved that word. With one final deep thrust and a pinch of her clit, I brought her to her climax. As my tiger roared out my name, I watched her chest flush, her eyes gush tears, and her body shudder. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. And then I juddered in her sea of waves with the most explosive orgasm I’d ever had in my life. To my surprise, I could go again. And wanted to madly.

Before I could make another move, she broke free of me. Where the hell was she going? I’d just begun. My eyes stayed fixed on her as she crouched down to pick up her sparkly green dress sprawled by my feet. Standing up, she stepped into it and shimmied it up her perfect little body. I felt bereft as I watched her preened pussy and her sweet breasts with their dainty puckered nipples disappear behind the fabric. She silently struggled with the back zipper.

I came to the rescue. But before I inched up the zipper, I studied her back. I loved everything about it—her creamy porcelain skin, her sculpted shoulder blades, the gentle slope of her spinal cord, and above all, those two little dimples at her tailbone. I longed to dip my tongue into those sexy indents after trailing kisses down every step of her spine and then tear off her dress. My still semi-erect cock hardened at the thought of having her naked in my arms again. Of fucking her in this position, from the back, until she roared one more time with ecstasy. I’d never had to beg for sex; I didn’t even know how. All I knew how to do was fuck girls into submission and usually they begged for it.

She never got the chance to slip on her panties. Unable to control myself, I lived out my fantasy and laved my tongue down her spine. Her bony discs made me feel like I was skiing over mogels. It was as thrilling as an extreme sport. Halfway down, my cock jumped up. Fuck. I was getting another erotic high.

“Please, Blake,” she moaned, flexing her hips and arching her head back. The tip of her ponytail tickled my throat.

“Please what?” I growled against her neck.

“Please take me.”

Home? Not a chance in hell.

“All of me,” she breathed out.

Way to go, Blakemeister! I didn’t expect her to make it so easy—to beg for me. In an instant, I shoved down her dress and rubbed my cock against her backside until it was as hard as it needed to be. I spread her legs, and then gripping her hips, I slid my rigid length between them. She moaned with blissful pleasure as the tip of my cock powered back into her. A groan escaped my throat. Man, she was still soaking wet and so fucking hot. Wrapping one arm around her slender waist and the hand of the other around a tender breast, I hammered her. Finding my rhythm, her hips rocked back and forth with mine with every deep, mighty thrust. I could feel her heat radiating. I moved the hand kneading her exquisite tit to her dripping wet pussy. My fingers caressed the slick, silky folds and then made their way to her swollen clit. They pressed hard against it, running circles around it.

“Oh God. Oh God. Oh God,” she repeatedly cried out. Whimpers quickly replaced words.

“Oh, baby, you feel so fucking good; so tight and warm,” I breathed in her ear. My mouth stayed there, showering her neck with hot kisses. God, she tasted good. So, so good.

“Oh, Blake!” she moaned.

I loved when she said my name. “Are you close to coming again?”

“So close,” she panted out.

I rubbed her clit harder and pounded into her forcefully. The sound of my flesh slapping against hers joined her chorus of harsh breaths and whimpers.

“So, so, close.” Her rasp was just above a whisper. A desperate whisper.

On the next thrust, she broke loose once more, coming around me in spades of screams and spasms. Her body went limp, and I held her firmly so she wouldn’t crumple as my own mind-blowing climax met hers with another powerful thrust. We stayed locked in that position as we rode our orgasms out.

“Oh, tiger, that was fucking amazing,” I breathed into her ear while caressing her soaking wet pussy. Her folds still hypersensitive to my touch, I felt her shudder yet again against me.

Only one word tumbled out of her mouth. “More.”
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After another round of mind-blowing sex—this time on the floor—we were spent. Both of us now naked to the bone, we sat against a padded wall catching our breaths. Jen’s ponytail had come loose. Her dark shoulder-length waves cascaded over my green velvet jacket. I’d placed it over her shoulders like a cape. Her knees were curled up with her arms folded around them. There was something so sexy about seeing her in this position and wrapped up in my way too big jacket.

Victory. My cock was one happy camper. And so was I. Dickwick was gone and now she was mine. I slung an arm around her as she rested her chin on her knees. God, she was adorable. My invincible cock stirred. Could I take her one more time? Make her a record?

The luxurious bed in my fuck pad was tempting, but she didn’t belong there. It was where I’d fucked all my hook-ups and watched them come in the mirror across from it. Jennifer was not a hook-up. She was something more. Someone special. The first woman I wanted to bring home. To fuck in my real bed, hold in my arms, and wake up to in the morning. A sharp pang of remorse stabbed at me. I squeezed my eyes. Shit. I shouldn’t have fucked her here. Someone special deserved somewhere special.

I nuzzled her neck and then whispered in her ear, “Come on, beautiful. Let’s get out of here. Come home with me.” In my heart, I hoped it wasn’t too late to make amends.

She bit down on her lip and shook her head. Her expression went from tortured ecstasy to a mixture of confusion and despair. Tears spilled from her eyes.

With my other hand, I tilted up her chin. “What’s the matter, tiger?”

She turned and faced me. Her pained eyes searched mine. Yup. It was too late. I’d fucked up. My heart drummed as her sweet lips parted.

“This is all wrong. You’re my boss.”

“So what?” This was not the response I expected from her.

“Blake, it’s just a onetime thing. A fluke. I’m vulnerable. You got me on the rebound.”

“What are you trying to say?” My voice was a desperate rasp.

“Let’s forget this ever happened.”

“Tiger, how can you say that?”

“I just got out of one of bad relationship. I don’t need to start another—especially with my boss.”

“It doesn’t have to be a relationship. We can just be discreet fuck buddies.” My voice sunk with desperation. Hers rose with rage.

“Oh? You mean, I could be one of your hook-ups like Kitty-Kat or whatever her name is? I. Don’t. Think. So.” She paused and then her voice turned to ice. “Blake, I need to get dressed.”

Fuck. Why did I say that? How could I be so goddamn stupid? So goddamn desperate? “Jennifer, I didn’t mean it that way. Honestly.”

“My father says words can’t be taken back. So, if you’ll please excuse me, I’d like to leave.”

I rested my chin on the top of her head and held her firmly. “Don’t go,” I begged. “Please don’t go.”

“Blake, please. I need to get dressed and go home.”

Squirming, she broke free of me and shrugged off my jacket. She slid across the padded wall and stood up. Hurriedly, she threw on her dress. She didn’t even bother with her panties.

My emotions in a jumble, I leapt to my feet. “Fine. Then I’ll take you home.” Maybe I could get her into her bed. It didn’t have to be mine. I needed to prove to her she was more than a casual lay. I gripped her arm, holding her back.

She jerked away. Tears swam down her cheeks. “Mr. Burns, please. Don’t touch me. I’ve made up my mind.” Before I could say another word, she fled. The door to my fuck pad slammed shut behind her.

Defeated, I slumped down against the wall. Shitballs. I wasn’t expecting this. I was positive with Dickwick out of her life, she’d be all mine. Especially after learning I was that man she’d kissed in that game of Truth or Dare. I’d had the whole night planned out, from the mistletoe to the morning after. Grandma had even helped. I buried my head between my knees.

Jesus. How could I have been so wrong? She wasn’t ready for another relationship. And I’d said some stupid, stupid things. Mr. Hook-Up had no idea how to handle a relationship. I was a player. I left women; they never left me. Until now.

Jennifer McCoy was gone with the wind. Maybe I’d shown her what it was like to be kissed—and fucked—by someone who knew how, but that wasn’t enough. I sure hadn’t lined up my cherries. I’d made a total mess of tonight. I reached for her panties—a souvenir of our encounter—and sniffed them. A glimmer of hope lifted me out of my misery. After all, tomorrow was another day.


Chapter 17


Jennifer

My alarm clock went off at exactly six fifteen. There was actually no need to set it. I didn’t sleep a wink. How could I? I kept replaying what had happened at the office Christmas party. My mind was a whirlwind of chaos. Caused by two opposing forces—lust and remorse.

Holy, holy fuck. It was all too much. All too unbelievable. Blake Burns was that man I’d kissed at my engagement dinner. My boss! That man whose kiss I couldn’t forget. And now I’d fucked him. Not once. Not twice. But three times. And after the first time, I’d begged for it and even torn off his clothes.

Blake had fucked my brains out. Fucked me senseless. I’d never had an orgasm from intercourse before, let alone three in a row, each one sending me over the edge. Blake Burns had brought me to a place I’d never been. And all through my sleepless night, I’d relived the moments of our mind-blowing sex. Over and over. Coming against the wall, my legs wrapped around him. Coming in his arms, taking me from behind. Coming on my knees, falling with him to the floor. Our hands, our mouths, our tongues everywhere. I couldn’t get enough of his magnificent body. Or his magnificent cock.

As my breathing wound down after the third time, a soupçon of sense had crept back into my head. What I’d done was wrong. But what he’d done was more wrong. He’d taken advantage of me in my vulnerable state. And I’d succumbed. Why? Because he was beautiful? Because his kiss sent me orbiting? Because he’d given me one mind-blowing orgasm after another? Because he was that man I’d dreamt about incessantly ever since our first passionate kiss?

A tangle of emotions swirled around in my head. The bottom line: I couldn’t have a relationship with my boss. I had a career at stake. It had to end before it began. And then he’d made it so easy for me. How could I be so blind? He wanted me to be just another one of his hook-ups. A convenient fuck with no strings attached. Reality had thrown an axe at me, but I didn’t expect my heart to bleed.

Now, I had to face him. My boss. Thank God, it was the last day of work before my Christmas break. Tomorrow, I was flying home to spend the holidays with my parents. Though I dreaded breaking the news to them that I’d broken up with Bradley, who was supposed to have flown home with me, I looked forward to getting away. I needed time away from Los Angeles and, above all from Blake, to clear my head. Hopefully, by the time I got back, what’d happened last night would be just a vague memory. Something I could call a moment of weakness. A stupid, regrettable mistake.

I dragged myself out of bed, showered, and got dressed. Every ordinary task was an effort. It wasn’t easy concentrating. I was preoccupied with how to deal with my boss. And I was throbbing in the place where his cock, his hands, and his mouth had been. I was an emotional and physical wreck.

Libby was already in the kitchen, and coffee was made. I helped myself to a mug full. I needed a caffeine fix desperately.

“Where did you disappear to last night?” she asked. She was seated at the counter, sipping her coffee over the LA Times.

“Restroom,” I lied, after taking a sip of the steamy brew. I wasn’t ready to tell Libby about what had happened with Blake last night. I was too hurt and confused.

Ms. Inquisitive’s rust-colored brows furrowed. “Why so long?”

“I must have eaten something bad or maybe my breakup with Bradley fucked with my stomach.” The truth: Blake Burns tasted delicious, and Bradley was the last person on my mind while my boss fucked my brains out.

“That’s too bad. You missed Mel Weiner’s show. He topped last year’s performance. This year he got drunk and humped the dessert table.”

“Sorry I missed that.” Thank God, I did.

“How did you get home? Chaz and I looked all over for you.”

“Lip Service.” Lip Service was a relatively new alternate cab service that was becoming all the rage because it was reasonable and trustworthy—even more so than popular Uber. The fleet consisted of black Nissan Cubes that bore huge red felt Mick Jagger-like lips on the front fender. All the drivers were carefully screened. By opening an account with your credit card, you could readily book a car online.

Libby folded her newspaper and placed it down on the counter. “Are you excited about going home tomorrow and seeing your parents?”

“Yes.” More than you know.

She chugged her coffee. “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you too.

Poor Libby was staying in town. She’d planned to travel east to see her boyfriend Everett, but at last minute, he’d been invited by one of his Oxford professors to give a lecture. I seriously didn’t know how the two of them maintained their long distance relationship. But somehow it worked. Instead of getting laid, she was going to spend Christmas with her brother Chaz and a bunch of his gay friends. At least it would be fun. Tomorrow before I left, we would exchange our Christmas presents.

Rising, my bestie put her mug into the dishwasher and then grabbed her large canvas bag in which she kept everything. “Maybe I’ll see you later at the office. I have to head in early. I volunteered to help with the Department Christmas breakfast. While my boss distributes bonuses to everyone, I’m handing out gifts.”

Office gifts. Suddenly, I remembered I had one for Blake. Yesterday, I looked forward to giving him the little snow globe. Today, I dreaded it.
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The mood in the office was upbeat and festive. Exchanges of “Merry Christmas” and “Happy Holidays” were met everywhere. Although some looked a little shitfaced from last night’s party, most of my co-workers wore big smiles on their faces. The office was going to be closed for a week. Except for those with technical jobs who would be well compensated for overtime, everyone had a paid week of vacation.

I headed straight to my office and locked my door. If Blake wanted to see me, he was going to have to knock.

To my relief, he left me alone. I busied myself with a few things I wanted to wrap up before I took off. I spent a little time on the PowerPoint that I was presenting to Gloria’s Secret in January and sent “Season Greetings” e-cards to the authors I was hoping to work with in the coming year. I also watered the cactus plant that Blake had given me. I’d grown very attached to it and named it Lucky. Sitting on my credenza where it bathed in sunlight, it gave my still sterile office some life. And it brought back fond memories I wished now I could erase.

I tried hard not to think about Blake and our encounter last night. The relentless throbbing between my legs made it impossible. My eyes darted back and forth between my computer screen and the close by snow globe. In addition to wrapping it, I’d put it into a cute little holiday gift bag with “Ho Ho Ho!” printed on it. At some point, I was going to have to give it to him.

And then my phone rang. My heart jumped. I picked it up on the first ring.

“Jennifer.”

That sultry voice. It was him. Blake. My heartbeat sped up.

“I’d like you to come to my office before you leave for the day.”

“I’ll come now.”

Come now? The double entendre sent a flurry of tingles to my core. Get a grip, Jennifer. Stop it with all this sexual innuendo stuff. Get him out of your mind.

“Good.” He hung up the phone.

With trembling fingers, I collected his gift—better to give it to him now than having to make another trip to his office. With the bag in one hand, I smoothed my hair with the other before heading to his office. My heart was racing and so was my mind. What was I going to say to him?

That was the best sex I ever had in my life?

Thank you for the mind-blowing orgasms?

Was it as good for you as it was for me?

Shit. Shit. Shit. I had no idea. My heart was beating like a hummingbird’s wings, and my stomach bubbled with nerves.

He was sitting at his desk when I traipsed into his open-door office, gazing at his computer screen. At the sound of my footsteps, he looked up at me.

“Jennifer.”

“Yes?” My voice was meek.

“Have a seat.”

He gestured to one of the armchairs facing his desk. He was acting like nothing had transpired between us last night. While this should have had a calming effect on me, it didn’t. Angst filled my lungs like air in a balloon. And tingles pricked my body like needles. While it was “casual Friday” and I was dressed in jeans, he was impeccably dressed in one of his elegant dark suits. His smoldering blue eyes connected with mine, and he quirked one of his sexy crooked smiles. I couldn’t control my reaction to him. I became acutely aware of the throbbing between my legs as my already rapid heartbeat accelerated. Stop it, Jen. He’s your boss. A player. It was futile. He was just too, too beautiful.

Anxiously without smiling back, I ambled toward the chair. I stumbled but luckily caught my balance before I tumbled. I silently said a Hail Mary, thankful that I didn’t embarrass myself. It wasn’t easy being Calamity Jen.

I lowered myself to the seat cushion as he reached for an envelope on his desk. “This is your Christmas bonus, Jennifer.”

Shocked, thinking I’d not be eligible for one given that I’d worked for SIN-TV for less than a month, I took the envelope from him. My hand shook.

“Thank you,” I stuttered.

He winked at me. Actually, it was more like a twitch, “Your performance has been outstanding.”

My performance? My job performance or my performance last night? I dared not ask.

Nervously, I thanked him again. He was having an unnerving effect on me. My heart was pounding, and every nerve was cackling, especially the ones between my thighs. I crossed one leg over the other to contain the fiery sensations. The sooner I got out of here the better.

“What’s that in your hand?” he asked, eyeing the little bag dangling from it.

I’d almost forgotten and stammered, “This is just a little something for you. Merry Christmas.” I set the bag on his desk, and he instantly reached for it. My eyes stayed locked on his fingers as he took the little box out of the bag and unwrapped it. Those beautiful deft fingers that had been all over my body. Groping. Squeezing. Circling. Caressing.

That dazzling dimpled smile curled on his lips at the sight of the snow globe. He held it in his hand and admired it. The gold ball glistened.

“Thank you. I collect these.” He held his eyes fierce on mine, burning a hole right through them. My raging hormones mixed with my nerves. I wanted to jump out of my skin.

I uncrossed my legs. “Well, I should be going. I’ve got a few last minute things to wrap up before I take off.”

“Are you doing anything special over the holidays, Ms. McCoy?” His seductive tone made it sound as if he was about to proposition me.

“I’m going home to Boise to see my parents.”

He nodded with approval. “Good. Sometimes getting away puts things in perspective. Makes you see things more clearly.”

What was he implying? He was insinuating something in his tone.

“What about you?”

“I’m going skiing in Sun Valley. It’s not too far from Boise.”

I gulped. He was practically going to be in my backyard.

“Would you like to come up for a day and ski?”

I was visibly shaking. “Mr. Burns, I don’t ski, and furthermore think it would be best if we don’t have any contact over the break unless it’s a work-related emergency.”

He pressed his lips into a thin, pensive line. “I see.”

Sun Valley was a playground for the rich, the beautiful, and the famous. Without warning, the thought of him spending the twelve days of Christmas with a different blond bimbo every night invaded my brain and threw my emotions into a tailspin. My breath hitched painfully in my throat.

“Are you okay, Ms. McCoy?

I nodded wordlessly and forced myself to stand up. My legs felt like Jell-O. It took all my effort to get past the Christmas ball-sized lump in my throat and say, “Have a nice holiday, Mr. Burns.” Slipping my bonus check into a skirt pocket, I turned toward the door to his office. I should have been excited about opening the envelope, but I wasn’t. Unexpected sadness filled me. An emptiness that I did not want to understand.

I hadn’t taken three steps when he called out to me. “Wait, Ms. McCoy. I have something for you too.” I stopped dead in my tracks and pivoted around. My eyes stayed fixed on him as he lowered his head under his desk. Every muscle in my body clenched. Was he zipping down his fly? Was I about to see his colossal cock and fuck him over his desk? Oh yes!

Instead—and admittedly to my disappointment—he pulled out a box from under his desk. It was enormous and extravagantly wrapped with metallic green paper and an extravagant red bow.

“Come here,” he said, placing it flat on his desk. I slowly made my way back to him, feeling mortified that I’d gotten him something so small and fantasized something so big in a different way.

“I don’t think I should accept a gift from you,” I protested meekly.

“Just open it,” he ordered.

With jittery fingers, I carefully undid the exquisite wrapping. “Did you wrap this yourself?” I asked fumbling for conversation.

He rolled his eyes at me. “Are you kidding? I can’t even cut a straight line. I had it professionally wrapped.”

I twitched a nervous little smile as I tore off the paper. “Well, it’s beautiful.”

“Not as beautiful as you.”

My heart skipped a beat. It was best not to respond to him.

Whatever was inside the box was rather heavy; I couldn’t begin to manage what it could be. Finally unwrapping it, I lifted off the lid and peeled away a thick layer of emerald green tissue paper. My mouth fell open and my heart leapt into my throat. A loud gasp escaped.

Oh my God. I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was the painting I’d admired so much at Jaime Zander’s art gallery gala. His late father’s erotic painting that had reduced me to tears. The Kiss.

“I can’t take this from you,” I stammered.

He smiled. “It’s not returnable. Final Sale.”

“Please—”

“No, I want you to have it. You need a piece of artwork to liven up that office of yours.”

I stared in awe at the breathtaking abstract portrait of the artist in a passionate embrace with his wife—his muse and lover. Tears welled up in my eyes again. I brushed them away before they fell onto the canvas.

Blake’s eyes met mine. I flushed with emotion. “Why are you crying, Jennifer? You should be happy. It’s Christmas.”

“I’m just overwhelmed,” I sniffed. To say I was overwhelmed was an understatement. The memory of his kiss assaulted every one of my senses. Ate away at my heart. Consumed every fiber of my being. The tears kept falling.

“This is the most amazing gift I’ve ever gotten.”

“Then enjoy it.” He handed me a hankie and I dabbed my eyes with it.

“Thank you,” I whispered, resisting the burning urge to throw my arms around his neck and hug him. How I longed to feel the warmth and hardness of his beautiful body. Have his delicious mouth on mine. Feel his hot cock against my belly. He nodded as if reading my mind. A long moment of silence transpired between us. The air was thick with tension and electricity.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get you something bigger.” My small trembling voice broke the awkward silence.

He smiled at me wistfully. “Your present is perfect. I love it.” He picked up the snow globe and shook it. My eyes blinked back tears as I watched the delicate glittering flakes of snow dance in the water around the gold ball. A painful longing tugged at my heart.

“Then I should be going.” I gathered up the box. “Enjoy your holiday, Mr. Burns.”

He shot me a sexy little wink.

“You too, tiger.”

With a heavy heart, I slumped out his office, not looking back or knowing what lay ahead of me.
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         Chapter 1

      

      
      Blake

      
      The shuttle from Friedman Memorial Airport in Hadley to the Sun Valley Lodge, where
         I was staying over the Christmas break, took fifteen minutes. Leaving my rollaway
         bag and skis with the valet, I headed inside to the check-in counter and took in my
         surroundings. The lobby of the venerable resort, built in 1936, was decked out for
         Christmas with a huge, almost ceiling high lit up tree and a roaring fire in the massive,
         holly-trimmed hearth. The place was bustling with guests milling around the lobby,
         hot drinks in their hands. Christmas music was playing over the speaker system. It
         was a winter wonderland.
      

      
      Fortunately, the check-in line was short, and I was able to handle my reservation
         quickly. As the jolly attendant handed me my key card, a warm breath tickled my neck
         and a familiar, seductive voice traveled through my ear.
      

      
      “Hi, Blakey.”

      
      I spun around. Fuck. It was Kirstie. Or was it Kristie? I could never tell those two
         apart. She was dressed in skinny faded jeans, a tight turtleneck sweater that clung
         to her D-cup boobs, and pink Uggs. Her platinum hair cascaded over her shoulders from
         beneath a matching pink ski hat.
      

      
      “I didn’t know you’d be here.” My voice wavered. Why wasn’t I excited to see her?
         She was as drop-dead gorgeous as ever and ready to be laid.
      

      
      She moved uncomfortably close, trapping me between the counter and her body. Her heavy
         floral scent was suffocating me. She smelled nothing of cherries and vanilla.
      

      
      She licked her billowy glossed lips. They looked bigger than the last time I saw them.
         “Yeah. My sister and I got in last night. Why don’t we get in some ski time together?”
      

      
      “Sure. Let me get settled into my room, and we’ll head to the slopes.” I immediately
         regretted what I said. I wanted to ski alone.
      

      
      “What room are you in?”

      
      I glanced down at my key card. “Room 606.”

      
      “Cool. Kirstie and I are right next door.” Well, at least, I now knew which one she
         was. However, the thought of having the Barbie doll twins a wall apart was unsettling.
         Too close for comfort.
      

      
      “Want me to help you check in?” she breathed, circling her big tits against my ski
         jacket. Her implants made her nipples so hard and erect I could feel them through
         the thick down-lined fabric. I squirmed as far away from her as I could.
      

      
      “I can handle it. I’ll meet you down here in a half hour, and we’ll head over to Baldy.”
         Baldy was my favorite place to ski with its elevation of over nine thousand feet and
         a myriad of blazing trails.
      

      
      “Perfect,” she purred.

      
      She sashayed away and I heaved a sigh of relief.
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      My suite consisted of a bedroom with an adjacent bathroom, a living room with a fireplace,
         and a kitchenette. It was decorated in what I’d call Alpine-themed Ralph Lauren. Mirroring
         the lobby, the décor was floral, with the king-sized bed, couch, and curtains all
         done up in a red and pine green leafy print. Wall-to-wall dark green carpet lined
         the floor.
      

      
      I listlessly unpacked my suitcase, putting the jeans and heavy sweaters I’d brought
         along into a set of drawers. The rest of my skiwear I hung up in the closet. I should
         have been excited about being in Sun Valley—I’d always had a great time here with
         all the fabulous activities the charming town offered, not the least being getting
         laid morning, noon and night, but instead I felt blue. I fucking missed Jennifer and
         wished she were here with me. All during my flight, I kept thinking about her. Hoping
         she was thinking about me. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her since our gift exchange
         at the office yesterday. Carefully, I set the last item in my suitcase on top of my
         nightstand. The little snow globe she’d given me. I gave it a shake and watched the
         glittery snowflakes flutter over the golden ball that somehow reminded me of my grandma’s
         matzo balls. The memory of watching her eat one at my parents’ Shabbat dinner flashed
         into my head. I’d fantasized her sensuous mouth on one of my balls and had almost
         come in my pants. She’d given the expression “from soup to nuts” a whole new meaning.
         And then my mind jumped forward to the other night. The night of the office Christmas
         party—the night we fucked our brains out. It was the best sex I’d ever had. And I’d
         had a lot. But it was more than the sex. While I could have fucked her one more time,
         I could have held her in my arms forever. I thought the feeling was mutual. But it
         wasn’t. To my utter shock, she didn’t want me. She said she’d made a mistake. That
         I’d taken advantage of her in her vulnerable state. A rebound fuck after her jolting
         breakup with her fiancé, that two-timing dentist. Dickwick. Plus, she was afraid of
         having an office relationship. At least, that I could understand. If it didn’t work
         out and one of us was going to get fired—who was it going to be? Her or me, the big
         jefe’s son? You guessed right. With his dreams of having me head up his media empire, my
         father would never fire me from Conquest Broadcasting.
      

      
      But then I really fucked up. Big time. Desperate, I told her we could be casual fuck
         buddies. I honestly didn’t mean it, but she didn’t believe me. She got dressed and
         left me. Alone in my fuck pad with no one to fuck.
      

      
      Never having dealt with rejection, I was fucking devastated. And confused. Selfish,
         spoiled, alpha me was a player. I left girls and not vice versa. They wanted me and
         couldn’t get enough of me. But not Jennifer McCoy. I had suc­ceed­ed mag­nif­icent­ly
         and failed miserab­ly.
      

      
      Her reaction to the gift I’d given her—the erotic painting of a kiss by Jaime Zander’s
         late father that mirrored our own first, unforgettable kiss—had given me a little
         hope. She was overwhelmed. And not because it was such an extravagant gift. My father
         always said actions speak louder than words. And he was right. The painting brought
         tears to her glimmering green eyes because it hit a nerve deep inside her. It made
         her feel something. The same thing I felt. The electricity in the air between us was
         so thick you could see sparks flying. It had taken all I had not to haul her into
         my arms, smother her with another all-consuming kiss, and fuck her senseless over
         my desk. And then just hold her in my arms.
      

      
      She was right—we needed time away from each other to figure things out. Or at least
         she did. With a weighty heart, I gave the snow globe another shake and made a wish.
         I wished my tiger would come to the same conclusion as me: we plain and simply belonged
         together. With a twitch, my hopeful cock toasted to that. But deep inside my soul,
         I knew a relationship was a remote possibility. I sucked at them. In fact, I’d never
         had one.
      

      
      Donning my ski gear, I clunked downstairs to the lobby in my heavy ski boots, my skis
         and poles under my arms. Kristie was already in the lobby. She was all dolled up in
         an expensive hot pink fur-trimmed ski jacket and matching ski pants. Furry earmuffs
         covered her ears, and she wore a thick layer of pink lipstick in the exact shade of
         her outfit. I didn’t want that lipstick anywhere near me, but she was all over me
         before I could say, “fuck off.” I finally managed to pull my lips away from hers without
         creating a scene. I thought about stopping at the concierge and asking for an antiseptic
         wipe on my way out. The thought of having to share a chairlift with her was repulsive.
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      We took the shuttle and got to Baldy in no time. There was a long line for the lift.
         While we waited for a chair, my bubbly companion babbled on non-stop about all the
         fun she and her twin sister had had so far from ice skating to skinny dipping in the
         heated pool. She boasted how everyone recognized them from their print ads and commercials.
         For sure, a movie offer would be coming soon. I half-listened, interjecting an occasional
         “wow” or “cool.” My mind was elsewhere. Focused on someone else. My tiger. She was
         roaring in my head.
      

      
      I was actually glad there was a wait for the lift because I dreaded getting on it
         with bubblehead. She had no control over her sexual appetite nor did her sister. Up
         until now, I couldn’t get enough of the titillating twins alone or together—they were
         perfect hook-up material—but something inside me had changed. Let’s cut to the chase.
         Some sweet little Midwestern girl with a dimpled smile had shown me there was something
         more. There was a connection between my cock and my heart. And she was in my bloodstream
         bringing them together. Making me feel emotions and sensations I’d never felt with
         anyone.
      

      
      After twenty long, cold minutes, we finally got a chairlift meant for two. The temperature
         had dropped significantly, and the sky had turned an angry shade of gray. It looked
         like it was going to snow. I followed Kristie into the lift and sat as far away from
         her as I could. That didn’t last long. After I lowered the safety bar and hung up
         our skis, she scooched across the seat until she was almost sitting on my lap. I jumped
         when her hand reached for my fly and pulled it down. Peeling off her gloves, she reached
         under my briefs and grabbed my dick.
      

      
      “Fuck off, Kristie!” I forcefully yanked her hand off and zipped up my fly.

      
      She looked miffed. “What bug do you have up your ass?”

      
      “I’m just not in the mood.” My voice was as bitter cold as the air.

      
      “Fine.” She stabbed the word at me and scooted away.

      
      Relieved, I took in the spectacular view of the snow-covered mountains and trees through
         my goggles as our chair made its ascent. And wished I could share it with Jen.
      

      
      When we reached the top of the trail, Kristie jumped off the lift. “Fuck you, Blake.
         Ski by yourself.” She zoomed off.
      

      
      For the first time since I’d gotten here, I smiled.

      
      [image: *]*

      
      Usually I zipped down the advanced Black Diamond trail, expertly maneuvering its sharp
         twists and turns, but today I took my time zigzagging on my skis through the powder-perfect
         snow. The skier’s high I usually got was not possible with Jennifer on my mind. I
         longed to be with her on the bunny slope. Teaching her how to ski… holding her as
         she awkwardly snow ploughed down the little hill… hearing her little gasps and then
         scream when she lost control… and helping her back on her feet when she tumbled onto
         the white powder. My heart ached to have her in my arms, feel her warm lips on mine,
         and indulge in all the après-ski activities made for lovers—from sitting in a hot
         Jacuzzi under the stars to sharing a blanket on a horse and carriage ride through
         town.
      

      
      The biting wind whipped across my face as I made my way downward. About a quarter
         way down the slope, it began to snow, and by the time I was halfway down, the flurries
         had morphed into a blinding blizzard. Distracted, it took all I had to focus and circumvent
         the obscured trees and other obstacles along the way. I was relieved to reach the
         bottom. While many avid skiers were going back up despite the storm, I’d had enough.
         Removing my skis, I caught the next shuttle to the hotel.
      

      
      It was three o’clock when I got back to the lodge. Leaving my skis in storage, I headed
         to my suite, where I disrobed and took a hot bath after calling room service. Not
         having much of an appetite, I ordered a hot toddy to soothe away the mental pain that
         was coursing through my veins.
      

      
      Soaking in the large steamy tub, I stretched my legs out and studied my dick. It was
         limp. I swear Mr. Burns was wearing a sad face. He’d never been in this state before.
         Desperate, yes; despondent, no. Wanking off was not going to solve the problem.
      

      
      “Don’t worry. I’m going to figure out how to get you back with Jennifer.” Fuck. What
         was wrong with me? I was talking to my dick. It stirred as if it had heard me. Stepping
         out of the tub, I towel dried my pal gently. The poor guy. He hung low and lifeless.
      

      
      “Call her,” I heard Mr. Burns whimper in my head.

      
      “I can’t,” I said aloud. I’d promised her I wouldn’t. Unless it was a business-related
         emergency. Nonetheless, I had the burning urge to break my promise. To hear her sweet
         voice. To tell her I missed her. Terribly. I’d never missed a woman before. This was
         a whole new feeling for me. It was as if I’d had been kicked in the balls.
      

      
      No, I couldn’t call her. It would be a mistake. We needed time apart to figure things
         out. Except I’d already done that. I wanted her to be mine.
      

      
      With an empty heart, I shrugged on the fluffy terry cloth robe that came with the
         room. By the time I knotted the belt, I had a change of mind. Fuck it. I was going
         to call her. I needed to hear her voice. I needed to tell her something important.
      

      
      I dashed back into the bedroom to get my cell phone. I thought I’d left it on my night
         table, but it wasn’t there. Balls. Where the hell had I put it? I frantically searched
         everywhere—tearing the room apart. I also checked the pockets of everything I’d worn.
         Nada. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Where was it? Finally, I spotted it—under the bed. It must have
         fallen out of my ski pants when I took them off. As I bent down to retrieve it, a
         loud knock sounded at the door. Room service. I ran to the door and opened it.
      

      
      “Room service.”

      
      I gaped.

      
      “My sister told me you were here.”

      
      Christ. It was the other twin—Kirstie, dressed in a long fur coat that must have cost
         a fortune and mile-high black leather stiletto boots.
      

      
      “I hope you like your pussy moist and raw.” With a flutter of her false eyelashes,
         she flung open her coat, exposing her bare body—tit, stock, and barrel. In a breath,
         she was all over me, gnawing and grappling every ounce of flesh she could find.
      

      
      I found my voice and shoved her away. “Kirstie, get the fuck out of here.”

      
      “What’s wrong with you?” she growled. She was as clueless as her bimbo sister but
         more aggressive, not letting my words get in the way. She fisted my hair and bit down
         on my lips. I pushed her away again, knocking her flat against the wall.
      

      
      While she stood there fuming, I knew what I had to do. I hurried to the room phone
         and dialed the concierge.
      

      
      “I’m the one who should be calling security,” hissed the presumptuous twin.

      
      Not responding to her, I told the concierge to book me the next flight to Boise.

      
      “We’re sorry, Mr. Burns. The airport is closed due to the storm. There won’t be any
         flights available until tomorrow.”
      

      
      Fuck. I couldn’t wait that long. “Then get me a rental car right away.”

      
      Good news. There was one available. I slammed the receiver back on the cradle and
         then frantically gathered up all my belongings, including my cell phone. I threw everything
         into my suitcase. Before closing it, I yanked out my jeans, a tee, and a heavy Nordic
         sweater plus a pair of after-ski boots. And a hat.
      

      
      Five minutes later, I was dressed and almost out the door. “You can have the room;
         it’ll be good for you not to share something with your sister,” I told the dumbstruck
         blonde. She stood wide-mouthed against the wall, watching me as I split.
      

      
      Fifteen minutes later, I was heading south on Highway 75, driving through a bitch
         of a blizzard in the four-wheel drive Jeep I’d rented. With the inclement weather
         conditions, the concierge had told me the 150-mile trip would take close to four hours.
         Maybe more because I made one stop in Ketchum to pick up a few things. Thank you,
         Jesus. The stores were open late on Christmas Eve to accommodate last minute shoppers.
         God bless American consumerism.
      

      
      I’d done a lot of crazy things in my life, but this was by far the craziest. Despite
         being tethered with chains, the SUV inched along the icy road, sliding and spinning
         out of control. My hands gripped the steering wheel like iron clamps while every muscle
         in my body clenched. To make things worse, the windshield wipers couldn’t keep up
         with the rapidly falling mega flakes of snow. It was impossible to see ahead or behind
         me. It was all one big white blur. Only one thing was clear: I was risking my life.
         But Jennifer McCoy, my little tiger, was worth it.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 2

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      It felt good to be home. Our neighborhood in the North End section of Boise hadn’t
         changed a bit. The people who lived there and the homes they lived in were straight
         out of a Norman Rockwell painting. Middle America at its finest. So different from
         hectic, multi-ethnic Los Angeles.
      

      
      Dad had picked me up at noon at the airport in his station wagon and couldn’t be happier
         to see me. The feeling was mutual. I was a daddy’s girl and loved my father. Of course,
         he was surprised Bradley wasn’t with me. I told him there’d been a change in plans
         and that I would explain everything to him and Mom when we got to the house. Fortunately,
         he didn’t press further.
      

      
      “Mom’s made your favorite gingerbread cookies,” he said as we passed by rows of shingled
         cookie-cutter homes all decked out with Christmas lights and decorations. “We’re all
         going to make a gingerbread house later.” Making one of these elaborate holiday confections
         was a family tradition.
      

      
      I studied my father as he drove. Having recently retired from university life at the
         age of sixty-five, he looked as handsome as ever to me. Though wrinkles lined his
         face and his hair was now flecked with gray, his sage-green eyes twinkled behind his
         scholarly horn-rimmed glasses, and a warm smile radiated on his face.
      

      
      In no time, we pulled up to our stately red brick house. It was one of the best decorated
         houses on the street. Strings of bright blinking lights outlined the framework and
         windows, and a charming manger scene sat on the front lawn. There was also a large
         wreath on the red-painted front door. Dad parked the car in the garage and helped
         me with my suitcase. Holding the large shopping bag that contained my parents’ Christmas
         presents, I followed my father eagerly through the door to our house. The smell of
         freshly baked bread wafted up my nose. I was home.
      

      
      “Darling!” exclaimed my mother as I set foot in the kitchen. Wearing a floral-patterned
         apron, she ran over to hug me before I had a chance to shrug off my coat or put down
         the bag. She looked prettier than ever. Her gray-blue eyes sparkled, and her short
         ash-brown hair was now chin-length and held back by a red velvet band.
      

      
      “Where’s Bradley?”

      
      The million-dollar question. I took a deep breath and the words tumbled out. “We broke
         up.”
      

      
      The look on her face went from joyful to alarmed. “Goodness gracious! Are you all
         right, darling? You look like you’ve lost weight.” The tone of her voice bordered
         on panic.
      

      
      “I’m fine.” Without going into details, I told her that I’d discovered Bradley was
         cheating on me with his hygienist. Why beat around the bush?
      

      
      My mother gasped. “Good Lord! How did you find out?”

      
      “Caught him in the act.” I didn’t want to tell them about the video footage; it was
         simpler with this mild white lie. Well, it was almost the truth. “I gave him back
         his ring.”
      

      
      “You poor thing,” exclaimed my mother, stroking my hair. I was grateful she didn’t
         probe for details.
      

      
      My father remained pensively silent and then uttered one word: “Shmuck.”

      
      My father said shmuck?

      
      “Jennie baby, you can do better.”

      
      Good is the enemy of better. Blake’s father’s favorite expression whirled around in my head. And in a millisecond,
         the image of my sexy, beautiful boss was spinning there too. I hadn’t stopped missing
         him. Last night, I’d barely slept a wink. Tears pricked my eyes each time I relived
         opening his gift. He’d given me a precious piece of artwork. A painting that had moved
         me to tears. The Kiss. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I knew why Blake had bought it for me. It symbolized
         us. Two lovers entwined in a passionate embrace. I still wasn’t over the shocking
         discovery that Blake—my boss—was that man I’d kissed blindfolded in a game of Truth or Dare on the night of my engagement
         party. He’d kissed me again at the office Christmas party, and from there, we’d surrendered
         our bodies to each other. He’d made me feel things I’d never felt. Ecstasy! Yet, I had to break away, knowing that Blake was bad for me in every way. The painting,
         however, had changed everything. It had turned my heart upside down and torn me apart.
         I could no longer deny my feelings. I missed him for only one reason. I was in love.
      

      
      My mother’s gentle voice intercepted my thoughts as well as a fresh batch of tears.
         “Darling, why don’t you settle into your room and then come down for some lunch? I’ve
         made your favorite vegetable soup and baked a loaf of bread.”
      

      
      “Sure, Mom,” I said, my voice unsteady. My father insisted on bringing up my bag,
         but I told him I could handle it myself. I needed alone time.
      

      
      Glumly, I trudged upstairs to my room. I unpacked the bag and then stood by my bedroom
         window. I peered outside. The sky was already darkening and, in fact, looked ominous.
         Perhaps, it was going to snow. In the distance, I could see the snow-capped mountains,
         and another pang of sadness stabbed at my heart. Blake was somewhere in those mountains.
         I shuddered at the thought of him surrounded by a dozen blond ski bunnies. I’m sure
         Mr. Player was in his element and already getting laid. A wicked thought crossed my
         mind. Maybe an avalanche would bury his bimbos.
      

      
      My wishful thinking was short-lived. A tear escaped my eyes. I suddenly regretted
         not accepting his offer to spend the day with him and telling him not to contact me—unless
         it was a business emergency. Without warning, the floodgates broke loose, and tears
         cascaded down my face. Who was I kidding? I desperately wanted to hear his voice.
         Inhale his intoxicating scent And most of all, be held in his arms and kissed by those
         lips.
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      Trying to get my mind off Blake, I spent the rest of the day reading an e-book, running
         errands with my mom, and baking Christmas goodies. We assembled the gingerbread house
         and put the final touches on our Christmas tree, which stood tall and noble by our
         living room window, replete with charming ornaments my mother had collected over her
         lifetime. The fresh pine scent of the tree mixed with that of the delicacies my mother
         was forever baking and made the house smell delicious.
      

      
      Yet, no matter how much I busied myself, nothing could distract me from thinking about
         Blake. In the short time I’d been home, my feelings for him had intensified instead
         of diminished. Absence makes the heart grow fonder, my mother had always told me whenever Dad was away on an academic conference. She
         would keep her eyes glued on the kitchen wall clock until he returned. Count down
         the days, the hours, the minutes. Even the seconds.
      

      
      I missed Blake. Plain and simple. Much like my mom did with my dad. I thought about
         him every minute, every second of the afternoon… what he was doing… what he was wearing
         (or not)… who he was with. The image of him surrounded by his O.K. Corral—his bevy
         of blond beauties—made my stomach clench and sent my heartbeat into a frenzy. Absence makes the heart wander. The other side of the equation. I wrestled with the idea of calling him, but that
         would be breaking my own rule. Rules sucked.
      

      
      Late in the afternoon, while I was baking sugar cookies with my mom, she noticed my
         anxiousness. It bordered on despondency.
      

      
      “Honey, you seem a little on edge,” she commented, mixing a bowl of batter.

      
      “I’m fine.” My voice faltered. I made up an excuse—something about Bradley. Truthfully,
         he was the last person on my mind. I did, however, secretly wish for Santa to bring
         him coal; that’s what Dickwick deserved. Upon taking a tray of cookies out of the
         oven, I burnt my middle finger. Served me right for my wicked thought.
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      Christmas Eve came quickly. My mother was preparing her traditional meal with my help.
         Taking a break once everything was in the oven, I played a game of Scrabble with my
         dad. It was hard to beat the former English professor. Plus, I had a rack full of
         shitty low-point letters. Then I spotted an opportunity. The word I had in mind sent
         a rush of flutters to my core.
      

      
      “O-R-G-A-S-M-I-C,” I spelled out, using all my tiles. In addition to scoring fifteen
         points for the word, I earned another fifty bonus points for using all my tiles. A
         grand total of sixty-five points. I smiled smugly at my dad. I was now significantly
         ahead of him. I might even win the game. I had Blake to thank.
      

      
      My father’s brows shot up. I think it was more in response to the word than my feat.
         “Good one,” he muttered. My victory, however, was short-lived when he laid out all
         his tiles and spelled the word “EXQUISITE.” In addition to also accruing fifty bonus
         points, he got double and triple letter scores for the eight-point “X” and ten-point
         “Q” plus a double word score for a total of two hundred twenty points.
      

      
      “Sheesh, Dad,” I moaned. Two hundred and twenty points. It had to be a new Guinness Book of Records high. No matter what I did, I could never beat my dad at Scrabble.
      

      
      The sound of Christmas music outside our house stopped me from contemplating my next
         word. Of course, it was carolers—a group of locals from our church who made it a yearly
         tradition to go house to house on Christmas Eve.
      

      
      My mother heard them too and dashed out of the kitchen. Together, we hurried to our
         front door. My father opened it, and the carolers, which included several children,
         stood before our house. It was hard to distinguish their faces because there was a
         thick layer of fog. And snowflakes were falling. I caught one with my tongue. Wouldn’t
         that be something—a white Christmas?
      

      
      My parents and I huddled together in the doorway as the carolers sang a succession
         of traditional Christmas songs. I loved Christmas music; it moved me to tears. Every
         which way it was sung—be it traditional renditions of the songs or contemporary rock
         ones, instrumental or acapella. My favorite of all was The Little Drummer Boy, which, to my delight, they sang before dispersing to the next house.
      

      
      After the carolers departed, my parents retreated to the living room while I remained
         motionless at the doorway. There was one remaining lone caroler.
      

      
      He stood tall before me, his hands tucked in the pockets of his heavy down jacket.
         A knit ski cap with reindeer antlers covered his head, and somehow that silly hat
         made him look more heart-stoppingly adorable than ever. My heart drummed against my
         chest and then jumped into my throat. My eyes clicked open and shut like a camera
         lens, taking a snapshot of this moment I wanted to keep forever. It was him. That man who made me delirious with lust and desire. Blake!
      

      
      A giant lump swelled in my throat as he sang, “All I Want for Christmas is You.” His
         sexy, raspy voice resonated like a rock star. My rock star! Tears poured from my eyes as I broke into a broad smile. In the background,
         I could hear my mother yelling, “Jennifer, close the door. It’s freezing in here.”
      

      
      I was on fire. I could no longer contain myself. Before he could finish the song,
         I bolted out of the house and ran up to him—in my sweats and barefoot. He swept me
         into his arms and swung me around and around. As the flakes of snow danced in the
         moonlight, his lips latched onto mine in a fierce, passionate kiss I wanted never
         to end.
      

      
      “What are you doing here?” I managed, my arms clinging to him, my mouth hungrily gnawing
         at every visible ounce of flesh I could find.
      

      
      He held me tight. A puff of his breath warmed the icy air. “Oh, tiger. Don’t you know?”

      
      “Know what?” I gasped, gripping his scarf.

      
      “I’m crazy about you.”

      
      My eyes searched his face. “Meaning what?” He was a little insane.
      

      
      “Meaning I can’t bear to be away from you.”

      
      “Meaning…?”

      
      My heart literally stopped as I awaited his response.

      
      “Meaning I’m fucking in love with you, Jennifer McCoy.”

      
      Hot tears fell from my eyes as the frigid night air shot through me. Trembling, I
         struggled to get words out. “How do you know that?”
      

      
      He tilted up my chin with his soft leather-gloved hand. My watering eyes met his;
         not a blink. He licked a snowflake off my cheek before my tears melted it.
      

      
      “Because your needs come before mine.”

      
      My words! What I had once told him when he’d asked what it meant to be in love. Sobs
         mixed with laughter. I shivered.
      

      
      “Baby, you’re cold.” He drew me closer to him, blanketing me in the warmth of his
         strong arms and snuggly down jacket. I pressed my head against his chest as he held
         me tightly. He gently kissed the top of my head and then I looked up and held his
         beautiful face in my gaze. Passion danced in his eyes.
      

      
      “Mr. Burns, I only have one need.” One word. “You.”
      

      
      His face broke out in that dazzling dimpled smile. Yanking off his wooly hat, he lowered
         it over my head and then wrapped his scarf around my neck. “And that’s why I’m here.
         You’re my world, baby. You’re everything to me. Everything.” His lips crashed back onto mine, and despite the freezing temperature, I melted
         into him.
      

      
      “Jennie McCoy! What are you doing outside in your bare feet? You’re going to catch
         pneumonia!”
      

      
      At the sound of my father’s voice, I hastily pulled away from Blake. “I love you too,”
         I whispered before responding to my father who was standing in the doorway. I was
         sure he hadn’t witnessed our embrace.
      

      
      “Dad, this is a friend from work, who by coincidence, happens to be in town.”

      
      “Hi,” said Blake cheerfully with a wave of his hand. I had to stifle my giggles.

      
      “Well, don’t just stand out there and freeze. Invite him in.” My father headed back
         inside the house.
      

      
      I could no longer contain my laughter when Blake scooped me up into his arms and carried
         me to the front door. His lips smothered mine. In my whole life, I’d never been happier.
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      Blake’s mother had her famous brisket; my mother had her famous Irish stew. It was
         what she made every year for Christmas Eve dinner, and I never got tired of it. A
         hearty blend of beef, potatoes, carrots, and onions that she marinated overnight in
         a secret-ingredient beer-based broth, it was melt-in-your-mouth scrumptious. She promised
         when I got married she would share the recipe; I was just going to have to wait longer
         than I thought.
      

      
      Just before we sat down for dinner, Blake ran to his rental car that he’d parked down
         the street. When he returned, he was covered with a fine layer of snow and carrying
         three oversized shopping bags. He withdrew three beautifully wrapped boxes from the
         two largest and placed them under our tree. The third one he handed to my father.
      

      
      “I thought you might enjoy these at dinner,” Blake said as my father removed the contents.

      
      Fine wine. California Cabernet—not one, but two bottles.

      
      “How thoughtful of you, Blake dear,” chimed my mother.

      
      “My pleasure.” Blake beamed like a proud Boy Scout who’d had just received his first
         medal of honor.
      

      
      Smiling, my father examined the labels on the bottles. “A Napa Valley Select Reserve
         from l990. An excellent year. The year our darling daughter was born.”
      

      
      I felt my cheeks turn as red as the wine. Blake did everything right. Everything to
         rouse me. He shot me a saucy smile and made me heat up more.
      

      
      Dinner was served in our dining room. The table was festive. My mother used her special
         holiday china. Votive candles and colorful Christmas balls were scattered across the
         poinsettia-print tablecloth. The velvety wine flowed freely, and everyone ate as if
         there were no tomorrow. I could tell my mother was pleased Blake adored her stew;
         he even asked for seconds. He was a far cry from Bradley for whom my mother had once
         painstakingly cooked a special vegan meal—most of which he didn’t eat.
      

      
      Blake also bonded with my father over college football and was familiar with the Boise
         State Broncos. To my relief, he avoided talking about work—and no mention was made
         of heading a porn channel where I worked. Phew! My parents had no clue. I sure didn’t
         need to give them both coronaries on Christmas Eve.
      

      
      I was in heaven. My eyes made subtle contact with Blake’s every chance I had. My body
         was aflutter; every nerve was buzzing. I couldn’t believe he was here celebrating
         Christmas Eve with me. And I couldn’t believe he was in love with me. And I with him.
         Blake Burns, my boss. That man who’d I kissed blindfolded in a game of Truth or Dare. That man who’d consumed my lips once again under a bough of mistletoe. And then fucked
         my brains out and had given me what I thought was the best present of my life. A painting
         I’d coveted called The Kiss. There was only one present better. More powerful. More precious. The gift of his
         love.
      

      
      Someone pinch me. Under the table, two fingers did. Blake’s. The way they’d pinched me at the Conquest
         Christmas party—right on my clit. I jumped in my seat a little, hoping in one breath
         he would behave himself in front of my parents, and in another, hoping he’d finger
         me until I could no longer sit still. For better or for worse, Mr. Burns behaved.
         Well sort of.
      

      
      “How did you find our house?” I asked.

      
      He grinned and fed me his familiar line. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

      
      “Come on, tell us,” I pleaded as he continued to scissor my clit. Beneath my dress,
         I was a hot wet mess. I forced myself to take another bite of my mother’s stew. My
         parents were all ears.
      

      
      “I came across some carolers. They told me they’d be passing by. So I followed them.”

      
      “Very clever, Mr. Burns.” My clit on fire, I squirmed in my chair. Oh was he!

      
      My mother smiled. “So nice of you to come.”

      
      At the word “come,” a massive orgasm assaulted me. I choked on the mouthful of stew
         I was swallowing. I quickly washed it down with some wine.
      

      
      “Are you okay, darling?” asked my concerned mother. My father’s brows furrowed.

      
      “Yes,” I gulped. At least, the near-choking reflex had covered up my reaction to what’d
         just happened. Catching my breath, I knew my face was as red as a poinsettia. Blake
         shot me an innocent glance. I loved and hated him. Scratch that. I so loved him. The
         glow in his eyes sent me the same message.
      

      
      Dinner culminated with my mother’s delicious bread pudding, served along with coffee
         and brandy. Blake devoured the dessert and once again asked for a second helping to
         my mother’s delight.
      

      
      “I should be heading back to my hotel,” he said, scooping up the last morsel of the
         yummy pudding.
      

      
      My heart sunk.

      
      “Where you are staying?” asked my dad.

      
      “At The Grove.”

      
      The Grove, located downtown, coincidentally shared the name of the Los Angeles mall
         where I’d purchased all my Christmas presents. It was one of the most luxurious hotels
         in Boise but truthfully paled in comparison to Blake’s parents’ mansion.
      

      
      He pushed back his chair and stood up. My mother excused herself to bring him his
         ski jacket. My father rose to shake his hand. “A pleasure to have you here, Blake.”
         The genuine smile they shared put one of my own on my face. Dad liked Blake.
      

      
      We accompanied Blake to the front door. The romantic tension between us was thick.
         My clit still throbbing, I didn’t want him to leave. To our surprise, when we opened
         the door, it was now blizzarding. The wind whipped through the frigid air as a whirling
         dervish of white flakes fell from the sky. The streets were already blanketed with
         a foot of snow. If not more.
      

      
      My mother reacted first. “Blake, dear, you can’t drive into town with all this snow.
         The streets are icy. And you won’t be able to see three feet ahead of you.”
      

      
      My dad chimed in, “Son.” Son? “My wife is right. It’s way too dangerous to drive. We’re not even going to midnight
         Mass. Stay here with us tonight.”
      

      
      Mom: “Absolutely. We have a lovely spare bedroom right next to Jennifer’s. A guest
         room.”
      

      
      “Are you sure?” asked Blake, blinking in the fortuitous white flakes. “I don’t want
         to be an imposition.”
      

      
      “Absolute­ly,” my parents re­spond­ed in uni­son.

      
      “Thank you.” He grinned that heart-stopping smile and then slipped me a wink.

      
      Reality hit me with the force of Santa’s sleigh. Blake was staying overnight, and
         tomorrow, Christmas morning, I would wake up to him here in my house.
      

      
      Reality wasn’t as bad as everyone thought. It didn’t get better than having a white
         Christmas with the man you loved.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 3

      

      
      Blake

      
      The guest room with its matching floral bedspread and curtains couldn’t have been cozier.
         But there was no way I could fall asleep with the girl I loved tucked in a bed in
         the room right next to mine. My cock was craving a different kind of cozy.
      

      
      “Hello, Mr. Burns,” I said as it sprung free from my pajama bottoms. I wrapped my
         hands around my girth and gripped it as if I were shaking someone’s hand. “I’m going
         to make you hard and then we’re going on a little adventure.” Filling my mind with
         the glorious image of Jennifer naked, I ran my hand up and down my shaft until it
         grew thick and rigid. It took no time. I reached for the condom on my night table,
         ripped open the foil with my teeth, and slipped it over my tower of steel. I fixed
         my pajamas and grabbed the little box sitting on the nightstand next to my snow globe.
         Jennifer was about to get her first Christmas present from Santa. Ho, Ho, Ho.
      

      
      Bare-chested, I stealthily slipped out of my room, making sure that neither Mr. nor
         Mrs. McCoy was roaming the hallway. The coast was clear. I tiptoed over to Jennifer’s
         room, and while I thought about knocking first, I simply turned the doorknob. The
         door creaked opened. I chortled silently. My tiger had left it unlocked. For sure,
         intentionally even if she didn’t know it.
      

      
      “Hi.”

      
      Startled, Jennifer, who was propped up against her fluffy pillows reading something
         on her Kindle, jolted.
      

      
      Standing at the doorway, I took in her room. It was totally princessy—pink, pink and
         more pussy pink—with a canopy bed and shag carpet. Along with her college degrees,
         a large framed poster of SpongeBob, her favorite cartoon character, hung on a wall.
         Scattered on her dresser were some framed photos of her and her parents. Pigtailed,
         she was an adorable little girl, and she was even more adorable now, I thought as
         I inhaled the sweet scent of cherries and vanilla.
      

      
      “Blake! What are you doing here?” she gasped as I made my way to her bed after kicking
         the door shut and locking it.
      

      
      “What does it look like? I’m getting into bed with you,” I responded, squeezing into
         her tiny twin bed before she had a chance to notice my hard-on. I snuggled next to
         her. Man, this bed was barely big enough for one person, let alone two.
      

      
      “You can’t sleep here! What if my parents come in?”

      
      “They won’t, and besides, I’ve locked the door.”

      
      “What if I still say no? Are you going to fuck me into submission?”

      
      My cock flexed and a cocky smile curled on my lips. “That’s Plan B.”

      
      Her eyes widened. “What’s Plan A?”

      
      One of my hands came up from under the cover. In it was the small gift box wrapped
         in hot pink paper and topped off with a small silver bow. I had kept it hidden behind
         my back when I’d crept into her room.
      

      
      “What’s that?”

      
      “It’s just a small Christmas present.”

      
      A combination of guilt and curiosity flickered in her green-as-a-Christmas-tree eyes.
         “You’re making me feel bad. I don’t have anything else to give you. I mean, I didn’t
         know—”
      

      
      I cut her off. “Don’t worry, you’ll be giving me what I wished for on Christmas shortly.
         Now, open it up.”
      

      
      “It’s from Gloria’s Secret,” she commented, noticing the famous heart logo on the
         paper. “Sexy lingerie?”
      

      
      While that would have been a fine gift too, one I would have bit off her sweet ass,
         this one was way more creative. And it was going to be way more fun.
      

      
      “No. Just open it.” She was making my cock twitch with anticipation. I watched as
         she carefully tore off the wrapping. She stared blankly at the package. “What is this,
         Blake?”
      

      
      “It’s a toy. You can’t have Christmas without getting a toy.”

      
      “My Secret Egg?”

      
      “It’s a sex toy. You’re going to love playing with it. Open the package.”

      
      She fumbled getting the box open. I think I already had her aroused.

      
      She lifted the sparkly little pink egg out of the carton and examined it.

      
      “I was almost going to get you a regular vibrator, but then I remembered how much
         you seemed to enjoy eggs when we had breakfast together at the beach.”
      

      
      “I do love eggs.” She smiled sheepishly, still studying the toy. “How do you use this?”

      
      My face lit up and my cock flexed. The fun was about to begin. “Well, there are lots
         of ways you can play with this… you can stick it up your pussy or stick it in your
         butt.”
      

      
      “My butt?” Her voice rose an octave.

      
      I gave her a chaste kiss on top of her head. “Don’t worry. That’s for later. Right
         now, I’m going to show you how to stimulate yourself with it.” I removed the wireless
         remote control and a tube of lube from the box. Whoo hoo! We were going to get to
         play together. I loved anything with batteries.
      

      
      I squirted a generous amount of lube on the smooth surface of the little egg, and
         then decided I wanted a better view of watching Jen play with it. I wanted to see
         her tight little pussy and watch the expression on her face when she found her clit
         and made herself come.
      

      
      Not wasting a second, I swept down the coverlet. Man, she was adorable in her fuzzy
         Santa print pajamas; they were so cute on her I almost hated what I was about to do
         next. Say good-bye to your PJs, baby. In one swift move, I tore off her bottoms and tossed them onto the shaggy pink carpet.
         And then with the remote in my hand, I crawled to the edge of the bed.
      

      
      “What the hell did you just do? These were my favorite pajamas!”

      
      “I’ll buy you a new pair,” I replied, spreading her bare legs. “Now, bend your knees
         and put the egg on your clit. It’s playtime.”
      

      
      Holding the little egg between her index finger and thumb, she hesitantly put the
         toy between her legs right where I wanted it. I flicked on the remote and adjusted
         the setting to the pulsating sensation. At the sound of the buzz, her body jumped
         from the unexpected vibration.
      

      
      “Oh my God,” she squeed.

      
      “Shhh!” I made a silencing gesture, placing my index finger over my mouth. “You don’t
         want to wake your parents up.”
      

      
      “Right,” she murmured.

      
      “Now, move it around. Experiment.”

      
      She got braver with the egg, running it up and down her slick folds. My playground. Little oohs and aahs spilled from her lips. Christ. Her pussy was exquisite.
         The delicate folds so pink and wet. My cock swelled beneath the fabric of my pajama
         bottoms at the sight of it, but she didn’t notice the rising tent between my legs
         because her eyes were squeezed shut. She moaned with the pleasure she was giving herself…
         and me. I might not be able to wait for her to come. Damn. That would be a shame.
      

      
      She found her clit again and started making ragged little circles around it—the way
         a child colored in an object with a crayon. Her back arched and her breathing grew
         harsh.
      

      
      “Oh my God,” she cried out again, her pretty face contorting.

      
      Fuck. I hope she wasn’t going to wake her parents up. That would be bad.

      
      “Do you like your new toy?” I asked in an effort to distract her.

      
      She nodded zealously. “Yes!”

      
      “Do I get a thank you?”

      
      “Thank you.” She choked out the words.

      
      “Your welcome.” It was time to turn it up a notch. I flipped the switch to a higher
         speed.
      

      
      She shrieked with ecstasy. “What did you just do?” she moaned upon the change in tempo.

      
      “It’s such a fun toy,” I retorted, watching her writhe with tortuous pleasure. My
         cock was so hard I thought it would burst through my pajamas.
      

      
      Whimpers. “I’m going to come!” she cried as softly as she could which wasn’t softly
         at all.
      

      
      The words I wanted to hear. She bit down hard on her quivering lip and squeezed her
         eyes tighter, tears leaking out the corners. I clutched my dick as her whole body
         shook with spasms of pleasure. Her head fell back against the headboard as she rode
         her orgasm out.
      

      
      She was a sight to behold. Her body glistening and her face impassioned. A fallen
         angel. Mine to love.
      

      
      “Hey.”

      
      Slowly, she lifted her head and blinked open her eyes. She held me in her gaze before
         breathing one word: “Fuck.”
      

      
      My favorite word in the world. It was my turn to play with her. My cock was going
         to detonate if it didn’t get inside her soon.
      

      
      “My turn.” I frantically pulled off my drawstring pajama bottoms and freed my swollen,
         aching, hard-as-rock cock. Dropping the remote onto the bed, I crawled to her on my
         knees until I was positioned right between her splayed legs with my cock aimed at
         her shimmering pussy. Still clutching the buzzing egg, she looked at me, her eyes
         lustful and her mouth parted as if she was holding her breath in sweet anticipation
         of my next move.
      

      
      “I’m going to fuck your brains out, tiger, but I want you to play with yourself with
         the egg while I do.”
      

      
      She nodded feverishly. Without wasting a second, I drew her closer to me and plunged
         my cock inside her. It glided in effortlessly, her pussy so wet and ready. “Oh, tiger,”
         I groaned, “you feel fucking incredible.” On my next breath, I was banging her ruthlessly.
      

      
      As moans gathered in the back of her throat, I tore off her pajama top, craving her
         raw silky flesh against mine. I circled my arms around her slender torso and felt
         the sweet friction of her puckered nipples against my chest as she rocked with me
         and clenched my cock with her muscles. She’d gotten used to my size. My cock pulsated
         while heat coiled between my thighs. Fuck. I wasn’t going to last long.
      

      
      “Play with the egg,” I breathed against her neck. She nodded and I could feel her
         hand move back between her legs. The buzzing echoed in my ears.
      

      
      “Blake, I’m going to explode,” she screamed, digging the nails of her free hand into
         my bicep.
      

      
      I quickly smashed my lips on hers to smother her sounds before she woke up not only
         her parents, but the entire neighborhood. This girl was one hell of a screamer.
      

      
      On a deep thrust, my climax surged forward and I squeezed her tightly against me.
         “Eyes, tiger!” I wanted her to watch me come.
      

      
      As her eyes pried open, I combusted, my hot release shooting out as she shuddered
         all around my pulsing cock. To stifle my own loud sounds, I bit down on her shoulder,
         close to her arched neck, for sure leaving a mark, if not a tear. I’d always wanted
         to bite her and now I had.
      

      
      Wasted, I collapsed against her, my head falling onto her marked shoulder. She ruffled
         my damp hair with one hand and caressed my sweat-laced back with other. It felt so
         good. She felt so good.
      

      
      “I love you, tiger,” I rasped against her sweet glistening skin. How easy these once
         unspoken words now came to me. I loved her so fucking much.
      

      
      She nuzzled my neck before taking my mouth in hers. “Blake, you’re a very naughty
         boy.”
      

      
      Indeed I was. Blake Burns was a very naughty boy. But Santa had looked the other way and given me just what I wanted for
         Christmas.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 4

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      The egg was a wonder toy. Blake showed me every which way to use it—from stimulating
         his cock to putting it in my butt while he fucked me. The sensation of having it in
         my butt was beyond words. I experienced an out of this world orgasm that made me see
         stars. And there were more levels of stimulation. One called escalation—vibrations
         that started at a slow speed, then sped up and then stopped abruptly making me desperate
         for more, and another called surging, a mixture of pulsation and normal vibrating.
         I swear, I don’t know how many times we fucked. And I swear, I don’t know how either
         of us didn’t wake my parents up.
      

      
      Blake wanted me to go to sleep with the egg inside me so I would wake up wet and stimulated,
         ready for him. I told him that wasn’t necessary. Just having him in my bed, naked
         and raw, was all I needed. But he insisted, and I finally gave in, not having the
         energy to fight him. We exchanged yet another round of “I love you.” I’d lost count
         of how many times I’d said those words. And heard them. But I couldn’t get enough.
         In no time, I fell asleep in his arms, cradled in his warm manly body.
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      I was the first to awaken in the morning. My eyes fluttered open as awareness seeped
         into my brain. I was still spooned in Blake and could feel his heart beating against
         my back. One sculpted arm curled above my head while the other draped over my tummy.
         We had fallen asleep in this position, flesh to flesh, his erection pressed tightly
         against my backside. I twisted my neck to peer at him. God, he was beautiful in the
         morning. Soft breaths, as soothing as a cat’s purr, emanated from his gently parted
         lips, and a lock of silky hair fell onto his forehead. The fine layer of stubble that
         circled his jaw made him even sexier than imaginable. Oh God. What had I done to deserve
         this man? This God. This man who loved me and whom I loved back with my heart and soul. Usually,
         I woke up on Christmas morning with excitement and anticipation. Today, I woke up
         totally contented and satisfied. Santa had come and dropped off my best present ever.
         Blake Burns. Thank you, Santa.

      
      The familiar sounds of Christmas morning sounded in my ears. Downstairs, I could hear
         “Deck the Halls” playing on my parents’ stereo system (they still hadn’t upgraded
         to surround sound). When I was a little girl, I was always the first to wake up and
         trot downstairs, eager to see what Santa had brought me. As I grew older and learned
         Santa = Dad, I slept later, needing the extra hours of sleep to supplement my time-sucking
         hormones. I could have stayed in bed all day with Blake—just like this in his arms—but
         that wasn’t an option. As sunlight filtered into my room, I remembered something.
         Before we’d fallen asleep, Blake had told me Santa had another surprise for me—another
         toy. While nothing could possibly top that fucking (no pun intended) egg, I was suddenly
         eager to find out what it was.
      

      
      I maneuvered myself so I was facing Blake. I kissed his forehead, and his dazzling
         blue eyes blinked open.
      

      
      “Merry Christmas, Blake.” I brushed the wisp of hair off his forehead. My beautiful
         bedhead!
      

      
      He smiled and his eyes twinkled like stars. “Merry Christmas, tiger.” He traced my
         jaw with his fingertips before smacking his lips against mine. Another all-consuming,
         tongue-driven kiss ensued. I could easily get used to waking up this way every morning.
      

      
      After taking separate showers (we couldn’t risk taking one together with my parents
         up), we got dressed, both of us in jeans and sweaters. I was also wearing something
         else at Blake’s insistence—the little vibrating egg in my pussy. At the moment, it
         wasn’t vibrating. Blake had set the remote to the “off” position.
      

      
      “You’d better behave,” I whispered as we headed downstairs.

      
      “Don’t worry.”

      
      “Promise?”

      
      “Promise.” He playfully slapped my ass.

      
      I worried Blake wouldn’t be true to his word. He was a very naughty boy. My parents
         had learned over dinner we worked together but had no clue he was more than just a
         friend or that I worked for him. At a porn channel no less. Though Mom and Dad knew
         the job with Peanuts, Conquest Broadcasting’s former children’s network, had fallen
         through, I’d led them to believe I was working for another division of the company.
         I’d just conveniently failed to mention it was Adult Entertainment.
      

      
      When we got downstairs, “I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas” was playing, and my dad
         was in the living room in his favorite reclining chair, reading the morning paper
         over a cup of coffee.
      

      
      “Good morning, you two sleepyheads,” he said, looking up from his paper and smiling.

      
      “Good morning,” Blake and I responded in unison.

      
      “You two sleep well?”

      
      Blake grinned. “The best bed I’ve ever slept in.”

      
      I cringed. Why did everything this man say have to be loaded with sexual innuendo?
         I sure as hell didn’t want my parents to know he’d fucked my brains out right under
         our roof. Before I could respond, my mother waltzed into the room, holding two mugs
         of steaming coffee.
      

      
      “I could hear you two come downstairs from the kitchen. I’ve brought you some fresh
         coffee.”
      

      
      “Thanks, Mom,” I said, taking the mugs from her. I handed one to Blake.

      
      Mom: “Blake, I hope you take cream in yours.”

      
      “Yes, thank you, Mrs. McCoy. The more cream the better.”

      
      I almost regurgitated my first sip of coffee. Last night, while he was fucking me
         for the second time, Blake had told me that he was going to cream me as he was about
         to come. My pussy quivered.
      

      
      My father rose from his chair and ambled toward our Christmas tree. “Now that everyone’s
         up, let’s see what Santa’s brought.”
      

      
      The rest of us followed him. As we gathered around the tree, my mother apologized
         to Blake. “Blake, dear, had we known you’d be here with us, we would have surely gotten
         you something. I feel terrible.”
      

      
      Blake smiled warmly at my mother. “No worries. Being here with you and your husband…
         and Jennifer… is more than I could possibly ask for.”
      

      
      Upon saying my name, he shot me a sexy little wink. It sent tingles down my spine.
         The sooner we opened presents, the better. He was affecting me again.
      

      
      As was tradition in our house, we all sat down around the tree, with our mugs of coffee,
         and began the ritual. Cross-legged, Blake sat right next to me. So close, I could
         feel the heat of his body. My heart pitter-pattered, and my pussy felt as lit up as
         the Christmas tree.
      

      
      My parents and I exchanged gifts first. They were thrilled with what I’d gotten them—matching
         lambswool scarves and each a book—and I was equally delighted with what they’d gotten
         me—a stunning Coach backpack that matched my briefcase. It was quite an extravagant
         present given they were now living on my retired father’s pension. I gave them each
         a big hug.
      

      
      Blake and I watched as my parents then exchanged gifts. After all these years of marriage,
         a deep-rooted, true love still lit up their eyes as they handed each other festively
         wrapped up boxes. For Mom, a lovely red pullover sweater, and for Dad, a handsome
         argyle cardigan. Every year, the same glow, the same thank you, the same kiss on the
         cheek. Knowing my best friend Libby’s parents had gone through an ugly divorce, I
         felt blessed to have my loving parents.
      

      
      There were three remaining large boxes. All from Blake.

      
      “Those two are for you, Mr. and Mrs. McCoy,” he said, pointing to the two monstrous
         side by side boxes, identical in size and wrapped in exactly the same hunter green
         paper. Each was topped off with a humongous red velvet bow.
      

      
      “You didn’t have to buy us anything,” said my mother, reaching for the two boxes and
         handing one to my father. I watched as they opened them and gawked when they uncovered
         what was inside. Two magnificent Ralph Lauren plaid cashmere blankets. They must have
         cost a fortune. My parents could never afford anything like them.
      

      
      Blake was beaming. “I hope you like them. My parents have the same ones, so I thought
         they were a good bet.”
      

      
      My mother lovingly held the soft cashmere blanket to her cheekbone and then wrapped
         it around her shoulders. “Oh Blake, dear. They’re so beautiful. You shouldn’t have.”
      

      
      “My pleasure.”

      
      “An outstanding choice, son. Thank you from both of us.” My father, though he didn’t
         blatantly show it, was equally impressed and delighted with Blake’s extravagant gift.
      

      
      Blake gathered the last remaining box in his hands. This box was different in size
         and shape than my parents’—big and bulky—and it was wrapped in a whimsical, childlike
         snowman-themed paper. “This is for you, tiger.”
      

      
      My stomach muscles twisted. Shit. He called me “tiger” in front of my parents. While
         my mother, enraptured with her new blanket, was oblivious, my father raised a brow.
         Maybe, he just thought it was odd.
      

      
      “Thank you,” I stammered, taking the box from him. It was not particularly heavy or
         solid. I had no idea what could be inside. I carefully unwrapped it. A big red shiny
         box was now in my lap. Slowly, I lifted off the lid.
      

      
      My breath hitched in my throat when I eyed what was inside. With trembling hands,
         I took it out of the box. Another toy. This time a beautiful, white plush tiger with
         black stripes, a pink nose, and glass eyes as green as mine. About three feet tall,
         it was in a seated position, its limbs spread apart as if ready for a hug and then
         a fuck. Around its neck hung an exquisite pink tourmaline heart on a gold chain. My
         birthstone! I had told him in Vegas my birthday was in October. He remembered! My
         own heart hammered as my eyes met Blake’s. I knew this necklace was meant for me to
         wear. To have his heart close to mine.
      

      
      “Do you like it?” he asked, his voice soft and sultry. “It’s a snow tiger. They’re
         an endangered species. Very special and rare.”
      

      
      “I love it!” Tears were verging. I love you.

      
      So wanting to hug him, to be in his arms, I hugged the cuddly tiger instead. “Thank
         you,” I said in almost a whisper, pressing my lips against its soft, sweet face. A
         tear escaped my eye and disappeared into the tiger’s velvety fur.
      

      
      My mother’s voice brought me out of my trance-like state. “Honey, do you want to help
         me make breakfast?”
      

      
      I lifted my head, hoping tears were no longer falling. “Sure, Mom.”

      
      “Wonderful. I’m making eggs.” Eggs? She turned to Blake. “Blake dear, how do you like your eggs?”
      

      
      Blake shot me a cocky grin and then responded. “Mrs. McCoy, I’m easy. I like my eggs
         every which way.”
      

      
      My pussy throbbed. Oh, God, egg talk! I suddenly became aware again of the little
         egg hiding inside me.
      

      
      My father stood up. “While my girls make breakfast, I’m going to dig out the driveway.”

      
      I glanced out the window. Our front yard was covered in snow. At least three feet—significantly
         more if you counted the drifts against our almost buried picket fence.
      

      
      “Let me do it,” insisted Blake.

      
      My father smiled. “I could use the exercise. But I’d appreciate your help, son.”

      
      “You’ve got it, Mr. McCoy.”

      
      My father nodded. “Thank you, and you can call me Harold.”

      
      As my mother and I retreated to the kitchen, Dad and Blake readied for the manly task
         that awaited them.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 5

      

      
      Blake

      
      While I was in extra­ordinari­ly good shape from working out at the gym and doing the
         Santa Monica Stairs, I’d never shoveled snow before. At our family house in Aspen
         that we’d recently sold for a small fortune, we always had plows come by to dig us
         out. Man, shoveling snow was fucking hard work. I was breathing heavily and working
         up a sweat despite the nippy temperature. As I struggled to scoop up the dense powder
         from the packed driveway, I watched in awe as Jen’s father seemed to effortlessly
         shovel it away.
      

      
      “Pace yourself,” he urged. “And use your shoulder muscles as much as possible so you
         don’t hurt your back.”
      

      
      He was definitely in good shape for a man his age, and I tried my dammedest to keep
         up with him. Like with pumping weights or any sport, my mind was filled with the task
         at hand. But when I took short little breaks, my mind drifted to Jennifer.
      

      
      I’d had the most sensual experience of my life last night. Watching her play with
         her toy and come over and over again was one thing. But sleeping with her in the raw
         in my arms was something else. Our naked bodies spooned together, almost one, her
         heart mine, palmed in my hand. Sharing a blanket, our bodies warming each other. Yes,
         I had fucked many women, but I’d never slept with one after the act. Only my tiger.
         The girl I loved.
      

      
      I could have spent the whole day with her in bed, fucking and snuggling, but that
         wasn’t going to happen at her parents’ house. Plus, I woke up excited about giving
         my girl her other Christmas present. My heart pounded with anticipation as she unwrapped
         it under the tree and then exploded with elation when I saw in her eyes how much she
         loved the plush tiger. I was lucky to have found it at a toy shop in Ketchum and the
         tourmaline heart in a nearby jewelry store. Buying a woman presents was something
         new to me too. I never did that; all they got from me was my cock. But when it came
         to Jennifer McCoy, I couldn’t buy her enough. That’s how much I loved her. I could
         have easily gone into every store and bought her a boatload of beautiful things, but
         the reality of that badass blizzard combined with my burning urge to see her stopped
         me. Buying something for her—especially something perfect—gave me a high like a drug.
         I’d experienced this very high when I’d purchased the painting. It took my breath
         away—almost as much as she did. I couldn’t wait to fasten the pendant necklace around
         her neck. Wherever she was, my heart would always be near hers.
      

      
      Little by little, we cleared the snow and could even start to see the pavement. Mr.
         McCoy gave me another helpful tip—to keep one hand close to the shovel blade for better
         leverage. I readjusted my hands and discovered he was right again. It was easier this
         way.
      

      
      We worked away in silence for another half hour. Heated up, I peeled off my jacket
         and wrapped it around my waist.
      

      
      The silence was unexpectedly broken by Mr. McCoy.

      
      “Blake, I googled you this morning.”

      
      I gulped and felt my face flare. I speared my shovel into a pile of snow and met his
         intense eyes with mine.
      

      
      “So you head up SIN-TV. That’s a porn channel. Right, son?”

      
      “Yes, sir, it is.” There was no pussyfooting around the truth. He knew.

      
      “I assume my daughter works for you. In the porn industry?”

      
      My throat tightened. I swallowed painfully. “Yes, sir. She does. She’s wonderful at
         her job.” It had quickly become apparent to me Jen had never told her overprotective
         parents about her real job. They probably thought she worked in children’s television.
         For sure, they didn’t know about the Don Springer incident, and I was going to keep
         it that way.
      

      
      “What exactly does she do?” ventured Harold.

      
      “It’s not what you think. She doesn’t handle the rowdy stuff.”

      
      His brows shot up. “What does that mean?”

      
      “She’s a development executive. She’s developing a really classy block based on bestselling
         books targeted to women.”
      

      
      “You mean like that Fifty Shades book?”
      

      
      By this time, who hadn’t heard about that book? “Yes, but even better.” I’d actually
         read a few and was quite impressed by the storylines, character development, and overall
         writing. And the level of steaminess was off the charts.
      

      
      “What I’m thinking of doing is making these productions not only for women but by
         women. Women writers, producers, and directors.” I hadn’t yet shared this thought
         with Jennifer, but was positive she would jump all over it.
      

      
      After another shovel of snow, Harold nodded his head approvingly. “That’s a good idea.
         She seems so happy, and she’s told us how much she loves her job though she never
         told us she was involved with adult entertainment. My wife doesn’t know, but eventually
         I’ll tell her.”
      

      
      “Thanks,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

      
      Harold and I both shoveled more snow. We were almost finished.

      
      “One last thing, son.”

      
      The tone of his voice made me uneasy.

      
      “I saw you with my daughter last night.”

      
      My stomach knotted. I put my shovel down. “What do you mean?”

      
      “You know what I mean. You kissed her.”

      
      Words stayed tangled in my lumpy throat. My face flushed. I couldn’t hide the truth.

      
      “You’re more than just her boss. She’s in love with you.”

      
      I sucked in a breath of the cold air and shot out the words. “And, Mr. McCoy, I’m
         in love with her.”
      

      
      To my surprise and relief, he smiled. “Did you have anything to do with her breakup
         with Bradley?”
      

      
      “No, nothing at all.” A lie as white as snow. I wiped some sweat off my brow and inwardly
         shuddered.
      

      
      “Well, to be honest with you, son, I never liked him though I never told my daughter
         or my wife that. He just rubbed me the wrong way.” He regarded me warmly, his eyes
         squinting from the glint of the snow and the sun. “I have a good feeling about you,
         Blake. Take good care of my little girl, Jennie. She’s my one and only.”
      

      
      I smiled back at him. “I will, sir.”

      
      His eyes darkened. “And make sure you don’t hurt her.”

      
      I nodded. “You have my word.”

      
      Satisfied with my response, he tossed his shovel. “C’mon, let’s head back inside.
         I’m as hungry as a bear.”
      

      
      Equally famished, I followed suit. Warmth radiated inside me. I’d scored points with
         Jennifer’s father. When I got back to LA, I was going to have a heart-to-heart with
         my dad too. Especially since Jen and I worked together, he needed to know.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 6

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      I helped my mom make breakfast in our charming knotty-pine kitchen. Despite the fact
         she was a gourmet cook, she’d never updated it. It still bore memories of my childhood.
         We were standing a shoulder’s width apart, working away at a Formica counter.
      

      
      I took a break from the fruit I was dicing. “Mom, can I ask you a question?”

      
      Beating eggs in a bowl, she smiled at me. “Of course, honey. Anything.”

      
      “How did you know you loved Dad?”

      
      Her smile morphed into a concerned frown. “Oh dear, you’re still in love with Bradley?”
         She’d clearly not picked up on my feelings toward Blake. Though so much of me wanted
         to share what was going on, it was all too new, and I was unsure how things would
         move forward once we were back at work. I responded with a sigh.
      

      
      “Hardly. I’m totally over him. I’m just curious. That’s all.”

      
      My mom quirked a relieved smile. “I fell in love with him the minute I saw him. I
         couldn’t stop thinking about him.”
      

      
      My mom had been his student his first year as a young assistant professor of English
         at Boise State. There was only a year difference in age between them.
      

      
      “And then what?”

      
      “The feeling was mutual. He asked me out.”

      
      “Weren’t you nervous about going out with your professor?” When I thought about it,
         a student-professor relationship was not that different from an employee-boss one.
      

      
      “Yes. I was. But my heart ruled my brain. I was young.”

      
      I was young too. But I knew what’d happened. Ultimately, that one date turned into
         a relationship. A love affair. A jealous female student made the university aware
         of their relationship. Fraternization was not allowed. My mother, an aspiring scholar,
         sacrificed her career, putting my father’s interests and needs before hers. She left
         the university, and three months later she and my father married. While I was crazy
         in love with my boss, there were so many doubts circling my head. Conquest Broadcasting
         didn’t forbid work relationships, but it wasn’t going to be easy. And it wouldn’t
         surprise me if one of his jealous blond bimbos like Kitty-Kat did me in. Both my career
         and my heart were at stake. I needed to know.
      

      
      “Mom, do you have any regrets?”

      
      She smiled wistfully. “Not one. Your father and I were meant to be. I couldn’t imagine
         life without him.” She paused and pecked my cheek. “And you, my darling, were meant
         to be ours.”
      

      
      I hugged my mom, at once excited and anxious about what the future might bring. Perhaps,
         Blake and I could find some time to talk. There was a lot to talk about.
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      I helped my mom serve the beautiful platter of scrambled eggs she’d made along with
         the linked sausages and a large bowl of fruit salad. Buttered toast, fresh squeezed
         orange juice, and fresh coffee were also on the breakfast menu. I was never going
         to be as good a cook or hostess as my mom. Somehow, that Martha Stewart gene had skipped
         me.
      

      
      Blake and Dad were already at the kitchen table. Both were rosy-cheeked from being
         outdoors. The color in Blake’s face made him even sexier to me. His eyes sparkled.
      

      
      “That looks delicious, Mrs. McCoy,” Blake said as my mother handed him the platter.

      
      My mother smiled at the compliment. “Thank you, dear. Help yourself and pass them
         around. And please call me Meg.”
      

      
      Once the other courses were on the round table, my mother and I joined them. I helped
         myself to a generous portion of everything though it was hard to eat with my beautiful
         Blake in my face.
      

      
      He ate heartily. Something I found so sexy about him. “There’s nothing like good old
         eggs and sausage for breakfast,” he commented between bites.
      

      
      So far, he’d been very well behaved. I kept waiting for him to trigger the vibrating
         egg, but maybe he’d forgotten about it. Relaxing a little, I lifted a forkful of the
         perfectly cooked eggs to my mouth. As I did, the shoulder of the oversized sweater
         I was wearing drooped down.
      

      
      My mother’s eyes widened. “Darling, what’s that red welt on your shoulder?”

      
      Flushing, I gulped down the eggs. I’d totally forgotten about Blake’s bite. “Um, uh,
         I think it’s a bug bite.”
      

      
      Mom’s face grew alarmed. “Oh dear Lord, I hope we don’t have bedbugs.” She gazed at
         my Dad who wore a bemused expression. “Darling, we’d better call an exterminator right
         after the holidays.”
      

      
      “I don’t think we’ll have to.”

      
      My father winked at me. My stomach muscles tightened. What did he and Blake talk about
         outside? Did he know?
      

      
      I shot Blake a glance, but he kept a straight poker face.

      
      My still concerned mother asked if he’d gotten any bites. “Not a one,” he replied
         and went back to heartily eating his breakfast. I hastily pulled my sweater up over
         my shoulder. I’d lost my appetite.
      

      
      My mom noticed I wasn’t eating. “Jen, what’s wrong? Why aren’t you eating more?”

      
      At that minute, Blake became Mr. Bad Boy. With the remote likely in his left hand
         under the table, he turned the vibrating egg on full speed. It pulsed inside my pussy.
         Holy shit! I couldn’t sit still. My eyes locked on his. He grinned at me fiendishly.
      

      
      “Jen, you really should have more of your mother’s eggs. They’re so delicious.”

      
      Yes, they were. Except there was another egg I was finding more delicious. The one
         buried inside me. The pulsing was driving me crazy. Taking me over the edge. I pressed
         my lips together so I wouldn’t shriek. Then I began to hum, fearful my parents would
         hear my crotch buzzing.
      

      
      “Jennifer, are sure you’re okay?” Worry laced my mother’s voice.

      
      “Yes, Mom. I’m just really full.” Oh was I! I was going to explode.
      

      
      My orgasm began its takeover. I jumped up from my chair “I need to use the bathroom.
         I’ll be right back.”
      

      
      On my way out of the kitchen, I shot Blake a dirty look. He’d promised to behave.
         I should have never trusted him. He grinned that devastating diabolic grin. I raced
         to the guest bathroom and let myself come with waves of pleasure.
      

      
      “Beautiful bastard,” I sighed as I pulled out the egg. He’d made me hunger for him
         all over again. I craved and loved him so much.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 7

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      By the time we finished breakfast and I helped my mom clear the table, it was close
         to noon. My parents lingered over coffee, telling Blake childhood stories about me.
         While I was grateful Blake wasn’t forced to tell work-related stories, mortification
         raced through me. Blake, however, seemed to enjoy each and every one and frequently
         laughed out loud. God, he was sexy when he let out that deep laugh, his two little
         dimples lighting up his face. Even I had to laugh when my parents shared the time
         my father had told me I needed a little elbow grease to finish building my dollhouse.
         Silly me ran to my mother’s pantry, yanked out the shortening, and smeared it all
         over my arms. What a doofgirl!
      

      
      Shortly after breakfast, my father shrugged on his heavy alpaca coat. “We’re going
         to visit the Joneses.” It was a tradition. Every Christmas day for as long as I could
         remember, my parents stopped by their best friends’ house for an exchange of presents
         and a little grog. Dad looked my way. I was seated on the living room couch next to
         Blake, cuddling my snow tiger. I longed to be cuddling him.
      

      
      “Why don’t you two kids relax and romp in the snow,” he said, buttoning up his coat.

      
      “Are you sure, Dad?” I asked as my mother joined him. She looked positively stunning
         in the cherry red wool coat she wore only on Christmas. The heavy snow boots on her
         feet only accentuated everything lovely above them.
      

      
      “Of course, darling,” chimed in my mother.

      
      With a wink targeted at Blake, my dad told us to have fun.
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      It was the perfect first snow of the winter. Three feet deep and powdery. Our house—in
         fact, the entire street, looked like a Hallmark Christmas card—with the trees and
         rooftops dusted with a thick layer of the pearl white powder. The temperature was
         cold, but not unbearable, and the sun was shining brightly, creating a glare from
         the snow.
      

      
      Bundled up in waterproof winter gear, Blake and I wasted no time frolicking in my
         backyard. I beat him to it and threw a snowball at him. I got him good in the chest.
      

      
      “You’re going to pay for that, McCoy,” he growled. Wasting no time, he retaliated
         and got me hard in the ass as I tried to escape.
      

      
      “That hurt,” I giggled.

      
      “Not as much as this one,” he shouted back at me, throwing yet another ready made
         one straight at me. Hah! This time I ducked behind a tree, and he missed.
      

      
      Our snowball fight escalated until we were out of breath and doubled over with laughter.
         Blake wrapped his arms around me from behind and nuzzled the little exposed area of
         my scarf-shrouded neck. “Come on. Let’s build a snowman.”
      

      
      “Cool.” Crouching, I instantly formed a snowball and began packing it with snow. Blake
         squatted down and followed suit. Side by side, we rolled our snowballs across the
         dense white powder. In no time, we built three giant but different sized snowballs
         as well as built up a sweat beneath our heavy clothes. Blake stacked the three weighty
         balls, one on top of the other. I scouted the yard for anything we could use to make
         a face—coming up with a few chunks of coal and twigs for his arms. Blake topped him
         off with his silly reindeer hat, stretching it over Mr. Snowman’s head until it almost
         ripped. I couldn’t stop laughing.
      

      
      “Too bad we don’t have a carrot for his nose,” I snorted through my tears of laughter.

      
      “Too bad we don’t have a cucumber for his dick,” laughed my companion. I laughed harder,
         so hard my face hurt.
      

      
      And then, without warning, Blake collapsed onto the snow-covered ground, flat on his
         back with his arms outstretched. His eyes were glued shut.
      

      
      “Blake!” Panic gripped me. Maybe he’d had a heart attack or something. All that shoveling
         and those heavy snowballs. Ridden with guilt and despair, I fell to my knees beside
         him. My fingers raked his hair. “Blake, Blake, are you okay? Please be okay.”
      

      
      There was no response. Oh, God. He was going to die in my backyard. If he died, a
         part of me died too. At that moment, I realized how much I really, really loved him.
      

      
      “Blake,” I pleaded again, “please open your eyes. I love you so much.” A tear fell
         onto his lips. I pressed my lips against his and kissed it away. Oh, God. Was this
         going to be the last time his soft lips touched mine?
      

      
      Then suddenly, magically, just like in Snow White, his eyes fluttered open. The power
         of a kiss! “Gotcha!” he laughed.
      

      
      I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. I was at once relieved and furious with him.

      
      “That wasn’t funny,” I scoffed, tossing a handful of snow at him.

      
      I still wasn’t over his little prank when he began to repeatedly open and close his
         arms and legs in tandem. It was if he was doing jumping jacks lying down in the snow.
      

      
      “What are you doing, you crazy man?”

      
      “Seriously? I’m making a snow angel. Don’t tell me you’ve never made one.”

      
      “Are you kidding? My parents would never let me lie down in the snow.”

      
      “Come. Let’s make one together. Get on top of me.”

      
      Hesitantly, I did as bid, positioning my body so my arms and legs were directly on
         his outstretched ones. My chin rested on his chest, and even beneath his heavy down
         jacket, I could feel his heart beat for me.
      

      
      “Perfect. Now just follow my movements.” He began to scissor his arms and legs again,
         and as he opened and closed them, I did the same with mine. Wow! This was fun.
      

      
      As we got into a rhythm, it was more than just his heartbeat I felt. Beneath my torso,
         I could feel an erection pressing into me. His cock was hardening and swelling. Holy
         shit!
      

      
      “Having you on me this way is giving me a fucking hard-on. Tiger, let’s show this
         dickless snowman what he’s really missing.”
      

      
      My eyes grew as round as saucers. “You want to fuck in the snow?”

      
      “Yep.”

      
      “You’ll freeze your ass off.”

      
      “No, I’ll fucking freeze my ass off. Now, pull down your pants.”
      

      
      Raising myself a little, I managed to somehow to slide my snow pants—and my tights—down
         enough to give him entry. The cold air stung my buttocks.
      

      
      His arms and legs continued to slice the snow. “Now, pull down my fly and put my cock
         inside you.”
      

      
      With one hand, I reached into the tight space between us and did as he asked. Holy
         cow! He’d gone Commando. I could feel the heat of his cock through my gloves, and
         as I inserted it into me, its hotness contrasted sharply to the coldness of the air.
         I moaned into his chest.
      

      
      “Oh, baby, you’re like a fucking oven,” he breathed as he filled me to the hilt.

      
      I moved my arms back onto his, and we went back to making our snow angel, opening
         and closing our limbs, wider and faster, as he pounded into me, keeping pace. Harder
         and deeper. Faster and faster. The melody of “Jingle Bells” echoed in my head. Oh what fun, it is to ride your cock in the deep white snow and play.

      
      Despite the frigid temperature, my body was heating up. I could feel sweat beading
         on my skin beneath my heavy clothes. My chin rested on his chest and I gazed up at
         him. The expression on his glowing face was one of pure ecstasy. My fingers clasped
         his wrists like manacles so I wouldn’t fall off, and my legs pressed firmly against
         his powerful muscular thighs. I was sure we were melting the snow.
      

      
      “Oh, tiger,” he groaned. “I’m so fucking close to coming.”

      
      “Me too,” I moaned. The pulsing in my core rose to a feverish pitch. I was like a
         volcano ready to erupt. I roared his name as I climaxed around him. Waves of white
         bliss, as blinding as the snow, spiraled through me. In a breath, I felt him jolt
         with his own volcanic eruption, his hot molten lava pouring into me.
      

      
      I rested my head against his chest for a few long minutes until our breathing calmed
         down. My stinging, frozen ass brought awareness back to me.
      

      
      “Blake, that was amazing.”

      
      He blew out of puff of air. “Yeah, fucking amazing.” A boyish dimpled grin lit up
         his handsome face. “Come on, tiger, let’s see how our snow angel turned out. We may
         have fucked it up.”
      

      
      Giggling at his double entendre, I got into a squatting position between his spread
         out, V’d legs. Definitely not my most graceful move. He sat up and then helped me
         stand up with him. As I pulled my snow pants and tights up over my butt, I watched
         as he tucked his spent dick into his pants and zipped up his fly. Snow pants were
         not the most flattering things to wear, but on him, they looked sinfully sexy because
         I knew what was beneath.
      

      
      “Look!” A warm smile spread across his face as his vision took in our creation. “I’m
         going to take a picture.” He whipped out his ubiquitous iPhone from a jacket pocket
         while I stared at the snow angel we’d created together in awe.
      

      
      “Oh my God!” I rasped. Where our arms had flapped madly, there were wings, and below,
         a bell-shaped gown was etched in the snow from the movement of our legs. To my utter
         amazement, around the imprint of our heads, the sun cast a halo. Our beautiful angel!
         Heaven on Earth! Magic! Pure magic! Tears spilled from my eyes.
      

      
      “Don’t cry on me again,” whispered Blake, removing a glove to wipe them away.

      
      “I can’t help it,” I sniffed. “An angel is watching us.”

      
      “You are my angel.” And with that, he crashed down on my mouth with a hot, passionate
         kiss while Mr. Snowman looked on with envy.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 8

      

      
      Blake

      
      We warmed each other up by taking a hot bath together. Jennifer sat between my legs,
         her back toward me. Happy to see the necklace I’d given her around her neck, I intermittently
         sponged her and covered her with kisses. But something was weighing on my mind.
      

      
      “Jen, I didn’t use a condom outside.”

      
      “I know.”

      
      “It’s the first time I’ve never used one. I should have told you I’ve been tested
         and asked if you were on birth control.”
      

      
      “I am.”

      
      I inwardly sighed with relief and nuzzled her neck. She lifted her ponytail to give
         me better access.
      

      
      “Blake, I’ve never had sex without a condom either.”

      
      So, we had shared firsts. Sex with Jennifer was incredible. I didn’t think it could
         get better. Fucking her in the snow was the best sex I’d ever had. I could still feel
         her raw warmth against my own heated rawness. The feeling of spilling into her and
         feeling her pussy throb all around me had sent me flying to the moon. My cock swelled
         at the sweet memory. Pulling her tight against me, I wondered—had it been as good
         for her as it was for me?
      

      
      One word from her mouth gave me my answer. “Again.”
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      After our mind-blowing tub sex, we dressed in jeans and sweaters and headed downstairs.
         Jen made us lunch—ham and cheese sandwiches—and we cuddled up together on the living
         room couch to watch some TV.
      

      
      “Oh, Blake! The SpongeBob Christmas episode is on,” she squeed after channel surfing.

      
      I remembered her mentioning at my parents’ Shabbat dinner that SpongeBob SquarePants was her favorite cartoon. It had become apparent to me she was obsessed with this
         animated dude. She’d even written her master’s thesis on him. On his sexual appeal
         of all things. As stupid as this may sound, I was jealous of some dumbass cartoon
         character. What does he have that I don’t? I needed to know.
      

      
      “Why do you like SpongeBob so much? I mean, he’s a total spineless geek who looks
         like a wedge of Swiss cheese on legs. He probably doesn’t even have a dick.”
      

      
      She hit me with a pillow. “Don’t talk about SpongeBob that way. He’s funny, sweet,
         and innocent. And has a big heart. He always sees the good in people despite their
         faults. He’s a virgin, holding out for the right woman. His Sandy. That’s what makes
         him appealing. Give him a chance, Mr. Burns.”
      

      
      Thirty laugh-out-loud minutes later, I was a SpongeBob convert. Call me gay. I loved
         the goofy little guy. But I loved my little tiger now even more as if more was possible.
         Had I not been afraid of her parents bursting through the front door, I would have
         fucked her senseless on the couch and smothered her with kisses.
      

      
      After watching the cartoon, Jennifer had an idea. She wanted to give me a mini-tour
         of Boise. Taking my Jeep, we passed by Boise State where her dad had taught and then
         headed downtown. After en­thus­iastical­ly pointing out various sites, Jen grew pensive.
      

      
      I lowered the sound of the radio and asked, “What are you thinking about, tiger?”

      
      She twitched a half-smile. “You.”

      
      I smiled back and tugged at her adorable knit cap. “That’s always a good thing.”

      
      “I’m not sure.”

      
      “What do you mean?” My voice was edgy. Fuck. Was she having doubts about our relationship?

      
      “I’m worried about how we’re going to handle things. We work together. You’re my boss.
         And there’s no way I can keep it a secret from my roommate Libby, who has the biggest
         mouth in the world.”
      

      
      I chewed my lip. To be honest, I hadn’t give much thought to the future. Except she
         was in it. She had a point. We needed to figure out how to handle the situation at
         work. I’d never had an office affair. And this was beyond an affair.
      

      
      After much deliberation, I responded. “I’m going to talk to my father. He’ll know
         what to do.”
      

      
      Jennifer nodded. “That’s a good idea. I guess I’ll tell Libby.”

      
      I wasn’t too crazy about her tell-Libby-tell-the-world friend. She was such a know-it-all.
         “How do you think she’ll react?”
      

      
      To my utter surprise, Jen burst out laughing. “Not too well. She thinks you’re a self-centered,
         arrogant asshole.”
      

      
      “Screw her.” My blood was boiling. “She doesn’t know me the way you do.”

      
      Her laughter deepened. “For your information, Mr. Burns, you actually can be a self-centered,
         arrogant asshole but—”
      

      
      Before she could finish her sentence, I pulled off the road with a screech.

      
      “You’re pissing me off.”

      
      She was not the least bit intimidated. “You didn’t let me finish my sentence.”

      
      My forehead creased as her face softened.

      
      “I was going to say: but I love you so much anyway. Now get over here.” Grabbing the
         edges of my scarf, she yanked me toward her. Her lips went down on mine with a wild,
         spontaneous kiss that she deepened with her tongue. She tasted like warm sugar. So,
         so good. We moaned into each other’s mouths. The little tease rubbed my cock. It stirred
         beneath the denim of my jeans and grew rigid. Fuck. I needed her to give me head.
         Desperately.
      

      
      Just as I reached for my fly, there was a loud rapping on my passenger door window.
         I abruptly pulled away from Jen. Able to see who was outside the door, she pressed
         her lips together as if she was stifling laughter. I pivoted my head and could feel
         my face turn candy-cane red. Balls. It was a cop. I thought they didn’t work on Christmas.
         I quickly lowered my window.
      

      
      “Hello, officer,” I said with as much coolness as I could muster.

      
      He furrowed his brows. “Is there a problem here?”

      
      “N-no,” I stuttered. Bullshit. There was a problem. A biggie. My cock and balls were
         fucking killing me.
      

      
      He flashed a crooked smile. “Good. Then, I’ll be on my way. Merry Christmas.”

      
      “Merry Christmas, officer.” Asswipe.

      
      The cop sped off in his patrol car and I turned to face Jennifer. She had her hand
         clasped over her mouth and then burst into another clap of laughter. She was laughing
         so hard she was crying.
      

      
      “That wasn’t funny,” I grumbled.

      
      “It was!” She could barely get the words out.

      
      Fuming, I drew her close to me by her scarf. “You owe me a blow job.”

      
      Still laughing, her watering eyes lit up like lanterns. “I’ll think about it.”

      
      Man, she was pissing me off more. I was quickly learning my tiger was a feisty one.
         I might have to tame her. Well, at least, I had something to look forward to.
      

      
      She held my gaze in hers. That little dimpled smile curled on her upturned lips. Fuck,
         she was beautiful. Unable to resist, I smacked my lips one more time against hers
         and took off.
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      There wasn’t much to do in downtown Boise. Being Christmas Day, virtually everything
         was closed. The one thing we could do was go to the movies. I wanted to see The Wolf of Wall Street with Leonardo DiCaprio; she wanted to see Frozen. A fucking Disney cartoon. Guess who won? Wrong. She did. I was giving into her every
         need and whim. I was seriously in love with her.
      

      
      The theater was packed with parents and kids. Holding hands, we scanned the dozens
         of rows for two seats together. I took in the crowd and wondered—would this be us
         in a few years? A married couple taking their kids to a movie on Christmas Day. A
         passing woman holding a toddler made me think of the day Jennifer and I had lunch
         with my pal Jaime and his twins. She was great with those babies. I turned to look
         at her. Yeah. She was going to make one damn good mother, and our babies were going
         to be fucking perfect.
      

      
      We finally found two seats in the very back of the theater bordering the aisle. I
         told Jennifer to save my seat while I went to the concession stand to get some popcorn
         and Cokes. It’d been a long time since I’d been on a movie date with a girl. That’s
         not what I did with hook-ups, who only escorted me to glamorous premiers.
      

      
      The concession lines were long, filled with irritated parents and whiny kids. As I
         impatiently waited my turn, a funny thought crossed my mind. I bet cheapskate Dickwick
         made her buy her own popcorn and soda. And probably her movie ticket too. I snickered
         silently. Those days were over. Ancient history.
      

      
      When I got back inside the theater, the movie had just started. The lights were down
         and the opening title sequence was playing. I lowered myself to the seat on the aisle
         and handed Jennifer a Coke. “Thanks,” she whispered, her eyes glued to the big screen.
      

      
      I held the big tub of popcorn in my lap and nibbled on some kernels. My mind was distracted.
         What the fuck did you do with a girl at the movies? Vague recollections of my junior
         high school days came back. You held her hand. And at some point, you made out with
         her. And if you were really lucky, you got a hand job and came home with some pussy
         on your pinky.
      

      
      Okay. So, I held her hand. It was soft and warm. She didn’t resist. So far so good.
         She reached into the bucket of popcorn and grabbed a handful. I watched as she popped
         one kernel at time into her mouth. She reached for another handful. And then another.
         Balls. It was going to be hard to make out with her if she was going to be eating
         popcorn the whole time.
      

      
      Despite myself, I actually found myself getting into the movie. It was about this
         feisty girl who reminded me a lot of Jennifer and featured this hilarious snowman
         named Olaf that made me think of the one we’d built earlier in the day. And the CGI
         animation was pretty amazing. Cartoons had come a long way since Mickey Mouse.
      

      
      In the middle of the movie, I heard Jennifer sniffling. I turned to look at her and
         tears were streaming down her cheeks. The song “Let It Go” was playing. Sung by the
         conflicted princess sister, it was about her adventurous journey of finding herself
         and letting go of the past.
      

      
      “What’s the matter, baby?” I whispered in Jen’s ear.

      
      She squeezed my hand and met my gaze. It was the first time her eyes had left the
         screen.
      

      
      “Blake, would you tell me you love me again and kiss me?”

      
      My heart melted like chocolate. I cradled her face in my hands and gave her the kind
         of kiss you only saw in movies. A lingering mixture of hard and soft. Sensuous and
         rough. Our cheeks touched and her hot tears heated my face. Our lips fit perfectly
         together. The lyrics of the song sounded in my head. There was no going back for my
         tiger. And there was no going back for me. The past was in the past.
      

      
      The movie ended and the lights came back on. The theater emptied. But neither Jennifer
         nor I moved. Our mouths were locked. I was still kissing my brave, complicated tiger.
      

      
      An usher’s voice asking us to leave finally forced me to pull away. I gazed at Jen’s
         beautiful tear-streaked face, and though I had a serious boner, she was all that mattered
         to me.
      

      
      Still cupping her face in my hands, I said the words she needed to hear. “I love you,
         Jennifer McCoy.”
      

      
      She smiled.
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      When we got back to Jennifer’s house, her parents were back from their afternoon visit
         with the Joneses. It was a little after four. Jen’s father was in his favorite chair,
         reading the Shakespeare anthology Jennifer had given him for Christmas. I was pleased
         to see the cashmere blanket I’d bought draped over his legs.
      

      
      The fireplace was crackling, and the air smelled sweet and delicious. Mrs. McCoy must
         be baking something. She was one hell of a cook.
      

      
      “Hi, Dad,” Jennifer said brightly as we headed into the living room. We’d left our
         outerwear and snowy boots in the entryway.
      

      
      Harold looked up from his book. He lifted his reading glasses onto his head, and a
         warm smile spread on his face. “You kids have a fun this afternoon?”
      

      
      Twinkly-eyed Jennifer told him she’d taken me on a tour of Boise and to see a movie.

      
      “Which one?”

      
      Before either of us could answer, Mrs. McCoy waltzed into the living room. She was
         wearing a floral apron and holding a tray with a platter of cookies and two mugs on
         it. The delicious aroma wafted in the air.
      

      
      “I baked chocolate chip cookies and made some hot chocolate,” she said with a big
         smile. She set the tray down on the large coffee table in front of the couch.
      

      
      “Oh, Blake. You must have one of my mother’s cookies. They’re the best in the world.”
         She led me to the couch where we both sat down. Jennifer lifted one of the big cookies
         to my lips. “Try it.”
      

      
      I bit into it and thought I’d gone to heaven. It was warm, chocolately, and just the
         right chewy consistency. The perfect chocolate chip cookie. I moaned and finished
         it off.
      

      
      “Mmm. Unbelievable… can I please have another?”

      
      Mrs. McCoy was beaming. Obviously, the way to her heart was through flattery. “Of
         course, dear. Have as many as you wish.”
      

      
      For the next fifteen minutes, Jen and I feasted on the scrumptious melt-in-your-mouth
         cookies and hot chocolate while the McCoys recounted their afternoon with the Joneses.
         I flicked a crumb off Jennifer’s lips—a small, endearing action that was not missed
         by her father. He winked at me.
      

      
      When we had consumed everything, Mrs. McCoy cleared the table. “Blake, dear, I hope
         you’ll be staying for dinner. I’m making something from the cookbook Jennifer bought
         me. Chicken fajitas.”
      

      
      Jen looked at me beseechingly. The truth: I didn’t want to leave her, but I hadn’t
         really thought much about the rest of my stay. I didn’t think it was a good idea to
         spend the night here again and overextend it. Plus, staying at a hotel in town might
         prove to be very sexy. I could fuck Jennifer’s brains out in a big king-sized bed
         without the worry of her parents invading our privacy. There was also the Jacuzzi
         tub. Mhmm.

      
      “Stay, Blake,” Jen begged. Lust danced in her green eyes.

      
      “Okay,” I conceded. I thanked Mrs. McCoy for her generosity, but told her I would
         be heading to The Grove Hotel after dinner.
      

      
      “Are you sure, Blake?” asked Mrs. McCoy. “We’d love to have you stay another night.”

      
      “Yeah. I have a reservation there.” Stick to the plan.

      
      Disappointment fell over Jen’s face. The truth: I was going to miss her tonight as
         much as she was going to miss me. Maybe we could figure out a way to have a discreet
         quickie before I left. Or I could invite her to the hotel for an après dinner drink
         and then some.
      

      
      As I stood up to head to my room and freshen up for dinner, my cell phone rang. I
         slid it out of my jeans pocket and looked at the screen. It was my Las Vegas affiliate
         manager, Vera Nichols. She was probably calling just to wish me Merry Christmas.
      

      
      “Excuse me. I’ve got take this.”

      
      The call was not what I was expecting. I could feel the blood drain from my body as
         Vera’s voice faded. Jesus fucking Christ!

      
      “I’ll get there as fast as I can,” I said and ended the call.

      
      “Blake, is everything okay?” asked Jennifer. Her eyes flickered with concern.

      
      “I’m sorry, everyone. I can’t stay. I’ve got to fly to Vegas to handle a crisis.”

      
      “What’s going on?” Jen’s rosebud lips curved into a frown.

      
      “Nothing you need to know about.” She looked hurt.

      
      There was no way I was going to tell her Don Springer had beaten up SIN-TV producer
         Eddie Falcon to within an inch of his life. Springer. That fucking bastard who’d almost
         raped her.
      

      
      Two hours later, I was on the six o’clock United flight heading to Vegas.

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 9

      

      
      Blake

      
      The plane touched down at McCarran airport at nine thirty, a few minutes before our
         scheduled arrival time. I immediately found a cab and headed to Sunrise Hospital where
         Eddie had been taken. After dropping my bags and skis off with reception, I met Vera
         in the waiting room outside the intensive care unit. She leapt from her chair and
         gave me a hug.
      

      
      “Oh, Blake. Thank you for coming.”

      
      “How’s he doing?”

      
      “He was badly beaten up. A couple of fractured ribs, a puncture to one of his lungs,
         and a concussion. He was in surgery for three hours to repair his lung.”
      

      
      Fuck. “Where did the attack take place?”
      

      
      “Right outside his house. Springer followed him home.”

      
      There was only one more thing I desperately needed to know. “Did they catch him?”

      
      “Not yet. There’s a manhunt out for him.”

      
      “The fucker!” I growled. I wanted to find him myself and give him what he deserved.

      
      Casually dressed in jeans and a Christmassy snowman sweater, Vera looked weary. She
         should be home with her family celebrating Christmas. “Are you okay?” I asked.
      

      
      She ran her hand through her short blond hair and blew out a sharp breath. “Yeah.
         But it’s been a stressful day.” She sat back down. I lowered myself onto the armchair
         next to hers and joined her.
      

      
      “How’s your family?”

      
      “They’re good. I’m just sorry I couldn’t spend the rest of Christmas Day with them.”

      
      A dark thought crossed my mind. If Springer was on the loose, Vera and her family
         might be in danger. “Vera, I want you and your family to have around-the-clock police
         protection.”
      

      
      She held my gaze fierce in her toffee eyes. The thought had crossed her mind too.
         Springer was a sicko. There was no telling what he was capable of.
      

      
      “The police aren’t willing to do that. There’s been no direct threat to me or my family.”
         She chewed down on her lip. She was clearly worried.
      

      
      “Forget the police. I’ll set up private surveillance.”

      
      “But, Blake, that’ll cost so much money. I can’t afford that.”

      
      “Don’t worry about the money. The company will pay for it. I need you, Vera.” I couldn’t
         bear to lose her and would be devastated if anything happened to her or her family.
      

      
      Vera gave me another hug. “Thanks, Blake. I really appreciate it. You’re the best.”

      
      A warm feeling warded off the chill of knowing Springer out there. Somewhere. From
         the corner of my eye, I saw a doctor heading our way. He had a smattering of salt
         and pepper hair and wore rimless glasses.
      

      
      “I’m Dr. Walters, the lead physician looking after Eddie Falcon.”

      
      “How’s he doing?” I asked anxiously.

      
      The doctor lifted his glasses on top of his balding head. I’d watched enough television
         shows to know that wasn’t a good sign. My heart pounded with apprehension.
      

      
      “He’s a lucky man. He’s going to be all right. We’re going to keep him here a few
         days for observation.”
      

      
      I sighed with relief. So did Vera.

      
      “Can we see him?” she asked.

      
      The doctor nodded. “Yes. But he’s very tired and on a morphine drip. So keep the visit
         short. He’s in Room 520.”
      

      
      We thanked the doctor and together headed down the hall to Eddie’s room.

      
      Nothing prepared me for the sight of Eddie. Besides being hooked up to a bunch of
         beeping machines and tubes, his eyes were swollen shut, a wide bandage covered his
         head, and he was caked with dry blood from cuts and bruises everywhere. Bile rose
         to the back of my throat.
      

      
      Vera and I sat down in a pair of armchairs close to his bed. He cracked a small smile
         upon seeing us.
      

      
      “Hi, boss.” His voice was a hoarse whisper. “Not such a merry Christmas.”

      
      I didn’t know what to say. “You’re going to be okay, Eddie.”

      
      “That’s what the doc said. Did they catch the motherfucker?”

      
      My heart sunk to my stomach. I wanted so much to tell him yes. I bowed my head and
         shook it. “Not yet, but they’re going to. And when they do, I’m going to make sure
         that bastard burns in hell.”
      

      
      Rage coursed through my blood like an angry cobra. I was going to bring that motherfucker
         down whatever it took, even if I had to hunt him down myself.
      

      
      Vera chimed in. “The doctor said you’ll be going home in a few days.”

      
      Eddie was going to need police protection too.

      
      Vera continued. “I called your ex-wife. She’s going to fly in tomorrow from Miami
         and look after you.”
      

      
      A ray of happiness glinted in Eddie’s swollen eyes. “She’s a good girl. Wish it had
         worked out.”
      

      
      Eddie and his wife had recently divorced. She hated living in Vegas and even more
         so, couldn’t take Eddie’s porn career. Being in this business wasn’t easy. I had to
         give credit to Vera and her husband for keeping it together.
      

      
      Eddie’s eyelids began to lower. It was a signal for us to leave. He needed rest.

      
      I stood up. Vera followed suit.

      
      “Take care, man. And trust me, we’re going to nail that motherfucker.”
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      Vera asked me if I wanted to grab a bite in the hospital’s cafeteria. Having not eaten
         dinner and drained, I readily agreed.
      

      
      Though cheerfully decorated for the holidays, there was something very depressing
         about having dinner here on Christmas Day. There were not many diners—just some weary
         looking doctors and nurses and a handful of glum-eyed visitors. Having a loved one
         who was sick in the hospital over Christmas must be very depressing. A pang of sadness
         hit me in the gut as I bit into my tuna fish sandwich. Vera had ordered the same along
         with two coffees.
      

      
      She took a bite of the sandwich and put it down. “Blake, I meant to thank you for
         the generous bonus. I was blown away.”
      

      
      I smiled. On top of her six-figure salary, I’d given her a hefty $50,000 bonus. She
         was worth her weight in gold. “You deserved it. Our Vegas affiliate is our number
         one station thanks to you.”
      

      
      Her smile widened. “I love what I do. And I love working with you. Thanks to the bonus,
         we’re finally going to be able to remodel our kitchen.”
      

      
      “That’s great.” I took a sip of my coffee.

      
      “Oh, I also want to thank you for the boxful of Power Ranger toys you sent to Joshua. He went bananas. He’s going to write you a thank-you note.”
      

      
      Joshua was her six-year-old son. Unlike my obnoxious twin nephews, he was a great
         kid. Polite and precocious. Despite her hectic, high-powered job, Vera had done a
         great job bringing him up. If I ever had a son, I hoped he’d be a lot like Josh. It
         would, of course, take a special woman to instill him with love and the right values.
         Jennifer’s beautiful face flashed into my head. My heart hammered. Fuck. I missed
         her.
      

      
      As if she were a mind reader, Vera asked, “How’s it going with Jennifer?”

      
      I could feel my face light up. “She broke up with her fiancé.”

      
      Vera high-fived me. “Con­grat­ulat­ions.”

      
      “I followed your advice. Proved to her that Dickwick was not the right guy for her.”
         I wasn’t going to tell her how I did that. No way. That video I took of him and his
         hygienist was no one’s business. I sure hoped she wasn’t going to ask for details.
         Thank fucking God, she didn’t.
      

      
      “And so…”

      
      My face heated up. Electricity coursed through my blood vessels and I could feel my
         cock stir. “I told her I loved her.”
      

      
      “Oh my!” A cheek-to-cheek smile spread across her kind face.

      
      I don’t know what made me do it, but I launched into my story of surprising her at
         her house in Boise. And chatted away about the time we spent together.
      

      
      “Blake Burns, you surprise me. You are quite the romantic.”

      
      I felt my face flush with embarrassment. Yup, the former Mr. Hook-Up was now a contender
         for the title, Mr. Romance. I inwardly had to laugh at myself.
      

      
      We finished our sandwiches and drank the coffee to the last drop.

      
      “Blake, where are you staying tonight?”

      
      Fuck. I hadn’t made any arrangements. Vegas hotels were probably booked up because
         of the holidays. I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know. I don’t have a hotel reservation.”
      

      
      She smiled warmly. “You don’t need one. Stay at our place. We have a spare bedroom,
         and I’m sure Joshua will be thrilled to see you.”
      

      
      At first I hesitated, but then took her up on her kind offer. Besides, I wanted to
         be there in case fucking Springer showed up. Mental note: Make sure Vera has twenty-four
         hour surveillance.
      

      
      Vera’s house was a modest sixties contemporary located not far from the hospital.
         It was great to see her good-natured husband Steve with whom I shared a cigar and,
         of course, little Josh, who roped me into playing Power Rangers with him. I asked
         if he liked SpongeBob.
      

      
      He rolled his eyes at me. “Uncle Blake, SpongeBob rules!”

      
      I immediately thought again of my beautiful tiger.

      
      After setting up security for Vera and her family as well as for Eddie, I called her.
         To my disappointment, her phone went straight to voice mail. I told her everything
         was okay in Vegas and that I would be heading back to LA in the morning. My last words:
         “I love you.”
      

      
      I went to bed in the small but comfortable guest room with my cell phone by my ear.
         I called Jen again and texted. Nada. I even tried calling her parents, but damn it, their phone number was unlisted. This
         Christmas Day, which had started out so great, had ended up with tragedy and uncertainty.
         Maybe I’d blown it with Jennifer leaving her so abruptly with little explanation.
         With a heavy heart, I finally succumbed to sleep.
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      I woke up in the morning to the smell of fresh coffee. Though the guest bed at Vera’s
         house was as comfortable as could be, I slept like shit. All night long, I tossed
         and turned thinking about Jennifer, and having fucking Springer on my mind didn’t
         help. Before getting out of bed, I stretched my arm to the nightstand where I’d moved
         my phone. I quickly checked my texts and messages. Not a word from my tiger despite
         how many times I’d tried to contact her. For sure, I’d fucked up again.
      

      
      Feeling blue as balls, I staggered out of bed, did my usual morning routines in the
         adjacent guest bathroom, and then threw on some sweats. I could use a good hot cup
         of java. It wasn’t even seven o’clock. Having an active six-year-old in the house
         did not make for sleeping in. I remembered those days well. I was a holy terror. My
         parents were lucky they could afford nannies to run after me.
      

      
      Vera and her family were already at the breakfast table when I showed up. The kitchen
         was indeed a little run-down with old appliances and cabinets. I was glad Vera was
         going to be able to spruce it up with her bonus money.
      

      
      “Hi, Uncle Blake,” said Josh, playing with one of his Power Ranger action figures
         while eating his breakfast.
      

      
      “Hi, Josh,” I said with faux cheeriness.

      
      Vera’s husband Steve, dressed in pajamas, also welcomed me.

      
      Vera, wearing a long white silky robe that looked brand new, was at the stove stirring
         a pot of what must be oatmeal. Hearing my voice, she turned around. I noticed her
         robe bore the insignia of Gloria’s Secret—a small hot pink heart on the top pocket.
         Maybe it was a Christmas present from Steve.
      

      
      “Good morning, Blake. What can I get you?”

      
      “A cup of coffee would be great. And whatever you’re making.” Truthfully, I wasn’t
         hungry. I took a seat at the table, and Vera brought me both a mug of coffee and a
         bowl of oatmeal. I took a sip of the hot beverage and instantly felt the caffeine
         rush into my bloodstream. I took another sip and my spirits lifted a teensy bit.
      

      
      Just as Vera was about to join us at the table, the phone rang. She dashed over to
         a kitchen counter to pick it up. She listened intently and then broke into a smile.
      

      
      “Thank you for letting me know,” she said and hung up the phone.

      
      Still wearing a smile and holding a mug of coffee, she sat down at the table facing
         me. She was extremely pretty. She wore her blond hair short, and a combination of
         warmth and intelligence radiated from her toffee brown eyes. She was so different
         from the blond bimboes I dated. I mean, used to date.
      

      
      “Great news, Blake. They caught Don Springer.”

      
      My eyes lit up. “Where’d they find him?”

      
      She took a sip of her coffee. “The police picked him up at the airport.”

      
      “Thank f—God.” I managed not to say the f-word in front of Josh. Springer was lucky.
         Man, if I had found him, I would have cut off his balls and maybe cut out his heart.
         I could never forgive him for what he did to Jennifer. Or to poor Eddie.
      

      
      Vera’s husband Steve was also relieved.

      
      “Who’s Don Spwinger?” asked Josh, who had an adorable speech impediment because he was missing a front
         tooth.
      

      
      Vera ruffled her fingers through his sandy hair. “No one you know, mister. Now get
         going. Daddy’s going to take you bike riding this morning.”
      

      
      Finishing his milk, Josh jumped up. “Come on, Daddy. Hurry. Let’s go,” he shouted
         as he scooted out of the room.
      

      
      Steve rose from the table. “Gotta go. Will I be seeing you later, Blake?”

      
      “Not sure. Probably not.”

      
      “Well good to see you, man, and thanks for the cigar.” He winked at me. “Don’t mess
         with my wife.”
      

      
      Steve knew about my reputation as a player, but he had a sense of humor about it.
         Moreover, his marriage was rock solid, and he knew I loved and respected Vera. She
         was more than a fellow employee. She was a dear friend and almost like a sister to
         me.
      

      
      “Don’t worry,” I said with a little laugh. He gave Vera peck on the cheek and followed
         his son out the door.
      

      
      Vera sipped her coffee. “I’m glad that’s over.”

      
      “Me too. Springer’s going to be doing a good amount of time.” Life behind bars would be better, I silently added. The fucking animal.

      
      Vera smiled. “Well, I guess you can go back to Boise and spend the rest of your holiday
         with Jennifer.”
      

      
      I twisted my mouth. “Can’t. Jennifer doesn’t want to see me.”

      
      Vera’s knitted her brows. “What do you mean?”

      
      “She hasn’t answered any of my texts or calls.”

      
      “What’s going on?”

      
      “She probably thinks I came to Vegas to see some babe. I didn’t tell her the real
         reason for splitting.”
      

      
      Vera rolled her eyes. “Jesus, Blake. Why didn’t you tell her?”

      
      “I was afraid to. She was with her parents. I didn’t want to upset them or her.”

      
      “Well, Blake, she’s a big girl and could have handled it. Call her again and tell
         her the truth. If you don’t, I will.”
      

      
      “It’s futile. She’s not going to pick up her phone. She’s stubborn that way.”

      
      “Well then, call her house.”

      
      “The number’s not listed.”

      
      “Blake, I’m sure you can get it from Mrs. Cho or your Human Resources person. It must
         be listed on some form she filled out asking for emergency contacts.”
      

      
      I twitched a smile. Vera was right. Why didn’t I think of that?

      
      Where’s there’s a will, there’s a way. I pulled out my cell phone from a pocket of
         my sweats and immediately speed-dialed Mrs. Cho’s home number. My super-organized
         secretary would for sure have it in some file. A glimmer of hope slithered through
         me.
      

      
      I nervously drummed the table with my fingers while waiting for Mrs. Cho to pick up.
         She did on the second ring. Two minutes later, I had all the phone numbers associated
         with Jennifer’s parents. Both their home number and their cell phones. Spotting a
         loose crayon on the table, I scribbled them down a paper napkin. God bless, Mrs. Cho.
      

      
      “Bingo,” I shouted as I dialed Harold McCoy’s cell phone. I didn’t want to run the
         risk of Jen picking up the home phone and hanging up on me.
      

      
      As I anxiously waited for him to pick up, my eyes stayed riveted on smiling Vera.
         Her robe had given me another idea.
      

      
      If things worked out with Jennifer—man, they’d better—I was going to call Gloria and
         Jaime up next and ask them for a favor. Things were looking up.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 10

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      I’d cried myself to sleep. When I woke up in the morning, I felt worse than last night.
         Blake Burns had ripped my heart apart. He had told me loved me, given me the best
         twenty-four hours of my life, and then left me bereft. Yeah, some big emergency in
         Vegas. Maybe one of his bimbos was having a breakdown from Blake withdrawal or her
         breast implants were leaking. Or a Vegas orgy. Calling Blake Burns.
      

      
      A sadness like I’d never known consumed every cell of my body. Why couldn’t I feel
         numb or angry? At least, if I were angry, I could make some decisions. I’d never felt
         this way when I broke up with Bradley whom I’d known for over five years. I hadn’t
         even known Blake for five weeks and the ache in my heart was unbearable. My eyes stung
         and my throat constricted. I could barely breathe.
      

      
      Slowly, I rolled out of bed and took small, unsteady steps to the bathroom. I could
         hardly walk. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I looked worst than I thought.
         My eyes were red and puffy, my lips swollen, and my skin blotchy. I watched as another
         round of tears trickled down my face.
      

      
      Somehow I managed to get downstairs. My early-riser parents were already seated at
         the kitchen table. They stared at me. Given what I looked like, I expected my mother
         to grow panicky and run up to me and give me a big hug. She didn’t.
      

      
      “Jan Lunden called me late last night. She took her granddaughter to a movie yesterday
         and told me she saw you there.”
      

      
      Jan was an old friend of my mother’s. A bridge pal. I froze.

      
      “She said she saw you with your fiancé. Kissing him.”

      
      Silence. The only thing that roared in my ear was my hammering heart.

      
      “I asked her what he looked like.”

      
      My heart beat faster.

      
      “She described someone that sounds exactly like Blake.”

      
      I could no longer hold back. I burst into sobs. A torrent of tears stormed down my
         face.
      

      
      My father spoke softly as I stood there heaving, bawling un­control­lab­ly. “Jennie,
         come here and tell your mother what’s going on.”
      

      
      I staggered to the table and collapsed into a chair. “Mom, I fell in love with Blake
         Burns and last night he broke my heart.”
      

      
      My mother was wide-eyed with shock. My father looked at me com­pass­ionate­ly.

      
      “Now, honey, tell your mother who Blake is.”

      
      “My b-boss,” I stammered through my tears. I didn’t tell her he was the head of a
         porn channel. I glanced at my father. Did he know? His knowing eyes told me did. Please, Dad, don’t say anything. Please! I just didn’t need to make matters worse. My mother would have a stroke if she knew.
      

      
      To my relief, he said nothing as my mother jumped up. She gabbed a linen napkin and
         came around the table.
      

      
      “Darling, why didn’t you tell us?” She gave me a much-needed hug and dabbed my tears.

      
      “I don’t know. It’s complicated, and it all happened so fast.”

      
      The tears kept falling. I took the napkin from my mother and brushed them away.

      
      “But, darling, I don’t understand. Why do you think he’s hurt you?”

      
      “Mom, he’s a player.”

      
      A puzzled expression swept over her face. She didn’t know what that meant.

      
      “He dates lots of girls. I’m just one of them. He went to Vegas last night to see
         someone else. ”
      

      
      Mom furrowed her brows. “What makes you think that? He seemed so serious when he took
         that call. He said there was a crisis.”
      

      
      My father responded. “I agree with your mother. I trust Blake.”

      
      How could he trust him after only knowing him for twenty-four hours? I loved and respected
         my father, but he didn’t know my boss the way I did. My father continued.
      

      
      “He gave me his word he wouldn’t hurt you. Jennie baby, I believe him.”

      
      Before I could say another word, a phone rang. I recognized the ringtone. My father’s.
         John Lennon’s “Love,” my parents’ wedding song.
      

      
      Retrieving it from the kitchen counter where it was plugged in and recharging, he
         spoke into it as he headed back to the table.
      

      
      “Yes, Blake, she’s right here. I’ll put you on with her.”

      
      How the hell did Blake get his number? My heartbeat went into a frenzy. I was practically
         hyper­vent­ilat­ing. My dad sat back down at the table and told Blake to “hold on.”
      

      
      “Dad, I don’t want to speak to him.”

      
      “I’m your father. Please hear him out.” He handed me the phone.

      
      I took a deep breath to fortify myself and swiped away my tears with my free hand.
         Trembling, I put the phone to my ear.
      

      
      “Hello.” My voice was small and shaky.

      
      His voice was loud and strong. The sound of it rattled me. He told me he wanted me
         to take the call away from my parents. He had something to tell me.
      

      
      “Okay.” I breathed out the word, and rising, told my parents I’d be right back. I
         moved into the living room and slumped onto the couch. I let Blake know I was alone.
      

      
      Blake: “Jennifer, you need to know the real reason I went to Vegas.”

      
      Me: “And what might that be?” My quivering voice was dripping with sarcasm.

      
      Blake: “Don Springer.”

      
      The mention of his name stunned me into silence.

      
      Blake: “Jen, are you there? Can you hear me?”

      
      Me: “Yes.” My voice was just above whisper.

      
      Blake: “He beat up the producer of Private Dick.”
      

      
      I gasped and every muscle in my body tensed. I knew Blake couldn’t be lying. Not about
         something like that. Guilt stabbed at my heart. I should have trusted him.
      

      
      Me: “Oh my God. Is he okay?”

      
      Blake: “Yes, and they’ve got the motherfucker in custody.”

      
      A new round of tears assaulted me. Tears of relief and remorse.

      
      Me: “Oh, Blake. I’m so sorry.”

      
      Blake: “Sorry about what, tiger?”

      
      Me: “That I mistrusted you.”

      
      Blake: “You had the right to. I fucked up. I should have told you the truth. I was
         afraid.”
      

      
      Me: “I understand.” My man wanted to protect me, shelter me from the monsters of the
         world.
      

      
      Blake: “Baby, I love you.”

      
      Me: “I love you too.” Oh God, did I love him!

      
      Blake: “When are you heading back to LA?”

      
      Me: “The thirty-first.”

      
      Blake: “I have some Springer shit I have to deal with in Vegas and then I’m heading
         back. I want to spend New Years with you.
      

      
      A new year. A new beginning.

      
      Me: “Okay.” A squeak.

      
      Blake: “Send me your flight info. I’ll pick you up.”

      
      Me: “I will.”

      
      Blake: “Tiger, just know. I love you. There’s no one but you.”

      
      I fingered the gemstone heart around my neck and glanced at the snow tiger I’d left
         on the couch. With my free arm, I reached for him and hugged him tight against me.
      

      
      Me: “Blake, I love you too.”

      
      We ended the call, and I found myself crying more buckets of tears. Except they were
         tears of joy. There were no Scrabble words to describe how much I loved Blake Burns.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 11

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      The next five days at home were happy ones. I told my parents things were again great
         between Blake and me. That there had just been a mis­understand­ing. There was no
         way I was going to tell them about Don Springer. They’d freak. The past was the past.
         He was going to jail, and I was going to put him out of mind.
      

      
      Both my parents, however, were concerned about how I was going to handle my relationship
         at work. I told them Blake and I were going to figure things out. I also told them
         Blake’s father was the head of Conquest Broadcasting. Dad already knew that. I was
         positive my inquisitive dad had googled Blake and knew he headed up SIN-TV. I was
         grateful he didn’t tell my mother while I was home. Though at some point, she was
         going to have to find out.
      

      
      Although I enjoyed spending time with Mom and Dad, I counted the days, the hours,
         and the minutes until going back to LA and seeing Blake. He called and texted me all
         day long. We even Skyped. When I saw his gorgeousness on my computer screen, I wanted
         to jump through it and be in his arms. I lost count of how many times we exchanged
         the words “I love you.” I couldn’t say or hear them enough.
      

      
      Finally, the thirty-first rolled around. Bradley had cut my time with my parents short
         because he had planned to take me to a New Year’s Eve party given by one of his boring
         dentist friends. I actually looked into getting a flight home sooner—I so badly wanted
         to be with Blake—but the cheapskate had booked a non-refundable ticket that you couldn’t
         change. On top if it, there were no flights available.
      

      
      My flight was in the morning. I was grateful there wasn’t another snowstorm. After
         hugging my mother good-bye and collecting a bagful of cookies she’d baked for me to
         take back, my dad drove me to the airport. His favorite classical music station played
         while I held Blake’s plush tiger on my lap and stared out the window dreaming about
         him. Dad’s soothing voice cut into my reverie.
      

      
      “Jennie, what are you doing for New Year’s Eve?”

      
      “I’m spending it with Blake, but I don’t know what we’re doing.”

      
      He nodded. “He’s a good man. I like him a lot.”

      
      Somehow, I felt like this was the moment to ask him. “Dad, do you know exactly what
         he does?”
      

      
      “He heads the porn channel you work at.”

      
      Though his voice was nonchalant and nonjudgmental, my skin bristled.

      
      “How do you feel about that?” I asked nervously.

      
      “My Jennie, you’re a big girl now. You have to make your own decisions.”

      
      “Dad, I really love what I do and I’m good at it.”

      
      A small smile played on his handsome profile. “I know. And I’m proud of you, Jennie
         McCoy.”
      

      
      I was beaming. “Thanks, Dad.” I paused. “Are you going to tell Mom?”

      
      “Yep.”

      
      I swallowed hard. “How do you think she’ll react?”

      
      “You’ll hear her shrieking from Los Angeles, but she’ll get over it.”

      
      I laughed with relief. I so loved my dad.

      
      In no time, we arrived at the airport. At the curb, I put the tiger into the large
         shopping bag with the cookies and hugged my dad good-bye. About to enter the terminal,
         I turned to wave at him. “I love you, Dad,” I shouted out. He blew me a kiss I caught
         with my heart. The next kiss was going to be Blake’s. My heart raced. I couldn’t wait.
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      Exactly two hours and ten minutes later, he was there. Waiting for me in the LAX terminal
         at arrivals. It was impossible to miss him. Besides being the most devastating man
         in the crowd, he was holding a monstrous SpongeBob balloon that said, “Soak it up!”
      

      
      I soaked him up. My heart almost beat out of my chest. Dressed casually in jeans and
         a tee, he wore a cheek-to-cheek smile on his ravishing face and looked hotter than
         hell. I dropped my bags and ran into his arms. He crushed his delicious lips on mine
         and spun me around and around. I was still wearing my winter coat and wooly hat.
      

      
      “Oh, Blake! I’ve missed you so much.”

      
      “Me too, baby. C’mon, let’s get out of here.”
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      Within ten minutes of being in Blake’s Porsche, I realized he wasn’t taking me home.
         We were on the 10 Freeway heading toward Santa Monica. The whole country was experiencing
         frigid conditions, but here in LA the weather was unseasonably summer-like. The top
         was down. I’d shed my coat and hat, and my hair blew in the warm wind.
      

      
      “Where are we going?” I shouted above the loud whooshing sound.

      
      “The balloon is a clue.”

      
      I gazed up at the silly balloon. He’d tied the long string around a side mirror, and
         it was whipping around in the air. SpongeBob lived in the ocean. So, maybe he was
         taking me for lunch at On the Beach, the restaurant where we’d shared our first meal
         together after our unforgettable Santa Monica Steps workout. The memory of that day
         flashed into my head. How he’d carried me up all those steps when I’d gotten a cramp
         and then massaged my leg to the point of arousal. Tingling all over, I smiled as the
         10 turned into the Pacific Coast Highway and the ocean magically appeared.
      

      
      Being from the landlocked Midwest, the view of the white-crested Pacific Ocean on
         one side and the flower-covered craggy hills on the other, never ceased to amaze me.
         Today the water was a rare aquamarine, the waves majestic. There was only one view
         more breathtaking—that of the man sitting next to me with one hand on the wheel, the
         other on my thigh. As the wind ruffled his dark silky hair, I absorbed the invigorating
         salty scent of the ocean air. The Lumineers were playing on the radio. Between the
         gusting wind and blasting music, it was difficult to talk and be heard. But I was
         fine with the silence. Intermittently, a smile slid on Blake’s beautiful face and
         I wondered what he was thinking. Hopefully, the same thing I was: I belong to you;
         you belong to me.
      

      
      To my surprise, we passed by On the Beach. We didn’t stop. Blake had another destination
         in mind.
      

      
      “Okay, Mr. Burns, tell me where we’re going.”

      
      He tugged at my flapping ponytail and smiled wryly. “It’s a surprise.”

      
      The throbbing between my legs intensified and my heartbeat quickened. Blake was all
         about surprises. And usually a surprise came with one thing. His spectacular cock.
         My breathing hitched.
      

      
      About forty minutes into the ride, the scenery along the PCH became significantly
         more rugged. The beach houses lining the narrow highway disappeared, replaced by towering
         cypress trees that obscured the ocean view. I begged Blake again to tell me where
         he was taking me.
      

      
      Blake stole a look at me and smiled his heartstopping dimpled smile. “You’ll see in
         a few minutes.”
      

      
      Sure enough, five minutes later, the car turned left onto an almost hidden road. Blake
         slowed down as he expertly navigated a rocky serpentine path. On either side of the
         rustic road, tall trees mixed with wild grass and flowers. The scent of the foliage
         mixed with that of the sea and was divine enough to bottle. A staggering all-glass
         structure came into view. Blake pulled into the impressive pebbled driveway. Semi-circular
         in shape, it could easily accommodate a dozen vehicles.
      

      
      I gawked at the arch­itectural­ly magnificent edifice. It was something straight out
         of one of those expensive interior design magazines with its multi-level planes and
         angles. And it was huge. Like a mini museum or something. Most amazing of all, it
         sat on a cliff and overlooked the ocean.
      

      
      “We’ve reached our final destination,” Blake said as he hopped out of the car and
         came around to open my door. I stepped out of the Porsche.
      

      
      My round-as-marbles eyes drank in my surroundings. “What is this place?”

      
      “It’s Jaime Zander’s beach house. He and Gloria are away with the twins and offered
         to let me use it.”
      

      
      “Oh my God, it’s fabulous,” I exclaimed as Blake took hold of my hand and led me to
         the entrance. I remembered Jaime mentioning he and his family were heading to Hawaii
         over the holidays when we’d had lunch together.
      

      
      Inside, the house was even more fabulous than I could imagine. A contemporary glass
         palace with floor-to-ceiling windows, offering glorious views of the Pacific. The
         furnishings were modern, sparse, and oversized, mostly in shades of white. The all-white
         interior showed off the colorful abstract paintings that lined the walls, all signed
         PAZ—an acronym for Payton Anthony Zander, Jaime’s late father. The artist who had
         painted The Kiss, the masterpiece Blake had given me. Framed photos were scattered everywhere, from
         the white lacquered baby grand to the immense fireplace mantle, and added warmth to
         the interior. I ambled over to the piano and studied the photos. In the center was
         a large one of a stunning couple embracing on the beach on their wedding day—Jaime
         and Gloria. Surrounding this centerpiece, were other photos of the couple along with
         numerous photos of their adorable twins—Payton and Paulette.
      

      
      “They look like the perfect family.”

      
      “They are,” beamed Jaime. “Wait here for a minute. I’m going to get our bags.”

      
      Wait! We’re staying here? Before I could ask, Blake was out the door. He was back in a flash with my roller
         bag, his overnight case, and the bagful of my mom’s cookies. And my tiger.
      

      
      “Come on, let’s go to the guest room and unload our stuff.”

      
      I got a chance to ask my question. “Are we staying here?”

      
      He smacked my lips with a kiss. “All weekend. Do you have a problem with that?”

      
      “But Blake, I hardly have a thing to wear. Almost everything in my suitcase is for
         cold weather.”
      

      
      “Don’t worry about it.” Smirking, he scanned my body. “You won’t be needing much.”

      
      My heart skipped a beat and a tingle shot up my middle. For sure, Blake had the weekend
         well planned with one activity in mind. Fine by me.
      

      
      Taking our bags, my gorgeous sex god led me up a baby-proofed winding stairs that
         evoked the curl of a wave. There were numerous rooms on the second level, including
         an adorable nursery. The guest room meant to be ours was at the very end of a long
         hallway. It, too, was all white. Anchoring it—an inviting bleached wood king-sized
         bed covered with a plush duvet and a mountain of fluffy pillows. Blake plopped our
         stuff onto a nearby luggage rack while I gravitated to a huge hot pink box on the
         bed. The size of a suitcase, it was meticulously wrapped with a white bow as big as
         a basketball. I eyed a small envelope tucked inside the ribbon with my name beautifully
         written on it.
      

      
      “What’s this?” I asked Blake.

      
      “A present from Gloria.”

      
      “You’re kidding!” Gloria’s Secret was the largest lingerie retailer in the world,
         though I’d never bought much there except my cherry vanilla shampoo. Right after the
         holidays, I was pitching her my concept for a SIN-TV daytime block targeted at women.
         The PowerPoint presentation was close to being finished.
      

      
      “Open it,” Blake insisted.

      
      Eagerly, I reached for the envelope first. Inside was a note handwritten in the same
         elegant scroll.
      

      
      Dear Jennifer~

      
      Enjoy! Hope you have a wonderful weekend! Look forward to meeting you soon!

      
      xo~Gloria.

      
      I placed the note on the bed beside the box and proceeded to open it. Upon removing
         the lid, my eyes grew wide. Beneath layers of delicate pink tissue paper was a barrage
         of beautifully folded lingerie. Dozens of matching silk bras and bikinis in different
         colors and patterns, baby dolls, plus a magnificent robe. Each piece exquisite. As
         I dug further, I discovered the package also included Gloria’s Secret outerwear. Floral
         sundresses, shorts and tops, sweats as well as a couple of sexy bikinis and a pair
         of flip-flops. Even a sparkly black mini dress and matching stilettos. Everything
         I needed for a New Year’s weekend at the beach and all in my size.
      

      
      “Oh my God!” I was overwhelmed. “I can’t accept all this.”

      
      Blake wrapped his arms around me from behind, and I could feel his warm breath tickle
         the nape of my neck. “Get over it. Gloria will be insulted. And besides, it’s all
         really a gift for me.”
      

      
      A delicious shiver skittered down my spine as he began to unbutton my blouse and lower
         it past my shoulders. His hands skimmed my breasts, and I could feel my nipples peaking.
         Wetness was already pooling between my legs as the blouse fell to the floor.
      

      
      “Get undressed,” Blake whispered in my ear. As he nuzzled my neck, heating every bit
         of me, I managed to undo the zipper of my jeans and step out of them after kicking
         off my shoes. My breathing grew uneven as he unhooked my bra and slid it down my arms
         while I stepped out of my panties.
      

      
      “I want you to give me a fashion show.” He reached for a random matching bra and thong.
         Turquoise lace with pearl em­bell­ish­ments. “Put these on first,” he ordered, handing
         them to me. He rifled through the box. “And put the stilettos on too.”
      

      
      I slipped on the lingerie, then the shoes, and stood before him. I was as stiff as
         a board. His lustful eyes roamed my body.
      

      
      “C’mon, baby. Loosen up.” Hopping into the bed, he hit a remote and Beyoncé filled
         the room.
      

      
      I loved Beyoncé. She had a great voice and was all about woman-power. As she sang
         “Crazy in Love,” I paraded around the bed as gracefully as I could.
      

      
      Blake leaned against the headboard, his arms folded across his broad chest and his
         long muscular legs outstretched. His smoldering eyes followed me, and a contented
         smile splayed across his face.
      

      
      “Next,” he said, his voice sultry.

      
      I quickly stripped off the lingerie I was wearing and put on another set—a red lace
         strapless bra and matching thong. Blake gave me a thumbs up.
      

      
      The music got to me. He got to me. I found myself doing things I’d never done before.
         Pushing up my boobs. Swaying my hips. Sliding my hand beneath the lace. Throwing my
         ass into his face. Pouting and blowing him kisses. Even singing along. I was enjoying
         every moment. And so was he. I’d never felt so sexy.
      

      
      On my third change of lingerie—a sheer polka dot baby doll—he signaled me to come
         over to him with a curl of his finger.
      

      
      Heated, I crawled onto the bed and faced him on my hands and knees. My roaring tiger
         pose. To my astonishment, I actually let out a fierce growl.
      

      
      “Come here, my sexy little supermodel,” he rasped. His eyes were hooded.

      
      I scooted up closer to him. He unzipped his fly. Out popped his monstrous cock. There
         was already a bead of pre-cum on the tip. My breathing hitched.
      

      
      “Have you missed this, tiger?”

      
      I clutched my galloping heart like I was having an attack and breathed out, “Yes.”

      
      “As much as I’ve missed this?” Without warning, he tore off the scrap of fabric I
         was wearing and plunged a long finger deep into my pussy. I gasped.
      

      
      And gasped again when he put his finger, glistening with my juices, to his mouth and
         sucked it.
      

      
      “Mmmm. I might eat you for dinner, but right now, I want you to sit on my cock. And
         ride me.”
      

      
      Despite how loosened up I was, my body trembled. I’d never done this position before.
         What I knew from books I read, it was incredible. Deep and empowering. I repositioned
         myself so I was straddling his hips. Slowly, I lowered myself onto his huge erection.
         Upon entry, I yelped with pleasure. I was so wet his extraordinary length seated me
         in no time.
      

      
      “Oh, Blake! You feel so good,” I moaned out. God, he felt divine. So hot! So big!
         So mine!
      

      
      “You really have missed me, baby.” He lifted the sheer baby doll top and groped my breasts. As
         he kneaded them, his thumbs circled around my tender nipples, sending a rush of erotic
         sensations to my core. I bit down on my lip. The combination of his fullness and my
         flutters was already sending me over the edge.
      

      
      Drunk with lust, his eyes fixed on mine. “Now, tiger, anchor your hands on the bed,
         lift your hips, and come down on me again. Hard.”
      

      
      I did as bid and quickly got into a rhythm. While I could feel him thrusting into
         me, he let me control the pace and depth of penetration. I rode him hard and fast,
         working myself into a sweat. Every time I had sex with Blake, I thought it couldn’t
         get better. But this was amazing. Fucking amazing! Each time I ground down on him,
         he bucked into me, stimulating my clit and hitting my magic spot again and again.
         Oh! Oh! Oh! Oh! My greedy mouth sucked every ounce of flesh it could reach and chewed on his damp
         tee.
      

      
      The beginnings of a major orgasm descended on me quickly. I was leaving this earth.
         Falling off a cliff. My fingernails clawed the crisp cotton sheet. I was sure it was
         torn.
      

      
      “Blake, I’m going to come,” I cried out.

      
      “Keep your eyes open, and I want to hear you roar my name until you’re hoarse.”

      
      With whimpering pants that bordered on sobs, I nodded. As he continued to pummel into
         me, my climax spiraled, consuming every cell in its path like a fierce tornado. I
         roared his name until my throat was sore.
      

      
      “Fuck, tiger!” he shouted as his own orgasm collided with mine. His body jerked as
         he spurted his hot semen inside me. Our eyes never broke contact.
      

      
      “Fuck,” he said again with a harsh breath as he pumped one more blast into my quivering
         pussy.
      

      
      A heated sheen coated his face and I could practically see my reflection. He leaned
         forward to reward me with a kiss. I cupped his strong jaw in my hands to prolong it.
         His mouth was delicious, his tongue so talented. I never wanted his kisses to end.
      

      
      Recovering from my powerful orgasm, I finally pulled away. His cock was still in me.
         Leaning his head back against the headboard, he gazed at me and traced my face softly
         with his hand.
      

      
      “Tiger, do you know why you’re so sexy and beautiful?”

      
      I shook my head. No man had ever used those words to describe me.

      
      A smile played on his face. “Because you don’t know it.”

      
      I smiled back at him. “I do know something.”

      
      “And what might that be?” he asked slyly.

      
      “That I love you.”

      
      In a breath, he rolled me over and was pummeling me again.

      
      His heart was in his eyes when he repeated my words and breathed out one word with
         one final powerful thrust: “Mine.”
      

      
      We came together.
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      We spent the rest of the afternoon fucking and cuddling. We shared silly intimate
         things like childhood stories, dreams, and scars. While I had many, each with a story
         that captivated him, Mr. Beautiful only had one small battle scar on his back—the
         result of a fight he’d had with his sister, Marcy, when he was a youngster. The stories
         he told me about the two of them growing up together had me roaring with laughter.
         The funniest of all was the time his sister, ten years older and a gynecologist, found
         him in her office fucking one of his high school teachers with her feet in the stirrups.
         I laughed until I cried. Blake Burns was indeed a very naughty boy and I loved him
         all the more for it.
      

      
      Outside, the sound of waves crashing against the rocky shoreline sounded in my ears.
         Before long, the sky darkened, and exhausted from all the love and laughter, I dozed
         off, tucked in his brawny arm with my head on his warm taut chest. His heart beat
         like a lullaby in my ears.
      

      
      When we awoke, it was almost eight o’clock. Ravenous after a long, mind-blowing shower,
         we dressed casually in sweats and made dinner together in the enormous, state-of-the-art
         kitchen. The menu: lobster, champagne, and my mother’s chocolate chip cookies. He’d
         bought the lobsters and champagne before picking me up at the airport.
      

      
      I’d never eaten lobster before, and I had a hard time dropping the live, red-shelled
         creature into a large pot of warm water that was going to put it to sleep before it
         boiled away. Blake had told me this was a less cruel way of preparing the delicacy—the
         lobster would feel no pain—but it didn’t really help.
      

      
      “Blake, I can’t do it!” I cried, holding the monstrous squirming crustateon in my
         hand. I was practically in tears.
      

      
      “Think about some one you hate and name the lobster after him. It helps.” Standing
         behind me, he pressed his erection into my backside and blew hotly on my neck. “I
         named mine Springer.”
      

      
      I visibly shuddered. Though Springer was now behind bars, the mention of him triggered
         a shiver that zigzagged down my spine. The claws of my lobster snapped, adding further
         to my distress.
      

      
      Blake noticed my unease and tenderly kissed the top of my head. “I’m sorry, baby.
         I shouldn’t have said his name.” He glanced at my agitated lobster. “Do you want me
         to put your lobster in the pot?”
      

      
      “No, I want to do it,” I said, recovering and happy that monster was going to boil to death slowly.
      

      
      Smiling, Blake asked me again, “So what’s your guy’s name?”

      
      I stared at my big, red-clawed shellfish. A name instantly came to my mind. “Bradley.”
         Yeah, my lobster looked like a Bradley. Dickwick. Laughing with me, Blake held me in his arms as I dropped Bradley into the pot and
         said adieu.
      

      
      The lobsters took no time to cook, and we sat down to eat right at the island counter
         in the kitchen. Blake tied a silly lobster bib around my neck and showed me how to
         eat one with the help of a nutcracker and special pick-like fork. The irony of it
         all was that Bradley tasted so melt-in-your-mouth good with all that melted butter.
         Blake told me lobster was an aphrodisiac and an ideal source of low-fat protein, much
         needed for a long night of seduction. I believed him. I watched him expertly crack
         a claw and as that snowy white meat pour out, I felt myself heated up and aroused.
         I took a sip of my bubbly champagne.
      

      
      At a little before nine, Blake popped another bottle of champagne. He led me to a
         room off the kitchen and turned on one of the many TVs. Ryan Seacrest was hosting
         the ball drop at New York’s Times Square where it was going on midnight. On a plush,
         comfy sofa, I curled up in Blake’s arms and watched the crowd go wild with the countdown.
         Five… four… three… two… one!

      
      As the ball crashed onto Times Square, Blake’s lips crashed onto mine. The kiss was
         lush and lingering. Auld Lang Syne filtered in my ear. The original words of the poem.
      

      
      Should Old Acquaintance be forgot, and never thought upon;

      
      The flames of Love extinguished, and fully past and gone.

      
      Bradley Wick, DDS, was now past, gone, and out of my life. There was only one man
         in the world for me who oddly shared a last name with Robert Burns, my father’s favorite
         poet, who’d written these words. Blake Burns. His being consumed me and brought passionate
         tears to my eyes.
      

      
      “Happy New Year, tiger,” he said softly, gwawing at my lips.

      
      “Happy New Year, Blake,” I repeated, not able to get enough of him.

      
      He made me insatiable and I did the same for him. We craved each other. Placing my
         hand on his heavy arousal, he breathed, “Let’s end this year with a bang.”
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      Blake, always full of surprises, had one more in store for me before the New Year
         dawned. The Jacuzzi. Big enough to accommodate a dozen people, it was built into an
         expansive deck outside the house.
      

      
      Our bare bodies buried in the bubbly water, Blake sat close to me. One strapping arm
         curled around my shoulders while the hand of the other held a lit cigar. The stars
         and the full moon sparkled overhead in the blackened sky. The steamy water gurgled
         while Céline Dion piped through hidden speakers, and in the near distance, I could
         hear the waves of the ocean softly ebb and flow. The intense warm jets of water sprayed
         my upper back and between my thighs, feeling so tingly good. I was in love, lust,
         and paradise. It couldn’t get more magical than this.
      

      
      “Tiger, do you mind if I smoke this cigar?” Blake asked, already blowing out a puff
         of smoke. “It’s kind of a New Year’s tradition.”
      

      
      I inhaled. The smell of the tobacco mixing with the salty sea air was heady. To my
         surprise, I loved it. I took the cigar from him and put it to my mouth. I inhaled
         and choked.
      

      
      “No problem,” I coughed out, reaching for my flute of champagne. I took a calming
         sip.
      

      
      “Stop showing off,” he laughed, taking the cigar back in his hand. He inhaled another
         puff and I glared at him. Mesmerized by the way he held the cigar between his long
         fingers and sucked on the tip, drawing in his cheeks and lowering his eyes. Equally
         sexy was the way he pursed his kissable lips and blew out the smoke.
      

      
      “You know, baby. My father once told me a fine cigar is like a fine woman. You have
         to warm her before you assault her.”
      

      
      His words made my heart flutter. “Blake, when was the first time you knew you loved
         me?” I asked as a ring of smoke mingled with the steam from the Jacuzzi.
      

      
      He placed the cigar on a close by ashtray and turned to face me. His eyes glinted
         in the moonlight. Damn he was beautiful. And oh so sexy. He twirled my damp ponytail
         with his hand.
      

      
      “It could have been love at first sight. When you kissed me blindfolded at my club.
         Something changed in me. Then after the Springer thing, I knew if something happened
         to you, I couldn’t live. You’re my air, baby. I need you to breathe.”
      

      
      A trail of sparks blazed through my body. He loved me right from the beginning. He
         repeated my question.
      

      
      Tracing his kissable lips, I said, “Vegas. When I danced with you.” Ironically, a
         Céline Dion version of “The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face,” the song we danced to,
         was piping through the hidden speakers. Maybe he’d intentionally programmed it. I
         shifted a little and the powerful jet beneath me stimulated my clit.
      

      
      He tugged at my ponytail. “It took you that long?” His voice was playfully miffed.

      
      I twisted a smile. No, it hadn’t. The truth: I think I’d loved him the minute my mouth
         set down on his in that game of Truth or Dare too. I’d felt the earth move in my heart.
         Maybe it was lust. It didn’t matter because I wasn’t going to tell him.
      

      
      We imbibed some champagne and glanced up at the starry sky. My head rested on his
         rugged chest.
      

      
      “Jennifer, do you know why the moon and the stars shine?”

      
      I shook my head. The words of the beautiful song were affecting me. The jets were
         affecting me. He was affecting me. Desire was bubbling inside me. “Why?”
      

      
      Because they’re making love to the sky.”

      
      “Lighting it up,” I replied dreamily, my eyes focused on the many constellations above
         us.
      

      
      He drew me closer. Passion sparked in his eyes. “Jennifer McCoy, you are my moon and
         shining star. My universe.”
      

      
      In a breath, I was sitting on top of him. Riding him to the heavens. Lighting him
         up. Lighting myself up.
      

      
      We came together like comets flaring and whispered, in unison, three celestial words.

      
      “I love you.”

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 12

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      I woke up to the sound of crashing waves and squawking gulls. Blinking my eyes open,
         I was still nestled in naked bliss against Blake’s warm chest. One arm was wrapped
         around me, the other draped across the duvet. I swiveled my head and gazed at him.
         God, he was beautiful. His lush lips were parted slightly and strands of his bedhead
         hair fell forward onto his forehead. The morning sunlight beamed through the bedroom’s
         wraparound windows and cast him in a golden haze. I couldn’t help tracing my finger
         around his lightly stubbled jaw. He stirred and then his long-lashed eyelids flittered.
         Opening one eye at a time, he met my gaze.
      

      
      “Hi.” His raspy morning voice was sexy as sin as was the adorable lopsided smile that
         accompanied it.
      

      
      “Hi,” I echoed. I sounded like a shy kindergartener meeting her teacher on the first
         day of school. I just couldn’t believe all this was real. That this was happening
         to me.
      

      
      Keeping his half-closed, contemplative eyes trained on me, he circled my lips with
         his index finger. The ticklish sensation sent a jolt of tingles to my already heated
         center. On the second rotation, my lips clamped down on his deft finger and sucked
         it. A sound, something between a hum and a moan, filled the back of my throat.
      

      
      “Oh, baby,” he moaned back. “You’re fucking turning me on.”

      
      Expecting him to fuck me on the spot, he bolted up to a sitting position, taking me
         with him. He massaged my shoulders and breathed against my neck. “C’mon. Let’s take
         a shower together.”
      

      
      With a smack of his lips against mine, he rolled off the bed and rose to his feet.
         My eyes traveled down his swoon-worthy body, with its chiseled six pack and perfect
         pelvic V that led to his rippled thighs and outrageous thick length. My gaze stayed
         glued on the latter. To say he was endowed was an un­der­state­ment.
      

      
      “What are you staring at?” That cocky smile flashed on his ravishing face.

      
      “You.” I felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment and impulsively flung the covers
         over my head.
      

      
      With a swoosh, the covers came off. He was hovering above me. All six foot three of
         his manly gorgeousness.
      

      
      “You can stare at me all you want in the shower. Now, come on.”

      
      Before I could say a word, I was in his arms, being carried away to our first New
         Year’s Day activity.
      

      
      The guest bathroom was amazing. I’d never seen one like it except in those high-priced
         design magazines I peeked at while waiting in the supermarket checkout line. It was
         seriously bigger than my living room—all creamy tranquil marble with travertine floors
         and state-of-the-art fixtures. There was even a chaise lounge and a fireplace. A huge
         freestanding porcelain tub stood before a window overlooking the ocean, and by another,
         stood a glass-encased shower stall, the size of my bedroom. In fact, bigger.
      

      
      Blake opened the shower door and set me down. He turned on several faucets and powerful
         jets of water sprayed me from everywhere. Blake drew me against him, my back to his
         chest. I could feel his erection against me.
      

      
      “Are you going to fuck me?” I asked as he soaped me up and nuzzled my shoulders.

      
      “Not until I do this first, tiger.”

      
      The soap fell out of his hand onto the slick marble floor, and I suddenly felt a slippery
         fingertip at my backdoor. I let out a yelp.
      

      
      “Have you ever been touched here?” he asked.

      
      “No,” I gasped. Seriously, did he even have to ask?

      
      “I want you to relax. It’s just my finger. We’ll take it slow and easy. And I’m going
         to make it so you love it.” He kissed the nape of my neck and then purred. “This is
         all about you.”
      

      
      I tensed as he slowly slid his finger up my passage. A groan escaped my throat. And
         my flesh trembled.
      

      
      “Does it hurt?”

      
      “Just a little.” Honestly, it was a weird, good kind of hurt. I just wasn’t used to
         it.
      

      
      “That’s normal. You’re so fucking tight. Don’t worry, tiger. I’m going to loosen you
         up.”
      

      
      He slid his finger, lubricated from the soap, back down. As he gently pushed it back
         up, a finger of his other hand descended on my clit. He began to vigorously rub it.
      

      
      “Oh, Blake!” I moaned, arching my body.

      
      “Does that help?”

      
      “Oh, yes.” It was true. The divine pleasure between my thighs was allowing me to loosen
         up and enjoy what was going on behind.
      

      
      “That’s what I thought. A new year. A new sensation.”

      
      In my mind’s eye, I could see the sexy smirk on his face. To be truthful, I’d never
         experienced a sensation like this. Though I’d had the little vibrating egg up my butt,
         this was different. I squeezed my eyes shut and let myself soak in the intensity of
         the pleasure. I was getting used to his finger in my butt. The unfamiliar yet fulfilling
         fullness. He continued to butt finger me and rub my clit for several minutes. I could
         still feel his hard length rub against me. Little whimpers spilled from my mouth.
      

      
      “Okay, baby, now we’re going to take it up a notch.” I bucked against him as he removed
         his deft finger from my clit and plunged it into my pussy.
      

      
      “Oh my God!” I shrieked. He was pussy fingering me and butt fingering in tandem. The
         pressure was insane, especially when his fingers almost met. I was falling apart at
         the seams. My orgasm crescendoed. I couldn’t hold back. My body trembled against his
         as I screamed my release. I felt like I’d broken into a million beautiful pieces.
      

      
      Removing his fingers, Blake held me steady and nibbled my neck. “My father always
         says it’s better to give than receive. Now, baby, I’m going to fuck you like there’s
         no tomorrow.”
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      It was the most outrageous shower I’d ever taken. Each time Blake fucked me, he brought
         me to a place I’d never been before. Making me feel glorious sensations that were
         new to me and titillating. I never knew before what my body was capable of. We’d ended
         the year with a bang, and now we’d started the new one with an even bigger one.
      

      
      Buzzing all over, I wrapped myself in the thick white Gloria’s Secret terry cloth
         robe that Gloria had thoughtfully left for me. I towel dried my hair as Blake, with
         just a towel wrapped dangerously low around his narrow hips, splashed on some GS Men’s
         cologne. It smelled divine—spicy with a hint of vanilla. He glanced at himself in
         the mirror and ruffled his hand through his wet hair. I guess he wasn’t going to blow
         dry his hair or shave. The extra layer of stubble that surrounded his kissable lips
         made him even sexier.
      

      
      “Hey, I’m going to make us some breakfast. Just put on a bathing suit and meet me
         downstairs.”
      

      
      “Are we going to the beach?”

      
      “That’s the plan,” he said with a wink.

      
      “I can’t wait.” I was truly excited. It looked like perfect weather to catch some
         rays and jump some waves.
      

      
      After a quick kiss, Blake slipped out of the bathroom. I found an elastic and gathered
         my damp hair into a ponytail. I brushed my teeth and doused myself with the Gloria’s
         Secret SPF 30 moisturizer that was sitting on the marble counter beside a whole slew
         of beauty products. Gloria was so generous and thoughtful. I made myself a mental
         note to send her a handwritten thank-you note when I got home along with a gift. Maybe
         a picture frame or something cute for the twins.
      

      
      It was actually good to have a little alone time apart from Blake. I studied my reflection
         in the mirror and smiled. My complexion glowed. And not just from the long, hot shower.
         It was deeper than that. I’d never looked so happy. Blake Burns had not only awoken
         my sexuality, but he’d also lit up my heart. Bradley had never made me feel this way.
         Our relationship was rooted in friendship and routine. And in the end, deceit. My
         relationship with Blake was rooted in passion, adventure, and honesty. We were quickly
         becoming best friends as well as lovers. The deep-seated love I felt for him couldn’t
         be measured or put into words. I so hoped we’d figure out a way to move forward once
         we settled back to work. Having this gorgeous sex god only a thin wall away from me
         was daunting. I shuddered at the thought. But as he always said, where there’s a will,
         there’s a way.
      

      
      Back in the bedroom, I donned one of the string bikinis Gloria had given me. The black
         one. It fit me perfectly, the halter-top exposing my pert breasts just the right amount
         and the high-cut bottom making my long, lean legs look even longer. I slipped my bare
         feet into the sparkly flip-flops and, at the last minute, threw on one of Blake’s
         collarless white shirts over my bathing suit.
      

      
      I could smell the intoxicating scent of him on my body. The high thread count Egyptian
         cotton felt delicious against my skin. The shirttail trailed to my mid thighs and
         I left it unbuttoned. Oddly, as sexy as the Gloria’s Secret lingerie was, wearing
         Blake’s shirt made me feel sexier. It was as if I was part of him and he was part
         of me.
      

      
      The aroma of fresh coffee mixed with something delicious drifted in the air. I inhaled
         deeply. Breakfast. My hungry stomach growled.
      

      
      I galloped downstairs and found Blake in the kitchen. Clad in navy blue swim shorts,
         he was standing before a built-in grill with his bare back to me, flipping pancakes.
         There was something so sexy about watching a man cook. Especially someone as sexy
         as Blake.
      

      
      I inhaled again through my nose, absorbing the mouthwatering mixture of aromas. “Mmm.
         Everything smells so good!”
      

      
      “Hope you like pancakes and sausage,” he said as he caught the pancake he’d just flipped
         on his spatula.
      

      
      “How do you do that?” I ambled over to him. My shoulder blade rubbed against his flexed
         bicep.
      

      
      “It’s easy. Let me show you.”

      
      He stepped behind me and wrapped his arms around me. Skimming my breasts, he put the
         spatula into my right hand and slipped it under one of the pancakes. With my wrist
         in one hand and a breast cupped in the other, he said, “Okay on the count of three,
         toss the pancake into the air, keep your eyes on it, and the spatula steady just above
         the grill. Ready?”
      

      
      I nodded, concentrating on the task at hand. It wasn’t easy when he was tweaking my
         nipple beneath the fabric of my shirt and getting me hot and bothered yet again.
      

      
      “Good. One… two… three.”

      
      I did as he instructed, and trained my unblinking eyes on the pancake I’d flipped.
         Bingo! It landed smack on the spatula. “Yes!” I shouted out triumphantly.
      

      
      “Nice one,” replied Blake as he helped me transfer the pancake to a nearby platter.
         It was stacked with perfectly round golden pancakes.
      

      
      “Okay, now let’s see you do one all by yourself.”

      
      “No problemo,” I said with an air of smug confidence. I’ll show him.

      
      But as I shifted the spatula under another pancake, his right hand joined his left
         on the unoccupied breast. He began to knead them, squeezing and circling. My nipples
         hardened beneath the fabric of my bikini and sent arousal straight to my core. A hot
         shiver shot down my spine as I felt his own arousal pressing against my backside.
         Oh, God!

      
      And then one hand slid under my bikini bottom and made a beeline for my clit. That
         did it. With a loud moan, I flipped the pancake. It went flying and landed two feet
         away from me on the bleached hardwood floor.
      

      
      “Fuck!” I wasn’t sure if I was reacting to my cooking faux pas or to what was cooking
         between my legs. Things were heating up quickly. And as if things couldn’t get more
         out of control, I squirmed and accidentally knocked over the bowl of batter. Crash! While the ceramic bowl didn’t break, a pool of the goo spread all around my feet.
         Fumbling for the nearby roll of paper towels, I crouched and got down on my hands
         and knees to clean up the mess I’d made.
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” I groaned, impossibly trying to blotch up the gooey mess. I saturated
         one paper towel after another. Why did I have to be Calamity Jen?
      

      
      “Don’t be.” I could hear amusement in Blake’s voice. “I love seeing a woman on her
         hands and knees.”
      

      
      “I’ve totally fucked up breakfast.”

      
      “No you haven’t. Breakfast is about to be served.”

      
      Before I could say a word, Blake hit the floor, and in one smooth move, spread my
         legs and yanked down my bikini bottoms. Kneeling behind me, my ass raised in the air
         and legs parted, he penetrated my pussy, inch by delicious inch. I let out a loud
         moan.
      

      
      “You’ve been a bad student,” he growled.

      
      “I’m sorry,” I squeaked as he began to pound into me from behind. My breasts and ponytail
         dusted the spilled batter as I rocked my hips to meet his thrusts.
      

      
      “You need to be punished.”

      
      Without warning, I felt a light sting on one of my butt cheeks. I yelped. He slapped
         me again a little harder. He wasn’t using his hand. It was the spatula.
      

      
      He continued to slap my bottom as he ground into me. The pain mixed with the pleasure.
         Erotic moans and groans escaped my throat. It felt incredible!
      

      
      “You like that,” he breathed with a deliciously painful yank of my ponytail that lifted
         my head away the floor.
      

      
      I simply nodded as my pussy gripped his hot pumping cock. He was hitting my G-spot
         again and again. I squeezed my eyes shut as my orgasm rose inside me. Upon another
         hard yank of my ponytail, I screamed and imploded.
      

      
      “Fuck!” shouted Blake as his own powerful release met mine. He folded himself on top
         of me, and after our breathing steadied, lifted me up so I was sitting back on my
         heels, in his arms.
      

      
      I pivoted my head around to face him. A mischievous glint flickered in his eyes, and
         a wicked smile curled on his lips. Holding me in one arm, he dipped a long index finger
         into the batter and then put it to my lips.
      

      
      “Suck,” he ordered.

      
      “Mmm,” I moaned as my mouth curled around his fingertip and savored the sweetness.
         He licked off the little bit that got on my lips.
      

      
      “Mmm,” he repeated. “You’re delicious enough to eat. Turn around and take off my shirt.”

      
      I did as he asked, slipping his shirt off my shoulders, and faced him. I studied his
         features. That maddening mouth was twisted and those blue eyes twinkled with mischief.
         Oh yeah. Mr. Bad Boy was up to something. In the blink of an eye, he tore off my bikini
         top and fastened it around my head like a blindfold.
      

      
      “Blake, I can’t see.”

      
      “That’s the point. Now, don’t move,” he said as I heard him scramble to his feet.

      
      Every muscle in my body twitched in anticipation of what was next.

      
      When his warm breath heated my face, I knew he was back on the floor. An unexpected
         ticklish sensation overtook my senses. He was drizzling a warm liquid on me. He began
         on my neck, and slowly, the liquid made its way down my chest to my breasts. The sweet
         familiar smell penetrated my nose. Holy shit. He was dousing me in maple syrup. He
         circled my nipples with the molten liquid and then let it drip on the tips. My back
         involuntarily arched and I let out a moan.
      

      
      “Do you like this?” he purred.

      
      “Oh yes,” I purred back.

      
      “You look so edible.”

      
      In a heated breath, his velvet lips and tongue were on my breasts, sucking and licking
         the sweet syrup. Oh God! I could feel my own sweet syrup pooling between my legs.
      

      
      “This is the best fucking pancake breakfast ever,” he murmured into my cleavage after
         laving it. “And it’s only going to get better.”
      

      
      With his mouth still clinging to my tit, he trickled maple syrup down my torso, over
         my ribs, and then poured it into the pit of my navel. He trailed his tongue slowly
         down my body, lapping up the syrup. The tip dipped into my navel and flicked the little
         basin. Oh, God! I never knew how sensitive this part of my body was. Goose bumps exploded
         across my skin.
      

      
      “Mmm. You’re so fucking delicious,” he said breathily. “Breakfast may be my new favorite
         meal.”
      

      
      In my mind’s eye, I could see the pleasure etched on his face. It was as delicious
         for me as it was for him. I moaned wordlessly.
      

      
      “Now, I want to taste your sweet pussy.” He spread my legs.

      
      A gasp escaped my lips. And a shiver ran down my spine as the maple syrup dripped
         down my body and made its way to my quivering pussy. I could feel him pour a generous
         amount. He used his fingers to rub it across my sensitive folds. It mixed with the
         sweet syrup that already coated my cleft. I couldn’t stop moaning.
      

      
      Still blindfolded, I felt his warm breath between my legs, heating me. “Oh, baby,
         you smell so good. So sweet. I’m going to eat you.”
      

      
      My head fell back as the tip of his tongue met my clit.

      
      “Oh yeah,” he groaned.

      
      “Oh God, Blake,” I moaned. Nothing had prepared me for the touch of his hot, gifted
         tongue.
      

      
      The soft flick was followed by fervent laps. Lap after lap. My man was famished. Ravenous
         for me. Mad with lust. My fingers tangled his damp silky hair as I let him savor the
         sweetness between my thighs. Lick by sweet lick, the pulsating pressure escalated,
         driving me to the point of no return. The blindfold only heightened the sensation.
         My face contorted and my breathing grew ragged. He was devouring me. I thought I was
         going to jump out of my skin. I honestly couldn’t take it anymore.
      

      
      “You taste so fucking good,” Blake murmured, unable to get enough of me.

      
      “Make me come,” I cried out.

      
      “You’re almost there,” he breathed into my throbbing pussy.

      
      He sucked my clit and I came with a scorching roar of his name. Oh. My. God.

      
      Blake drew my trembling body into his arms and whipped off the bikini top from my
         eyes. Blinking them several times as they adjusted to the light, I soaked him in.
         A smug, triumphant smile curled on his face.
      

      
      “Have you had enough of breakfast?” He kissed my lips. I could taste me on him. All
         sweet and sticky.
      

      
      “Mmm.” I eyed the bottle of maple syrup he’d used on the floor and then my gaze shifted
         to his crotch. There was a sizable bulge beneath the fabric of his swimsuit. I smiled
         sheepishly and responded to his question.
      

      
      “No, Blake. I’m craving some of that sausage. Take off your swim shorts.”

      
      His brows shot up and he smiled that sexy crooked smile. “You know, baby, I love a
         girl with a hearty appetite who understands mine.” He quickly did as I asked, and
         in a few hot breaths, he was kneeling before me, buck naked with his giant cock pointed
         at me. His smile widened and his daring eyes glimmered.
      

      
      Still sitting back on my heels, I reached for the syrup and drizzled a drop of it
         on the crown. Lowering my head, I flicked it with my tongue. His cock jumped.
      

      
      “Mmm.” I licked my lips.

      
      I went back for some more, this time rolling my tongue around the wide rim.

      
      “So good,” I moaned as he hissed. Indeed it was—a heady combination of sweet and salty
         though the sweetness of the syrup prevailed. Blake let out a throaty groan.
      

      
      I lifted my head and met his gaze. “Blake, I have to tell you something.”

      
      His brows arched. “What might that may be?”

      
      “I’ve always loved sausage swimming in syrup.”

      
      Grinning, Blake eyed me shrewdly, knowing damn well where breakfast was heading (no
         pun intented). “Yeah, that’s the way I like it too,” he replied as I doused his monstrous
         length with the thick golden liquid. I ended up using the rest of the bottle.
      

      
      Dropping my head again, I wrapped my lips around his crown and sucked. So, so, good.
         “Mmmmmm,” I hummed. I was so hungry—and turned on—I could eat him whole.
      

      
      He let out another moan, this one deeper and louder. “Tiger, take it all.” I felt
         his large hand press on my head, coaxing me to go down on him. Slowly, I dragged my
         mouth down his rigid shaft, savoring the maple flavor along the way.
      

      
      “Oh yeah.” He hissed again, releasing my head as I made my way back up.

      
      “Harder, deeper,” he groaned.

      
      This time I worked my mouth down his hot thick length, dragging my teeth lightly along
         the pulsing vein, until I could feel the tip tickle the back of my throat.
      

      
      “Jesus, tiger. That’s so fucking good.”

      
      His compliment inspired me to repeat the movements and pick up speed. I heard myself
         humming as I worked his cock fast and furious. My throaty sounds harmonized with his
         feral groans. His immensity filled the hollows of my cheek and, in no time, I could
         feel it pulsing inside my mouth. Preparing for orgasm.
      

      
      “Jen, baby, I’m going to come. Are you ready?”

      
      I nodded as I descended on him one more time. As I took him to the hilt, his organ
         exploded deep inside my mouth, blasting hot cum down my throat. I squeezed my eyes
         and swallowed. My mouth stayed clamped on his cock as he slowly pulled out. Lifting
         my head, I opened my eyes and met his.
      

      
      “Fuck, tiger, that was the best head I’ve ever gotten.”

      
      I gazed down at his cock. It was still semi-erect, glistening with a combination of
         cum, saliva, and syrup. Still, so, so edible. My tongue wet my lips.
      

      
      “My mother always told me to clean my plate. To never leave leftovers,” I said as
         I bent down and licked the delicious remains of our pancake and sausage breakfast.
         He came again.
      

      
      He blew out a hot breath. “Your mother taught you well.” He lifted my head up by my
         ponytail and slammed his mouth onto mine.
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      After breakfast, I wanted to take another shower. We were both so sweaty and sticky.
         Blake had a better idea. Ten minutes later, after climbing down the steep cliff side
         stairs that led to a private beach, we were jumping waves in the ocean. Though a competent
         swimmer, I was somewhat afraid of the ocean. But Blake held me in his strong arms
         as we navigated the fierce waves. Like always, he made me feel safe. I kissed him
         many times while waves licked my clit.
      

      
      After half an hour of frolicking, Blake carried me from the ocean and set me down
         on the warm, sparkling sand. I was dripping wet, and though the dip was refreshing,
         I was a little chilled. I was eager to wrap myself in one of the large beach towels
         we’d brought along.
      

      
      Drying off, I couldn’t help but notice how truly god-like Blake looked. He was so
         much bigger than me. So much more powerful. Every finely honed muscle glistened in
         the sunlight, and on his golden skin, specks of the salty sea sparkled like fairy
         dust. There was something so damn sexy about him with his hair slicked back and his
         wet-lashed blue eyes glimmering like jewels. I swear, I wanted to jump him.
      

      
      Running his large hand through his shimmering dark hair, he caught my eyes on him.
         “Are you staring at me again, tiger?”
      

      
      I smiled sheepishly and felt myself blush. “I can’t help it. Sometimes, Blake, I don’t
         think you’re real.”
      

      
      A devilish smile splashed across his face. “Believe me, baby. I’m the real McCoy.
      

      
      I felt my towel and bikini fall from me and, in the sound of a crashing wave, I was
         rolling in the sand with him.
      

      
      “Are you going to fuck me?” I giggled.

      
      “That’s the plan.”

      
      “But don’t you have ocean dick?” I’d read once that men’s organs shriveled in the
         cold salty water.
      

      
      He smirked as he shoved off his swim trunks. “That doesn’t apply to me.”

      
      My eyes widened. No, it didn’t. Blake’s cock in its full glory was ready for action.
         I blissfully screamed out his name as he rolled on top of me and plunged it into my
         pussy. Another first. I was being fucked on the beach. In a bed of sand.
      

      
      “Does. This. Feel. Real. To. You?” he beat out on each hard, long masterful stroke.

      
      “Yes,” I gasped. So real. So good. So right.

      
      He continued to ruthlessly pound into me. His hands were anchored in the sand while
         mine dug into his muscular flesh. The warmth of the sand beneath me contrasted deliciously
         with the coolness of his ocean-wet body above me. His eyes shone fierce with passion
         and determination.
      

      
      “Do you want it harder, tiger?”

      
      “Oh, yes.”

      
      He obliged and grunts accompanied the forceful blows, each so deep it hit my G-spot.
         His pubic bone rubbed against my clit and my nipples hardened with erotic pleasure
         from the friction of his chest. The crashing ocean waves sounded in my ears as my
         own glorious waves began to curl inside me like a tsunami. My shrieks competed with
         the squawking gulls and Blake’s grunts and groans. I was about to have an orgasm of
         epic proportions.
      

      
      “Oh, Blake, I’m going to come big time.” The words choked out.

      
      “Hold on, baby.” On the next deep, powerful thrust, we climaxed together, his massive
         orgasm riding my sea of fierce waves. Tears leaked from my eyes as he shouted out
         my name. He collapsed his head onto my breasts as if they were two soft pillows and
         breathed audibly against them. I ran my fingers through his damp silky hair and caressed
         his sun-baked back, relishing the warm ripples of his muscles beneath my hand. Tears
         continued to scroll down my cheeks. Oh, how I loved him—so very much.
      

      
      We stayed in this position for several long, sensuous minutes, his molten cock buried
         deep inside me. The music of the sea played in my head as his warm body sheltered
         me from the cool ocean breeze. I never wanted to lose him, and at the thought, my
         arms wrapped tightly around him, wanting to hold him forever. I needed to hear him
         say those three words again. As if he heard my thoughts, he raised his head and gazed
         into my eyes. He told me he loved me and that I was his tiger. My heart melted as
         my insecurity lifted. I had to stop thinking I might lose him or he would hurt me.
         He doused me with kisses and my worries dissipated.
      

      
      Slowly, he pulled out of me and rolled off my body. “Stay there,” he ordered. “You
         look so beautiful. I want to take some photos.”
      

      
      I bolted to a sitting position. My body was covered with sand from head to toe. I
         tried to fix my damp sandy ponytail. It was futile.
      

      
      “Blake, no! I look terrible.” I hastily brushed off some of the sand and smoothed
         my hair.
      

      
      “Trust me, you look beautiful,” he responded as he bent down to retrieve his iPhone
         on the beach blanket we’d brought along. He sat back down, cross-legged, beside me.
      

      
      “Let’s take some selfies.”

      
      “No,” I protested again. “I’m a mess.”

      
      “You look perfect.” He drew me into his arms and playfully kissed my lips as he held
         up his phone. Click. “Now smile.” Click. I pecked him on the cheek. Click. “Make a funny face.” We both stuck out our tongues. Click. Our tongues met. Click. And we kissed again.
      

      
      After the hot open-mouthed kiss, Blake insisted on taking some solo pictures of me.

      
      “As long as I’m not naked. Just my face.”

      
      “Promise. Scout’s Honor.” With his free hand, he gave me the three-finger hand signal
         and then squatted in front of me.
      

      
      I shot him a playful dirty look. “You were never a Boy Scout!”

      
      “Nope. Scout’s Honor,” he laughed as he clicked away.

      
      After a dozen or so shots, I begged to see the photos—just to be sure Mr. Bad Boy
         wasn’t shooting me nude. Before he could say a word, I snatched the phone out of his
         hand and pressed the camera roll. A barrage of snapshots filled the screen. My eyes
         popped, and my heart did a flip-flop landing hard in my chest. Shaking, I clicked
         onto the photo I couldn’t get my eyes off. The phone was muted, but I didn’t need
         sound. My mouth fell open as I watched a video that Blake had taken. The video of
         Bradley and his hygienist, Candace, groping at each other in a heated embrace. Close
         to hyper­vent­ilat­ing, my heart raced and my breathing labored. Blake’s voice hacked
         into my state of shock.
      

      
      “See, baby, you can trust me.”

      
      I stopped the video—I didn’t need to see it to the end—and finally got my mouth to
         move. “How could you?”
      

      
      “What are you talking about?”

      
      “You took that video of Bradley all over his hygienist and sent it to me? You’re Charles Palmer the third?”
      

      
      Squeezing his eyes shut, Blake flung his head back and muttered three words. “Fuck.
         Fuck. Fuck.”
      

      
      “Fuck you!” Tears of rage welled up in my eyes. “How could you do that to me?”

      
      Blake ran a hand through his hair and sucked in a gulp of air. “Baby, I wanted to
         save you.”
      

      
      “Save me?” My quivering voice had risen an octave. “Save me from the first man I loved?
         The man I was going to marry?” I shook my head as tears streamed down my face. “No,
         you wanted to destroy him.”
      

      
      “You deserved better.”

      
      I swiped at my tears. “Oh, yeah? Someone better? Like some bastard like you?”

      
      “Jennifer, I didn’t mean to hurt you. Honestly.”

      
      “Well, you did, you deceitful, conniving bastard.” I clambered to put my bathing suit
         back on. “Here… take your fucking phone. I’m out of here.” Rising to my feet, I hurled
         the phone at him. He managed to catch it as I stormed off.
      

      
      “Wait!”

      
      “Don’t you dare follow me!” I shouted without turning to look at him.

      
      With blinding tears, I plodded through the warm sand as quickly as I could, my feet
         sinking deeply into the sparkling granules. Dark thoughts bombarded my mind. What
         sick fuck would do something like that? How could I fall for someone like that? And
         how was I ever going to work for him? The ocean breeze sent a chill up my spine as
         hot tears scorched my face. I needed to get out here and clear my head. Pack up my
         stuff and call for a Lip Service car. Yes, that’s what I would do.
      

      
      My calves ached from running in the sand, but the sooner I could get out of here,
         away from the bastard, the better. Not far from the steep cliff side stairway that
         led up to Gloria and Jaime’s glass palace, a sharp pain stabbed at my right foot.
         Yelping a loud “ow,’ I stopped dead in my tracks and winced as the piercing pain radiated
         up my leg. Balancing on my left leg, I examined the sole of my other foot. Fuck. I’d
         stepped on a piece of glass, and the three-inch shard was lodged deep in my arch.
         Without over thinking, I squeezed my eyes and yanked it out. Tears spilled down my
         face as I let out a loud shriek of pain. Clutching the shard, I surveyed the damage.
         I was left with a deep, jagged gash; blood gushed out as nausea rose to my chest.
         I was never good with blood. Lowering my foot to the sand, I tippytoed so as not to
         get sand in the wound. The location of the cut made that impossible. I tried walking
         on my heel; that didn’t work either. I pondered my next move as blood soaked the sparkling
         grains. When I heard Blake calling out to me and getting closer, I picked up my pace.
         I tried putting my foot down, but the pain was too much. I almost buckled. Lifting
         my heel back up, I forced myself to keep going. The bleeding got worse, and a lightheaded
         feeling set in.
      

      
      “Jen!”

      
      Before I could take another agonizing step, two strong hands gripped my shoulders,
         holding me back. Blake.
      

      
      “Let go of me,” I screamed through my tears. To my relief, he released me, and I hobbled
         away. I groaned with each step. The pain was unbearable.
      

      
      Blake trailed behind me. “What’s wrong? Why are you limping?”

      
      “I stepped on a piece of glass,” I blurted, not slowing down. My tears were blurring
         my vision, and the blood loss was taking its toll. I was a walking disaster. Losing
         stamina, I stumbled. Just before I hit the sand, Blake caught me. His strong arm clamped
         my waist.
      

      
      “Let me see your foot.” Reluctantly, I lifted my foot to show him the damage.

      
      “Hold onto my shoulder for a minute.” I moved my hand to his broad shoulder. As I
         gripped it and suppressed a moan, he crouched down and examined my wound.
      

      
      “Jesus. That’s really deep.” I peeked at my foot and shuddered. It looked liked some
         kindergartener had smeared a jar of red finger paint all over it. It was a throbbing,
         bloody mess.
      

      
      “You’re going to need to get stitches.”

      
      “The only thing I need is to get away from you,” I snapped back at him.

      
      “I’ll take you home after I take you to an emergency room. That cut’s going to get
         infected if it’s not treated properly.”
      

      
      “Leave me alone.” I choked out the words, my physical and emotional strength dwindling.
         I tried to put pressure on my foot, but it was futile. I gazed woefully at the daunting
         cliff side stairs ahead of me. How was I going to make it up all those steep, jagged
         steps? There must have been a hundred of them. Maybe more.
      

      
      “Climb on my back,” Blake commanded, still squatting. “Or you’re going to bleed to
         death right here.”
      

      
      I was going to die? In my head, I fantasized the headline in The Hollywood Reporter: “Aspiring Porn Producer Found Dead at Famed Malibu Residence.” Subtitle: “Cause of
         Death Being Investigated.” Blake’s voice hurled me back to reality.
      

      
      “Just fucking do it!” He sounded frustrated and desperate.

      
      There was no way I was going to make it up those steps. I had no choice. Holding on
         to him for balance, I hopped behind him and then mounted him, curling my legs around
         his waist and wrapping my arms around his shoulders. He stood up.
      

      
      “Hold on,” he ordered as he began to trudge through the sand with me on his back,
         piggyback style. I tightened my grip around him as if my life depended on it. Because
         it did. His rippled muscles brushed against my chest, and I could feel his chest rise
         and fall with every step. Huge drops of blood dotted the sand, leaving a trail behind
         us as we forged ahead.
      

      
      I don’t know how he did it—probably thanks to climbing all those steps at the Santa
         Monica Stairs—but he got us up the impossible cliff side, Step by steep step. He wasn’t
         even out of breath when we got to the top. He was obviously in top shape from working
         out so much. He gently deposited me onto of one of the cushioned wicker rocking chairs
         on the deck. I noticed for the first time that I’d gotten blood all over his swim
         shorts and there were traces of it down the side of his muscular leg as well.
      

      
      Blood quickly puddled on the wood planks. While I silently freaked, Blake grabbed
         the towel that was draped over the back of the chair and told me to press it against
         the open wound.
      

      
      Leaning forward, I crossed my injured leg over my other knee, and did as he asked.
         Shit. It hurt.
      

      
      “Wait right here. I’ll be right back,” he said, dashing into the house.

      
      Believe me, I was going nowhere. I was in no condition to walk even if I could. The
         loss of blood had made me woozy. I felt faint and was thankful to be resting in the
         comfortable chair. Remembering I was still holding the fragment of glass in my other
         hand, I set it on the small round table next to me. At least, no one would step on
         it again.
      

      
      Blake was back in no time with a tray of first aid. A box of Gloria’s Secret Band-Aids,
         a bottle of peroxide, and a clean washcloth. Setting it on the table, he got down
         on his knees. He removed the bloodstained towel and examined my foot. Blood trickled
         onto his thighs, but he seemed oblivious.
      

      
      His brows furrowed. “This is going to sting,” he said softly as he soaked the washcloth
         with the peroxide. Holding my ankle, he dabbed the moistened cloth on the laceration.
      

      
      I yelped and almost leapt out of the wicker chair. “What the fuck are you doing? Haven’t
         you hurt me enough?”
      

      
      His eyes stayed focused on my foot. “I need to clean this up. Get the sand off.”

      
      I bit down on my bottom lip as he attended to the gash. The expression on his face
         was intense. After a few more dabs, he tossed the blood-soaked cloth onto the deck
         and tore opened the Band-Aid box. Frantically, one by one, he ripped open the plastic
         bandages with his teeth and pasted them over my open cut. They were white with little
         hot pink hearts in the center. He must have gone through entire box because a mountain
         of wrappers sat on the deck. There wasn’t a single one left for my broken heart.
      

      
      His forehead creased as he inspected his handiwork. “Fuck. This isn’t working. You’re
         bleeding right through all the Band-Aids. Don’t move. I’ll be right back again.”
      

      
      He quickly returned. This time with another dry white towel in one hand and a leather
         belt in the other. One of the floral sundresses Gloria had gifted me was draped over
         his sculpted forearm. Crouching, he hastily folded the towel up into a thick six-inch
         square and pressed it hard against my bleeding wound.
      

      
      Another loud gasp of pain escaped my throat. His gaze met my tearing eyes.

      
      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      
      I found it bitterly ironic that he’d just repeated the words he’d said in a different
         context just a short while ago. I didn’t know what hurt more… the wound to the sole
         of my foot or the wound to the soul of my heart. One shed blood; the other bled tears.
      

      
      I watched as he strapped the leather belt around the makeshift bandage and my foot.

      
      “What are you doing?” I asked, my voice nothing more than a hoarse whisper.

      
      “Making a tourniquet to stop the bleeding.”

      
      “Where’d you learn to do that?”

      
      “Boy Scouts.”

      
      I almost snorted, but he handed me the floral sundress before I could utter a sound.

      
      “I thought you might want to put this on. Do you need any help?” His forlorn eyes
         searched mine.
      

      
      “No.” After my snippy one-word reply, I slipped the dress over my head and my two
         arms through the spaghetti straps. I shimmied the skirt of the dress past my thighs.
         Though the temperature was mild, I began to shiver. The loss of blood was wreaking
         havoc on my body. I felt cold, broken, and empty. Teeth chattering, I folded my arms
         across my chest.
      

      
      “Geez. You’re fucking freezing,” breathed out Blake. Not wasting a second, he grabbed
         an ocean-blue afghan folded over an adjacent chaise and wrapped it around me. The
         next thing I knew, I was in his arms, cradled like a baby.
      

      
      “There’s an urgent care center a few miles down on PCH. We’ll be there in no time.”

      
      Wearily, I rested my head against his chest as we headed to his car. I wanted no part
         of him, yet here I was all his.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 13

      

      
      Blake

      
      It took us a short fifteen minutes to get to the urgent care center. The drive had
         been as painful for me as it was for her. We were steeped in cold silence, fighting
         our emotions. Jennifer kept her pale face turned away from me, staring out at the
         ocean on her right. I wondered what was going through her mind. For sure, nothing
         good. What had started out as a glorious romantic weekend had ended up in disaster.
      

      
      I parked my car in the first spot available outside the cookie cutter cement structure.
         There were only a few other cars, all parked in reserved spaces—obviously for the
         doctors, nurses, and paramedics who worked here. It appeared we were the only ones
         here with a New Year’s Day emergency. I hopped out of the car and rounded it to help
         Jen out of her seat and carry her into the center.
      

      
      “What can I do for you?” asked a plump redheaded receptionist. Smoothing her Minnie
         Mouse print nurse’s smock, she eyed Jennifer. “Food poisoning? There’s been a lot
         of that going around. People must be eating some bad fish.”
      

      
      “No. My girlfr—” I stopped myself just in time. “She stepped on a piece of glass;
         I think she needs stitches.”
      

      
      The receptionist lowered her eyes to Jennifer’s foot. “We get a lot of that too. Damn
         those bums who litter our beaches.”
      

      
      It was unlikely that a bum—or anyone for that matter—had been trespassing on the Zanders’s
         private beachfront property. Most likely, the glass had gotten there during the construction
         of their house. It wasn’t, however, worth explaining to this pigheaded woman.
      

      
      “She needs to fill out some forms. I assume she has insurance.”

      
      “Yes. ” Jennifer nodded.

      
      The receptionist pulled out a clipboard with some forms and a pen attached to it.
         She stood up and handed it to Jennifer. “Take a seat somewhere, and when you’re done
         filling out the paperwork, I’ll call someone to wheel you back to see the doctor on
         duty.”
      

      
      Jennifer quirked a faint smile. I got us settled into two armchairs. She kept her
         foot up on the coffee table in front of us as she filled out the forms.
      

      
      “Done,” said Jennifer. Obviously, the lazy receptionist bitch wasn’t going to leave
         her throne, so I took the liberty of handing them over to her. She perused them quickly
         and then called for a wheelchair. An attendant arrived right away, pushing one. I
         helped Jennifer stand up and situate herself in the chair.
      

      
      “Do you want me to come with you?” I asked.

      
      “I want you to leave.” Her voice was as cold as dry ice.

      
      My heart ached as she was wheeled away. There was no way I was leaving her here by
         herself, whether she liked it or not. I sunk back into my chair and pulled out my
         iPhone to check my e-mails and texts. But there was something I needed to do first.
         Delete the video. With an indignant press of my finger, I made it disappear.
      

      
      Fuck this phone! Fuck Operation Dickwick! How could I have been so stupid to have not erased the video? Stupid, stupid me.
         Maybe what made me fucking stupid in the first place was taking it. Sending it to
         her under a false identity was a shit-ass thing to do. I wasn’t just fucking stupid.
         I was a fucking stupid asshole! I’d fucked up big time. I’d succeeded in prying her
         away from Dickwick, but now I was the dick with a price to pay. I knew she’d never
         want to see me again, and I had no clue how we were going to work together. Was she
         going to say good-bye to her job as well?
      

      
      While Jennifer was being treated, I beat up on myself. I had no solution to the damage
         I’d caused. Sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you wasn’t going to cut it. Not with someone
         like Jennifer. I was going to be her forever bastard.
      

      
      Forty-five long minutes and twenty stitches later, Jennifer re-emerged from the emergency
         room. Her foot was mummified in bandages, and she was on crutches. I stood up as she
         hobbled my way. Her face was still pale and pained.
      

      
      “I’ll take you home,” I said quietly, longing to take her into my arms, crutches and
         all.
      

      
      “No need. I had a nurse call Lip Service. A car should be here any minute.”

      
      I was taken aback. “Are you sure? Seriously, it’s not out of my way.”

      
      “There’s no discussion.” Her voice was still frosty.

      
      “At least let me pay for it,” I pleaded.

      
      “No need,” she repeated. “I put it on my credit card.”

      
      A heavyset foreign-looking man entered through the automatic doors.

      
      “Ms. McCoy?” he asked, searching Jennifer’s forlorn eyes. Obviously, he was the Lip
         Service dude.
      

      
      Jennifer nodded and followed him out, struggling on her crutches. My eyes never left
         her, the crutches and bandage a reminder of all the pain I had caused her. Goddamn
         it. For the first time in my life, I hated myself.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 14

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      Thank goodness, I had a Lip Service account—an online alternative taxi service that
         was quickly becoming one of he best ways to get around in LA if you didn’t have a
         car or were unable to drive one. My credit card was on file. I made it home.
      

      
      “What the fuck happened to you?” asked Libby, her eyes wide, as I stood at the front
         door on my crutches. It was just a little after five. It was a good thing she was
         home because I’d left my bag with my wallet and keys at the beach house. She continued
         to rant.
      

      
      “And why haven’t I heard from you? When did you get back from Boise?”

      
      In retrospect, I should have let Libby know what was happening. I hadn’t spoken or
         texted her during the break. I took a deep breath.
      

      
      “I have a lot to tell you,” I muttered as I hobbled into the living room. I still
         hadn’t quite gotten the hang of getting around on crutches, and they moreover made
         my armpits ache. Fortunately, the kindly doctor who had stitched up my foot said I
         would only need to be on them for a week. By then, the pain would subside and there
         would be little chance for infection, as long as I kept the gash well covered.
      

      
      I collapsed onto the couch, leaning my crutches against the armrest. I propped my
         bandaged foot on the coffee table, remembering the doctor wanted me to keep it elevated
         as much as possible for the next twenty-four hours. I reached for one of the decorative
         pillows gracing the couch, but Libby got to it before me.
      

      
      “Here, let me help you,” she said, placing the pillow under my heel. I couldn’t ask
         for a better best friend than Libby.
      

      
      “Anything else I can do?”

      
      “A glass of wine would be great.” I rarely drank before six o’clock, but today warranted
         an exception. My head was pounding with sorrow and regret.
      

      
      “You got it.” My bestie scurried out of the room and returned quickly with two glasses
         of white wine, one for her, one for me.
      

      
      After handing me a glass, Libby sunk into her favorite armchair. “Now tell me everything.”

      
      So much had gone down in the last week, I didn’t know where to begin. After a sip
         of the chilled wine, I tearfully blurted out, “Blake Burns and I fell in love, and
         now it’s over.”
      

      
      Libby’s eyes practically popped out of their sockets and her jaw dropped to the floor.
         I’d never seen her so stunned. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
      

      
      I shook my head.

      
      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      
      “I don’t know, Lib. I’m sorry. It all just happened so fast.”

      
      She glanced down at my bandaged foot. “Rough sex?”

      
      I shook my head again. “No, rough weekend.”

      
      “Well, you’d better start explaining.”

      
      With a heavy sigh, I took a long sip of my wine and started from the beginning. How
         Blake Burns was the man I’d kissed and fallen for when I’d play that game of Truth
         or Dare, blindfolded, on the night of my engagement party.
      

      
      Libby gulped her wine and fluttered her eyes with shock. “Holy Fuck! How did you find
         out?”
      

      
      I told her about the kiss under the mistletoe at the office party and then how we’d
         fucked our brains out in his fuck pad.
      

      
      “Holy Shit!” She guzzled her wine. “I may have to open another bottle. Keep talking.”

      
      I told her about everything that had happened back home—his surprise visit, his declaration
         of love, our first night together in my bedroom, and even our enchanted fuck in the
         snow. Rivulets of tears poured down my face as I recounted and relived all these magical
         moments.
      

      
      Libby was all ears. “Wow! I hate to admit it, but he sounds amazing. I don’t get it.
         What happened?”
      

      
      Skimming over the Springer stuff, I launched into our New Year’s weekend in Malibu.
         I could no longer hold back. I burst into hysterical sobs. “Libby, he did something
         terrible.”
      

      
      She eyed my bandaged foot and her eyes widened. “He hurt you?”

      
      I nodded. “He hurt me. But not physically.” I took a break to brush away my tears.
         “Libby, I found out he was the one who took and sent that video of Bradley and Candace.”
         I tearfully told her how.
      

      
      Libby gasped. “No way. I mean, I never liked Bradley, but that’s totally creepy. What
         a fucking lowlife bastard!”
      

      
      “I know. I couldn’t believe it. I split as fast I could but stepped on a piece of
         glass.” I adjusted my bandaged foot on the pillow. “Twenty fucking stitches.”
      

      
      “You poor thing,” consoled Libby as she reached to dab my tears with a paper cocktail
         napkin. “I can’t believe this has all happened.”
      

      
      “Lib, you’ve got to promise not to tell anyone at work about Blake and me.”

      
      “I promise.” My big-mouthed friend glanced down again at my foot. “Does your foot
         hurt?”
      

      
      “Right now, it’s numb. The doctor gave me some painkillers. I probably shouldn’t be
         drinking, but fuck it.”
      

      
      “What are you going to do about Blake?”

      
      I bit down on my lip. “I don’t want to see him again.”

      
      “What about your job?”

      
      I heaved a breath. That was the big question. How could I continue to work with the
         bastard? Face him every day? Deal with the pain? Get through the rage? Yet, I loved
         my job. And wanted so badly to see the block of women’s programming I was developing
         come to fruition. Fuck, what was I going to do? I was too hurt and confused to think
         straight. I swiped at my tears and shrugged my shoulders.
      

      
      “I don’t know, Lib. What would you do?” I croaked, my voice hoarse. “No one from Nick
         or Disney is going to hire me with SIN-TV on my resumé.”
      

      
      My friend, the analyst, knitted her unruly brows in deep thought. “Don’t quit. It’s
         a great job and you’re doing great things. The company is going to recognize you.
         And when they do, you’ll be able to move up wherever you want. So, I know it’s going
         to be hard, but hang in there.”
      

      
      I digested Libby’s words. She was right as usual. Except it wasn’t going to be hard
         to hang in there. It was going to be next to impossible. I sipped more wine.
      

      
      A loud knock-knock-knock at the front door caught us both by surprise. Puzzled, Libby
         jumped up from her chair and headed toward it. “Did you order a pizza?” I asked as
         she peered through the peephole.
      

      
      Not answering me, she unbolted the door and bent down to retrieve something. Slamming
         the door closed, she stood up and turned to face me. Two familiar objects were dangling
         from her hands: My purse and my suitcase. And tucked under an arm was Blake’s white
         tiger.
      

      
      My mouth fell open and my heart thudded. “Is he out there?”

      
      Libby shook her head. “I saw him drive off.”

      
      I sighed with relief, yet a dagger of disappointment dug into my gut. My stomach twisted
         painfully.
      

      
      Grabbing my crutches, I lifted myself off the couch. My foot throbbed. The pain medicine
         the doctor had given me must be wearing off. Maybe later, Libby would go out and pick
         up the prescription the doctor called in for me at our local CVS. Yes. That’s what
         I needed. Pain pills. They might alleviate the pain in my foot, but the pain in my
         heart was mine to bear.
      

      
      I hopped in the direction of my bedroom. “Lib, could you do me a big favor and bring
         my things to my room?”
      

      
      “Sure,” my bestie said brightly. Wheeling the suitcase, she followed me down the narrow
         hallway that led to my room.
      

      
      “Where do you want everything?” she asked.

      
      “On my bed would be fine.”

      
      She complied. “Cute tiger,” she said as she propped it against my pillow. “A Christmas
         present from your parents?”
      

      
      “Yes,” I stuttered. For some reason, I didn’t want to share the fact it was from Blake.
         Fighting back tears, I eyed the plush toy wistfully. And then I glanced down at my
         chest. A little gasp escaped my throat. I was missing the pendant necklace with the
         tourmaline heart that Blake had given me along with the tiger. I must have lost it
         in the ocean or maybe the sand. Another wave of sadness swept over me. It stood for
         everything that was Blake. Everything that was us. Something rare and beautiful. And now, it was forever gone.
      

      
      I was on the verge of crying when Libby’s voice sounded. “Want me to help you unpack?”

      
      “Thanks, but I think I can manage.” My room was small, so it wouldn’t be that big
         a deal to hang up the stuff I’d brought to Boise or tuck it away in my armoire. Even
         on crutches. I probably could just hop around on one foot and use a single crutch
         for support if I had to. Plus, I needed some alone time.
      

      
      “Is there anything else you need me to do?” There was genuine compassion in Libby’s
         voice.
      

      
      With a tearful voice, I asked if she could bring me some saran wrap or a plastic garbage
         bag so I could wrap my foot up and take a much needed shower; I was still covered
         all over with sand and salt. I also asked if she didn’t mind going to the pharmacy
         to pick up my pain pills. I was quickly discovering that being on crutches was ridiculously
         humbling. Lucky for me, my best friend couldn’t be more obliging. God, I loved Libby!
      

      
      When Libby returned with a roll of saran wrap, I thanked her and asked her a few questions
         about her holiday, realizing I’d so selfishly only talked about myself. She told me
         she’d had a relaxing week and a blast at the Chorus Line-themed New Year’s Eve party her twin brother Chaz had thrown. Eager to get to the
         pharmacy before it closed, she told me she’d tell me more when she got back. After
         a hug, she took off to pick up my meds as well as some Chinese take-out. It didn’t
         matter to me what kind of food she brought back. Nauseated and terribly saddened,
         I had no appetite.
      

      
      I decided to take a shower first. After securely wrapping up my bandaged foot with
         the entire roll of saran wrap, I hobbled down the hall to the bathroom we shared.
         Luckily, we had a stall shower that was easy to step into, and it even had a handicap
         rail left behind by the elderly tenant who’d inhabited this house before us.
      

      
      I debated whether I should take my crutches into the shower, but ultimately left them
         against the glass shower door. On one foot, I hopped into the shower and turned it
         on.
      

      
      Holding on to the handicap rail, my bad foot raised, I let the hot water pound on
         my head. I soaped up the large sponge and began to wash the memories of today away.
         Granules of sand laced the tiled floor. I softly brushed the sponge over my breasts
         and then moved it to the delicate folds between my legs. I couldn’t wash the throbbing
         away. Damn it! He was still with me. The memory of taking a shower with Blake this
         morning filled my head. How sensual it had been—first that mind-blowing finger fuck
         and then fucking me against the wall in a steamy haze until I fell apart. I could
         feel him now. His mouth on my wet flesh, his magnificent cock thrusting against my
         own wet walls, my pussy throbbing. My breathing grew shallow. I was masturbating,
         rubbing the sponge against my clit to bring myself to a climax of despair. Tears seared
         my eyes as I came.
      

      
      Hastily, I washed my hair. The scent of the shampoo aroused yet more memories. The
         Very Cherry Vanilla shampoo was from Gloria’s Secret. A little got in my eyes. It
         stung like the memories the shampoo brought back.
      

      
      Not bothering to condition my hair, I carefully hopped out of the shower. After towel
         drying myself, I wrapped myself in the fluffy bathrobe I always kept on a nearby hook,
         and then palmed the shower door for balance as I removed the saran wrap from my injured
         foot. Success. The bandage had remained dry. But the throbbing in my foot had intensified.
         I hoped Libby would hurry back soon with my meds.
      

      
      I grabbed my crutches and hobbled over to the sink. I glanced at myself in the mirror.
         My reflection shocked me. Even after the shower, I looked drawn and drained. My eyes
         were swollen-red and my lips puffy—all from crying. Fuck that man! He had turned me into a heartbroken, blubbering mess. With more tears threatening
         to fall, I quickly brushed my hair and teeth and headed back to my room.
      

      
      I was beat, physically and emotionally. And my foot hurt like fucking hell. But I
         was determined to unpack. To put away the memories of today once and for all. I lowered
         myself to my bed, leaning the crutches against it, and zipped open my suitcase. My
         eyes widened and my heart stammered. Neatly packed on top of my belongings was all
         the Gloria’s Secret lingerie I’d worn with Blake. And there was something else—Blake’s
         collarless shirt. I reached for the shirt and put it to my nose. It smelled of him.
         It smelled of me. It smelled of us.
      

      
      Except there was no more us. I flung the shirt to the floor as if it were toxic. Fuck
         that man! Fuck that beautiful bastard! He was just trying to get to me. Rage consumed
         me. With all the muscle strength I could muster, I hurled the bag off the bed. The
         contents sprawled all over the floor. My room looked as if it had been ransacked by
         a burglar.
      

      
      The truth was, I had been robbed. Robbed of my heart. Wrapped in my robe, I curled
         up on my bed and began to sob. I was almost glad I didn’t have my meds because the
         intense pain in my foot was the only thing that kept the pain in my heart at bay.
         Clutching the soft white cuddly tiger, I cried myself to sleep.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 15

      

      
      Blake

      
      I didn’t expect Jennifer to show up at the office. In fact, I was surprised I showed
         up. After dropping her bags off last night, I had gone to some seedy Hollywood bar
         where no one knew me and drunk myself to oblivion while some skinny, shaggy, out-of-work
         musician sang Passenger’s “Let Her Go.” After the third whisky, I’d stopped counting.
         I don’t know how I got home. I couldn’t re­mem­ber. Amazing­ly, I wasn’t stopped by
         some cop and hadn’t gotten into some head-on collision. The minute I got home, I’d
         puked my guts out. I was lucky I’d made it to the toilet in time. Vaguely, I remembered
         collapsing onto my bed without undressing. This morning I was paying the price of
         my fucked-upness. I had a raging headache; waves of nausea still swarmed my chest,
         and I looked like shit—eyes bloodshot, hair disheveled, face stubbled. And worse,
         I felt like a dick. A fucking prick. A stupid bastard. A goddamn asshole. I was the
         Dickwick, not Bradley Wick, DDS.
      

      
      No girl had ever walked away from me. I was a player. I was the one who did the walking.
         But Jennifer McCoy was no ordinary girl. She had made me feel things I’d never felt
         before. She’d showed me my heart wasn’t just an organ for pumping blood to my cock.
         It was something more—a home. A home for love. But now, my heart was vacant. The lights
         were out.
      

      
      I’d fallen hard in love with Jennifer and I’d stupidly, selfishly fucked it up. In
         all my almost thirty years, I’d never before had a moment of self-loathing. I’d gotten
         everything I’d wanted. Done everything I’d wanted to do. Never had a regret. But now,
         self-loathing ran deep through my veins, darkening my already black heart. I fucking
         hated myself for what I had done.
      

      
      Nursing my headache, I was drinking black coffee at my desk and about to boot up my
         computer when Jennifer hobbled into my office, still on her crutches and wearing the
         backpack her parents had given her. She looked somber in all black—a full calf-length
         skirt, a simple black tee, and a pair, or rather, a single ballet flat on her good
         foot. Her eyes were swollen and red-rimmed behind her glasses, her skin paler than
         usual. A new wave of nausea swelled inside my chest. Her frail state made me feel
         even sicker to my stomach.
      

      
      “Take a seat,” I managed, setting down my coffee.

      
      “No need. I won’t be staying long.”

      
      My heart stuttered. “You’ve come here to resign?”

      
      She adjusted her crutches and met my gaze. “I’ve come here to do my job. I’ll be working
         all day on my Gloria’s Secret PowerPoint presentation.”
      

      
      I floundered for words. “How’s your foot?”

      
      Her eyes sliced into me like razor blades. “It hurts.” With that, she hobbled out
         of my office, leaving me the stupid prick I was.
      

      
      I spent the rest of the morning answering e-mails and watching dailies of a new porn
         flick we were shooting that was scheduled to air in the Fall. Usually, I got a boner
         watching some dude massage his nine-inch dick between the planet-sized tits of some
         blond bimbo, but today, I didn’t. I could barely focus. And my cock was comatose.
         My mind was totally consumed by Jennifer. I had the burning urge to burst into her
         office, sweep her off her feet, and shower her with make-up kisses. The fact that
         she couldn’t walk away made it even more tempting.
      

      
      Just as the clip of the porn flick ended, my cell phone rang. I glanced down at the
         caller ID screen. It was Jaime Zander. Fuck. I hadn’t even called or e-mailed him
         to thank him for letting me use his beach house. I had to admit it. I was a prick
         of epic proportions.
      

      
      “Yo, Blakeman, how did it go?”

      
      “I fucked up.”

      
      “What do you mean?”

      
      I told him about the video. Then, I told him what had happened.

      
      “Jesus. You really did fuck up.”

      
      “Jay-Z, why don’t you meet me for lunch at Factor’s? I could use some cheering up.”

      
      “Man, I can’t. I’m still in Hawaii. I won’t be back till the end of week. I’m flying
         to Asia tomorrow for business.”
      

      
      Fuck. In the background, I could hear one of the babies crying.
      

      
      “What should I do?”

      
      “Don’t give up on her.”

      
      I digested his words. Jaime had deceived Gloria for her own good, too, and had almost
         lost her. And then he came to her rescue. But this was different.
      

      
      The crying in the background grew louder. I could hear Gloria telling my best bud
         to get off the phone.
      

      
      “Listen, I’ve gotta go. Call me if you need to talk, pal. Good luck.”

      
      We ended the call. I was going to need all the luck in the world to win back my wounded
         tiger.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 16

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      The Kiss. That was the first thing I saw when I’d hobbled into my office—the magnificent painting
         Blake had given me for Christmas. Before leaving for Boise, I’d had someone from maintenance
         hang it on the wall.
      

      
      Debilitated as I was, I wasn’t prepared for my reaction. My aching heart almost went
         into cardiac arrest and my good leg went weak. All at once, every memory associated
         with that painting bombarded my brain. Each one more beautiful and gut-wrenching than
         the one before. Unwanted tears—hadn’t I cried enough?—spilled from my eyes. God fucking
         damn it. Blake was back in my bloodstream and knocking at my heart. Places he no longer
         belonged. I steadied myself on my crutches and tried impossibly hard to will him away.
         He was toxic. I was stricken by his poison. When I finally managed to settle at my
         desk, I composed an e-mail to maintenance, asking someone to come by and take the
         painting down. What was I was going to do with it? Tears flew onto my keyboard as
         I cluelessly typed. About to hit “send,” I deleted it instead. Sobs shook my body.
         Thank goodness, the door to my office was closed. I was a confused, tormented, blubbering
         mess.
      

      
      I seriously don’t know how I made it through the next couple of days. I woke up, went
         to work, came home, did more work, and then cried myself to sleep. My parents, of
         course, called me right away, eager to hear how things were going with Blake. Just
         the mention of his name had my eyes welling with tears. Fighting back the waterworks,
         I lied and told them that New Year’s was fun and everything was going “just great.”
         I knew if I told them what had happened, they’d freak and be on the first plane to
         LA. As much as I craved a hug from my mom and another from my dad, I needed time to
         sort through my emotions and gain some form of composure.
      

      
      “Honey, you don’t sound like yourself,” commented my perceptive, overprotective mother.

      
      “I’m just tired, Mom,” I replied. “I’m working very hard on a presentation. If you
         don’t hear from me this week, that’s why.” With an exchange of “I love you,” we ended
         the call. The tears that were threatening trickled down my face. Blake had promised
         my father he wouldn’t hurt me, but he had.
      

      
      I couldn’t snap out of my depression. I had restless nights and barely ate a thing.
         By Wednesday, I noticed my skirts were getting loose on me. I was losing weight, something
         I didn’t need to do. Libby was concerned about my well-being and offered to take me
         out for dinner with Chaz night after night. I declined, telling her that I had too
         much work. That was partly the truth, but there was more. I just couldn’t. I wasn’t
         in the mood and I would be terrible company. What a shit way to start the New Year.
         I was fucking miserable.
      

      
      Being on crutches didn’t help either. Everything was a challenge—even the smallest
         things. The only good thing about them was everyone was so nice to me. At the office,
         co-workers opened doors for me as well as offered to bring me lunch and even take
         me back and forth from work. Fortunately, Libby was able to do the latter. She was
         a total saint.
      

      
      I immersed myself in my work, avoiding Blake as much as possible. I spent as much
         time as possible in my office, behind a closed door, developing my erotic daytime
         block and working on my PowerPoint presentation for my upcoming meeting with Gloria
         Zander. I really wanted to woo her and get Gloria’s Secret on board. I couldn’t blow
         it.
      

      
      Whenever I could, I e-mailed Blake so I didn’t have to see him. When I was summoned
         to his office, I sat on the couch far away from him. Both of us refrained from eye
         contact as well as from calling each other by our first names. I was Ms. McCoy; he,
         Mr. Burns. I said as little as possible, responding to his questions about my projects
         with a few monotone words. Whenever I stepped into his office or passed by him in
         the hall, the temperature in the air dropped and my stomach twisted into a painful
         knot. He avoided me as much as I avoided him.
      

      
      On Wednesday afternoon, I managed to get out of the office at lunchtime. Libby gave
         me a lift to Century City where I was going to Bloomingdale’s while she met with a
         research supplier. No matter what had happened at her house, I still wanted to get
         Gloria Zander a gift to thank her for her generosity before our meeting.
      

      
      Suddenly ravenous from not having eaten much all week, I headed first to the food
         court for a quick bite. I longed for something comforting like chicken soup, but ended
         up with a bowl of hot and sour soup from Panda Express. One of the workers was kind
         enough to bring my tray to a table. It never ceased to amaze me how much goodwill
         I’d discovered disabled on crutches.
      

      
      The piping hot soup was tasty though zingy. Both my stomach and heart were grateful
         for a little nourishment. As I lifted another spoonful to my mouth, a familiar voice
         sounded in my ear.
      

      
      “Bubala!”

      
      I looked up. It was Blake’s silver-haired grandma. She sprightly headed my way. She
         was wearing a soft blue jogging outfit and was in amazing shape for a woman her age.
         She plunked herself down on the empty chair across from me. Her eyes stayed riveted
         on my crutches, which were leaning against the table.
      

      
      “Oy! Vhat happened?”
      

      
      “Just little accident,” I said hesitantly.

      
      A sly smile, that reminded me so much of Blake’s, splayed across her crinkly face.

      
      “Skiing with my Blakela?” She winked. “Or a little rough shtumping?”

      
      Speechless, I cringed. She knew about Blake and me.

      
      “Blakela is meshuganah about you.”
      

      
      I plastered a fake smile on my face. I wasn’t quite sure what meshuganah meant. “I feel the same way,” I said tentatively.
      

      
      She blew an air kiss. “Finally, my gorgeous grandson has found a beautiful hamishah girl to marry.”
      

      
      As much as I adored Blake’s theatrical grandma, I was falling apart at the seams.
         I needed to get away from her. But she wouldn’t let me. She pressed her bony, veined
         hand on mine, holding me prisoner. I couldn’t break away and hurt the sweet woman’s
         feelings. She continued to rave about Blake.
      

      
      “Such a good boy! And vhat a shmekel!”

      
      Every nerve in my body buzzed. Desperate for words, I asked what she was doing here.

      
      “I meet here every veek with my erotica book club. Alvays, they’re late. Too much Botox shmotox!”

      
      Despite my anxiety, I had to stifle a little laugh. Blake’s grandma loved to read
         erotic romances and was one of the first to support my idea of creating a SIN-TV block
         of programming targeted at women—turning top-selling, hot novels into compelling telenovelas.

      
      “So, bubala, ve’re running out of books. Can you recommend something?”
      

      
      I thought for a moment. “Blind Obsesssion by Ella Frank. It’s beautifully written and highly erotic.”
      

      
      Her gray-blue eyes lit up. “So it’s got a lot of sexy shmexy?”

      
      “Yes.” I nodded. I just didn’t tell her it was very sad. Not every story ended with
         happily ever after.
      

      
      I felt my eyes watering. “Nice to see you. I have to run an errand.”

      
      She stood up and came around the table to give me a warm hug.

      
      “So, boobie, I’ll see you Friday night at Shabbat?”
      

      
      “Y-yes.” No. Not then. Not ever. Every vivid moment of that first night with Blake danced in my head. How he’d held
         me in his arms as I anxiously lit the candles. How I’d accidentally found him jerking
         himself off. How I’d almost peed in my pants when I saw his cock for the very first
         time. How I’d imagined wrapping my lips around his succulent balls when I put that
         matzo ball to my mouth. How I’d felt his heat seated next to him. And my own rise
         between my legs. There was no denying it. I was already in love with him.
      

      
      Grabbing my crutches, I bid Grandma good-bye and hobbled away before tears betrayed
         me.
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      The Bloomingdale’s housewares department, located on the store’s upper level, was
         moderately busy. I noticed a number of young women wandering around, with their iPhones
         or iPads, taking photos of china, crystal, and other home basics. Definitely brides-to-be
         sorting out their registries. A pang of sadness stabbed at my heart. Perhaps, if Blake
         hadn’t taken that vapid video, I would have been among them. The Almost Bride. That was me. What a perfect name for a movie.
      

      
      I hopped around the display tables in search of the perfect gift for Gloria. Nothing
         stood out.
      

      
      “Can I help you?” came a throaty voice from behind me as I admired a silver picture
         frame that was way out of my price range. A prim, fifty-something saleswoman, who
         looked like she used every penny of her sales commissions on hair dye and fillers,
         strode up to me. I flashed her a small smile as she eyed my bandaged foot. I hoped
         she wasn’t going to ask me what happened. Fortunately, she didn’t.
      

      
      “Yes, I’m looking for a thank-you gift. Preferably something with a nautical or marine
         feeling to it.”
      

      
      “How much do wish to spend?”

      
      I told her my price range was between thirty and fifty dollars.

      
      She winked and raised a knowing forefinger. “I know the perfect item.” Glancing down
         at my foot again, she told me to stay put. She skirted away, and in a few short minutes,
         she returned with small box in her hand. She lifted off the lid. Inside was a lovely
         silver-plated picture frame that was engraved with seashells and starfish. The stock
         photo beneath the glass sent a wave of sadness through me. It looked just like the
         beach where Blake and I had made passionate love.
      

      
      “They’re very popular and on sale. Half price. Twenty-five dollars, marked down from
         fifty.”
      

      
      “It’s perfect,” I murmured.

      
      “Wonderful.” The saleswoman beamed triumphantly.

      
      “I need to have it gift wrapped and sent.”

      
      “No problem. Follow me and we’ll get it all taken care of.”

      
      I followed the slender woman to a nearby cash register. I paid for the frame with
         my credit card and then filled out a form with the address of Gloria’s Secret’s cor­por­ate
         head­quart­ers in Culver City. I couldn’t remember her home address, and there was
         no way I was going to ask Blake for it.
      

      
      “Would you like to include a gift card?” asked the saleswoman, handing me back my
         credit card.
      

      
      “Yes, definitely.”

      
      The woman handed me a small card, with the signature “B” for Bloomingdale’s on the
         outside, and a pen. I flipped it open and neatly wrote:
      

      
      Dear Gloria~

      
      Thank you for sharing your magnificent beach house. And for all the beautiful lingerie
            and clothes. I had a beautiful weekend.

      
      With my deepest appreciation~Jennifer McCoy

      
      As I signed my name, my eyes grew watery. A tear dripped onto the black ink, smearing
         it. Some beautiful weekend. It ended up the ugliest, suckiest weekend of my life.
         Wiping away my tears, I asked for another gift card and rewrote my words quickly before
         another round erupted. I handed the card to the woman.
      

      
      She quirked a smile. Again, I was grateful she wasn’t too nosy.

      
      “She’ll have it before the end of the week.”

      
      I shot back a faint smile. “That’s great. Thank you.”

      
      While she marched off with the frame and the card to help another customer, I put
         my credit card back into my wallet and adjusted my new backpack, which came in very
         handy being on crutches. Just as I was about to head out of the store, a familiar
         voice sung in my ears.
      

      
      “Jennifer?”

      
      Clutching my crutches, I pivoted around. My heart plunged to my stomach and every
         muscle scrunched. It was Bradley.
      

      
      “Hi,” I stuttered. Get me out of here.

      
      “What happened to your foot?” he asked, eying me from head to toe.

      
      “Nothing. What are you doing here?” My voice quivered.

      
      Before Bradley could answer, a familiar saccharine voice sounded in my ear. “Sweetie
         pie, look what I found. Don’t you just love the pattern?”
      

      
      In a pained breath, she was in my face. Candace, Bradley’s hygienist, wearing tight-ass
         jeans, mile-high stilettos, and a tight V-neck sweater that all but exposed her melon-sized
         boobs. In her hand was a large dinner plate with tiny pink hearts dotting the rim.
      

      
      “Oh hi, Jennifer,” she snipped in her singsong voice before placing the plate on the
         glass counter.
      

      
      “Hi.” I wanted to rip out her larynx and step on it.

      
      She flung her left hand through her mane of brassy blond hair and then I saw it. My
         mouth dropped open.
      

      
      My engagement ring! On her fourth finger.

      
      Bradley flushed and then flashed his mega-sized pearly white teeth. “Jen—” Unable
         to complete his thought, he anxiously turned to Candace. “This place is a rip-off.
         Let’s go to K-Mart and—”
      

      
      Candace brusquely cut him off. “Oh, did Braddie Waddie tell you we’re engaged?” Her
         possessive, predatory eyes sent daggers my way. “We’re getting married in May. We
         just started picking out our registry.”
      

      
      I registered her words. An unexpected, sickening feeling filled me. My pulse quickened
         and then I suc­cumbed to numb­ness. “Con­grat­ulat­ions to the both of you,” I spluttered
         as they argued over the plate. I hobbled away as fast as my crutches would let me.
      

      
      This was all too much for me. I was shaking all over. I had to get out of here.
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      When I returned to my office, my already jumbled emotions were in a tailspin. My run-ins
         at lunch had totally frayed me. Yes, marrying Bradley would have been the biggest mistake of my life. But I was having second thoughts. Maybe I’d
         already made the biggest mistake—breaking up with Blake. Had I overreacted to the video?
         Knowing now about Bradley and Candace’s insta-engagement, maybe I should have been
         grateful. Thanked him for sparing me an inevitable fate. On my drive back to the office
         with Libby, I didn’t share what had happened or what was going through my chaotic
         mind. I needed time to think things out. Sort them through. Come to my own conclusions.
      

      
      Back in my office, I did nothing but stare at the painting on the wall. The Kiss. All the emotions it elicited swelled up inside me, and tears yet again welled up
         in my eyes. There was a reason I couldn’t bear to take it down. Jen, face the truth. It was loud and clear. As much as he’d deceived me, I was still madly in love with
         Blake Burns.
      

      
      Was it too late to make amends? I’d shunned him, pushed him away. Could I ask for
         forgiveness? Uncertainty tore through me. A sudden ping on my computer catapulted
         me out of my state of despair. Just before a rush of tears. It was an e-mail from
         Blake marked “Urgent” in the subject line. My heart hammered. I hesitated before opening
         it—half-hoping it would say something like:
      

      
      Come to my office immediately. I want to fuck you over my desk.

      
      Love~ Blake

      
      Opening it, I shoved my glasses on top of my head. I read it quickly. My heart sunk.

      
      Gloria Zander needs to move our meeting to this coming Friday as she will be out of
            town on the originally scheduled date. She will be here at 4 p.m. and is eager to hear about your erotic romance daytime block. Please have your
            PowerPoint presentation ready.

      
      I shuddered. Blake’s coldness sent a shiver up my spine. Not even a “hi” or “thank
         you.” I had only forty-eight hours to finish the presentation. And Blake was over
         me. The waterworks sprang.
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      The next forty-eight hours were pure hell. An unbearable sadness ate away at me. Blake
         Burns completely ignored me, except for stopping by a few times to find out how my
         PowerPoint was progressing. His presence tugged at my heartstrings, and I fought back
         tears each time I told him it was going well, my eyes never leaving my computer screen.
         I couldn’t look at him because I knew I would fall apart.
      

      
      The truth: the presentation was progressing slowly. While I’d gotten most of it done
         before the holiday break, I still had some slides to prepare and needed to spruce
         it up. I had an impossible time concentrating. Blake Burns consumed my mind every
         waking minute—literally since I had to pull an all-nighter, something I hadn’t done
         since college. I missed him terribly, but it was over. I unsuccessfully tried to convince
         myself it was for the best.
      

      
      I finalized the PowerPoint at midnight on Thursday. My accomplishment lifted me out
         of my doom and gloom for a fleeting moment. I was pleased with it. Based on my instincts
         and Libby’s focus group research, I had a convincing story to tell. Women 18-49 were
         craving erotic romance, and in the landscape of television, this programming was sorely
         missing. SIN-TV had a chance to create a breakout block of programming that would
         attract a new demographic and advertisers alike. Gloria’s Secret was a perfect fit.
      

      
      Bleary eyed, I got into my SpongeBob PJs and crawled into bed, taking with me the
         latest Hollywood Reporter which I hadn’t had a chance to read. It was important to stay current on what was
         going on in the entertainment industry. I quickly perused the trade magazine. When
         I got to the last page, which was a gossip page filled with photos of Hollywood movers
         and shakers, my body did its own moving and shaking. Staring me in the face was a
         photo of Blake with one of his blond bimbos all over him. Kitty-Kat no less. It was
         taken last night at a fundraiser gala at The Beverly Hills Hotel. While I was slaving
         away on my PowerPoint, Blake was out partying. Blake was not only over me, he had
         moved on. He was back to being a player. Tears bombarded me.
      

      
      I tore up the magazine and sobbed my way to sleep.

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 17

      

      
      Blake

      
      I was a basket case. A fucking basket case. It sucked to be me.
      

      
      Why couldn’t love be an open door? Jennifer McCoy was shutting me out of her life.
         Emotionally and physically. She was avoiding me like the plague. The few times we
         ran into each other, she gave me the cold shoulder and moved away as quickly as she
         could. And she kept her office door closed. I had to knock to see her. Glued to her
         computer screen, she never made eye contact with me. She looked on the verge of tears.
         The amount of pain I’d caused her was immeasurable. The amount of hatred she felt
         toward me unfathomable. I desperately wanted to tell her again how sorry I was and
         ask for forgiveness. And tell her how much I loved her. And then hold her in my arms
         and smother her with kisses. But her behavior made me feel like I was a persona non-gratis.
         It was plain and simple. She was done with me.
      

      
      On Monday and Tuesday, I left work early. My beautiful tiger had eaten me up. Gnawed
         at my heart and torn it apart. Unable to focus, I drove home, drowned my sorrows with
         a couple of beers, and then crawled under the covers. Usually a sound sleeper, I tossed
         and turned. Trying to fall asleep, I even masturbated thinking about her. But wanking
         off didn’t help. It made matters worse. Jaime’s words spun in my head: Don’t give up on her. But how was I supposed to do that when she’d given up on me?
      

      
      Wednesday at work was no better. In fact, it was worse. More disheartening. I was
         going to ask Jennifer out for lunch under the pretense of discussing business, but
         when I popped into her office, she was gone. When she returned, she seemed even glummer
         and more un­app­roach­able. She coldly told me she was working on her Gloria’s Secret
         presentation and that it would be ready in time for our meeting on Friday. Before
         I could say another word, she asked me to leave so she could keep working. As I slogged
         toward the door to her office, I glanced at The Kiss. Surprised the painting was still hanging on the wall, I surmised it was just a matter
         of time before it vanished. Until every memory of me was gone. The sight of it frazzled
         me. Why the fuck didn’t I just ravish her? Take her in my arms and give her a kiss
         that would make her fall apart? And fall again for me? She may have been a wounded
         tiger, but she was brave. As for me, the former king of the jungle, I was reduced
         to being a cowardly lion. My heart roared with pain.
      

      
      I would have gone home early and crawled into bed again had I not had a fucking gala
         to attend. It was a fundraiser for an autistic children’s charity my mother supported.
         Still vacationing in Aruba, my parents had called me and asked me to represent them
         at the ten thousand dollar table they’d purchased. As much as I wasn’t in the mood
         to go, I couldn’t say no. At six o’clock, I headed over to The Beverly Hills Hotel
         where the event was taking place. On my way out of the office, I passed by Jennifer’s
         office. The door was closed.
      

      
      I’d been to hundreds of these kinds of benefits. They were always the same. A cocktail
         hour followed by a long, boring ballroom awards dinner with bad food, drawn out speeches,
         and mediocre entertainment.
      

      
      This was a very high profile event and paparazzi swarmed the cocktail lounge. I recognized
         many of the faces—close friends of my parents. Most of them billionaires, many of
         them celeb­rit­ies. Drink­ing cham­pagne, I politely made small talk with a few but
         stayed aloof. I wanted to leave.
      

      
      A boyishly good-looking man about my age sauntered up to me. There was a slight swish
         to his walk. He was wearing one of those new fashionable men’s shorts suits I wouldn’t
         be caught dead in and was munching on some hors d’oeuvres. He looked vaguely familiar
         to me—in fact, I was positive I’d seen him at Jaime’s art gallery party as well as
         the Conquest Broadcasting Christmas Ball. I zeroed in on his tie. It was a Burberry
         plaid one—exactly like the one Jennifer had worn as a blindfold in that game of Truth
         or Dare.
      

      
      “Hi,” he said with a snap of his free hand. “You’re Blake Burns, right?” I could tell
         from the pitch of his voice and manner of dress he was gay.
      

      
      “Yeah. Who are you?”

      
      “Chaz Clearfield. Libby’s brother.”

      
      I twitched a smile. “Nice to meet you.” I was in no mood for conversation, especially
         with the flamboyant brother of that annoying researcher.
      

      
      “So, I hear you and my Jen—”

      
      Before he could finish his sentence, we had company.

      
      “Well, if it isn’t Blake Burns.”

      
      It was Kitty-Kat, one of my former hook-ups, all decked out in a body-hugging cat-eye-green
         mini-dress. Holding a flute of champagne, she sandwiched herself between Chaz and
         me. She was right in my face.
      

      
      “Aren’t we rude?” snickered Chaz.

      
      She sneered.

      
      “Hi, Kitty,” I stammered. “How have you been?” The last time I’d seen her was at Jaime
         Zander’s art gallery opening. She had stalked me.
      

      
      “Great,” she purred, pressing her big plastic tits against me. “I’ve missed you. Where
         have you been?”
      

      
      “I’ve been busy.” I wished she would leave.

      
      “Blake Burns, can we take your photo?” another voice called out. It was one of the
         many paparazzi floating amongst the crowd.
      

      
      Before I could make a mad dash for it, Kitty-Kat yanked me to the side and wrapped
         her arms around my neck. “Smile,” she said and then smacked her fat injected lips
         against mine.
      

      
      FLASH! FLASH! FLASH! Shit. The photographer had gotten me kissing her before I was able to escape. As
         his camera blinded me, a chill ran down my spine. Who knew where these photos would
         appear?
      

      
      I’d had enough of this event. Enough of Kitty. I pulled away from her. She was miffed.

      
      “Where the hell do you think you’re going, Blake?” she hissed.

      
      “Home.” I said good-bye to Chaz who’d witnessed the whole miserable scene.

      
      A short fifteen minutes later, I was in my condo. I took a hot shower and jerked myself
         off. There was only one girl I belonged with. The one I couldn’t have. Jennifer McCoy.
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      Thursday was more for the same. There was no hope for Jennifer and me. Until I got
         a phone call at the end of the day from my grandma.
      

      
      “Blakela, I ran into that girlfriend of yours yesterday. She told me she’s meshuganah about you.”
      

      
      “She did?”

      
      “Vould I ever kid you?”
      

      
      No. My crazy, over-sexed eighty-five-year-old grandma was a straight shooter.

      
      “Finally, you’ve given me something to live for,” she moaned.

      
      And vice versa. Telling Grandma I loved her, I hung up the phone. For the first time
         in almost a week, a glimmer of hope lit up my heart. And my cock twitched.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 18

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      The conference room mirrored the rest of SIN-TV. Sleek with lots of polished metal
         and black leather. Framed posters of current series hung on the wall along with the
         motto of SIN-TV created by Jaime Zander’s ad agency, ZAP! “Television so hot, your
         screen will sizzle.” And of course, a huge plasma screen was embedded into the front
         wall.
      

      
      I hobbled into the room. Blake was already there, seated at the head of the large
         conference room table. His presence sent a shudder flying through me. Hibernating
         in my office over the past few days, I’d hardly seen him. Most of our communication
         was via e-mail. This morning, I had sent him my presentation to review and he’d approved
         it. The photo of him and Kitty kissing had set me back emotionally. I could hardly
         look him in the eyes. I hadn’t expected it to cause me so much pain.
      

      
      Despite the fact it was casual Friday, he was wearing one of his elegant, tapered,
         custom-tailored dark suits with a white dress shirt and a sharp looking tie. It had
         an unexpected, unnerving effect on me. He also looked rested and had shaved. His hair
         was back to having that groomed, just-fucked look. My stomach churned. Of course,
         he had fucked Kitty. And that was probably just for starters. Every nerve in my body
         sizzled.
      

      
      His piercing blue eyes met mine, and I knew he knew he was affecting me. He flashed
         a smile. Why was he acting like nothing had happened between us? Why was he taunting
         me? I was an ice cube on fire.
      

      
      “Sit next to me, please.” His voice was authorative yet seductive.

      
      Pointing a forefinger, he indicated for me to take the seat just to the right of him.
         As much as I didn’t want to sit anywhere near him, he was still my boss and I had
         no choice. Taking a much needed calming breath, I lowered myself to the chair and
         set my crutches next to me against the table. Blake rose, gathered my crutches, and
         then strutted across the room where he placed them in the far right corner. He returned
         to his seat, the heat of his body radiating and inciting me.
      

      
      Seeking a distraction, I eyed my laptop sitting in the middle of the table. With the
         help of Mrs. Cho and our tech team, I’d set it up earlier in the afternoon to hook
         up with the big screen TV. Using a remote, I’d be able to project my PowerPoint onto
         the large screen. I turned to face Blake.
      

      
      “Are you sure you want me to do the presentation?” My unsteady voice underscored my insecurity. This was my
         first big presentation and I… we… had a lot riding on the line.
      

      
      Blake didn’t flinch. His hypnotic blue eyes met mine. Get them off me!

      
      “Yes. This is your baby. Your pitch. No one can sell your idea better than you. Remember
         the three cherries… line them up.”
      

      
      The right idea. The right time. The right person. Blake’s Vegas lesson—his father’s
         credo. I had two out of the three cherries in place. The right idea and right time.
         I just needed to win Gloria over. A pang of sadness stabbed me. When it came to Blake
         and my own personal life, nothing was lined up. Everything was shattered. I fought
         hard to put what had happened between us to the back of my mind, afraid that tears
         might erupt. It wasn’t easy.
      

      
      On time, at exactly four o’clock, Gloria sauntered into the room with a stylishly
         dressed, spiky-haired man who appeared to be the same age. Thirty something.
      

      
      Gloria was even more stunning in person than in the photos I’d seen both online and
         at her house. Tall and statuesque, she was wearing a black and white Chanel (so I
         thought) tweed suit with gobs of pearls swathed around her neck. Bright red lipstick
         stood out against her porcelain skin, and her mane of hair, pure platinum, cascaded
         in a loose thick braid over her shoulders. It reached past her waist. She was in a
         word—intimidating. A magnificent powerhouse of a woman.
      

      
      Her companion, blatantly gay, eased my angst. Dressed in tight leather pants, a vintage
         cardigan, a bow tie, and red high-tops, he smiled warmly at me. He reminded me a lot
         of Libby’s brother, Chaz.
      

      
      Gloria’s eyes, one remarkably blue, the other brown, darted to the corner of the room
         where my crutches were stacked. Her eyes shifted back to me. I had no idea if she
         knew what had transpired at her beach house. I wondered—had Blake told his best friend
         Jaime?
      

      
      Before I could push myself away from the polished steel table to stand up, she came
         by to shake my hand and introduced her companion, Kevin Riley, her partner and head
         of marketing and public relations. Her voice was commanding but warm. I instantly
         liked her.
      

      
      “Where’s Jaime?” asked Blake as she and Kevin took seats at the table across from
         me. I caught sight of her magnificent wedding ring with its entwined heart-shaped
         diamonds while she responded.
      

      
      “He’s still in Japan. A crisis with a client.”

      
      Blake rolled his eyes at her. “Oh, so he put his other client’s needs before yours?”
         Blake had told me before the meeting that her husband’s advertising agency ZAP! handled
         Gloria’s Secret’s media buys.
      

      
      “Yes.” A sexy smile snaked across her face. “He’ll pay.”

      
      “Oh will he,” chimed in Kevin.

      
      Gloria shot Kevin a wry look and then turned her attention to me. “Thank you for the
         lovely picture frame, Jennifer. I’ve already put a family photo in it and set it on
         the piano.”
      

      
      I was surprised but relieved she got it so quickly. “You’re welcome,” I stammered,
         trying hard to quell both the scrumptious and turbulent memories of the weekend at
         her house.
      

      
      “Why don’t we get straight into the pitch,” said Blake, his words rushed. There was
         no doubt in my mind—he needed to move on as much as I did. My chest tightened. Blake
         turned my way and handed me the remote. “Jennifer…” His voice trailed off.
      

      
      Taking a deep breath, I clicked the remote and initiated the PowerPoint. Slide after
         slide spoke to the power of the erotic romance books I wanted to turn into telenovelas and to the research that supported my block of SIN-TV daytime programming.
      

      
      I managed to steal a few glances at Gloria during my presentation. She sat at the
         conference room table poker-faced, her hands, with their perfectly manicured crimson
         nails, folded stoically in front of her, her intense eyes glued to the big screen
         TV. I also glanced occasionally at Blake. He was intermittently nodding with approval
         and monitoring Gloria’s reaction to the presentation. Battling my nerves, I pushed
         myself forward until I came to the end of the presentation—a video clip featuring
         some testimonials from the focus groups. “A picture is worth a thousand words,” my
         father, the wordsmith, ironically preached. I wrapped things up.
      

      
      “So based on the popularity of these books and our research findings, I believe there
         is a huge market for erotic programming targeted at women. I’m tentatively calling
         the block, “My SIN-TV.” Done. With an inner sigh of relief, I turned my computer off and anxiously awaited a response
         from Gloria or Kevin.
      

      
      Silence. Gloria pursed her full, red-lacquered lips and then turned to her companion.
         “Kev, what do you think?”
      

      
      I held my breath.

      
      “I think Jennifer’s idea is fan-fucking-tastic.”

      
      Gloria nodded, a smile widening on her lips. “I do too. I love all these books and
         so do Gloria’s Secret customers. I think this a perfect match. I’d like to sponsor
         the entire block in exchange for product placement.”
      

      
      In shock, I shot Blake a glance. His eyes sparkled and a dazzling smile exploded across
         his face.
      

      
      Gloria continued. “Jennifer, have you thought of an online component?”

      
      “Not yet,” I stuttered, trying to maintain my composure. Holy shit! Gloria Zander,
         the head of Gloria’s Secret, the world largest retailer of women’s lingerie, had just
         bought into my programming block. Thank goodness, I couldn’t walk because I would
         have jumped up and done a happy dance.
      

      
      Blake, to my surprise, said nothing until Gloria spoke to him directly.

      
      “Blake, what I’d like to propose is that we do an online joint venture. We replay
         the episodes of the telenovelas on our website and offer women a point and click opportunity to buy all the Gloria’s
         Secret products featured. We’ll split the profits. It’ll be a win-win for both of
         us.”
      

      
      Kevin fanned himself. “Oh, Glorious, that’s frickin’ brilliant.”

      
      Blake nodded. “I agree. That’s a great idea.”

      
      Wasting no time, Gloria rose from her chair and collected her monstrous Chanel handbag.
         Kevin followed suit.
      

      
      “Blake, please have your business people call mine. I want to put this on the fast
         track.”
      

      
      “Will do,” he said brightly as Gloria and Kevin came around the table to shake our
         hands. The deal was sealed.
      

      
      Gloria’s duo-colored eyes met mine. Rather than intimidating me as they did when she
         first arrived, they twinkled with warmth. She smiled.
      

      
      “Oh, I almost forgot.” She sunk her hand into her purse in search of something. She
         pulled it out.
      

      
      My heart skipped a beat. Dangling from Gloria’s palm was Blake’s beautiful necklace
         with the pink tourmaline heart that I thought I’d lost.
      

      
      “I found this at the beach house. It’s not mine so I thought it might be yours, Jennifer.”

      
      “N-no, it’s not mine,” I spluttered, tears clustering in the back of my eyes.

      
      “It belongs to me,” Blake said coldly. He snatched the necklace from Gloria and placed
         it into the breast pocket of his jacket.
      

      
      Gloria zipped up her bag. “Jennifer, you and Blake make a great team. Make it work.
         He needs you.”
      

      
      With a wink, she and Kevin disappeared.

      
      While I’d won Gloria over big time, my victory was fleeting. My high had given way
         to anxiety. Being alone with Blake knotted up my stomach and had my heart flailing.
         Filled with the desperate need to get away from him, I pushed myself away from the
         table.
      

      
      “Don’t leave.” His voice was a stern command.

      
      I froze.

      
      “We need to talk.”

      
      “About the presentation?”

      
      “No. About us.”

      
      Every muscle in my body tightened. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      
      “Don’t shut me out, Jen.”

      
      I held back tears. The door to my heart was locked. And it was going to stay that
         way for a long time. I’d had enough heartbreak in a month to last me a lifetime.
      

      
      “Would you please hand me my crutches?” My voice was shaky.

      
      “You’re not going anywhere until we talk.”

      
      “Please,” I begged.

      
      “If you don’t open up, I’m going to fuck you right here on this table.”

      
      “Excuse me?”

      
      “You heard me right.”

      
      I trembled at the thought. “My crutches, please.” My voice grew more desperate. I
         had to get away from him.
      

      
      “Talk to me, Jennifer.”

      
      “It’s Ms. McCoy. And if you’re not going to get them for me, I’ll just get them myself.”

      
      “Wait—”

      
      There was no waiting. I pushed myself away from the table again and stood up. Hopping
         on one foot, I headed toward the corner where my crutches were stacked. Blake trailed
         behind me.
      

      
      “Damn it, Jen. Let me in.”

      
      Oh, so now he was quoting lines from the movie Frozen. “Get away from me,” I pleaded and hopped faster. Tears were now falling from my eyes.
         I was worn out and blinded. Halfway across the room, I lost my balance and stumbled.
         Fuck. I was going to fall flat on my face. In the nick of time, Blake clenched my
         waist, preventing me from taking an embarrassing and potentially painful spill.
      

      
      “Hold on to me and I’ll help you get your crutches.” The tone of his voice was soft
         and repentant.
      

      
      Reluctantly, I wrapped an arm around his broad shoulder for support and hopped over
         to my crutches, his hard body grazing mine. A chill followed by unwanted heat wound
         through me.
      

      
      As I fixed my crutches under my arms, he cornered me, bracing his palms against the
         walls. He leaned in close to me, holding me prisoner. I could hear his heart drumming
         with mine and feel the heat of him.
      

      
      “Jen, I’m sorry for what I did. I feel like an asshole.”

      
      I huffed tearfully. “You are an asshole. A fucking asshole.”
      

      
      He bowed his head. “I know.”

      
      “Now, please let me go.” My tone was more weary than harsh.

      
      “No, Jennifer. Not until you tell me what kind of game you’re playing.”

      
      “What do you mean?”

      
      “My grandma told me she ran into you the other day, and you told her you’re meshugunah about me.”
      

      
      “I don’t even know what that means.”

      
      “It means you’re crazy about me. The way I’m crazy about you.”

      
      I narrowed my watering eyes. “I was crazy about you. And you know what? I was even going to forgive you for sending me
         that despicable video until I saw that photo.”
      

      
      “What are you talking about?”

      
      “That photo of you all over Kitty-Kat in The Hollywood Reporter.”

      
      “Fuck.” He bit down hard on his bottom lip and slapped his forehead. “It—”

      
      I cut him off, my voice venomous. “We’re broken up for not even a week and you’re
         back to your old ways. I guess once the player, always the player.”
      

      
      “I swear to God, Jen, it wasn’t like that. You have to believe me.”

      
      Tears stung my eyes. “I don’t know what to believe anymore, Blake, except you excel
         at deception and breaking hearts.”
      

      
      “Jesus, Jen. You’re killing me. You’re the only one. I love you body and soul.” He
         moved in to kiss me. Our lips touched briefly before I turned my cheek away.
      

      
      “This is harassment. Let. Me. Go.” My voice was tearful.

      
      Cursing under his breath, he broke away and set me free.

      
      With little satisfaction, I hobbled out of the room.

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 19

      

      
      Blake

      
      Back in my office, I was numb. Jennifer had absolutely wowed impossibly hard-to-please
         Gloria with her pitch. She’d done exactly what my father preached. Lined up the three
         cherries—the right idea, the right time, the right person. She’d done a great job
         and I hadn’t commended her. Nor had I told her that throughout most of her presentation,
         I was fantasizing about gathering her in my arms and spreading her across the conference
         room table and fucking her clever brains out until she admitted she forgave me and
         begged for more. Makeup sex.
      

      
      I stared at the little snow globe she’d given me for Christmas. It sat on my desk
         right next to that Hollywood Reporter. I tossed the damn magazine into my trash can and picked up the globe. I gave it
         a shake and watched the shimmering flecks of snow dance around the golden ball. Jennifer
         McCoy had melted my heart, but now it was frozen. It stung like hell.
      

      
      She had made it clear to me that forgiveness was not in my stars. Damn. Why couldn’t
         she be more like her animated hero SpongeBob and accept me with my faults? Why couldn’t
         she trust me? Believe me? Yes, I was seriously flawed, but it didn’t stop me from
         wanting her and loving her. Setting the snow globe down, I anchored my elbows on my
         desk and sunk my throbbing head into my palms.
      

      
      “Son, are you okay?”

      
      My eyes darted to the door to my office. It was my father, back from his trip with
         my mother to Aruba. He was dressed in one of his impeccably tailored gray suits and
         sporting a rich tan.
      

      
      “Hi, Dad,” I mumbled as he strode my way.

      
      “You’re not ill again, are you?” he asked, taking in my feverish eyes and rumpled
         hair.
      

      
      I shook my head and loosened the tie around my neck. “Dad, I need to talk to you about
         something.”
      

      
      “Let’s go outside. Pour the brandy. I’ve brought you back a fine Cuban cigar.”

      
      One shot of brandy and a half-smoked cigar later, I’d unloaded my relationship with
         Jennifer on my father. He had the right to know as it could potentially affect Conquest
         Broadcasting business dealings. He listened intently with very few interruptions.
         He blew a curl of smoke into the unseasonably mild early evening air as I came to
         the end of my confession.
      

      
      “So, I fucked up.”

      
      “It’s not the first time. Is she going to quit?”

      
      “No. She made it clear she wants to continue her job. Her presentation to Gloria Zander
         was outstanding. Gloria’s Secret is going to sponsor the erotic romance block she’s
         developing, and Gloria even wants to partner with us on a potentially lucrative online
         venture.”
      

      
      My father smiled. “I knew she was a winner.”

      
      I slumped in my chair. “I’m the loser.”

      
      “Look at me, Blake.” My gaze met his burly brows.

      
      “I didn’t raise you or your sister to be losers. Win her back. She’s the best thing
         that’s ever happened to you.”
      

      
      “But how? She’s totally shut me out.” I poured myself another brandy.

      
      “Let me tell you a story about your mother and me.”

      
      My parents had the perfect marriage. It defied Hollywood expectations. After more
         than forty glorious years, they still loved each other madly.
      

      
      “Well, it wasn’t always perfect between the two of us.”

      
      My heart did a little jump. “What do you mean?”

      
      “Well, in my day, I was considered a player too. Except they called it ‘being a ladies’
         man.’”
      

      
      I was all ears as my father recounted the time he had to chase my mother, then a young
         starlet but more of a drama queen, all the way to New York to prove he was in love
         with her. She had run back home after catching him with another woman. A rare moment
         of weakness. He practically bought her a flower shop and stood outside on the stoop
         of her parents’ house in the pouring rain for two days, banging the door until she
         caved in. She let him in. The drenched flowers and all. My poor soaked to the bone
         father came down with pneumonia. Mom took care of him, nursed him back to health.
         And since then, they’d never been apart or stopped caring about one another.
      

      
      I was in awe. I never knew that. The point of the story: You’ve got to go after what
         you want.
      

      
      He took another puff of his cigar. “My old friend George Carlin once said, ‘Men are
         stupid; women are crazy. And women are crazy because men are stupid.’”
      

      
      Words of wisdom for sure.

      
      “Women like slamming doors in our faces. They also like having them opened for them
         and knocked down.”
      

      
      Taking a sip of the brandy, I drank in his words.

      
      “Skip Shabbat tonight and be smart. Buy her a dozen roses and go knock down her door.”

      
      And with that, I knew why I loved my old man so much. I did something I hadn’t done
         in a very long time. I gave him a hug.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 20

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      TGIF. Thank God, it was Friday. Finally, the end of the day rolled along. It had been one
         of the most emotionally and physically challenging weeks of my life. A rollercoaster.
         A close second to the week following my almost-rape in college. Between getting around
         on crutches, pitching Gloria, and dealing with a broken heart that showed no signs
         of healing, I truthfully wasn’t sure how I’d made it through. In fact, I felt more
         broken than I had on Monday. I should have been thrilled I’d won over Gloria and Gloria’s
         Secret was going to sponsor my block of programming—and that was just for starters.
         But the truth: the victory was short-lived. The mere touch of Blake’s lips on mine
         had set my heart on fire. My whole body was ablaze with an ugly wildfire that couldn’t
         be put out. It kept destroying everything in its path. I was charred and marred. Tears
         burned my eyes as I wrote up a summary of our meeting—the last thing I had to do before
         heading home.
      

      
      Libby was flying to Chicago straight from work to do focus groups there, so I was
         going to have the house to myself. I had little to look forward to except getting
         my stitches out on Saturday. I’d be able to walk again on my own two feet and return
         to some form of normalcy. With the way my crippled heart weighed against my chest,
         I just didn’t know what my new normalcy would be.
      

      
      A little after six o’clock, I packed up my bags. I was missing one thing. My glasses.
         My eyes darted around the office. I frantically checked under my paperwork and then
         beneath my desk. I then opened and slammed shut a few drawers. They were nowhere to
         be found. And not being able to see too well without them didn’t help a bit. Damn
         it. Where the hell had I left them? In the cafeteria? In the conference room? In the
         ladies’ room? They could be anywhere. Giving up, I slipped on my backpack, which was
         roomy enough to hold my laptop, and hobbled out of my office on my crutches. Though
         I’d gotten used to them, I was so looking forward to saying good-bye to them tomorrow.
         Fellow workers I passed on my way out bid me good night and wished me a great weekend—yeah,
         right. As I neared the lobby, I heard footsteps running up to me from behind.
      

      
      “Jen, wait.”

      
      Fuck. Blake. I hobbled faster. Giant steps. I’d gotten good with these sticks.

      
      He caught up to me and stopped me in my tracks. “You left these in the conference
         room,” he said breathily as he lowered my glasses to the top of my head. His thumbs
         grazed my temples and made my skin prickle.
      

      
      “Thank you.” My voice was glacial.

      
      He brushed a loose strand of hair that had fallen onto my forehead away. I clutched
         my crutches to steady myself. My body was a quivering mess.
      

      
      “And you left this.” He reached inside the breast pocket of his jacket. My heart raced,
         knowing what was coming.
      

      
      “This is yours,” he said softy, holding the heart-shaped tourmaline necklace in his
         palm.
      

      
      It took all I had not to burst into tears. “I don’t want your heart, Blake.”

      
      His eyes bore into mine. “But it belongs to you.”

      
      “No, Blake. Your heart doesn’t belong to anyone.”

      
      He pinched his lips thin. “Just let me put it on you.”

      
      “Don’t. Touch. Me.”

      
      Defeated and crestfallen, he slipped the necklace back into his pocket.

      
      Tears were verging; I needed to get away from him. “Excuse me, please, but I’ve got
         to go.”
      

      
      “Can I, at least, give you a ride home?” His gaze held me captive.

      
      “No need,” I gritted, my heart aching. Without saying good night, I hopped away as
         fast as I could to the building entrance. Hopefully, Chaz would be waiting outside
         with his Jeep. Libby had arranged for her brother to take me home in her absence.
         I could always count on Libby.
      

      
      There was no getting away from Blake; he ran after me.

      
      “Jen—” He held me back. I jerked away and almost stumbled.

      
      “Please…” He sounded desperate.

      
      “Fuck you,” I barked as I kicked open a door with my good foot and made my escape.

      
      I thought it would feel good to say the two words I’d longed to say all day. It didn’t.
         It hurt. Bad.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 21

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      Thank goodness, Chaz was waiting for me in front of the building. He helped me into
         the Jeep and laid my crutches on the back seat. Coming straight from his studio, he
         was dressed in a tight tee and studded jeans. The up-and-coming fashion designer always
         looked fashionable. After fastening my seat belt, I glanced out my window—half expecting
         Blake to still be at the entrance watching me. He wasn’t. My heart sunk as we pulled
         away.
      

      
      I hadn’t seen Chaz since the Conquest Broadcasting Christmas Ball. Expecting him to
         ask me how my holiday had been, he instead turned to me and gawked. “Jenny-Poo, are
         you going emo?”
      

      
      “What does that mean?”

      
      “You look suicidal.”

      
      As we existed the parking lot, the dam holding back my tears burst. “Oh, Chaz, I’m
         a mess,” I sobbed out.
      

      
      “It’s that man.” He handed me a box of tissues from the dashboard, and I dabbed my face.
      

      
      “You know about Blake?”

      
      “I know about everything in this town. Libster told me what’s going on.”

      
      I had made Libby swear she would tell no one at work about Blake and me, but I couldn’t
         hold anything against her for sharing our relationship with her brother.
      

      
      “Chaz, he broke my heart.”

      
      “Because of that video?”

      
      Though that was only partly the truth, I nodded.

      
      “Puh-lease. That was so frickin’ brilliant.”

      
      “How could you say that?”

      
      “He saved you from becoming Mrs. Douchebag.”

      
      “But the way he handled it was so deceitful.”

      
      “What did you expect him to do? Knock on your door and say, ‘Oh by the way, honey,
         I saw your dweeb fiancé making it with his hygienist?’”
      

      
      I blew my runny nose. He had a point.

      
      “Jenny-Poo, get real. That man is the best thing that’s ever happened to you. He’s sex on two legs. He could
         make a dyke want a dick. If I could, I’d fuck him in a New York minute.”
      

      
      Despite my sorry state, I almost laughed.

      
      “And he’s crazy in love with you.”

      
      “How do you know?” I sniffed.

      
      “Honey, I saw the way he kissed you at that Christmas party. No man kisses anyone
         like that unless he’s madly in love. It was fierce. And I saw the way he looked at
         you at that art gallery opening.”
      

      
      The memories of those two events flooded my head. Another torrent of tears touched
         down on my face.
      

      
      “But, Chaz, he’s not in love with me anymore. He’s totally over me.”

      
      “How do you know that?”

      
      “I saw a photo of him kissing one of his hook-ups at some big event the other night.
         He was all over her.”
      

      
      “Shut up. That’s so not true. I happened to have been there. That bitch was all over
         him. I should have slapped her.”
      

      
      Every muscle in my body clenched. Oh, God. I’d made a terrible mistake. I should have
         trusted him. Believed him. But now it was too late.
      

      
      “Chaz, I’ve totally fucked up. I’ve been so unforgiving and mean. I didn’t believe
         him and told him to fuck off. He’s so done with me.”
      

      
      “Honey, it doesn’t happen that way. He’s not.”

      
      “Oh, Chaz, what should I do?”

      
      “Call him right now and tell him you know what happened. And tell him you love him.”

      
      I so loved Chaz. He had given me a glimmer of hope. I immediately pulled my phone
         out from my backpack and speed-dialed Blake’s office number.
      

      
      His phone went immediately to his voice message. Mrs. Cho’s accented voice sounded
         in my ear. Instead of leaving a message, I simply hung up.
      

      
      “He’s not in the office,” I glumly told Chaz.

      
      “Girl, what are you waiting for? Call his cell.”

      
      Blake always had his iPhone with him. Sometimes in the wrong places and at the wrong
         time. But I was past that. Without wasting a second, I hit that number.
      

      
      His phone rang and rang and rang. Please, please, please pick up, Blake.

      
      My heart sunk to my stomach. He was ignoring me. He didn’t want to speak to me. I
         was right; it was all over. Finally, the call went to his voice mail. The sound of
         his virile velvety voice sent a shiver to the base of my spine. The phone shook in
         my hand as tears trailed down the screen. At the end of his message, I forced my voice
         to get past the painful lump in my throat.
      

      
      “Please—”

      
      My message cut off before I could even say his name. My phone had died. Shit. I’d
         lost battery power.
      

      
      “Chaz, my phone just died.” Maybe it wasn’t meant to be.

      
      “Use mine.”

      
      “No, it’s okay. We’re almost at the house. I’ll charge it up and call him from there.”

      
      “You promise?”

      
      “Yes. I’ll call him.”

      
      “And then you’re going to call me right away and tell me everything.”

      
      “I will.” Trembling, I put my cell phone back into my backpack and pulled out my house
         keys.
      

      
      Five minutes later, we pulled up to the Spanish cottage I shared with Libby. The lights
         were off. Chaz helped me out of the car and handed me my crutches. He escorted me
         to the front door. The temperature had dropped. A thick cloud shrouded the full moon,
         making the darkened sky eerie. A shudder ran through me. It was just like the night
         of my sophomore year—the night I was almost raped. I forced the painful memory away
         as I inserted a key into the lock.
      

      
      “Do you want to have sushi with me later?” Chaz asked as I unlocked the door, balancing
         on my crutches. “I have a Groupon for Roku.”
      

      
      Chaz knew how much I loved sushi, something I’d never eaten in Boise. But tonight,
         I was in no frame of mind to go out to a chic, celebrity-frequented restaurant where
         people went to see and be seen. And maybe, just maybe, I’d see Blake tonight.
      

      
      “I’ll take a rain check.”

      
      “Deal. When Libster comes back, we’ll all go out—including lover boy.”

      
      “Sure.” I quirked a little smile, covering up my doubts about Blake. I let Chaz hug
         me good night before entering the house.
      

      
      The first thing I did when I hopped inside was turn on the lights. A roomful of shabby
         chic flea market finds came into sight and warmed me. It felt good to be home. Away
         from the office. I labored over to the couch where I unloaded my heavy backpack. I
         grabbed my cell phone and slipped it into a pocket. Crutches made carrying even the
         smallest things impossible. My stomach growled. I was hungry. I’d hardly eaten a thing
         all day.
      

      
      I hobbled into the kitchen. It was unusually drafty. I turned on the light and noticed
         we’d accidentally left the window open. Closing it, I headed to the counter where
         I plugged my cell phone into the charger, attached to an outlet. It would take about
         five minutes for a signal to appear. My next stop: the refrigerator. Balancing on
         my crutches hands-free, I swung open the door. There wasn’t a stitch of food, but
         at least, there was a half-empty bottle of Two Buck Chuck. It would have to do. Maybe
         some wine would help me relax and build up the courage to call Blake again. I reached
         into the frig and wrapped my fingers around the smooth green glass. As I slid it off
         the shelf, a powerful hand clamped my neck. I gasped. The bottle slipped out of my
         hand and crashed onto the tiled floor. The sound of shattering glass exploded in my
         ear. But I couldn’t look down. A horrific reality assaulted me. Someone was attacking
         me. An intruder. My heart pounded and I could barely breathe as his grip around my
         neck tightened painfully. Terror filled every crevice of my body.
      

      
      I wanted to scream, but my vocal chords were paralyzed. What did it matter? No one
         would hear my scream anyway. Chaz was long gone. And our house was sandwiched between
         a deserted parking lot and an empty foreclosure. No one even walked their dogs our
         way.
      

      
      Shaking all over, I felt my intruder tug at my ponytail, so hard I cried out in pain.
         He breathed in my ear.
      

      
      “You’re finally going to pay for what you did, you fucking cunt.”

      
      I instantly recognized the voice.

      
      “Do you remember this?”

      
      A snippet of dark, silky hair brushed across lips. My hair.

      
      Oh God, no. It was him!

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 22

      

      
      Blake

      
      I stopped at a flower shop on my way to Jennifer’s house. Not far from my office, it
         was one of my mother’s favorites. I had called in my order. A dozen of the most beautiful
         long stemmed pussy pink roses they had. And to my amazement, they even had the balloon
         in stock I coveted. A big SpongeBob balloon with “I LOVE YOU!” written on it.
      

      
      While the jovial florist artfully arranged the roses in a large crystal vase, I wrote
         a note. I had thought about what to write in the car and just knew it was going to
         blow my tiger away.
      

      
      My beautiful Tiger~

      
      There once was a player named Blake,

      
      Who found true love over Christmas break.

      
      But when the stupid boy fucked up,

      
      The girl he loved simply bucked

      
      And left the poor bloke with a major case of heartache.

      
      Be like your hero, SpongeBob, and accept me with all my faults. Love me with your
            heart the way I love you.

      
      ♥nly yours~SpongeBlake NoPants

      
      Beneath my note, I drew a picture of a SpongeBob look-alike. SpongeBlake. Instead
         of wearing those dorky shorts, he sported a big cock. I scribbled a few more hearts
         around my drawing and then admired my creation. You know what? Maybe I wasn’t a Picasso
         or a poet, but I had talent. I couldn’t wait to take my tiger into my arms.
      

      
      The florist slipped my note into a tall plastic card holder and inserted it into the
         vase. The SpongeBob balloon, held down by a weight, soared in the air, almost touching
         the ceiling.
      

      
      Eagerly, I dipped my hand into my slacks pocket where I always kept my credit card
         and iPhone. My pulse quickened. The credit card was there all right, but my phone
         wasn’t. Damn it. I must have left it at my office. I quickly paid for the flowers
         and then hurried out of the shop with the vase in my hand. I couldn’t be without my
         cell phone over the weekend. Carefully placing the vase on the floor below the passenger
         seat, I put my Porsche in gear and headed back to my nearby office. Zooming down traffic-free
         Olympic Boulevard, I got there in no time.
      

      
      Sure enough, the phone was on my desk. I hastily checked my messages. There were a
         dozen new e-mails and texts. All of them from my Vegas affiliate manager, Vera Nichols.
         And all of them marked URGENT, asking me to call her. Perplexed, I immediately speed-dialed
         her number. She picked up on the first ring. Her voice sounded panic-driven.
      

      
      “Oh, thank God, you called me, Blake. I’ve been trying to reach you for the past half
         hour.”
      

      
      “What’s up?”

      
      “Don Springer escaped from jail this afternoon. I just found out.”

      
      My heart slammed against my chest. “Fuck.”

      
      “There’s a massive manhunt out for him.”

      
      “Do they have any idea where he is?”

      
      “No. He stole a car, and he may be armed and dangerous.”

      
      “Vera, I want you and your family to check into a hotel immediately. Don’t worry about
         the cost. I’ll take care of it.”
      

      
      “Thank you, Blake.”

      
      “Where’s Eddie?”

      
      “He’s still in the hospital.”

      
      “Call the hospital and tell them what’s going on. Order security. And take care of
         his ex if she’s still there.”
      

      
      “Will do.” She paused. “Blake, he could be anywhere. Be careful.”

      
      “I will.” And then an alarm went off inside me.

      
      “Call me if you hear anything.” I ended the call and immediately called Jennifer.
         She needed to know. And I needed to know she was all right.
      

      
      Her phone rang and rang. No answer. Fuck. She was ignoring me. Or maybe, just maybe,
         she’d misplaced her cell phone like I had. Or it was turned off. I couldn’t blame
         her. She thought I was a prick. As I despondently slipped my cell phone into my slacks
         pocket, a horrifying thought crossed my mind. My heart hammered.
      

      
      Jesus Christ. Had he gotten to her?

      
      I raced out of my office to my car.

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 23

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      His repulsive tongue licked my inner ear. I squirmed, but his powerful grip around
         my neck held me fast. Oh God! The man who had almost raped me in college was back.
         And I’d just made a startling, mind-shattering discovery. It was Don Springer! To
         my absolute shock, they were one and the same person. Blake had told me he was in
         jail, but he must have escaped.
      

      
      He buried his head in my hair and inhaled. “Cherries and vanilla. Right?”

      
      I nodded.

      
      “Say it, bitch!”

      
      “Yes. Cherries and vanilla.” My voice was so small I could hardly hear myself.

      
      “How could I forget?” He inhaled again. “So, it looks like you had a little accident.”

      
      “Y-yes.”

      
      “Soon you won’t ever be walking. And you won’t be needing crutches.”
      

      
      He squeezed his arm around my neck, so tightly I couldn’t breathe. My heart was beating
         a mile a minute and my mind was racing. Think, Jen, think! An impulsive idea flew into my head. It was worth a shot. I had no choice. He was
         suffocating me. Gasping for air, I silently prayed for my life. Then as hard as I
         could, I stabbed the tip of my right crutch onto his foot.
      

      
      “OW! You fucking cunt!” Moaning with pain, he let go of my neck and bent down to rub
         his throbbing instep.
      

      
      Yes! Clutching my crutches, I escaped, hobbling away from him as fast as I could. I had
         to get to the front door. To safety. And scream for help outside. Maybe even drive
         away. Then I remembered my car keys were hanging in the kitchen. I thought about dropping
         the crutches, but wasn’t sure if hobbling on my bad foot with its boxing glove sized
         bandage would be any easier. Or faster.
      

      
      Panting, I made it into the living room. Heavy footsteps were approaching from behind
         me.
      

      
      “Get back here, you cunt!”

      
      Oh God. He was after me. If only I could make it to the front door. I heard my phone
         ringing in the kitchen. It stopped and then rang again. Shit. Why hadn’t I taken it
         with me? I could have called 911.
      

      
      I was only steps away from freedom when he tackled me. I fell hard, flat on my face,
         crutches and all, trapped under his thickset body. Dazed, I tried to free myself,
         but his weight and strength made it impossible. He had me pinned down. Fear like I’ve
         never known consumed me. All I could do now was whimper.
      

      
      “Shut up, you little slut. I only want to hear you whimper when I fuck the shit out
         of you.” He painfully pulled my ponytail again. “Understand?”
      

      
      I nodded my head, biting down hard on my quivering lips to quell my sounds. Torrid
         tears poured from my eyes onto the hardwood floor.
      

      
      He tugged again, this time so hard I winced. “I didn’t hear you.”

      
      “Y-yes,” I stuttered, my voice thin and watery.

      
      “Good. You know, I could fuck you like this, but I want to see your pretty face when
         I rip you apart and come inside you.” In one heart-stopping motion, he rolled off
         me and turned me onto my back. For the first time, I faced him.
      

      
      Dressed in ill-fitting sweats, he was wearing leather gloves and a ski mask, just
         like he had my sophomore year. His insipid eyes shone through the holes, and I could
         see the evil smirk on his face beneath the fabric. I still couldn’t believe my rapist
         and Don Springer were one and the same.
      

      
      Holding my head down, he fisted my ponytail and dusted the ends across the openings
         for his nostrils. He inhaled deeply.
      

      
      “I was positive I knew you somehow when I first saw you on the set of Wheel.” Wheel of Pain, his disgusting, sadistic game show.
      

      
      He sniffed again. “That cherry vanilla smell of your hair always stayed with me. It
         took me a while, but I figured it out. It all came back to me.”
      

      
      As my phone rang again, the horrific memory of that college night flooded my brain.
         Of him shoving down my jeans, tearing off my panties, and unzipping his fly. And then
         snipping off my hair. I was shaking all over. It was going to happen all over again.
         If only I had my pepper spray.
      

      
      “That wasn’t very nice of you to spray that shit in my eyes. Or make me lose my job.”

      
      He slapped me hard across my face and I winced.

      
      “And it wasn’t very nice of you to stab my foot.”

      
      “I-I’m sorry,” I stammered.

      
      “It’s a little late for an apology, sugar.” He pulled out a large pocketknife and
         switched it open. I gasped. The razor-sharp blade was at least six-inches long.
      

      
      “P-please don’t hurt me,” I whimpered.

      
      He laughed wickedly. “This isn’t going to hurt. I just want another little souvenir.”
         In the skip of a heartbeat, he chopped off a three-inch snippet of my ponytail. He
         took a whiff of it and then put it in his pocket. The knife stayed in his hand.
      

      
      I couldn’t help it. I began to cry. He pressed the tip of the knife against my neck.
         Oh, no! He was going to kill me.
      

      
      “So you want to cry?”

      
      “Are you going to kill me?”

      
      “Not yet. But I’m going to make you cry harder.”

      
      I was too frightened to say a thing. Just sobs. I bit down on my trembling lip.

      
      “Now pull down your skirt.”

      
      I was too paralyzed with fear to move.

      
      “DO IT!”

      
      Shivering with cold sweat, I undid the button and slid the skirt over my hips. With
         his free hand, he shoved it off my legs. Then to my utter horror, he took the knife
         and slashed off the buttons of my blouse. He tore it open and sliced my bra apart.
         My breasts quivered as he ran the sharp blade across my nipples. Goose bumps spread
         across my trembling body.
      

      
      “Please don’t hurt me,” I sobbed. “I’ll do anything you want.”

      
      Through my tears, I could see him smirk again. And then he moved the knife to my crotch.
         Oh, God. I squeezed my eyes shut and just let the scorching tears fall. Expecting
         to feel unbearable pain, I instead heard another slash. I blinked my eyes open. He
         had cut off my panties and was holding them to his nose. After a deep inhale, he tossed
         them.
      

      
      The phone rang again as he eyed my exposed center.

      
      “Now I’m finally going to get myself some of that sweet pussy of yours.” He jammed
         a stout finger deep inside me, and I screamed out.
      

      
      “Shut up, cunt. And spread your legs,” he growled as he yanked out his finger.

      
      I couldn’t get my legs to move.

      
      “Fucking do it, bitch!”

      
      Slowly, I spread my shaking legs.

      
      He laughed again. “This time your asshole boyfriend won’t be around to save you. Chances
         are you won’t be around to tell him all about it. And if things go as planned, neither
         will he.”
      

      
      Reality hit me with the force of an avalanche. He was going to rape me and then kill
         me. And then he was going kill Blake. Oh God. How could this be happening? The phone
         rang again and I began to think it was my always worried parents. Tears stormed down
         my face. I was never going to see them again. They’d never get over losing me. And
         poor Blake!
      

      
      “Please, please, don’t kill me,” I sobbed.

      
      “Jesus fucking Christ, SHUT UP! If I hear you say one more thing, this knife is going
         to be anchored in your heart after I shove it up your cunt.”
      

      
      I pressed my lips together and wept, trying impossibly to soften my sobs.

      
      Gripping the knife, my assailant lifted his sweatshirt over his head, exposing his
         flaccid hairy chest and ugly paunch. But as he started to pull down his pants, someone
         knocked at the door.
      

      
      “What the fuck?” growled Springer.

      
      The knocking morphed into banging, and with a loud kick, the door came crashing down.

      
      “You motherfucker!”

      
      Oh my God. It was Blake! Holding a vase of roses with a SpongeBob balloon.

      
      “Say good-bye to your girlfriend, Burns.”

      
      My eyes widened as Don lowered the knife to my heart, but just as it touched down
         on my skin, it went flying. Blake had managed to kick it out of his hand just in the
         nick of time.
      

      
      “You’re going to pay for that!” Springer leapt to his feet and charged at Blake. I
         was free.
      

      
      “Jen, get away,” yelled Blake as he defensively hurled the vase at Springer. It hit
         him in the chest and then landed in one piece on the floor. The water puddled around
         the scattered roses and a note while the balloon soared to the ceiling. It said “I
         LOVE YOU.” Oh, my Blake!
      

      
      “You motherfucker!” screamed Springer as he lunged at Blake.

      
      Frantically, I crawled to the couch. A new kind of fear rushed into my bloodstream.
         As I watched Springer deliver one blow after another to my beloved, I feared for his
         life. A tsunami of tears assaulted me. My heart was in my throat. I could hardly breathe.
      

      
      Struggling to ward off his assailant, Blake managed to reach for his cell phone. He
         tossed it to me, and it landed close to where I was stationed. I grabbed it.
      

      
      “Jen, call 911!” he shouted.

      
      I quickly did as he asked as Springer punched him hard in the face. I cringed, feeling
         all of his pain.
      

      
      “Fuck you, Springer,” growled Blake, delivering a blow right back at him.

      
      Their life and death battle escalated. Blake was panting and sweat poured down his
         face. The madman, for sure, had the upper hand. Oh God! I prayed for Blake’s life
         and for the police to get here soon.
      

      
      The loud blows went back and forth. Grunt and groans filled the room and mixed with
         my shrieks. Ducking one of Blake’s blows, Springer grabbed the vase.
      

      
      “Blake!” I screamed out. But it was too late. With a roar, Springer crashed it over
         Blake’s head, shattering it to pieces. Dazed, Blake collapsed onto his knees, next
         to my crutches. Springer kicked him hard in the face, and Blake moaned. Blood trickled
         from his nose. I was sobbing. My poor baby! And then another kick. Blake, close to
         losing consciousness, swayed on his knees.
      

      
      I couldn’t take it anymore. Dropping the phone, I made a beeline for the knife on
         my hands and knees, crawling as fast as I could. God, help me. I couldn’t let that
         monster destroy the man I loved with all my heart. My desperate pants sounded in my
         ear as I neared the grisly weapon. It was within my reach when suddenly it went sliding
         across the floor. Springer had gotten to it first and kicked it away from me. He directed
         another hard kick at me. Gripping my ribs, I recoiled and groaned.
      

      
      “You little fuck,” he snorted. “You’re next.”

      
      “Blake!” I cried out as I watched Springer spring for the knife. He didn’t respond.
         I cried out his name again even louder.
      

      
      Clutching the knife, Springer stomped back to Blake. With his free hand, he yanked
         off his ski mask and hurled it across the room. The expression on his face was one
         of pure evil. I bit down so hard on my lip I could taste blood. My heart thudded.
      

      
      My darling Blake had his head bowed; his eyes were rolling back. Oh God. I was about
         to lose him. “No!” I screamed out. Desperate, I crawled toward him, knowing in my
         heart I couldn’t save him.
      

      
      Springer, wearing that ugly smirk, snickered. “Say good-bye to your fucking life,
         cocksucker. You only have one thing to look forward to. After I fuck your bitch whore
         to oblivion, she’ll be joining you.”
      

      
      My bleeding heart stopped beating as Springer crouched down, and the knife descended
         in slow motion. Oh no, no, no, no!

      
      “Motherfucker!” Blake! To my utter shock, he snatched a crutch and, in the mere blink
         of an eye, bashed Springer’s balls. With a loud groan, the monster cupped his groin
         and dropped to his knees. The knife fell out of his hand.
      

      
      “You fucker!” he shrieked.

      
      “You won’t be fucking anyone again,” growled Blake as he whacked him once more in the balls.
      

      
      Don cried out again, his ugly face contorting with pain.

      
      Red with rage, Blake staggered to his feet, holding the crutch.

      
      He spit at Springer. Venom poured from his eyes. “I’m not done with you, you fucking
         animal.”
      

      
      “This one’s for messing with Eddie.” WHACK!

      
      “This one’s for calling me a cocksucker.” WHACK!

      
      “And this one’s for touching my girl.” WHACK!

      
      Springer was crying like a baby. Relentlessly, Blake whacked him again and again,
         moving from his balls to his chest and then to his head. Springer collapsed unconscious
         onto the floor. Blood poured from his nose.
      

      
      “Fuck you, you piece of crap!” Blake grunted. After one more forceful blow, Blake
         flung the crutch and sprinted over to me. I was sobbing beyond control. As sirens
         roared in the near distance, he lifted me into his arms. Wrapping my arms and legs
         tightly around him like an inconsolable child, I sobbed into his chest. He smoothed
         my hair.
      

      
      “Shh, baby, it’s over. Are you okay?”

      
      I nodded, the tears unstoppable.

      
      “Talk to me, baby. It’s me”

      
      “Oh, Blake, I’m so, so sorry.”

      
      “Sorry about what?”

      
      I met his gaze. Love so deep colored his eyes.

      
      “About everything.”

      
      He kissed away my tears and then pressed his soft lips to my forehead. “Baby, there’s
         nothing to be sorry about. We’re alive and together.”
      

      
      “Oh, Blake, I love you so much.”

      
      “The same. Don’t ever leave me, my tiger.” As more sirens sounded outside, his mouth
         consumed mine in a kiss I’d never forget.
      

      
   
      
      
         Chapter 24

      

      
      Blake

      
      I carried Jen to her bedroom and helped her get redressed. I’d undressed a lot of women,
         but dressing one was a first for me. She didn’t say a word as she let me pick out
         fresh lingerie and a new outfit. I swear, I was going to burn whatever that sick animal
         had touched.
      

      
      She was in no condition to stand up, with or without her bad foot, so I’d set her
         on the edge of her bed. I gently kissed her silky skin everywhere, hoping to soothe
         away the pain Springer had cause her. Sweet little moans spilled from her lips as
         I slipped a lacy bra on her and then helped her into a matching thong. Tears were
         still spilling from her eyes.
      

      
      “Baby, you’re still crying,” I said softly, brushing her them away with my thumbs.
         “Do want to talk about it?”
      

      
      She shook her head, and her vulnerable eyes met mine. “I just love you so much. When
         Springer told me he was going to kill you, my life was over right then. Oh, Blake,
         if something terrible happened to you, I don’t think I could live.”
      

      
      I squatted so we were face to face, just a breath apart. I traced her tear-stained
         face with my hand and gazed into her watering green orbs. “Baby, for you, I’m invincible.
         I’m that man who’s going to take care of you. Protect you from the monsters of the world.
         Slay them if I have to. And no one’s going to get in my way. Do you understand that?”
      

      
      With a sniffle and a small smile, she nodded. She knew at this moment I was her superhero who would always be there for her. Not Superman, Batman, or Spiderman.
         No, me. Blake Burns. Yeah. Thatman. I took her in my arms and passionately kissed her. Yet again. Her hot tears wet my
         face as she melted into me.
      

      
      After another soft exchange of “I love you,” I finished dressing her. I trailed kisses
         up her smooth as satin legs as I inched up a full skirt and along her taut torso as
         I helped her into a blouse. Her pink nipples peeked out from the lacy bra and I tenderly
         nibbled them.
      

      
      She was still shaking. I’d learned when my baby was traumatized, she got chilled.
         After buttoning up her blouse, I put my jacket on her. It dwarfed her tiny frame,
         but I found it so fucking sexy. She was lost in me. There was one last thing I had
         to put on her.
      

      
      “Don’t move,” I said quietly as I dipped my hand into the breast pocket of my jacket.
         Her eyes stayed fixed on me as I removed the tourmaline pendant necklace. Passion
         danced in her eyes as I hooked it around her slender neck. “My heart belongs to you,
         tiger.”
      

      
      She rubbed the heart-shaped pink gemstone between her fingers as if it were a magic
         charm. Then, she cradled my head in her soft hands and whispered, “Only to me.”
      

      
      The police arrived shortly. My brave little tiger told them everything. I was shocked
         to find out that she was almost raped in college and to learn her assailant and Springer
         were one and the same person. The sick motherfucker. A lot of girls had been assaulted
         by him and could now have closure. I had slain the monster.
      

      
      Charges weren’t going to be pressed as my actions had been in self-defense. There
         would, however, be an in-depth investigation. Right now, the police were more preoccupied
         with our well-being. One particularly compassionate female officer was concerned about
         not only Jennifer’s physical stability but also her emotional state. She gave Jennifer
         a card with the name of a social worker who dealt with victims of sexual assault.
         With a faint but appreciative smile, my girl said she would definitely give this person
         a call. And I was going to be sure she did first thing in the morning.
      

      
      The paramedics also showed up and wanted to take us to a hospital. While both of us
         were battered up, not to mention my big ass headache, we declined. They were especially
         concerned about Jen’s foot and removed the dirty bandage. It seemed okay. She told
         them to leave it uncovered as her stitches were coming out tomorrow. The pain I’d
         caused her had already faded.
      

      
      I had literally done what my father had told me to do. Knocked down her door. And
         thank fucking God, I had. If I hadn’t gotten to her house when I did, that bastard
         would have killed her. I would have died too because her heart belonged to me. All that remained from my flowers was the SpongeBob balloon
         with the words I LOVE YOU. The vase was in smithereens, the roses crushed, and my
         clever little note blurred beyond recognition in a puddle of water. It didn’t matter.
         Actions spoke louder than words. When I devoured her mouth and held her in my arms,
         I knew she was mine.
      

      
      With the front door bashed in, there was no way Jen could stay at her house. Besides,
         it was the center of a major crime scene investigation. There was only one place she
         was staying. And with only one person. Forced to leave her crutches behind because
         they were part of the crime scene, she let me take her to my condo. She didn’t need
         her crutches anyway. She had me. She belonged in my arms.
      

      
      With candles lit, we took a bath together, another thing I’d never done with anyone
         but her. Her sculpted back against my chest, she sat in front of me, and we let the
         jets of my Jacuzzi tub soothe away our aches and pains and wash away the bad memory
         of Don Springer. I alternated between sponging her gently and smothering her with
         kisses. I also washed her hair with the cherry vanilla shampoo I’d bought because
         it reminded me of her. She moaned as my fingers massaged her scalp. The intoxicating
         scent made me heady. My cock grew hard beneath her. But I didn’t want to fuck her.
         She’d been through too much and was still too frail. Her fragility tugged at my heartstrings.
         In the morning, she would hopefully feel stronger. I was eager to talk to her and
         learn more about what had happened in college. There was probably so much I didn’t
         know about my tiger, but I was determined to discover everything about her.
      

      
      After rinsing her hair, I stepped out of the deep basin and then lifted her out. I
         toweled dried her and then set her down on the double sink counter. I caressed her
         breasts and ran my fingers through her wet silky hair. She smelled so good. So cherry
         vanilla. Gripping the tourmaline heart in one hand, she stroked my face with the other
         and then kissed me.
      

      
      “Blake,” she breathed in my ear, “I want you.” She wrapped a hand around my thick
         shaft and stroked it up and down. I moaned with unexpected ecstasy. I wanted her too.
         And my throbbing cock, Mr. Burns, wanted her beyond words. But not here.
      

      
      Lifting her again into my arms, I carried her to my bedroom—my sanctuary where no
         girl had ever been—to the place where she belonged.
      

      
      My big king-sized bed. I spread her across it. Even with her bruises, she was a sight
         to behold. She looked like an angel. Love and desire glinted in her eyes. The fierce
         eyes of my tiger. I crawled onto the bed and kissed her everywhere. From her foot’s
         wounded sole to her soulful face. No licks, laps, or nips. Just kisses, but the tongue-driven
         kind that let me taste every bit of her. She tasted fucking delicious. Trailing kisses
         down her torso, I buried my head in her slick pussy and kissed her delectable clit.
         Her body bucked just a little and she moaned.
      

      
      “Oh, Blake. I need you inside me. Will you fuck me?”

      
      Another kiss. “No.”

      
      “Oh.” She sounded disappointed.

      
      “I’m going to make love to you.”

      
      “Oh!” Her disappointment became instant elation.

      
      For the first time in my life, I made passionate love in my bed to a woman I adored.
         We were side to side, face to face, eye to eye, bodies and souls melded. Her soft
         moans, our love song. A hymn. My arm draped across her sweet ass, I gently rocked
         her as my slow, sensuous strokes brought us closer to orgasm. The emotional intensity
         was as deep as the physical. Calling Dr. Phil. I swear, my eyes leaked tears as every
         fiber in my body screamed, surging to the edge of ecstasy. My cock was home. Oh, baby.
      

      
      We came. She roared.

      
      There was no taming my tiger.

      
      Although I was sure I’d knocked off a few stripes.

      
   
      
      
         Epilogue

      

      
      Jennifer

      
      My first upfront presentation. I had no idea what to expect, but I certainly didn’t
         expect this. A full-blown event with hoopla galore at New York City’s Lexington Avenue
         Armory attended by all of SIN-TV’s key personnel, including affiliate managers from
         around the country, as well as by top advertisers. I was seated in the front row next
         to Libby on one side and my parents on the other. They had flown in for the event
         and to meet Blake’s parents. Yes, my mother now knew I worked for a porn channel and
         my father had been right. While I actually hadn’t heard her shriek when Dad broke
         the news, he’d told me that her “Oh Lordy” had scared away the mailman. Somehow, she’d
         gotten over it, and I had to say she was handling the upfront with its barrage of
         erotic programming clips and almost naked, well-endowed presenters quite well. Okay.
         She occasionally covered her eyes and look away. But I found this so cute.
      

      
      Blake was a natural born showman. On stage, he was at ease, warm, and witty. And so
         damn sexy. He looked devastating in a brand new tapered charcoal suit with the jacquard
         tie I’d picked out for him. More than once, he stole a glance at me and my heart hammered.
         It was no secret at our office that we were a couple, but we were making it work.
      

      
      After he presented the prime time and late night blocks, he introduced his grandma.
         I’d learned she was a regular fixture at this event and that affiliates and advertisers
         alike adored her. Wearing a gray velour jogging outfit and holding a shopping bag,
         she joined Blake on stage to cheers and applause.
      

      
      “So, Blakela, should I tell everyone vhat’s new?”
      

      
      “That would be a good idea, Grandma.”

      
      I held my breath as Grandma introduced SIN-TV’S new daytime block. MY SIN-TV. “Trust
         me, ladies, you’re going to need vun of these. She tossed the contents of her bag into the audience. Fans! “Finally. Some
         sexy, shmexy programming for us vomen.” Loud gasps sounded in the audience, but you could have heard a pin drop when they
         watched the video presentation I’d put together with the help of Jaime Zander and
         his ad agency, ZAP! It included parts of my PowerPoint presentation to Gloria plus
         trailers for the upcoming slate of telenovelas and interviews with the authors and big stars who’d committed to them. Fifteen anxious
         minutes later, it faded to black. My heart pounded. Did they like it? Loud applause
         and cheers erupted. I even heard wolf whistles and shouts of bravo. And some were
         fanning. Oh my God! They did! My mom hugged me and Libby squeezed my hand.
      

      
      Gloria Zander came up to the stage to tell everyone how much she believed in this
         block of programming and had committed major advertising dollars. Then, to my total
         surprise, Blake introduced me—the girl with the brains behind this “ballsy” block
         of programming. Standing up, I felt myself blush with an ecstatic mixture of embarrassment
         and pride. He asked me to join him on stage.
      

      
      True to fashion, Calamity Jen almost tripped running up the steps to the stage. Catching
         my breath, I eloquently and humbly thanked the potential sponsors for their support.
      

      
      “I love this girl!” exclaimed Blake. “And you’ll be to be hearing a lot more from
         her. She’s a fucking tiger!”
      

      
      While scantily clad Gloria’s Secret supermodels paraded on stage for the upfront finale,
         my man took me in his arms and smacked my lips with a passionate kiss. I had no idea
         how it was perceived. But I didn’t care.
      

      
      [image: *]*

      
      Blake

      
      My father said Jennifer McCoy was the best thing to happen to Conquest Broadcasting
         in ages and the best thing to happen to me… ever. My old man was not always right,
         but he was never wrong.
      

      
      Dressed in one of my tees and skimpy lace bikinis, she was snuggling next to me in
         the luxurious bed in our suite at the Walden Hotel where we were staying for the upfront.
         The five-star hotel was owned by Jaime Zander—one of his many holdings besides his
         advertising agency. Gloria and Jaime were also staying here along with many SIN-TV
         affiliate managers. So were my parents and Jen’s. They were going out for dinner.
         And Grandma was tagging along. She’d promised not to talk about my shmekel.

      
      A SpongeBob cartoon was playing on the TV, but neither of us was really watching it.
         Wearing just a pair of boxers, I was reading one of the erotic romances Jen had gotten
         me addicted to. Seduced by the Park Avenue Billionaire by Nelle L’Amour. Yeah, call me gay or tell me I needed a sex change, but I was totally
         hooked. Jen was deep into reading the script for our first erotic romance telenovela based on the bestselling Pearl Trilogy by Arianne Richmonde. The story: a forty-year-old documentary film producer falls
         in love with a much younger billionaire Frenchman.
      

      
      “Are you excited about going to Paris?” I asked, tugging on her ponytail to gain her
         attention. Production for the movie began next week. Jen was going to stay in New
         York and then go directly to France to oversee the shoot. Cameron Diaz had been cast
         in the lead role, her first TV role ever, and some hot French hunk who’d I never heard
         of was playing the love interest.
      

      
      “Oui!” She’d been boning up on her French and beamed a smile my way. “Are you going to miss
         me?”
      

      
      “Nah,” I said nonchalantly. Fuck yes! The thought of my tiger being away from me for even a minute drove me totally crazy.
         I’d become as possessive of her as I was protective—just like all those obsessed book
         boyfriends.
      

      
      She set the script down on the duvet. “What if I fall in love with a handsome twenty-five-year-old
         Frenchman? Or the actor playing the part? He’s single and was voted one of the sexiest
         men in the world by People magazine, you know.”
      

      
      Inwardly, I cringed. I’d never been the jealous type until I met Jen.

      
      “You’re going to pay for saying that, my little tiger.” Big time. I was crazy in love with her, but right now, I was going to fuck her like I loathed
         her. No thinking. No mercy. In one swift move, I tore off the duvet and her scrap
         of lace and then yanked her smooth legs apart. With a savage growl, I mounted her.
      

      
      “What are you doing?” she gasped.

      
      “Punishing you. I’m going to fuck your brains out, Jennifer McCoy, until they hear
         you come in France. My name is going to be the new French national anthem.”
      

      
      “Oh.” She smiled brightly.

      
      The thought of wasting her made my cock instantly harden and swell. It was a lit up
         stick of dynamite. A fire raged from my groin to my blasting cap. Without wasting
         a second, I rammed it into her. She moaned with a mixture of pain and pleasure as
         my ruthless rod pumped in and out of her with ferocity and velocity. And I made sure
         she felt my teeth as I pressed my lips all over her neck and shoulders and marked
         her.
      

      
      Her harsh pants and moans were like music to my ears. I had to let her know there
         was only one man in her life. Yes, one man. As they say, in French, moi. Seulement moi.

      
      “Assez! Assez! I need to come,” she begged in French, raking her nails through my flesh with one
         hand and fisting my hair with other. The pain only made me push my cock harder into
         her hot, drenched pussy, her muscles clenching each powerful thrust. Her nipples brushed
         against my pecs, hardening with the friction of my chest pressing against hers.
      

      
      My mouth was a palm’s width away from hers, and my eyes shone fierce on her. I tugged
         the heart pendant she never took off. “Tell me, tiger, who do you belong to?”
      

      
      “You,” she breathed out.

      
      I wasn’t going to let her get away with one-word answers. “Say: I belong to you.”

      
      “I belong to you,” she rasped, her voice as desperate as her need to come.

      
      “Mine,” I growled, the possessive beast I was. “Only mine.”

      
      “Yours,” she panted back. “Only yours.”

      
      A satisfied smile slithered across my heated face and I moved a hand to her throbbing
         clit. I stroked it vigorously. Then, with a pinch of her fiery bud and another deep
         thrust, she shuddered all around me with a deafening roar of my name as I simultaneously
         detonated. My explosive climax met hers.
      

      
      Oh, my tiger! I had captured her and was never going to let her go. After stilling
         ourselves, I carried her to the shower—where this time I fucked her the way I loved
         her with kisses and caresses. After the mind-blowing sex, we got dressed for the Conquest
         Broadcasting upfront party, taking place later tonight at the New York hot spot, Touch.
      

      
      Before heading over to Touch, we had promised to meet up with Jaime and Gloria and
         several others in the Walden Bar for a few celebratory drinks. My tiger’s daytime
         block of erotica programming targeted at women had fucking blown away advertisers
         and affiliates alike. Calling it “brilliant, breakthrough, and ballbuster,” advertisers
         were clamoring to buy time in it. I was so fucking proud of her. Despite my initial
         doubts, she’d proven to me she was right and fought hard for what she believed in.
         Just before we left the suite, I told her that I’d left something behind. She shot
         me a puzzled look.
      

      
      “Oh, it’s just a little something for Gloria to thank her for all her support.”

      
      Jennifer’s frown morphed into a smile. “Oh, Blake, you’re so thoughtful!”

      
      Inwardly, I smirked. Yup. That was me. Mr. Thoughtful formerly Mr. Asshole. How my
         little tiger had changed my life. I hurried back to the bedroom and yanked open the
         bottom drawer of the dresser, grabbing the bag with the little toy that was going
         to make her mine forever and off limits to any predator that came our way. Including
         any French frog.
      

      
      My tiger belonged to only one man.

      
      I was that man… that lucky man.
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      Jennifer

      
      The champagne was flowing; our booth in the corner of the Walden Bar was a circle
         of raucous laughter and chatter. We were celebrating the success of the upfront. My
         block for a women’s erotic lineup had been received with overwhelming enthusiasm.
         In addition to Gloria’s Secret sponsoring the package of erotic romance telenovelas, other advertisers were eager to buy time on SIN-TV at a premium price. I had come
         up with a breakthrough idea that had opened the door to a whole new wave of advertisers.
         Blake and his father couldn’t be happier. Or prouder of me. In fact, I had been promoted
         to Director of Daytime Programming.
      

      
      There were ten of us at our table. In addition to Blake and me, our entourage included
         Gloria and Jaime Zander; Gloria’s PR guy Kevin and his partner Ray, who happened to
         be Jaime’s art director; Libby and her brother Chaz who was in New York for a fashion
         show; and lastly a powerful woman I’d grown to respect and love, Vera Nichols, our
         Vegas affiliate manager, and her delightful husband Steve. “Roar,” a song close to
         my heart, was playing on the sound system.
      

      
      “Let’s play a game of Truth or Dare,” insisted Chaz after popping another bottle of
         champagne.
      

      
      The hair on the back of my neck bristled. Anything but Truth or Dare. The last time
         I played a game my life changed forever. Blake caught me biting down on my lip and
         smiled. It had changed his life forever too. I wasn’t up for this game. I didn’t want
         my life to change. It was perfect just the way it was.
      

      
      Before I could protest, Chaz’s suggestion was met with loud claps and cheers.

      
      A Cheshire grin spread across his face. We drew straws to determine who would go first.
         It was Jaime.
      

      
      “Okay, what’s your favorite piece of Gloria’s lingerie?” asked Chaz.

      
      “Darling, you can’t answer that!” Gloria quipped, tugging at Jaime’s tee. “It’s too
         personal.”
      

      
      A cocky, dimpled smile flashed on her husband’s handsome face. “Truth. Anything I
         can I bite off her gorgeous body.”
      

      
      Gloria gasped with embarrassment, then smashed her red-lacquered lips against Jaime’s.
         The sight of them so in love sent a tickle of chills down my spine.
      

      
      I was up next. I wanted to slide under the table. “Please, not me!”

      
      Chaz shot me a fiendish grin. “Yes, you. Who wants to pose a question to Jennifer?”

      
      “I do,” said Blake, sitting cattycorner to me.

      
      His eyes bore into mine. “Truth or Dare, Ms. McCoy? How many orgasms have you had
         tonight?”
      

      
      I felt myself flush as pink as the Manhattan I’d ordered. I could hardly look him
         in the eye. There was no way I was telling in front of our friends, no matter how
         intimate they were.
      

      
      “Dare.” I shot the word at him.

      
      A triumphant smile curled on his lips, lighting up those heart-stopping dimples. “Okay.
         I dare you to say yes.”
      

      
      I scrunched my brows. “Yes to what?”

      
      “To this.”

      
      My eyes stayed locked on Blake as he dug his hand below the table. Oh my God! Was
         he going to stand up with his gigantic cock fisted in his hand and ask me to suck
         it in front of everyone? I shuddered. I wouldn’t put him past him.
      

      
      When his hand reappeared, I inwardly sighed with relief. A small glass sphere filled
         with water was perched on his palm. A snow globe. As I stared at it more closely,
         I noticed it contained a photo—the photo of the snow angel we had made together over
         Christmas. I stifled a gasp.
      

      
      He handed me the snow globe. “Shake it, Jen. His eyes, glinting with a hint of mischief,
         stayed fixed on me as I did as he asked.
      

      
      My heart did a somersault and my mouth dropped to the floor. I simply couldn’t believe
         my eyes.
      

      
      Sparkly flecks of snow danced in the water. But that was not all. Drifting among the
         shower of shimmering particles was a magnificent diamond ring. And not just any diamond
         ring. It was a large, multi-faceted snowflake diamond. Breathtaking! My hand trembled;
         in fact, all of me was trembling as the earth shook inside me.
      

      
      As I fell further into a state of shock and stupor, the sounds and faces around me
         disappeared into thin air. It was just Blake and me.
      

      
      While I sat there shell-shocked and speechless, Blake calmly took the globe from my
         shaking hand and turned it upside down. He twisted off the base, and using the index
         finger of his other hand like a hook, he scooped out the sparkling ring and set it
         on the table. My eyes, wide as marbles, never strayed as he put the snow globe back
         together and then set it down next to the ring. Around me, I vaguely heard my mates
         oohing and aahing. The ring was simply dazzling.
      

      
      Blake’s sexy voice brought me out of my stupor. “Well, Ms. McCoy. You haven’t taken
         me up on my dare.”
      

      
      I couldn’t get my brain to communicate with my mouth. Words stayed jammed in my throat.
         “Could you please refresh my memory?” I finally managed. I teetered between awestruck
         and dumbstruck.
      

      
      “I dared you to say yes.”

      
      “Yes to what?” Dumbstruck was winning.

      
      “To the ring.” Blake paused and gazed deep into my eyes. His eyes didn’t blink a wink
         nor did mine. In front of everyone, he got down on one knee. “Jennifer McCoy, will
         you marry me?”
      

      
      The words whirled about in my mind like the tiny dancing snowflakes. When the latter
         settled to the base of the globe, reality settled in my mind. Oh my God. Blake had
         asked me to marry him. The tears that had been threatening began to fall freely. My
         heart was roaring so loud in my chest I could barely hear myself breathe out one simple
         word: “Yes.”
      

      
      Cheers and applause broke out, so loudly it was contagious and the whole bar joined
         in. Blake gently grasped my unsteady left hand and slipped on the ring. I couldn’t
         stop staring at it.
      

      
      “Oh Blake, it’s so, so beautiful.” I choked out the words. With my other hand, I caressed
         the side of his face.
      

      
      “Like you, tiger.” Happiness danced in Blake’s sapphire eyes. He stood up and lifted
         me with him. Before I could say another word (as if I could), he yanked my head back
         by my ponytail, and his lips crashed down on mine.
      

      
      In a fierce kiss. Just like the kiss that had started it all in a game of Truth or
         Dare.
      

      
      And as I melted like a snowflake into Blake—that man who had dared me from the beginning to be his, I thought about how different
         my life might have turned out had I not accepted Chaz’s outrageous dare that night
         six months ago. I knew at this moment life is full of truths and dares. Sometimes
         we have to eschew the truth to discover it. And sometimes we have to risk a dare.
         When life gives you dares, be daring. Be as brave as a tiger. Something rare and beautiful
         may reveal itself the way the moon does when a cloud uncovers it. Something that can
         change your life forever like…
      

      
      Love. And melting as I was, our love was frozen solid. I had just dared to say yes
         to my new forever. And his kiss was just the beginning. That man was mine.
      

      
      The End
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      Dearest Reader~

      
      Thank you from the bottom of my heart for reading the THAT MAN trilogy. I hope you
         enjoyed it. And if you did, will consider writing a review—even a short one!—on Amazon
         or Barnes and Noble or wherever you found it. Reviews mean a lot to me and help others
         discover my books.
      

      
      Would you be interested in a story about Jennifer’s best friend Libby? Or hearing
         about Blake and Jennifer’s wedding?
      

      
      Let me know by e-mailing me at:

      
      nellelamour@gmail.com

      
      or posting a comment on my Facebook page:

      
      https://www.facebook.com/NelleLamourAuthor

      
      THAT MAN 4 and THAT MAN 5 may be coming your way soon! *Wink* In the meantime, I hope
         you read and enjoy my other books!
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      I wrote much of the That Man trilogy over Christmas 2013, so naturally Christmas songs, both classic and pop,
         influenced my writing. As some of you, dear readers, may know, I LOVE Christmas songs
         and could listen to them to all year round. I also saw the animated movie Frozen over Christmas with my twin daughters; the journeys of the two heroines and the hero,
         along with the songs, also inspired the story of Jennifer and Blake.
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      “Let it Go” / Idena Menzel (from Frozen)
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Prologue


Jennifer

Paris~Five months earlier

“That eez a wrap,” shouted our wonderful French director, gurgling the “r” in “wrap” the way I now knew only the French did.

We had just finished production on the first telenovela I’d overseen for MY SIN-TV, the block of programming I’d developed around popular erotic romance novels. Shades of Pearl, based on Arianne Richmonde’s bestselling series.

The international cast and crew broke out in cheers. Among them were the lovely and beautiful Cameron Diaz, who had played the title character—her first television role ever—and her breathtakingly handsome co-star, Gaspard Ulliel, the French heartthrob, who played her much younger lover, Alexandre. Whoo-hoos mingled with hugs and out of nowhere, bottles of bubbly champagne popped.

I’d invited the author to the final days of shooting. A stunning, statuesque blonde, who looked like she could have easily played the part of forty-year-old Pearl, she was ecstatic. She enthusiastically gave me one of those double-cheek kisses.

“Oh, Jennifer! It’s brilliant. Do you think we can win an Emmy?” she asked in her British accent.

An Emmy? To be honest, I’d never thought about that. All I’d thought about was making the best possible show for my audience. I wanted our viewers to love every sinfully sexy and suspenseful minute of it.

I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know,” I replied, but the fantasy of winning one danced in my head.

With a flute of champagne in her hand, the long-limbed Arianne sauntered off to mingle with the cast and crew. Suddenly, I felt very alone. I missed that man I loved terribly—Blake Burns, the head of SIN-TV and my fiancé—and wished I could share this triumphant moment with him. Reaching into my purse, I pulled out my cell phone and speed-dialed his number. It was 4:00 p.m. The time difference between Paris and Los Angeles was nine hours. That meant it was seven o’clock in the morning in LA. Knowing his routine well, he should still be at home.

To my utter disappointment, the call went straight to his voice mail. I left him a message, telling him how well the final shoot went. And for him to call me. My final words: “Oh, Blake, I miss you so much. I can’t wait to see you.” I was flying home tomorrow.

The cast and crew began to dissipate from the set. Later tonight, there was going to be a big wrap party. To celebrate the completion of production, Conquest Broadcasting, SIN-TV’s parent company, had chartered several Bateaux Mouches to cruise around Paris and party. I’d looked forward to the event, but now, missing Blake so much, it just wasn’t as exciting.

[image: *]*

A chauffeur-driven Peugeot sedan took me back to my hotel. While the stars and director were staying at the Hotel George V where we’d shot some scenes, I was staying at the newly renovated Ritz. It was like out of a fairy tale with its sumptuous décor and impeccable service. I’d never stayed in such luxurious accommodations before. They were so beyond. But what made the hotel even more special for me was this is where Ernest Hemingway, one of my dad’s literary heroes, had written his early books. To his delight, I’d e-mailed him a photo of me in The Hemingway Bar and photoshopped the legendary author into the picture.

Wearily, I inserted my key card into the door of my tenth floor suite. Blake had insisted on getting a suite for me, and though I’d protested, trying to save the company money, there was nothing I could do. Being engaged to the head of SIN-TV and the future chairman of Conquest Broadcasting, came with its perks. Most of which I didn’t need.

Dropping my shoulder bag on the gilded entryway console, I traipsed to my spacious bedroom with its regal canopy bed and breathtaking view of Paris. My eyes grew wide. Smack in the middle of the thick, fluffy duvet were two exquisitely wrapped boxes…one small, the other large. I recognized the wrapping of the small box immediately. With its signature hot pink heart, it was, of course, from Gloria’s Secret. Gloria Zander, the CEO of the renowned lingerie emporium, was sponsoring my block, and she had a popular store right here in Paris on the nearby Champs-Elysées. Though eager to open the big mysterious package, I reached for the smaller one and peeled open the envelope inserted under the bow. A note with handwriting I didn’t recognize met my gaze.

Congratulations on your first production! Wear these tonight.

The gift must be from Gloria. How thoughtful of her! With eager fingers, I tore off the wrapping and lifted off the lid.

My breath hitched. Inside beneath layers of delicate pink tissue paper was a magnificent set of pearl white lace lingerie: a demi-cup bra, matching bikini, and a garter. Plus a pair of lace-trimmed sheer silk stockings labeled: Made in France. Little bows embellished with pearls accented the lingerie in all the right places. The undergarments were exquisite enough to wear on my wedding day. I glanced down at the big snowflake diamond ring on my left hand, always awed by its sparkle and size and the memory of that magical night when Blake had proposed to me only a month ago. To my overjoyed mother’s chagrin, Blake and I had not yet set a date. We had too much on our plates when it came to work.

Spreading the beautiful lingerie on the bed, I reached for the big package. My fingers anxiously unwrapped it. Inside the tissue-lined box was another envelope. I carefully slit it open with my index finger. Another note with the same unrecognizable handwriting. And wear these too. It must be another gift from the generous Gloria, I surmised as I unfolded the delicate paper.

With a gasp, I removed the contents from the large box. First, the strappy silver Jimmy Choos. And then the elegant ivory chiffon dress by my favorite designer and dear friend, Chaz Clearfield, from his new couture line, which Gloria had helped launch. It had a pearl-encrusted neckline, nipped waist, and full skirt. My size—a four. I’d never owned or worn a dress as stunning as this. Very grown up, it belonged on a movie star. Someone like Cameron Diaz. Or an elegant goddess like Gloria. Not a petite, middle-class, Midwestern girl like me.

I padded over to the imposing armoire and stood in front of the mirrored doors, holding the dress up against me. Wow! I was going to look dazzling in it. And then my heart sunk a notch. If only Blake could be here to see me in it.
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What a perfect night to cruise along the Seine. The mid May air was mild and the evening sky couldn’t be clearer. Chartered buses had taken the Pearl cast and crew to the Pont D’Alma along the Rive Gauche from where the glass-enclosed boats were departing. Everyone was decked out to the nines for an evening of sightseeing, fine dining, and pure fun. Numerous partygoers, including Cameron and the very flirtatious Gaspard, came up to congratulate me on the production and commented on how magnifique I looked. I was both flattered and humbled. Paparazzi and publicists were snapping pictures at lightning speed. I smiled for the camera. But to be honest, while being Blake’s fiancée and my career had launched me into this glitzy, star-studded world, I still wasn’t used to so much attention and glamour.

On the quay, everyone was handed tickets, indicating which boat they would be on. I glanced down at mine. Number six…the last one. Carefully, in my new heels, I boarded the vessel and made my way to the upper deck. I leaned against the railing and took in the magical City of Light. The Seine quietly lapped against the side of the boat while my new dress billowed like a sail in the warm Spring breeze. The majestic Grand Palais faced me. All lit up, it resembled a giant jewelry box.

The rumble of motors of the other boats ahead of mine roared in my ears. They were taking off. I guess we were still waiting for more passengers to board this one because I was the sole person on it. Maybe there was another bus of people on the way?

Ten minutes passed. And still not another passenger. The other boats were now well on their way, and they began to fade in the distance. My heart began to race. Shit. Maybe, there was some kind of mistake, and I’d boarded the wrong boat.

“You look beautiful in that dress. Are you also wearing the lingerie I sent you?”

At the sound of that familiar sultry voice, my heart almost leapt into the Seine. I felt my insides melt. And my center grew as wet as the river itself.

I spun around. There he was. Leaning against the banister to the lower deck. That man. Who loved me body and soul. And mind. That devastating man. Blake Burns.

My mouth dropped. Speechless, I now understood why I hadn’t been able to reach him earlier. He’d been flying. Flying to see me. And now, every part of me was flying because he was here.

Dressed in one of his impeccably tailored dark suits, he loped up to me. His long-legged gait was as sexy as his smoldering gaze. I sprinted up to him and met him halfway.

“Oh my God, Blake.” My heart pounding, I flung my arms around him. “I can’t believe—”

He tugged my head back by my ponytail, and then his mouth captured mine, cutting off my word supply. The tongue-driven kiss was fierce, passionate, and oh so delicious. With his hard body and colossal cock pressed against me, the boat began to move.

“Blake, where are we going?” I spluttered, finally breaking the kiss.

“The rest of the cast and crew are going on a tour of Paris. But you, my tiger, are going on a trip to the moon and stars and back.”

“Oh,” I squeaked.

He tweaked my nipples between his thumb and index fingers. I could feel them harden as he smiled smugly. Heat blossomed between my legs and then his hands slid down my hips.

He hiked up the skirt of my dress and shoved my soaked lace panties aside.

His fingers quickly found something delicate and responsive. My clit.

They circled it. Hard, just the way I loved it. Moaning, I rocked into him as his deft fingers picked up speed.

“Je vais baiser votre cerveau,” he whispered in my ear, his accent perfect.

“Parlez-vous français?” I murmured back as a mind-blowing orgasm took hold of me.

“No, I talk dirty.”
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Blake

If you think I was going to let my little tiger party with that horny French frog, you sure as fuck don’t know me by now. Gaspard-Bastard. When I’d awoken this morning at the crack of dawn, I’d hopped into the shower, thrown together an overnight case of bare necessities, and driven myself in my trusty high-speed Porsche to LAX. Jennifer had been in France overseeing her first production for over two weeks, and I missed her like crazy. And it wasn’t just her tight little pussy I missed that my calloused fingers could attest to. I missed everything about her. Waking up to her in my arms. The taste of her kiss on my lips. Sharing showers. Her adorable giggle. And even the way she knew how to put me in my place. (Jeez. Another pun unintended?) Yes, my cock had a hearty appetite, but she’d shown me my heart hungered too.

Throughout the long eleven-hour flight, my cock had strained against my jeans while my heart beat like a jackhammer. I’d kept the tray table down the whole time except for the departure and landing. I couldn’t wait to surprise her and see the expression on her pretty face. And then rid her of the lacy lingerie and that new dress, which I’d sent her with the conspiratorial help of Gloria Zander and her designer pal, Chaz. I was about to line up the three cherries…the right idea, the right person and, with no hitches, the right time. A big win was in store.

Timing, I’d learned, was everything. Without it, everything could fall apart. Even the best laid plans—or plans to get laid. Luck had it the flight arrived early, and I was able to get to the Bateau Mouche with ease. Little did my tiger know, I’d chartered it out of my own pocket for my own personal use. It was going nowhere until I was on board. And neither was she.

I fucking wish I’d taken a photo of her face when she set eyes on me. Her emerald orbs lit up like two stars in the sky, and her mouth dropped to the deck in a perfect O. An O big enough to accommodate my big ole cock. Damn, she looked hot in that dress. Magically, the river breeze blew the skirt up above her thighs, exposing her frilly garter and stockings and the scrap of lace panties I’d asked her to wear. My rigid dick was itching to get inside them. But first things first. I needed her in my arms. And my mouth needed to consume hers. It felt like years. She melted into me like chocolate, and as my tongue danced with hers, I scrunched up her silky dress. My hand landed between her thighs. Expertly, I maneuvered my fingers under her little lacy panties and found my hidden treasure.

“Oh baby, you’re so fucking hot and wet,” I moaned into her mouth as I rubbed her nub.

Picking up my pace, I had her panting against me. So ready to come. “Oh God, Blake,” she cried out and then she let go.

I felt her shudder around my fingers while she clung to my shoulders so she wouldn’t fall down.

My cock was on fire. With my mouth locked back on hers, I walked her backward until she was leaning against the railing. Her harsh breathing mixed with the sound of the soft waves brushing against the boat. I hiked up her dress once more and cupped her sweet ass. And then in one swift move, I tore off her drenched panties and spread her legs.

“Blake, what are you doing?” Her eyes were wide.

Monsieur Dirty Talker wasn’t done with her. Do you seriously think I flew half way around the world just to flick her clit? I gnawed at her slender neck and got right to it.

“I’m going to fuck my future wife’s brains out.”

“But Blake, people on shore will see us.”

“Don’t worry about it, baby. We’re never going to see them again. And when they hear you roar, believe me, they’ll wish they were us.”

“But, don’t you think we should enjoy the cruise? And take in all the monuments?”

“Tiger, there’s only one monument in Paris you need to take in and it’s right here.” I zipped down my fly and out popped my rod. Nine inches of pure pleasure. It deserved a five-star rating on Yelp.

I nudged it against her, and in a hot breath, it was deep inside her. Her muscles clenched around my length. I hissed. I’d almost forgotten how good her tight little pussy felt. On the next breath, I was pounding into her ruthlessly, every thrust taking her closer to the edge. I clamped my hands firmly on her waist so she wouldn’t fall overboard. Fuck. That would be bad. Her moans mingled with my grunts as I pummeled her harder and faster. Her face contorted with tortured pleasure, and I kept my eyes open to enjoy the beautiful sight of her. The beauty of Notre Dame, as the boat swung around the Île de la Cité and passed by the famous landmark, paled next to that of ma belle dame in my face and in my arms.

“Eyes, tiger,” I ordered. I wanted her to enjoy the spectacular view too. On my command, she snapped open her long-lashed lids, and I rewarded her with another all-consuming French kiss—la pelle or shovel as some called it in France. In the distance, I heard promenaders along the Seine cheering us on with wolf whistles and applause. “Allez, allez! A votre santé!” I waved to them.

“Have you missed me?” I panted out as my cock hammered into her. Missed this?

“Oh yes. So much.”

Ahead of us, the Eiffel Tower sparkled. At the rate we were moving, it would be at least half an hour until the boat passed it, and headed back to the quay. My own lit up tower of steel wasn’t going to last much longer.

“Come with me, baby.” An intense tingling sensation surged from my sac to the tip of my shaft. I swear, my cock was going to jump out of its skin.

She emitted a ferocious roar you could hear in LA, and then I cried out her name as my own powerful orgasm met her blissful wake.

“Oh, Blake,” she murmured, her voice, a breathy whisper.

Spent, I nuzzled her neck. “Are you happy I came?” Man, what was with me and these double entendres?

She sunk her head against my chest. “So happy.”

With my arms wrapped around her, we stayed in this resting position for several long minutes as we aptly neared the Arc de Triomphe. So maybe we’d missed some of the sites along the Seine, but it didn’t matter. I tenderly kissed her silky flesh everywhere I could.

Piano music drifted into the night air. Cole Porter. “I Love Paris.”

“…in the springtime,” I sang softly against her ear. I’d arranged for a romantic champagne-filled dinner for the two of us on the dining deck below—complete with a pianist and songstress. They were going to perform songs from the play list of Pearl to which we’d slow dance. And later fuck some more—I was saving her sweet pussy for dessert.

She sighed dreamily, never lifting her head from my heart.

Yes, I loved Paris in the springtime. There was only one thing I loved more—Paris in the springtime with my tiger. My future wife. I held her tight.

“Oh, Blake, I could make love to you all night.”

That was the plan.


Chapter 1


Jennifer

“Happy birthday, tiger.”

Groggily, I peeled one eye open after the other. Blake had insisted I take the afternoon off to spend time with my parents. After a whirlwind tour of Hollywood, we were all tired, and I headed home after dropping them off at The Beverly Hills Hotel where they were staying, courtesy of Blake’s family. Late afternoon sunlight was streaming into the bedroom where I’d taken a much-needed nap. Through my hazy vision, I could see Blake heading my way. He must have gotten home while I was sleeping. Bare-chested, he was wearing sweats, and his hands were behind his back. I could stare at that glorious chiseled chest all day.

I forced myself to sit up. “Blake, my birthday’s not till Monday.”

He smiled that cocky smile I loved so much. “Yeah, I know, but I wanted to give you something before our dinner tonight with our parents.”

Mom and Dad had flown in for my twenty-fourth birthday. They’d been here since Monday and we’d had a great time. It was their first trip to Los Angeles since I’d started working for Conquest Broadcasting in their adult entertainment division, SIN-TV. One of the highlights of their trip was coming to my office. My mother, God bless her, kept saying “very lovely” though I knew she was having a mini-coronary each time she passed by a full-frontal nudity poster of one of our pure-porn prime time shows. She was relieved to see that my new executive office was tastefully furnished. Both my parents admired The Kiss, the sensuous erotic painting on the wall, and I told them it was a gift from Blake. Having to work, I sent them on a tour of the studio and made sure they got to see some tapings of shows as well as meet a few stars. My mother was in heaven when her idol Denzel Washington gave her an autographed headshot.

Unfortunately for them, they couldn’t be here on Monday, the actual day of my birthday, because Dad had to go back to Boise. Though now retired from academic life, the university was making him a Professor Emeritus on the same day. It was a noble achievement and I, like my mom, was so proud of him. Unfortunately for me, my crazy work schedule with a dozen erotic romance telenovelas at various stages of production, made it impossible for me to fly back home to share his special day. I was thrilled, however, that they’d decided to come to California to spend some time with me. Tonight, for the first time, they would be going to Blake’s parents’ house. His mother had insisted on having them over for their weekly Shabbat dinner. I was sure by the time it was over they’d both know a little Yiddish—well, at least one word. Shmekel—that and shtupping—thanks to Blake’s oversexed eighty-six-year-old grandma. I was sure this dinner was going to be the other highlight of their trip—for better and for worse.

Catapulting me out my mental ramblings, Blake sat down on the edge of the bed we now shared and handed me a small box. It was shiny red with a small white stick-on bow. “This is for you, tiger. Open it.”

My heartbeat sped up. Blake loved buying me presents, and they were always so creative and thoughtful. And sometimes a little naughty. Carefully, I lifted off the lid. Inside was another small box—this one velvet. Removing it, I snapped it open and gasped.

“Oh my God, Blake, they’re exquisite,” I exclaimed, unable to contain my excitement or tears of joy. Glittering before my eyes was a pair of magnificent earrings—two dangling pink tourmaline hearts, each set with diamonds. They matched the pink tourmaline necklace he’d given me last Christmas. Tourmaline was my birthstone.

Grinning cheek to cheek, Blake planted a kiss on my forehead. “Put them on tiger, and I want you to wear them tonight.”

“Oh, Blake!” I gushed, smacking his lips with mine. “I love you so much.”

“The same.” He watched as I inserted the pierced earrings into my earlobes.

“How do you do that?”

I laughed lightly and then rubbed the dangling earrings between my fingers. “I want to see what they look like on me in a mirror.” I made my first attempt to get out of bed, but Blake held me back by the matching necklace I rarely took off.

He smiled at me wickedly. “Not until I give you your other present.”

I glanced down and instantly had an idea.


Chapter 2


Blake

Yup, I did have another present for my tiger. But let me tell you, it was hard hiding this one. No pun intended. The tent between my thighs was sizeable, and it was expanding by the second.

The gist of my present was not lost on Jen. She gazed down at my crotch and her brows lifted.

“Oh, and what might that be?” she asked wryly, as if she didn’t know.

I shoved down my sweats. “This one.” Before her stood my big cock, gift wrapped in a big red bow. I suppressed a moan. It was fucking killing me because I’d tied the stupid bow on earlier—just tight enough so it wouldn’t fall off—and now my pecker had practically doubled in size. What the fuck had I been thinking? The bow was cutting off my circulation and giving me numb nuts.

Jennifer burst into laughter. She was laughing so hard she was crying. I swear, if she didn’t take this fucking bow off soon, my dick was going to fall off and I’d be crying tears too.

“Blake, that’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen,” she managed. She was practically howling. “It’s like you’re God’s gift to women.”

“Take the fucking bow off,” I growled.

Still roaring with laughter, she scooted off the bed so she was standing before me. With her nimble fingers, she undid the bow and tossed it on the duvet. I huffed a sigh of relief. Woof. That felt better. My cock recovered quickly and was ready for action.

“Jen, babe, do you think you could show Mr. Burns a little love?” Jen didn’t know I reverently called my cock by a proper name (my little secret—that and the fact I also talked to my cock), but she got the idea. My eyes stayed on her as she bent over and kissed the wide crown. I pressed firmly on her head, coaxing her to go down on me. I hissed as that warm wet mouth of hers slid down my shaft, her tongue sliding along the backside. So fucking good. After taking me to the hilt, she came back up, adding welcomed pressure. She knew how I liked it.

That’s all I needed, though truthfully, I could never get enough head from her. I was sufficiently lubricated for the next part of this gift. Before she could go down on me again, I gripped her ponytail and yanked up her head. She let out a little yelp that made my cock flex.

“Are you ready for part two of this gift?”

She eyed me suspiciously. “And that would be—”

“The fun part. You get to ride me.”

Jen’s face lit up like a little kid about to go on one of those coin-operated mechanical horsey rides. Wasting no time, she tore off my boxers she had on and repositioned herself, straddling my lap, knees bent on the bed, with my cock impaled inside her. Gripping her hips, I bucked her hard as she rode me up and down. I hissed. Fuck, yeah! This was good. So fucking good for both of us. Holding on to my shoulders, she got to control the pace while I got to go as deep and as hard as I could. I repeatedly hit her G-spot with each powerful thrust. She shrieked with pleasure again and again.

I gazed at her heated face. Her head arched back, she looked so impassioned, and I was mesmerized by the way the dangling earrings I’d just given her shook and shimmered. Quivering as if they were having little orgasms of their own. I was tempted to nibble her lobes but worried in my state of lust I might bite off an earring and swallow it whole.

I gripped her hips tighter as she accelerated her pace. The friction and heat of her rubbing against my thick length felt so fucking amazing.

“Do you like your present?”

“Oh God, yes!” she panted out. “I’m so close to coming!”

“Good, baby,” I groaned.

On the next deep thrust, she fell apart with a thunderous “yes” and I could feel her throbbing all around my pulsing cock. Her body shook as I grunted out my own explosive climax and met hers full on. Spent and sweaty, we collapsed onto each other, her arms wrapping around me. We stayed in that position for several sweet minutes as we rode our orgasms out.

Five minutes later, we were nestled side by side, her head resting on my chest. We had almost recovered. Now close to five, the sun had begun its disappearing act and cast a mellow amber glow.

Jen traced lazy, ticklish circles on my chest. “Baby, I’ll never be able to top that birthday present.”

I playfully flicked the tip of her cute upturned nose. “Don’t worry, you will.”

“Do you have something in mind?”

“Yeah, I do.” I was turning the big three-O.

“How ’bout a hint?”

“I want to wake up to my wife.”

I felt her jolt against me. “What are you saying, Blake?”

“What I’m saying is I want to marry you on the day before my birthday.”

“December twentieth? Gosh, Blake. That’s only two months away.”

“Jen, we’ve been engaged for almost six months; it’s time to set a date. My mother has been driving me crazy.”

Jen giggled. “Mine too. I keep telling her we’ve just been too busy at work.”

Which was true. Except I’d checked our calendars and had come to the conclusion that Saturday, the twentieth would be a perfect time to get married. With Christmas around the corner, most of our SIN-TV productions would be shut down, and our offices would be closed until January third—giving us an opportunity to go on a two-week honeymoon. I explained all this to Jen. She agreed. It made total sense.

She rolled on top of me and gave me a hot spontaneous kiss. “Oh my God, Blake, we’re really going to get married!” The excitement in her voice was contagious. I smashed my lips against hers. “Yes, you’re going to become Mrs. Blake Burns, and tonight we’re going to break the news to our parents.”

“My mother is going to be so excited.” Jen beamed. “She’s been planning our wedding forever.”

I didn’t know if Jen could feel my heart skip a beat. I quietly gulped. And so had my mother. Instead of letting her know this, I urged her to take a shower with me and get ready for our dinner.

The future Mrs. Blake Burns had another surprise in store.


Chapter 3


Jennifer

“Oh, my good Lord, you have a health club in your house?” Dressed in a demure A-line navy dress and sensible shoes, my mother couldn’t contain her astonishment. Her soft gray-blue eyes were as round as marbles. While my dad had chosen to forego the tour of the Bernstein’s forty-room Beverly Hills mansion and spend time chatting with Blake and his dad, my mom had taken Blake’s mother, Helen, up on her offer. I’d accompanied them.

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cringe. Neither my mother nor my father had ever set foot in a house of this magnitude and grandeur. One could easily confuse it with a five-star hotel with its size, amenities, and sumptuous furnishings.

I corrected my mother. “Mom, it’s their in-home gym.” But the truth, it looked more like a health club, the expansive mirrored room filled with racks of weights and a myriad of state-of-the art workout equipment. There was even an adjacent sauna, massage room, and steam room.

Helen twitched a small smile. She was elegantly dressed in a peach silk sheath and designer heels along with her usual array of mega-sized diamonds. Whippet-thin, the stunning woman, with her upswept platinum hair, towered over my lovely but humble Midwest mother.

“Saul and I work out here every morning with our personal trainers. You and Harold are more than welcome to join us tomorrow morning. And right afterward, our masseuse will be here.”

Still in awe, my mother declined politely, letting Helen know that she and my dad would be flying back to Boise in the morning. The week had gone by so fast.

Helen glanced down at her diamond-studded watch. “Come, let’s join the others for dinner. Everyone should be here by now.”

The Bernsteins’ weekly Shabbat dinner was about to begin. I couldn’t wait to tell my parents as well as Blake’s that we’d finally decided on a wedding date. Having planned for my wedding since the day I was born, my mom was going to be over the moon.
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Shabbat dinner at the Bernsteins’ house always had a special meaning for me. It was where I got an eyeful of Blake’s super-sized cock for the first time. I’d accidentally walked into an unlocked bathroom where he was jerking off. I’d watched him come all over his hand. I was mortified, but now both Blake and I could laugh about it. The unforgettable memory, however, always made me very horny during Shabbat. And the same with Blake, though I wasn’t sure if it was for the same reason. Always, in the middle of devouring Grandma’s famous matzo soup, he’d reach for my hand, discreetly slip it under the table, and press it on the heated bulge between his legs. Tonight was no different. I could feel it throbbing. With my parents here, I wished for once he’d “unbig” himself to use the word he’d invented.

Most of usual suspects were gathered around the elegantly set dining room table—a dazzling spectacle of fine china, crystal, and silver. Joining Blake’s parents…his feisty sex-crazed Grandma, who I adored, and his older sister, Marcy the gynecologist, who I hadn’t gotten to know well. She and Blake were not particularly close. Missing, however, were her seven-year-old twin sons, who were home with strep, and Matt, her husband. Or rather ex-husband. Soon after Blake and I’d returned from France last Spring, a big family scandale had erupted. Marcy had discovered Matt, also a gyno, fucking one of their patients—a voluptuous blond starlet named Kristie who happened to be one of Blake’s former hook-ups. Right in the Beverly Hills office the two of them shared. On the examining table, no less. Well, to make a long story short…Marcy got the practice, the house, and custody of the twins, and Matt got Kristie, whom he was planning on marrying. I’d wanted to reach out to Marcy—having gone through a not that dissimilar life-changing break-up with my ex-fiancé, Bradley. But the unspoken estrangement between Blake and his sister made it difficult. I did, however, admire the grace with which Marcy had handled her ex’s affair. The asshat! And she now seemed more focused on her two children, who also seemed to be handling the break-up remarkably well. However, it did put a little damper on my happiness, and I sometimes felt bad when others in the family gloated over my engagement to Blake when her own marriage had gone down the drain.

As was customary in the Bernstein household, my mother, the female guest of honor, was asked by Blake’s father to light the Shabbat candles. My darling Blake helped her do it. More memories of our first night together rushed into my head…his arms around fire-phobic me as I futilely lit one match after another. My mom got it on the first try and welcomed Shabbat into our lives. Shabbat, I had learned, was the symbolic union of man and woman, of God taking his bride. What a perfect time to announce our wedding date, though butterflies fluttered in my stomach. Setting a date made it so real. Blake and I were finally going to get married. I shot him a quick glance, soaking in his handsome profile. I could stare at him forever with that perfect outline of stubble and sexy mop of unkempt hair. He felt my eyes on him and shot back a flirtatious smile. The littlest smile could make desire pour through me like warm honey.

Over Blake’s mother’s delicious brisket, we made small talk, the Bernsteins mostly asking my parents about their stay in LA. Shortly, their housekeeper Rosa began to clear the table, making room for coffee and dessert.

“Oh, please let me help.” My mother leapt out of her chair with her plate and my dad’s along with their cutlery in her hands.

“Meg, darling,” said Blake’s mother coolly. “Please sit down. There’s no need.”

My mom shot me an awkward glance. I nodded, indicating for her to acquiesce. Rosa immediately took the plates and silverware from her, and my mother hesitantly sat down. Bewilderment flickered in her eyes.

God bless my mom. I loved her so much. She was such a good soul. Honestly, there wasn’t a mean bone in her whole body. While Helen might chair lots of charities and foundations, my mother embodied charitable giving. Or should I say, living? She gave alms to the poor, never missed making meals for the homeless on holidays, and opened her door to anyone in need of a bed. Her whole life was about the needs of others, and foremost, those of my dad and mine. Blake’s father was grooming him to one day be the head of Conquest Broadcasting, and I’d have to adjust to that role. In my heart, I wanted to always be like my mom. Humble. Giving. Caring. And genuine. True to my roots. And one day, like her, I wanted to be a great mom.

Blake’s grandma hurled me out of my thoughts. “So, bubala, vhen are you and my Blakela gonna get married?” Always the same question at around glass number three of wine.

I swallowed hard while Blake broke into his dazzling smile. Under the table, he squeezed my hand that was resting on his erection.

“Funny, you should ask, Grandma. Jennifer and I have exciting news.”

My heart hammered. My mother’s face was already lighting up. Blake continued.

“We’ve set a wedding date. Saturday, December twentieth.”

A rapid-fire chain reaction was set off.

“Oy, I should only live so long!” moaned Blake’s grandma, pouring glass number four. “G’zei gezunt.”

“Mazel tov,” exclaimed Blake’s father at the head of the table, raising his wine glass.

Blake’s sister threw her arms up in the air. “Great. The same day as Matt’s wedding to bubblehead. Now I have an excuse not to attend.”

I didn’t appreciate her mouthful of sarcasm, but she was probably hurting. Blake shot her a dirty look.

My mother, oblivious to Marcy’s off-color remark, had tears in her eyes. “Oh honey, that’s wonderful. I’ll call Father Murphy tomorrow to reserve the parish.”

Helen’s eyes grew as wide as they could. She’d definitely had one too many doses of Botox. Her harrumph silenced everyone.

“Meg, darling, there’s no way we can have the wedding in Idaho. Or is it Iowa? I always get those two states mixed up. Regardless, at that time of year, the weather can be atrocious. I can’t have our guests flying in those risky conditions.”

Shit. I hadn’t even thought of the weather factor when I’d agreed to Blake’s date. But Helen was right. It could be blizzarding in the Midwest. With the airports shut down. And even the West Coast weather was volatile at that time of the year.

My stunned mother didn’t blink an eye while Helen continued. “And as you can imagine, we have a plethora of guests to invite.”

“How many?” ventured my father, showing no emotion.

“At least a thousand. Maybe more.”

A thousand?

“I see.” My pensive father pressed his lips thin while my poor mother gaped in shock. She seemed to be getting smaller and smaller in her chair. There was no way my parents could accommodate or afford a wedding of that magnitude. Why hadn’t I thought things through? Her lifelong dream of making me a wedding had just left the planet. The look of defeat on her face was gutting me.

Finally, she built up the courage to say something. “Well, at least, Helen, let me help you plan it. I’m very handy, right Harold?” My mother, always looking for the good in the bad, turned to my father for moral support.

Helen responded before my father could say a word. “Puh-lease, Meg. Don’t even think about it. With the wedding date so close, we can’t afford any mistakes. Enid will handle everything.”

“Enid?” I asked meekly.

“My mother’s event planner,” replied Blake flatly.

“Enid Shmeenid,” chimed in tipsy Grandma. “Bubala, you and my Blakela should go to Vegas and elope.”

“That’s what Matt and I did,” said Marcy, getting in her two cents.

Helen pursed her mouth; clearly, Marcy’s elopement was a sore subject. She set her fierce gaze on Blake. “Blake, darling, we will have nothing of the sort. This is going to be the wedding of the century.”

I hadn’t even started to prep for the wedding and I was feeling all stressed out. My chest was tight. I met my mom’s sunken eyes and then connected with my dad’s. He wore a look of resignment.

Helen called out to the family housekeeper. “Rosa, please get me my phone.”

Jumping at her beck and call, the uniformed Rubenesque woman scuttled out of the dining room and returned promptly with Helen’s cell phone. Silently, she set it on the table and went back to cleaning up.

My eyes stayed on my future mother-in-law as she picked up the phone with her perfectly manicured hand and tapped the screen with a long red-lacquered nail. Putting it to her diamond-studded ear, she twitched a small smile, indicating her call had gone through.

“Enid, darling, Blake and his fiancée are getting married on December twentieth.” She paused briefly, listening to the voice on the other end. “Yes, that would be wonderful if you could get the save the dates out this weekend. And yes, I’ll get you the names of the McCoys’ guests. I’m sure there won’t be too many. And don’t forget to book Rabbi Silverstein…and yes, that would be divine if you got the announcement into this Sunday’s New York Times. MWAH, darling!” And with that, she ended the call.

My parents and I exchanged a nervous glance. I twisted my engagement ring. Reality set in like a crashing meteor. News flash: the wedding of the century had landed.


Chapter 4


Blake

After dropping her hushed parents off at The Beverly Hills Hotel, Jen and I drove back to my condo in tense silence. Following our announcement, the Jewish issue had come up again. Since we’d been engaged, we’d talked about it on and off, never coming to any resolution. Though they were secular Jews, both my parents wanted Jen to consider converting. For the sake of the children being their main bone of contention.

“Jewish Shmewish,” my grandma had growled, with a dismissive flick of her wrists. “The only thing she needs to know is the vay to a Jewish man’s shmekel is through his stomach. Learn how to be a good cook,” she’d advised Jennifer.

Grandma’s words had put a small smile on Jen’s face. They had also turned it as red as beet soup. I loved my grandma, and you know what, she was right. Well, at least partially. Yes, I had a hearty appetite. But my cock had an appetite of its own, and my tiger knew damn well how to satisfy that. No one sucked me off better than Jen or could bring me to mind-blowing fulfillment while buried deep inside her ravenous pussy. She knew how to cook my cock to perfection.

I broke the silence. “Jen, we’ve gone over this. You don’t have to convert if you don’t want to. There’s really no pressure.”

She sucked in a short breath, a sexy sound that always turned me on. “It’s not that, baby. It’s the wedding.”

“It’s going to be spectacular.”

“It’s going to be a spectacle. And it’s going to cost a fortune.”

I made a sharp turn onto Wilshire Boulevard and picked up speed. I put the top of my Porsche up so we didn’t have to shout above the whipping wind.

“Don’t worry. My parents are going to pay for everything.”

She turned to face me. Her eyes flared. “Blake, you don’t understand. My parents were counting on making me a wedding. In their own backyard. Especially my mom. Didn’t you see the expression on her face when your mother broke the news about that Enid lady?”

The truth, I wasn’t really paying attention. While my mother’s best friend Enid had planned all of my mother’s philanthropic events and was indeed the most sought after party planner in town, I wasn’t that keen on her planning something that was personally mine. Though she’d stayed close to my mother, she’d distanced herself from me. Our encounters were always cordial but cold. She carried a silent grudge. And time had not erased it.

I kept my feelings about Enid to myself. What Jennifer didn’t know wouldn’t hurt. I responded.

“Baby, you don’t understand. My parents are like royalty in this town. They have a social obligation to put on a show and invite every Tom, Dick, and Harry they know.”

“Well, your sister didn’t have a big wedding.” Her tone was confrontational.

“Marcy pissed my parents off. But she didn’t care. I do. Part of my job is to make my parents look good.”

Another thick wave of silence rolled over us as we neared my condo. Finally, as I pulled into the circular driveway of the majestic high-rise building, she cupped her slender fingers over my hand that was clutching the stick. I shifted into park and met her gaze. If anger had filled her eyes, it had dissipated.

“Baby, I’m sorry. I think maybe I overreacted. I’ve had this image in my mind of what my wedding would be like—it just wasn’t a big flashy Hollywood one. But I get where you’re coming from. And I don’t want to let down your parents…or you.”

Fuck, I loved her. And once we were upstairs in my apartment, I was going to show her just how much. The grateful kiss I smacked on her lips wasn’t enough.


Chapter 5


Jennifer

After yummy morning sex with Blake, I rolled out of bed, took a shower, and got dressed. Jeans, sneakers, and my favorite USC sweatshirt. I was taking my parents to the airport.

“Jen, let me come with you. Or at least, let me get them a town car.”

I gave my beautiful bedhead a peck on his forehead. “That’s sweet of you, baby, but a limo is so not their style. Plus, I want to spend some time alone with them before they leave.”

“Just be prepared to spend some time alone with me when you get back,” Blake responded, ducking under the covers. “Quality time.”

“Or do you mean quantity time?” I teased, his big dick filling my head. And in my mind’s eye, my pussy too.

“Both,” I heard him laugh as I waltzed out the door.

The Beverly Hills Hotel where Mom and Dad were staying was not far from Blake’s condo. With no traffic on Wilshire, I got there in fifteen minutes. A feat by Los Angeles standards. I didn’t even have to valet my Kia. My punctual parents were already waiting for me at the curbside when I pulled up to the entrance. Amongst the throng of trendy guests dressed in the latest designer fashions, my parents, in their simple conservative attire, stood out like a sore thumb.

“Did you guys have breakfast?” I asked as I drove down Sunset.

“No, dear,” said my mother. “I thought your dad and I could catch a bite at the airport.”

With light traffic and time to kill, I decided to take my parents to The Farmer’s Market on Fairfax. An old tourist attraction adjacent to The Grove shopping mall, it was a hubbub for tourists from Middle America. I thought after all the Bernstein’s fancy wining and dining they would like something down to earth. Something that reminded them of home. And reminded me of home. Old-fashioned DuPar’s diner fit the bill.

We settled into a booth, me facing my parents. All of us ordered good old sunny side up eggs, hashbrowns, and bacon. Plus OJ and coffee.

“We had such a lovely stay here, darling,” said my mother over coffee.

“The Bernsteins are fine people,” added my father.

“Mom, are you really okay with Helen planning the entire wedding?” The crestfallen expression on her face when she heard the news was etched in my brain.

“Yes, darling. They have so many people to invite. We could never accommodate them in our backyard. Nor could we afford the cost.”

“But, Mom, Dad. You’ve wanted to make me a wedding your entire life.”

“No, honey,” said my father. “We’ve wanted only to make you happy our entire life. With the money we’ve saved for your wedding, we may do something else we’ve always wanted to do.”

My eyes grew wide as did my mom’s.

“What would that be, dear?” she asked.

“Sail to Europe on the Queen Mary.”

My mother’s eyes melted into my dad’s. “Oh, Lordy! Could we really?”

“As soon as Jennifer and Blake tie the knot, I’m booking two first-class tickets.”

Clapping her hand to her wide-open mouth, my mother let out a loud gasp.

I was brimming with happiness. My parents deserved this trip. In a way, Blake and his family were making it possible for them.

While I wanted to treat them to breakfast, my father reached for the check right away. It would be an insult to offer. My father was a mensch to use one of the Yiddish words I’d learned from Grandma. While waiting for the change (he had paid in cash), his eyes searched mine.

“Jennie, I want to ask you something.”

“Shoot, Dad.”

“Are you going to convert to Judaism?”

My mother looked at me unblinkingly; her faith and family traditions were so important to her. My stomach tightened. “I don’t know. Right now, I can’t fathom the idea of giving up Christmas and Easter.”

My mother’s expression relaxed as I continued. “Blake and I have discussed it. He’s cool with that as long as we celebrate the Jewish holidays too and our kids have bar mitzvahs. I told him I want Father Murphy to officiate our wedding along with their rabbi.”

My mother’s eyes lit up. “That would be wonderful, darling. I think Father Murphy would really appreciate that. He’s known you since you were a little girl and is such a close family friend.”

My father nodded with approval. I was thrilled this decision pleased my parents so much. I made a mental note to discuss this with Enid, the wedding planner. But the discussion about Judaism wasn’t over.

“Mom, Dad. I want to be honest with you. Down the line, I may decide to become Jewish. Would you be okay with that?”

My father smiled at me warmly and then clasped my hands in his. “Jennie, you must always know that both your mother and I are okay with anything that makes our little girl happy.”

My mother grew tearful. “Honey, you’re going to make a beautiful bride.”

My father beamed. “And I’m going to walk my beauty down the aisle. G’zei gezunt!”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. I did a little bit of both. How I loved my mom and dad! They were definitely the best parents in the world. And the most loving. Secretly, I made a wish hoping Blake and I would grow old together and have an everlasting love like theirs.

“Happy Birthday, darling,” said my mother as my father placed a tip on the table.

“I’m sorry we can’t spend it with you,” said my father.

“Oh, Dad, it’s your day too. I want Mom to film the ceremony and send it to me.”

“Of course, darling,” said my proud mother as she reached into the large tote bag parked between them. She handed me a package. “Your birthday present. I hope you like it.”

I took the perfectly wrapped box from her and gently tore off the whimsical Happy Birthday paper. “Oh, Mom, it’s beautiful! I love it!” Inside was a truly lovely ivory cashmere cardigan. I took it out of the box and brushed it against my cheek. “And it’s so soft.”

A radiant smile beamed on her face. “Oh, honey, I’m so happy you like it.” With an equally radiant smile, I carefully folded the sweater and put it back in the box.

“And this is from me.” Reaching into the tote, Dad handed me a small package. From the looks of it, it was a book. Something he always gave me on my birthday. I eagerly unwrapped it. I couldn’t help but smile. It was a Jewish bible.

“Read it, Jennie. It’s not that different from ours.”

Tears formed in the back of my eyes. I was going to miss them terribly after I dropped them off at LAX. But hopefully, the other Jewish education lesson I’d set up would keep my mind off them.
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“Bubala, they’re gawgeous!”

Blake’s grandma wasn’t talking about the gorgeous diamond and tourmaline earrings he’d given me nor about the gorgeous flowers I’d brought over.

She was talking about the matzo balls I’d just made. I poked my head into the aromatic, steamy kettle of soup simmering on her old fashioned Merritt and Keefe stove, and a big smile spread across my face. My matzo balls did look perfect—big and round—just like the ones Grandma made.

But, let me tell you, I didn’t get them right the first time. Something went wrong and they fell apart the minute they hit the hot chicken broth. Honestly, they looked more like vomit bits floating around in a toilet. Yes, that bad.

The second time was hit and miss. A couple worked; the rest fell apart or sunk. I was frustrated and deflated. Ready to give up.

Twice, we had to drain the broth, which earlier Grandma had shown me how to make. That part was simple. Just throw together some water, chicken parts (preferably kosher), celery, carrots, parsley, and a pinch of salt. Simmer for an hour and you couldn’t go wrong. Matzo balls, however, could go wrong. Terribly wrong.

Grandma was so patient and the third time was a charm. I’d finally gotten them right. They were perfectly formed and fluffy. I’d lined up the three cherries—the right ingredients, the right consistency, the right timing.

“Trust me, Bubala, the way to a man’s shmekel is his stomach. Blakala is going to go nuts over these.”

I gave Grandma a big hug and couldn’t wait to show off my new talent to my husband-to-be.

While the matzo balls cooked, Grandma and I retreated to the living room, the tantalizing aroma of the soup trailing us. After quietly asking her to show me how to make matzo balls at the end of last night’s Shabbat dinner, she’d immediately invited me over to her guest quarters on the Bernsteins’ property. Some guest quarters…her guesthouse was bigger than the biggest house in Boise. A mini-mansion. But unlike the Bernsteins’ antique-filled palace, it was unpretentious and filled with cozy lived-in furniture and a lifetime of memorabilia. Tchotchkes and family photos were scattered everywhere. Many framed photos of a handsome man who looked a lot like Blake filled the room, including several with Blake as a toddler. And there was even an elaborately framed sepia photo of a beautiful young bride and her dashing husband on one of the walls. I studied it. It was definitely taken in the fifties. The stunning dress was Grace Kelly-like, but what most caught my eye, was the delicate lace veil that puddled all around her. It was a work of art.

“Is that you and your husband?” I asked Grandma.

Her face lit up. “Yes, that’s my Leonard. The love of my life.”

I didn’t know much about Blake’s grandma and felt a window of opportunity shining in my face.

“How long were you married?”

“Sixty-two years.” Her wistful voice tugged at my heartstrings.

“How did he die?” I ventured.

“Do you really vant to know? Five years ago. One thrust and bada bing! I vas coming and he vas going!”

My eyes popped. Only Grandma!

She put a silencing finger to her mouth. “Don’t tell anyvon! Our little secret. Everyvon thinks he died peacefully in his sleep.”

Then, she clasped my hand. I promised I wouldn’t say a “vord.”

“Oy. Such a good man. A mensch. Her voice grew effusive. And oh vhat a shmekel. He shtupped me till the day he died.” She paused and squeezed my hand. “Blakela reminds me so much of him. You’ve given me so much nachas marrying him. Such a bashert.”

Before I could respond, the doorbell rang. The first member of Grandma’s erotica book club filed in. Fifteen minutes later, they were all here. With their canes, dentures, reading glasses, and Kindles. One hour later, after a heated discussion of one of my favorite serials, Whitney G.’s Reasonable Doubt, which I hoped to option, I had no doubt. The book belonged on my schedule. And I had a lot to look forward to in my old age. A lot of laughs. Good friends. And gumming my hubby.


Chapter 6


Blake

I spent Sunday afternoon at Equinox where I played a mean game of racquetball with my best bud, Jaime Zander. I kicked his ass and hence he treated us to a round of beers at the upscale sports complex bar.

“We set a date for the wedding,” I told him over a frothy Guinness on tap. “Saturday, December 20th.”

“Awesome, man. Where’s it being held?”

“At my parents’ house.” I took a swig of the golden ale. “I think Jennifer was disappointed. She was hoping it would be at her parents’ house.”

“She’ll get over it. It’s going to be the wedding of the century.”

I twisted my lips. “Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of. Anything my mother plans is always over the top and you can’t get in her way.”

“I hope I’m invited.”

I smiled at my best friend. “You’re more than invited. I want you to be my best man.”

“Fuck, man. Get out. I’d love to. Come on, let’s toast.” He lifted his mug and clinked it against mine. “To the wedding of the century.”

“To making it through the wedding of the century.”

We simultaneously took a slug of the beer.

Jaime set down his mug. “Let me give you a bachelor party.”

“Let me think about it.”

“Don’t think too hard. It’ll be fun. A guys’ night out.”

“What if you get me smashed and I go MIA?” I asked, thinking about the movie The Hangover. While every guy I knew found this flick hilarious, it creeped me out. I didn’t want to miss my own wedding.

Jaime snorted and guzzled his beer. “Don’t worry. I’ll have your back. In the meantime, why don’t you and Jen go out to dinner with Gloria and me tonight? Our treat. We’ll celebrate.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. It’s been a crazy weekend. We’re just going to hang out. Maybe order in and watch something on Netflix.” And fuck our brains out.

“Sounds good, man,” said Jaime, reaching for the check.
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After showering, I headed home. I thought about ordering-in dinner while I was driving; I was that hungry. Maybe Thai or Chinese or something from that new Vietnamese restaurant that had opened on Westwood Boulevard. The thought of Jennifer and me feeding each other with chopsticks sent my cock into overdrive. I was hungering for her. A good game of racquetball often had that effect.

I opened the door to my condo and was greeted by a tantalizing familiar aroma. Upon hearing me enter, Jennifer came running out of the kitchen. Fuck. She looked delicious, wearing a dainty little apron over a pair of cropped leggings and barefooted.

She flung her arms around me and, on her tiptoes, gave me a kiss. “How was your game?” she breathed against my neck.

“Awesome. I creamed Jay-Z. And guess what, he’s agreed to be our best man.”

“That’s wonderful. I’m going to ask Gloria to be one of my bridesmaids.”

“Cool.” With a sniff, I wrinkled my nose. “What smells so good?”

She smiled seductively. “I have a surprise for you.” My eyes stayed on her as she dipped her hand into the deep pocket of the apron and pulled out a stunning jacquard tie.

“A new tie?” Jennifer loved to buy me ties.

“Mmm hmm,” she purred. “I want to put it on you.”

“But, baby, don’t you think I should put on a dress shirt to get the full effect?”

“You don’t need to right now.” She stepped back up on her tiptoes, and the next thing I knew, the tie was wrapped around my eyes like a blindfold.

“Are we going to have some kinky sex?”

“Maybe. But I’ve got another surprise for you.” She took my hand and led me in the direction of the kitchen. The delicious aroma grew stronger.

“Sit on the counter,” she ordered when we got there.

I hoisted myself onto the granite countertop. My imagination was flying. Was she going to suck me off?

“Open your mouth,” she breathed.

I did as she asked, and on my next breath, a spoon with hot broth filled my mouth. I swallowed.

“Jeez, Jen. This is good. It tastes just like—”

“Your grandma’s matzo ball soup. She taught me how to make it today.”

“You spent the day with Grandma?”

“Yes. She’s amazing.”

I heard a spoon clink against a bowl.

“Okay, baby, now try one of my matzo balls.” I felt her warm breath against my neck as she blew on the ball. The sexy sound and sensation made my cock twitch.

“Take a bite and tell me what you think.”

My lips clamped down on the fluffy ball, and I bit into it.

“Wow! It’s delicious. As good as Grandma’s.”

Still blindfolded, I could imagine my tiger’s adorable smile as I swallowed.

“She taught me the trick to the balls. You have to use club soda.”

“Soda shmoda,” I mock-mimicked Grandma. “Let me have another taste.”

“My turn.”

In my mind’s eye, I could see her lips going down on the tender ball. Circling around it. Taking it into her mouth. My pulse sped up, and my own balls tightened as my cock strained against my jeans. What was it with matzo balls and Jen that turned me on every fucking time?

“Are there any other tricks to the balls?”

“Uh-huh. There’s an art to rolling them.”

Seriously? My cock was going stir crazy.

As if she read my mind, she yanked down my fly. Commando, Mr. Burns came flying out. She curled her fingers around my enormous erection, and getting down on her knees, began stroking it, hard just the way I liked it. Then, without stopping her hand action, she flicked her tongue along my smooth sack of balls, hitting a spot on the bottom that made me want to jump out of my skin. Holy shit! And if I wasn’t already on my way to heaven, she wrapped her soft lips around them, rolling them around in her hot, hungry mouth, one big ball at a time. An insufferable electrical current spread from my head to my toes, the blindfold heightening every spark I was feeling. Squirming on the counter, I fisted her hair.

“Jesus, tiger,” I hissed. “Is this what Grandma taught you?”

“Mmm hmm,” she moaned, feverishly sucking my balls and pumping my dick. It felt fan-fucking-tastic. She was making my soup to nuts fantasy a reality. Who cared if the soup was getting cold when my balls were on fire? An orgasm of titanic proportions was not far away. That telltale tingly feeling of fullness saturated my cock, and in a harsh breath, I came all over Jen’s talented hand.

Back on her feet, she undid the tie. I blinked. My river of release was seeping through her fingers. She gazed at me, her green eyes glistening with pride. “Did you like that?”

Hell, yeah. I took her into my arms. “Is this going to be one of our rituals as husband and wife?”

She smiled sheepishly. “It could be.”

“What other tricks did Grandma teach you?”

“What you can do with an apron is amazing.”

Leave it to my sex-crazed grandma. I glanced down at the sexy little one strewn around her waist. “I’m eager to find out.”

She cocked another smile. “Come on, let’s finish the soup.”

I jumped off the counter. “No offense, baby. Your soup is awesome, but I’m more interested in getting a taste of your new trick and anything else you’ve got cooking.”

Her eyes smoldering, she draped her arms around my shoulders. “Babykins, I’ve got a lot of things cooking.”

“You’re going to make one hell of a wife.” I tore off her apron.

One breath later, we were fucking our brains out right on the kitchen floor. The strings of her apron bound around my wrists, I discovered what other wonders my bride-to-be had in store.


Chapter 7


Jennifer

“Happy Birthday, girlfriend!”

Libby was at the door of my office. Holding a small shopping bag, she barged in and placed the bag on my desk.

“This is for you. It’s just a little something.”

“Oh, Lib, you didn’t have to get me anything,” I protested, already dipping my hand into the bag. I broke into a smile. It was a T-shirt with “Mrs. Always Right” printed boldly on it.

“I know it’s a little premature, but you need to remind ‘Mr. Right’ that you’re the smart one.”

“This is perfect. I love it.” I stood up and rounded my desk to give my redheaded best friend a big hug.

“Why don’t I take you out for lunch?” she asked.

“Can’t,” I sighed. I then explained to my future maid of honor that Blake and I had finally set a date and his mother was planning the entire wedding.

Libby knitted her brows. “Are you cool with that? What about your mom?”

“Yeah, we’re both okay with it. With all the guests the Bernsteins have to invite, we don’t have much of a choice.” I glanced down at my watch. It was almost noon.

“Shit. I’ve got to go. Blake’s mother set up my first meeting with the wedding planner.”

I grabbed my purse and walked out of my office with Libby.

“Good luck. I want to hear everything. I can’t wait to tell Chaz.”
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One for punctuality, I got to Enid Moore’s office early. Located not far from Conquest Broadcasting’s headquarters, it was housed in a lovely two-story brick townhouse right off fashionable Robertson Boulevard. Upon entering it, I was greeted by a stylishly dressed male receptionist, handsome enough to be called pretty.

“You must be Jennifer.” His voice was effete yet warm.

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Have a seat, sweetie. I’ll let Enid know you’re here. Can I get you some tea or water in the meantime?”

“I’m fine,” I said, plunking down on the very formal loveseat and soaking in my surroundings.

The reception area was elegantly decorated in shades of ivory, all silk and gilt, and lit by a crystal chandelier. Antique oil paintings of aristocratic brides were artfully scattered on the walls. Soft classical music piped through hidden speakers.

The coffee table in front of me was lined with impeccably arranged bridal magazines from around the world. In the center was a thick leather-bound album labeled “Moore is More.” I lifted it into my lap and began flipping through the parchment leaves. Page after page was filled with photos of events that Enid had created. My eyes widened. Each event was more extravagant than the one before—ranging from a baseball-themed bar mitzvah featuring namesake baseballs at every seat and a life-sized ice sculpture of a young boy swinging a bat—oh my God, it was thirteen-year-old Blake!—to a Cinderella-themed wedding, complete with a pumpkin-shaped horse-driven carriage carrying the bride and groom and flower-entwined cages of white mice for centerpieces. I shivered, not knowing if the mice were real or not.

The sound of an intercom buzzed in my ear. I looked up from the album.

“Enid can see you now,” said the receptionist. “Her office is upstairs.” With a roll of his twinkly blue eyes, he wished me good luck.

I set the album back on the coffee table and clambered up the marble stairs. As I neared the last step, a shrill voice pierced the air.

“I personally don’t care if you have to rent a private plane and go to France yourself. My client wants fresh mussels flown in from the Côte D’Azur. Period!”

Enid was still on her cell phone when I stepped into her office. She acknowledged me by lifting a perfectly manicured bony finger that silently said, “I’ll be with you in a minute.” Studying her spacious office, which was even more elegant than the reception area, I took a seat on a gold-leafed velvet armchair facing her desk. I kept my purse on my lap while she finished up her call.

“I will not take no as an answer. You’re fired!” With a loud, exasperated huff, she terminated the call and slammed her phone onto her pristine desk, which looked to be a museum quality antique. My eyes stayed on her as she lifted, pinky finger out, a cup of tea.

For a woman likely in her fifties, she was extremely beautiful though surely preserved with the help of some nips and tucks and the magic of Botox. Her tight-skinned face with its high cheekbones and emerald eyes was made even more regal by her tightly pulled back jet-black hair. Substantial diamonds glittered on her earlobes, and a pair of pearl encrusted reading glasses dangled from a gilt chain and rested on her ivory silk blouse. She twitched a small smile. Something told me that was as far as her mouth ever went to avoid smile lines and other wrinkles. There was seriously not a line on her face.

“Sorry about that. A ridiculously impossible vendor. Trust me, he won’t be working in this town again.” Her voice was now deep and breathy.

“No problem,” I squeaked, admittedly intimidated by her.

“Well, let’s get down to business. I’m extremely busy and am doing my dear friend Helen a big favor by squeezing you into my jam-packed schedule. Consider yourself lucky.” She gave me the once-over. “I do hope you own a pair of contacts. Those hideous eyeglasses will never do on your wedding day.”

“I do,” I muttered, not happy with her insult. I liked my tortoiseshell glasses. They suited me.

“Good. One less thing to worry about. As you know, Helen wants her son’s wedding to be the wedding of the century.”

I nodded wordlessly.

She took a sip of her tea and then set the flowery bone china cup down. “I always thought my daughter would end up with Blake. Helen and I used to joke about it all the time.”

A soupçon of suspicion niggled me. I wondered who her daughter was. My father’s words of wisdom—curiosity killed the cat—stopped me from asking.

Enid sighed. “Bygones are bygones. Though you’re not exactly in Blake’s league—or my daughter’s—I can’t let my dear friend Helen down.”

Internally, I cringed. How dare this haughty woman insult me like that? I had the burning urge to lash out at her and defend myself, but I bit down on my tongue. Starting things off badly wouldn’t benefit anyone.

“Did Helen tell you anything about the way I work?”

“Not really.” But I was already getting an idea.

“My motto, ‘Moore is more’ has made me the most sought after event planner in Los Angeles. In fact, the world. I just got back from Dubai where I created an Arabian Nights wedding for a young Saudi princess. At the reception, the bride and groom came flying in on a magic carpet. We’re going to have to top that, aren’t we?” She flashed that half-smile again.

Speechless, I nodded my head like one of those bobble head dolls. Gah! I just wanted something simple and elegant. I guess she never heard of the expression: Less is more.

“So tell me, do you have a favorite movie?”

What did that have to do with my wedding? I searched my mind. I loved animated movies and had several favorites, among them Frozen, Despicable Me, and The Little Mermaid. I randomly spewed the latter.

Enid’s almond-shaped eyes lit up. “Fabulous. I love it. We have a theme.”

“A theme?”

“Darling, all my events have themes. Yours will be an underwater fantasy. I can see it now. Guests will dance on a glass-topped aquarium filled with tropical fish of all sorts. You’ll get married under a canopy encrusted with exotic seashells. We’ll do a coral and white color scheme, and at the reception, we’ll have stations of seafood flown in from all over the world—from fresh sushi made by the chef I work with in Japan to a boatful of shrimp straight from the Louisiana bayou. And of course, mounds of Beluga caviar from my preferred vendor in Russia.”

As I listened, unable to get a word in, her voice grew more excited, and she began gesturing dramatically with her hands. “And pearls! What fun we can have with them! Hmm. Maybe pearl encrusted invitations. Ooh! Maybe we’ll place them in giant iridescent plastic clamshells. With oyster white bows! A first! And of course, edible pearls all over the ocean-inspired wedding cake. And your dress. Don’t even get me started on that. I’ll have to call Monique right away.”

“Monique?” I peeped. Talking about clams, I was clamming up.

Enid shot me a quizzical look. “Monique Hervé. She’s one of my dearest friends as well as Helen’s. Anyone who’s anything in this town has a gown custom-designed by Monique. I’m sure you saw the one Star Davis was wearing at her nuptials, which, by the way, I coordinated. It was on the cover of In Style.”

No, I didn’t and I didn’t care. There was only one person in the world that was designing my dress. “Excuse me, Enid, but I already have a designer in mind.”

She looked taken aback. Unable to lift her brows or scowl, she pursed her fire-engine red lips. “Really? And who might that be?” Her voice was frosty. She obviously didn’t like being challenged.

“Chaz Clearfield.”

“Who the hell is he?”

“A young, up-and-coming designer. He’s very talented and happens to be one of my best friends.”

Enid’s eyes bugged out. Suddenly, she reminded me of Cruella de Vil, and in fact, they could have been separated at birth.

“I. Don’t. Think. So.” Each word was a sharp staccato.

“What do you mean?”

“Monique is already committed. And the publicity this wedding will get will assure her hundreds of thousands of dollars in business. You should know she is a very big supporter of Helen’s charities.”

“But—”

Enid rudely cut me off. Her eyes flared. “Let’s get something straight, Jennifer. I’m in charge here. Helen has put her trust in me to create a spectacular wedding. There are no buts. Are we clear on this?”

Shriveling in my chair, I nodded.

“Good. With the ridiculously tight time frame, there’s absolutely no room for second guessing.”

I twitched a nervous smile, acknowledging her. In the near distance, I heard footsteps—the clickety-clack of high heels on the hardwood floor in the hallway.

“My assistant should be here any second. With my hectic schedule, she will be your point person.” She directed her gaze at the doorway. “And here she is.”

I swiveled my head and my jaw crashed to the floor.

Enid’s voice drifted into my ears. “This is my daughter, Katrina, who will be working with you.”

Shooting eye daggers my way, Enid’s daughter faced me.

Blake’s ex hook-up.

Kitty Kat.


Chapter 8


Jennifer

I couldn’t get my mouth to close. I was in a state of semi-shock. I just couldn’t believe who was standing at the entrance to Enid’s office. Kitty Kat. The catty bitch who had butted heads with me the night of Jaime Zander’s art gallery gala and then kissed Blake at some black tie affair while we were broken up. The photo of her all over Blake had appeared in numerous magazines, including The Hollywood Reporter. If it hadn’t been for Chaz, who’d been at the event and witnessed her aggressiveness, Blake and I might have never gotten back together.

Dressed to the nines in a body-hugging black mini-dress and six-inch stilettos, she was as stunning as ever. A tall, blond, D-cupped goddess who could have easily been a supermodel. The epitome of every woman Blake fucked until he met me. Her cat-green eyes, identical to her mother’s, continued to clash with mine.

Enid’s face lit up at the sight of her daughter. “Darling, don’t just stand there. Do come in.”

My gaze stayed glued on her as she slinked into her mother’s office. Her lustrous, shoulder-length tresses bounced like the hair you saw in one of those shampoo commercials. And her bountiful boobs bounced along in perfect rhythm. She held up her head proudly. Everything about her oozed confidence and sex. And trouble. My stomach twisted into a painful knot.

“Why, hello, Jennifer,” she huffed, as she lowered herself into the armchair next to mine. Her cloying floral scent, the same as her mother’s, assaulted me.

“Oh, I didn’t know you two knew each other,” chimed in Enid.

“Yes, Mommy. We met on one occasion.”

One time too many, I thought to myself.

Enid continued while my blood curdled. Her words about a potential marriage between Blake and Katrina whirled around in my head. Did Blake have some kind of history with her?

Enid cut my disturbing thoughts short. “Since you’ll be working so closely together, I thought it best you get to know each other. I’ve arranged a lunch for the two of you at The Ivy.”

“And when would that be?” I asked, hoping the answer would be never.

“Why today, of course. With the wedding so close, we can’t waste any time.”

“But—” I had a boatload of work with deadlines.

Enid’s eyes narrowed. “Jennifer, I thought we agreed. The word ‘but’ is no longer in your vocabulary. We must work on a very strict schedule.”

“Right.”

I didn’t know whom I despised more. And even worse, feared. Enid or her daughter.
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The Ivy, the original outpost of the popular Santa Monica restaurant Blake and I frequented, was located on Robertson Boulevard, walking distance from Enid’s office. Except I needed to drive. Not thinking our initial meeting would last long, I’d parked my car in a metered space with a thirty-minute time limit. There was an underground parking structure located just down the street and that’s where I went. As I exited my car, a sharp pain stabbed at my gut. I winced. Just nerves, I told myself. The thought of having lunch with Kitty Kat was stressing me out.

I arrived at The Ivy before Kat and was shown to the umbrella-shaded patio table that had been reserved for us. As the waiter handed me a menu, I took in my surroundings. The place was bustling. Filled with slick Hollywood mover and shaker types, supermodels, and those philanthropic, fashionable ladies who lunched like Helen. I even spotted a couple of celebrities. I could handle coming to one of these Hollywood hot spots with Blake or Chaz, but by myself, I felt uncomfortable. Out of my league to use Enid’s phrase.

My eyes darted to the street, and I saw Kitty Kat pulling up to the valet in her black Mercedes convertible. An attendant ran to open her car door and she gracefully stepped out of it. She kissed and made small talk with a couple of stylish women, who were waiting for their cars, and then loped up to the equally attractive hostess. They hugged. Obviously, she was a regular here. She spotted me and strode over to our table. All eyes turned to look at the long-legged beauty.

Taking a seat across from me, she set her monstrous designer bag on the brick patio floor and began, “I hope you know what you want because I don’t have a lot of time. I have a mani-pedi I can’t be late for.”

The less time I spent with her the better. I immediately opened my menu and made a selection. A young waiter came by.

“Well, hello, Ms. Moore. Will you be having your regular?”

“Yes. A small plate of asparagus and a glass of champagne. The Perignon, please.”

The waiter turned to me. “And you, madame?”

“I’ll have the crab cakes and a passion fruit iced tea.” Truthfully, I craved a glass of champagne to calm my nerves and numb my mind, but I didn’t want to drink at lunch. I had a lot of scripts to get through today and needed to be clearheaded.

The waiter came back quickly with our drinks. Without any kind of toast, Kitty Kat raised her flute to her full glossy lips and took a sip. I latched on to my iced tea and curled my lips around the straw, taking sip after long sip so I didn’t have to make any small talk with my companion.

Kitty Kat set down her champagne. “So, Jennifer, has Blake fucked you every which way?”

I gulped. The tea went down the wrong pipe, and I began to choke, spraying the amber liquid all over my silk blouse and the vintage floral tablecloth.

“Has he fucked your tits? He loves doing that.”

I was coughing too hard to respond.

Her venomous eyes glared at my tea-stained chest. “I bet he hasn’t. You’re way too flat-chested.”

My blood was bubbling with rage. I finally caught my breath. “Can we please talk about the wedding?”

It was as if she had deaf ears. Her eyes bore into me. “Did Blakey tell you we were an item?”

What?

“We both went to Buckley. He was crazy about me. Head over heels.”

Wait! Blake didn’t do love until he met me! “I don’t believe you!” I snapped.

Kitty Kat smirked. “Oh, he never showed you any of our love letters?”

My heart skipped a beat and my chest tightened. I parted my lips, but words failed me.

“I’ll take that as a no. So, I brought one along to show you.” She lifted her purse onto the table and slipped a hand into it. A few rapid heartbeats later, she was holding a white manila envelope. My stomach churned as she pulled out the contents. A single piece of notebook paper.

“Take a look-see,” she purred as she handed it to me. I instantly recognized the handwriting. The almost illegible scribble. Unmistakably Blake’s. My heart clenched. And as I read the words of a poem, my hands trembled.

A million stars light up the sky;

One shines brighter I can’t deny.

A love so special, a love so true;

A love that comes for very few.

At the bottom, it was signed in large block print letters: ITALY~BB

The letter slipped out of my shaking hands onto the table. I was having difficulty breathing. Finally, I managed a few words. My voice quivered. “It doesn’t say anywhere that he loves you.”

A poisonous smile slithered across Kitty Kat’s face. “ITALY.”

“That’s a country,” I countered defensively.

“Ooh. You’re a smart one.” Her voice was dripping with sarcasm. “And FYI, that’s where we fucked for the first time when our families were vacationing together in Capri. We signed all our love letters that way. It’s an acronym that stands for I Totally Always Love You.”

Tears were forming in my eyes, but I fought them back. Don’t let her get to you, McCoy.

“Blake only loves me.” My voice was desperate and watery when it should have been convincing and strong. I anxiously fiddled with my engagement ring.

A throwaway “ha” spilled from her lips. “He still loves me and I’m going to prove it to you. Besides, you’re all wrong for him; he needs Hollywood royalty not some Middle America farm girl.” She snorted like a pig. “He’s just blindsided. You’ll see.”

Rage whipped through my veins like a rollercoaster. Impulsively, I grabbed my glass of iced tea, ready to toss it at her. However, my hand was shaking so vehemently the glass tumbled onto the table. The tea spilled everywhere, soaking Blake’s poem. The words dissolved into an unreadable inky blur.

Kat’s eyes flickered with fury. She screwed up her face, her lips snarling. “Look what you’ve done!”

“I-I’m sorry,” I stuttered, springing to my feet. “I have to go.”

Leaving Kat fuming, I skirted past the waiter, who was bringing what we’d ordered to our table, and sprinted down Robertson to my car. Tears were falling.

I desperately needed to talk to Blake.


Chapter 9


Jennifer

Blake was at his desk, his eyes glued to his computer, when I stormed into his office. His face looked intense.

“Blake!”

Upon hearing my voice, he looked up at me, startled as if I’d taken him out of deep thought.

“What’s up?” He was being terse with me, something I’d never experienced.

“We need to talk,” I replied, marching up to his desk.

“I can’t right now. I’m in the middle of getting last minute P&L numbers together for my father’s board meeting. He needs them by three o’clock to review. The meeting’s at four.”

“But it’s important.”

“This is more important. I can’t be distracted. It’s going to have to wait till later.”

“When’s later?” The testiness in my voice was thick.

“I don’t know. The meeting could go late.” He paused. “Come over here. Let me give you a birthday kiss.”

“I can’t right now,” I snipped, mimicking the tone of his earlier words.

“Fine.” He stabbed the word at me and immediately returned his eyes to his computer screen.

Through pent-up tears, I stormed out of his office as fast as I had stormed in. So, work came first.

[image: *]*

I spent the rest of the afternoon in my office, my door locked and my office phone set to “do not disturb.” I pored over several scripts, in various stages of development, for the erotic romance block I’d developed for MY SIN-TV. I had a hard time concentrating. And I think I was being overly critical because I was in a bad mood. I’d desperately wanted to talk to Blake about Kat, but he was too busy. Okay. I got that, but it was the way he handled it.

After giving script notes, I watched a rough cut of an episode of Shades of Pearl based on Arianne Richmonde’s popular trilogy. It was the sixth installment. Pearl (Cameron Diaz) was slow dancing with her now husband Alexandre (Gaspard Ulliel) in their suite at the Hotel George V. Goose bumps spread across my skin, and I was verging on tears. My viewers were going to love it. It was so sensual and romantic! I could feel what Pearl was feeling. The lust. The love. I’d gone to France last Spring to supervise the shoot. My first time in Paris. On my last day there, Blake had flown in and surprised me. And just like Alexandre, he’d taken me into his arms to dance and shown me that Paris was the City of Love. Our mind-blowing Bateau Mouche ride was just the beginning. Over the weekend, he’d fucked me senseless, sending me into outer space. There were not enough Michelin stars in the world to rate the delicious orgasms he’d given me. He knew every romantic hot spot in the city—from the most intimate restaurants to the expressive Wall of Love. A shudder ran through me. I now wondered—had he made love there with well-traveled Kat? I couldn’t get her out of my mind.

Blake didn’t bother to call or text me the rest of the afternoon. I guess he was still in the “very important” board meeting with his father. I glanced at my watch. It was after six. I decided to give his secretary, Mrs. Cho, a call to find out if she knew when the meeting would end.

“Me have no clue. Meeting go for very long time,” she said in her charming Korean accent. “You want I tell Mr. Blake you call?”

“Don’t bother,” I told her. “I’ll be heading out soon.” We exchanged good-nights, and I hung up the phone.

My blood pressure was rising like bread in an oven. I needed to talk to someone. Unload. Impulsively, I dialed Libby’s extension. I inwardly sighed with relief when she picked up on the first ring.

“Jen. What’s up? I’m about to leave.”

“Do you have dinner plans?”

“I’m meeting Chaz for sushi at Roku. Isn’t Blake taking you out for your birthday?”

“Can’t. He’s got a board meeting.”

“That sucks. You can’t be alone on your birthday. Have dinner with us.”

Just the words I wanted to hear. And seeing Chaz would certainly cheer me up and set me straight with his brutally honest advice. “Really?” I responded.

Libby laughed. “Get over yourself.”

I laughed back. The first time all day. I so loved Libby.
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Roku was a popular Japanese restaurant located near the Beverly Center, not far from the house I used to share with Libby. Despite Don Springer’s vicious sexual assault that almost cost me my life, Libby had chosen to stay when I moved out and moved in with Blake. She’d made the owner put metal grilles on the windows and added an alarm system for protection. She felt safe there and had turned my bedroom into an office.

Chaz ordered for all of us. Three large sakes and an assortment of delectable sushi, served in an extravagant bamboo boat. Libby and Chaz dug in voraciously with their chopsticks, consuming piece after piece of the artfully arranged rolls of raw fish. I picked at a California roll.

“You better have some more, Jen, before Chaz and I eat it all.”

I took a sip of my hot sake. “I’m not that hungry.”

“What’s wrong, Jenny-Poo?” asked Chaz.

Guzzling the rest of my sake, I told Libby and Chaz about my meeting with Enid. And then about my lunch with Kat.

“She’s just trying to intimidate you,” said my analytical friend Libby.

“I’d like to slap the bitch,” chimed in Chaz, who despised Enid’s daughter.

“Why didn’t Blake tell me about her?”

“You need to talk to him,” quipped Libby, the researcher. “Find out what really went down between them.”

“I tried to talk to him this afternoon, but he was too busy with last minute stuff for some board meeting. He practically ignored me.”

“You can’t blame him. The Conquest Broadcasting board meeting is super important.”

Always rationale, Libby had a point. Maybe I overreacted. Yes, love was putting the needs of someone else before your own, but maybe that wasn’t always possible.

I sighed and helped myself to more sushi. The hot sake was taking its effect, relaxing me a little. “How am I going to work with Kat?”

“You’re not,” chirped Libby.

“Easier said than done,” I replied glumly. “It’s not like I can tell her mother that. And I’m not comfortable getting Blake’s mother involved. She and Enid are best friends. Enid handles all her events.”

Chaz reached for another piece of sushi. “Wait till she sees you in the wedding gown I’m designing for you. It’s going to be so faboo. The bitch will positively die over it.”

My heart stuttered. I chewed down on my lip and swallowed hard. “Chaz, I’ve got some bad news.” I paused, struggling to tell him the inevitable. “I won’t be wearing your dress.”

Libby’s twin brother shot me a puzzled look. “What are you talking about?”

I felt tears clustering behind my eyes. “Enid has already commissioned some other designer. Monique Hervé.” I didn’t tell him how she’d dismissively blown him off.

“But, I’ve already started it. It’s going to be everything you and I talked about and so much more.”

Libby’s eyes narrowed with rage. “Fire the bitch.”

“I can’t. Remember, I didn’t hire her. Blake’s mother did. And to make matters more complicated, Monique is a big supporter of Helen’s charities.”

Libby folded her arms across her full-sized chest. “That sucks. But there’s no fucking way I’m wearing anything else but one of Chaz’s dresses. I’m not taking any orders from the Beverly Hills mafia.”

Maybe Libby could be a rebel, but I couldn’t. I met Chaz’s chocolate gaze. “I’m so sorry, Chaz.”

“Don’t be, Jenny-Poo.” His boyishly handsome face softened. “I’m going to make sure you get your dream dress regardless of whoever designs it. I’m going to be there every step of the way even if I have to smack one of those bitches till they get it right.”

Libby slapped one chopstick against the other. “Smack the shit out of them, bro.”

Oh, Chaz! Always there for me. Giggling, I felt so blessed to have him and Libby, my two best friends in the world, in my life.

We polished off the sushi (befitting given the theme of my wedding), and to my surprise, a small piece of complimentary birthday cake arrived at the table. After my two friends sang “Happy Birthday” at the top of their lungs and totally off key, I blew out the sparkling single candle and made a wish—I hoped my wedding would be perfect. And my dress too. Over the third large sake, we joked about the underwater theme of my wedding. Leave it to Chaz to make me laugh. We were pretty smashed and singing our version of “A Sailor Went to Sea, Sea, Sea”

“And all that he could see, see, see, was the bottom of Enid’s ass, ass ass!”


Chapter 10


Blake

The board meeting was long and tried my patience. While my father, as always shined, I was distracted. I felt bad. I’d been short with Jennifer—on her birthday of all days. Maybe later, I could make it up to her. Lately, the pressures of work had interfered with our social life. My father was under a lot of pressure to live up to Wall Street’s expectations for our fourth quarter earnings. The new Fall season had started out a little rough, but fortunately, Jennifer’s block of programming was going through the roof. Daytime ratings for MY SIN-TV were the highest among all broadcasters, network and cable alike. The advertising dollars were pouring in, and we were seeing revenue from the joint online venture with Gloria’s Secret. There was considerable talk in the meeting about spinning MY SIN-TV into its own 24/7 cable channel. I couldn’t wait to share this news with Jennifer.

When the meeting finally broke at seven p.m., I immediately called Jennifer. No answer. Maybe she didn’t have her cell phone with her or maybe she just wasn’t answering. She was probably pissed at me. I was eager to get home, but my father insisted I join him and the board members for dinner at Maestro’s, an expensive steak joint in Beverly Hills. He was the boss. I had no choice.

It was after ten o’clock when the dinner ended. I cruised down Wilshire Boulevard in my Porsche, the convertible down, keeping my eye out for a flower shop where I could stop and pick up a dozen fragrant pussy pink roses—Jen’s favorite—along with a “Happy Birthday” SpongeBob balloon. Unfortunately, while I passed a few, not one was open.

When I got home, Jen was curled up on the couch, already in her SpongeBob PJs, reading a script. “How was the board meeting?” she asked without looking up at me or prefacing her question with a simple, endearing “hi.”

“Long,” I told her, trying not to react to the coldness in her voice. “I tried calling you, but you didn’t pick up.”

“I was in a noisy restaurant and had my phone on silent,” she replied, her head still buried in her script though I didn’t think she was actually reading it.

“I want to share some exciting news with you, but first I owe you an apology.”

For the first time, she looked up at me. Her green eyes searched mine.

“I’m sorry I was so short with you this afternoon. I was under a lot of pressure.”

“Well, it seems like you can always find the time to fuck me over your desk, but when I have something important I need to share with you, you’re always too busy.”

Lately this was true. Work always seemed to come first.

I sat down next to her, my body brushing against hers. I nuzzled her neck. Instead of enjoying my company, she flung her script on the couch and jumped up.

“I’m going to sleep.”

I leapt up from the couch and trailed her. “No you’re not. Not until we talk.”

“Leave me alone, Blake. I’m tired.”

Fuck. I wasn’t going to leave her alone. Catching up to her, I flipped her around and walked her backward until she was flat against the hallway wall. I held her pinned against it by her shoulders. The cherry vanilla scent of her freshly washed hair drifted up my nose. Almost a head shorter than me in her fuzzy slippers, she gazed up at me and shot lasers out of her eyes.

“Blake, why didn’t you tell me?”

“Tell you what?”

“That you and Katrina Moore were a couple in high school.”

“That’s so fucking untrue. And what makes you say that?”

“She told me over lunch.”

“Lunch?”

“Just for your information, she’s going to be working with her mother planning our wedding.”

“Shit.” I let go of Jen’s shoulders, but she didn’t budge.

“She told me how she lost her virginity with you in Capri and how you wrote her love letters.”

“What?”

“She even showed me one. It was a poem. I recognized your handwriting. I didn’t know you wrote poetry.”

My poetry skills were limited to dumb-ass limericks. I searched my memory.

“Jen, it was a twelfth grade homework assignment. We had to write a poem and then the teacher made us do an exchange. I got stuck with Kat. And I didn’t write that poem. I copied a fucking Hallmark card. And FYI, I got a ‘D.’”

My answer didn’t seem to satisfy her. Distrust was written all over her pretty face.

“And what about Italy?”

“I was thinking maybe we’d honeymoon there,” I said, glad she’d changed the subject.

Jen scowled. “I-T-A-L-Y as in I Totally Always Love You.”

“Tiger, I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’ve never written that in my entire life. She must have imitated my handwriting and made that up. I swear, I’m telling you the truth. That girl is delusional. Yes, I did fuck her in Italy. It was a summer fling. And yes, I did screw around with her a little in high school.”

I paused, the next words, ready to explode like a Molotov cocktail on my lips. I bit back my tongue.

“But nothing more. She’s not even one of my hook-ups.”

“Right.” She stabbed the word at me. “You want me to believe that after I saw you together at Jaime’s art gallery opening?”

“Jen, I was there alone. She happened to be there. She’s a fucking stalker. She even followed me home that night. I swear, I almost had to call the police.”

Jen’s eyes stayed steady on my face as she digested my words. It was hard to read what was going through her head. I couldn’t blame her for distrusting me with my checkered past. Her silence was killing me.

Finally, she parted her lips. “Why didn’t you tell me about her?”

The softness in her voice and yearning in her eyes provoked me to run my hand along her jaw line. She didn’t flinch. I looked deep into her soulful green orbs. “Because she means nothing to me, tiger. She’s ancient history. I didn’t want to upset you.” And I didn’t want to go there.

She fluttered her long-lashed eyelids. My cock tensed. I had to claim her. Let her know she was mine.

“There’s only you, baby. I totally always love you. Only you. Every waking minute of the day. You do things to me no other woman ever has.” I put her hand to my cock. It was hard as rock. And then I put her other hand to my heart. “My heart only beats for you. You own it. No girl has ever owned my heart except you. I want you to believe me.”

“I do.” Her voice was a whisper.

The sweet innocence of her voice aroused me. I pushed my hips against her, pressing my erection firmly against her center.

“You’re the only one I want to fill. I want to fill your mouth. Fill your pussy. And fill your heart.” Impulsively, I crushed my mouth against hers and gave her a fierce, passionate kiss as my hands slid down her pajama bottoms. I fiddled with my pants button and fly, and out sprang my cock ever so ready for her. With the help of my hand, I shoved it inside her, surprised she was so hot and wet. Placing my palms against the wall for support, I began thrusting into her forcefully, filling her to the hilt, while I tongue fucked her mouth and groped her tits. Groans escaped her throat and her breathing grew ragged. I picked up my pace, making my thrusts harder and faster. Her breaths came in pants and her groans became whimpers. She pressed hard against my shoulders, pushing me away and forcing me to free her mouth. Her face looked heated and impassioned. So fucking beautiful.

“Blake,” she panted out. “Is this makeup sex?”

“If. You. Think. We. Had. A. fight,” I grunted back with each successive, hard, long stroke.

“I’m not sure.”

“Just shut up and let me fuck you.” God. No one felt as good as my tiger.

“Okay,” she groaned, letting me reclaim her mouth.

Without losing contact, I lifted her up against the wall. Wrapping her legs around me like a warm pretzel, she splayed her hands on my ass, and rocked her hips forward to meet my thrusts. Her whimpers morphed into shrieks, and I knew she was close to coming. Hard. I wanted to hear my tiger roar my name. So, I released her mouth again, not caring if she woke up the neighbors.

“Come for me, tiger,” I urged, banging her into submission.

“Blake!” she cried out as she let go, her body shuddering inside and out with spasms of ecstasy. She clung to me as my own epic climax took hold of me, my load bathing her with sweet bliss.

Catching her breath, she rasped, “We should fight more often.”

I smoothed her damp hair while she held on to me. “Nah, baby. We should just talk more often.” And then I smacked my lips against hers so she couldn’t say another word.

[image: *]*

We fucked our brains out again and talked some more in my—I mean, our bedroom. Pillow talk was something new for me. Before Jen, I’d never spent the night with a woman. I had a rule. My hook-ups were plain and simply not allowed to share my bed.

The room was pitch black except for a sliver of moonlight that peeked between the curtains. We were spent and naked; while Jennifer was totally adorable in her SpongeBob pajamas or in a pair of my boxers, I’d take her in the buff any day of the week. She rested her head on my chest, my arm wrapping around her warm body. My fluffy duvet covered us midway.

She told me more about her meeting with Enid. Fortunately, Kat didn’t come up again. The thought of her made me sick. She was trouble with a capital T, and I wasn’t sure how far she’d go with Jen. I was going to have to deal with her and the past, but I wasn’t sure how and when. Hopefully, she’d keep her fucking mouth shut. I forced myself to focus on what Jen was telling me.

“Are you shitting me? An underwater adventure?” Jokingly, I told her we could put SpongeBob blow-up dolls as centerpieces on all the tables.

She laughed. “I don’t think so. Disney Ariel dolls are more like it. And she’ll probably coordinate some kind of synchronized swimming production in your pool.”

“Why didn’t you tell her your favorite movie was Jungle Book, tiger? We could have had a zoo in our backyard, and you could have had Katy Perry show up and sing ‘Roar’ Or you could have sung it to me.”

She playfully punched my chest. “Very funny.”

I stroked her hair and got serious “Jen, you shouldn’t have to be dealing with this bullshit.” And especially Kat. “This wedding is stressful enough as it is.”

She sighed. “I don’t think I have a choice.”

“I’m going to talk to my mother. It’s your day. You should have the wedding you want.”

While it was dark, I could feel Jen’s eyes on me. “Blake, it’s not my day. It’s our day. We’re in this together. I want to come with you to talk to your mother.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

“Okay, I’ll try to set up something for tomorrow.” Maybe the power of two would work. My mother was a force to be reckoned with, and Jen had only gotten a little taste.

I kissed my bride-to-be good-night and wished her a very happy birthday.


Chapter 11


Jennifer

Blake managed to set up a meeting with his mother on Monday at lunchtime. We left together from work and drove to Hillcrest, the exclusive country club the Bernstein family belonged to. Not far from Conquest Broadcasting, we drove into the gated property down a long tree-lined road to the entrance where a valet took Blake’s Porche.

Although the Bernsteins had a tennis court on their property, Helen preferred to play tennis at the club where she socialized with her society friends. She had agreed to squeeze us in after her game. I’d learned from Blake that his mother had a very full life—every minute of the day was scheduled from the time she woke up to the time she put her sleeping mask back on. In addition to playing tennis and bridge, she chaired and sat on numerous cultural and philanthropic boards. The galas she organized were the talk of the town and raised hundreds of thousands of dollars for the charities they supported. Her other standing appointments included weekly visits to her hair stylist/colorist, manicurist, and facialist. She was so busy, Blake joked, that his father had to schedule sex with her. I believed him.

Helen was already seated at a linen-covered table when Blake and I, hand in hand, breezed into the club’s busy, posh restaurant. Straight off the court, she was still in her tennis whites and wearing a visor. Her face brightened when she glimpsed us coming her way.

“Hi, Mom,” said Blake, embracing her.

“Hello, darling. And hello, Jennifer,” she added while Blake pulled out a chair for me. He then sat down next to me. A waiter came by with menus and told us about the specials. The poached salmon sounded good.

“I had a wonderful match with Lenore Waxman. I won both sets. Six-three.”

“That’s great, Mom,” Blake said, studying the menu.

“She’s so excited about the wedding. She even postponed her trip around the world to attend it.”

Not wasting a second, Blake closed the menu. “Mom, Jen and I are having some issues with the wedding.”

Helen’s eyes grew wide. Like Enid, she couldn’t lift or knit her eyebrows together. They probably went to the same skin doctor for Botox.

“I’m surprised to hear that. I just spoke to Enid who told me things are going swimmingly. No pun intended. The underwater theme is divine.”

I built up the courage to open my mouth. “I mean, it’s very creative and everything, but I’d like something simpler and more understated.”

Helen fluttered her eyelids as if she’d just heard her best friend had died.

Blake came to my rescue. “Mom, this is Jen’s special day. She should have the wedding she wants.”

“Blake, darling, it’s a little too late. Jennifer should have spoken up.”

Yeah, right. Dragon lady would have fried my ass.

Helen continued. “With the wedding less than two months away, Enid is moving at a very rapid pace. She’s already started to design the invitations—the idea of encrusting them with pearls and delivering them in simulated seashells is positively divine—and she’s ordered bolts of coral Thai silk for the tablecloths and tent draping from her vendor in Bangkok. And what do you think of this? She’s lined up the U.S. Olympic Synchronized Swim Team to perform in our pool while our guests enjoy pre-wedding hors d’oeuvres and oyster shooters.”

Blake and I shot each other an oh-my-God look. I was only kidding when I mentioned that possibility. A sinking feeling settled in. I was swimming up a stream without a paddle. No laughs. No pun intended.

Blake tried to reason with her again. “But Mom—”

I cut him off. It just wasn’t worth it to create friction with his mother. I got it. Helen’s way. Or no way. Things could get ugly quickly.

“Blake, we’ll work with the theme. The wedding will be wonderful.”

Helen flashed a smile. “Dear, it’s going to be the wedding of the century. Generations will talk about it in years to come. I’ve lived for this day. My little boy’s wedding.”

Blake flushed while I forced a smile back at her. There was still one other big issue.

Blake read my mind. “We have one other issue.”

“And that might be…?”

“Kat.” Just the mention of her name on his lips made my blood boil.

“What about her?”

“She’s assisting her mother with the wedding plans. She’s Jen’s point person.”

“Excellent. Enid could use some help. She’s juggling so many events at once, including two I’m co-chairing in January.”

Blake held his ground without getting into explicit details. “She’s making Jennifer very uncomfortable. You know we have a history.”

Helen flinched and then dismissively waved her bony, perfectly manicured hand. “Darling, let’s not go there. That was ages ago. High school. I think it’s wonderful she’s following in her mother’s footsteps. God knows, this town will need another Enid once she retires.”

Our waiter returned to our table with a bucket of champagne. He set down three fluted glasses and then poured some into each.

“Children, let’s end this discussion and toast.” She lifted her champagne glass. “To the wedding of the century.”

Reluctantly, Blake and I raised our flutes and clinked them against hers.

Blake’s mother had defeated us in our verbal tennis match.
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“Well, that didn’t go well,” I said as Blake drove out of the club.

“It went well for my mother,” he replied.

“Is she always like that?”

“Yes. Welcome to my world.”

I’d spent some time with Blake’s mother over the last few months at Shabbat dinners and a few events, but I actually hadn’t gotten to know her.

“She’s very set in her ways,” Blake added.

“And your father puts up with her?”

“He more than puts up with her. He worships her. She’s like a piece of jewelry. They have the perfect marriage.”

“Elaborate,” I said as we zipped down La Cienega. I wanted to know what he meant by the “perfect marriage.”

“It’s simple. Their roles are clearly designated. He’s the king and the provider. She’s the queen who makes him dazzle.”

I deconstructed his words. What he said was true. I’d been to their home countless times and to several of Helen’s events. She made everything beautiful. Including her husband. A shudder of self-doubt ran through me.

“Blake, I can’t be that to you. I don’t know how. Plus, I have a career I’m not giving up.”

As we cruised down the busy thoroughfare, Blake was pensive. Finally, he responded. “Tiger, you’re more to me than a piece of jewelry. You’re my shining star.”

I looked his way. Our eyes met briefly and then his returned to the road.

The words of his “poem” vaguely whirled around my head. “What do you mean?”

“You light up my life.”

“I do?”

“Totally. You give me direction when I’m lost. You set me straight when I stray. And you take me places no one else can.”

Tiger, tiger, burning bright. Oh, Blake!” His heartfelt words tugged at my heartstrings and sent a stream of tingles through me from my head to my toes. I had the burning urge to ask him to pull over and fuck him right in his car when I realized we had turned onto the 10 Freeway heading east.

“Blake, what’s going on? Where are we going?”

“Vegas. My grandma was right. Let’s elope.”

Shock bolted through me like lightning. “Blake, that’s crazy!”

“Jen, all I want is to marry you and for you to be happy. I don’t need my mother’s over-the-top wedding. I just need you.”

My emotions swirling, I digested his words as he continued.

“We can get married at the Hard Rock. That place has meaning.”

Indeed it did. It’s where I totally fell in love with Blake Burns after a weekend of working, gambling, and dancing in his arms to Roberta Flack’s “The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face.” Every moment of that unforgettable weekend danced in my head.

“We’ll get one of those Elvis impersonators to officiate,” he said, cutting into my delicious memories and bringing me back to the moment. Reality set in.

“Blake, we can’t do that. It would upset your mother and break my mother’s heart as well as my dad’s. My parents have lived to see me get married. And it would break my heart if they weren’t at our wedding.”

It was Blake’s turn to think about my words. “I guess you’re right,” he mumbled, preparing to turn off the next exit.

As much as I loved him for caring so much about my happiness, I was glad he hadn’t lost his mind and pursued the Vegas idea. Eager to get back to the office, I got another surprise when he made an unexpected screeching turn into the parking lot of one of those roadside motels. The turn was so sharp my head swung out the window.

“Sheesh, Blake. You practically gave me whiplash.”

“Sorry, baby. Between work and this wedding, I’m just really stressed out.” He pulled the car into an available parking spot.

“Why are we stopping here?”

“Because there’s a vacancy. And I need to de-stress and fuck your brains out. And fuck myself senseless.”

Oh.


Chapter 12


Blake

Ten minutes later Jen and I were checked into Room 202. Trust me, with its cheap brown wood furniture, dingy floral bedspread and curtains, and worn out pea-green carpet, it was no suite at The Beverly Hills Hotel. But something about it made me fucking horny as hell.

I plopped down on the edge of the rickety wood-frame bed while wide-eyed Jen explored her surroundings. God, she was adorable.

“Blake, they have free SIN-TV here,” she pointed out.

I wasn’t going to need any porn. Just my tiger. “Baby, I want you to strip for me. Like a strip teaser.”

Jen raised her brows and then quirked a sexy little smile. “Really? Are you going to compensate me?”

“Oh yeah, I’m going to compensate you big time.”

“Some music would be good,” she replied with a wink.

To get her in to the mood, I pulled out my phone and searched my iTunes app. “Bang Bang” fit the bill. My tiger loved this song.

Strutting around the bed, she began to undress. My eyes stayed riveted on her slender figure as she slowly and sensuously unbuttoned her silk blouse, taunting and teasing me. The temperature in the room was rising by the minute. Hot damn. I loosened my tie and opened up my shirt. I was unwinding, but my dick was winding up. Way up.

“Bang, bang,” Jen mouthed, her voice all breathy, as she sensuously slipped the blouse off her shoulders, whirled it around above her head, and tossed it to me. It was an easy catch. I kept it in my lap as I watched her massage her lace-encased pert breasts; her full lips parted in a sexy pout. God, she was good, totally getting into it. I knew from the day she stepped into my office and pretended to have a major orgasm there was more to this sweet little Midwestern girl than met the eyes. Yeah, I needed a good girl to blow my mind.

Thinking her bra would go next, she surprised me by taking off her pencil skirt, slipping it seductively down her hips. She gracefully stepped out if and stood before me in just her lace bra and panties and her heels. She splayed her fingers on her hips and gyrated. Bang, bang went my heart. Bang, bang went my cock. Mr. Burns was totally enjoying the show. Then she did something that totally drove my cock crazy. She pulled the elastic out of her hair and her perennial ponytail fell loose, her soft dark waves cascading over her shoulder like a sexy cape. She flung her head forward, her locks falling over her tits, and then flung it back, raking her fingers through her mane while she licked her upper lip with her talented tongue. Man, this show kept getting better and better. My cock was raging.

“Do you like what you’ve seen so far, Mr. Burns?” she purred.

“Come here, tiger,” I growled, crooking my index finger. She sashayed up to me until she was standing between my spread legs. I dipped my hand into my pocket and pulled out a crisp one hundred dollar bill. I slipped the bill into her soaked panties, brushing my fingertips along her hot wet folds.

She shot me a satisfied, seductive smile and proceeded to expertly unhook her lacy bra. It slithered down her arms and, in the blink of an eye, it was sitting in my lap.

I studied her. Oh my sexy tiger—clad only in her scrap of lace panties and her heels. I inhaled. Mmmm. She already smelled of sex. So fucking intoxicating. On my next heated breath, I shoved her bikinis down and buried my face in her pussy.

I couldn’t get enough of her. I licked, sucked, flicked, and circled. She tasted as good as she smelled. So sweet. So fucking sweet.

I planted my hands on her hips, and she gripped my shoulders as she let out moans. Rocking into me, she was enjoying every minute of this game as much as I was.

“Oh, Blake,” she panted out. “You’re going to make me come.”

Not the time to stop my ministrations. That was the point. I wanted to give my tiger a mind-boggling orgasm and feel her pussy throb all around my tongue. I darted my tongue into her pussy while my right hand moved to her clit and took over.

“Oh God, Blake!” she shrieked.

Just hearing her say my name sent me orbiting. How the words of only one woman could send me flying into outer space. With a pinch of her clit, I sent her over the moon. As she came, she roared my name, and I looked up just in time to see the rapture on her face. Man, what a fucking beautiful sight!

Now it was my turn. Though she had barely recovered from her mega-orgasm, I flung her onto the bed. She was so spent she didn’t resist. I frantically pulled down my pants and briefs and then mounted her. The bed made a strange creak.

Spreading her beneath me, I tore off her panties and plunged my hungry cock deep inside her entrance. Dripping wet, she didn’t even yelp. I began to pound her. I mean really pound her.

Having one of those expensive memory foam mattresses at home, I wasn’t prepared for this thrill ride. Man. Sex on this decrepit spring mattress was fucking unbelievable. The bounce was practically sending me flying, and I didn’t have to work hard at pumping away. I don’t know what was louder—the sound of our harsh pants, the rattling of the swaying bed, or the creaks of the ratty mattress. And I seriously wasn’t sure which would last longer—the mattress or me.

Jen was thinking the same thing. Between pants of ecstasy, she breathed out, “Blake, I think we’re going to break the bed.”

Bang, bang. I didn’t give a flying fuck. If the damn bed went down, we were going down with it. I picked up my pace, ramming ruthlessly into her at full throttle. What a cacophony of sounds—my body slamming against hers, our harsh breaths mingling with grunts and groans, and that damn boing-boing of the cheapo mattress springs.

And then one sound overtook them all. That of my tiger screaming to come. I moved my fingers to her clit, working it vigorously in circles the way she adored, and in a few breaths, she came with a roar. Craving my own release, I gave her one more forceful thrust, and as I exploded, the mattress crashed to the floor. Bang bang. Boing boing.

“Oh my God, Blake!” shouted stunned Jen as we went down.

“Fucking shit!” I growled, my cock still inside her.

Then we both burst out in hysterical laughter. I was laughing so hard it hurt, and Jen was practically in tears. After the stress of the last few days, laughing our asses off felt so fucking good. Still roaring with laughter, I cradled her head in my hands.

“Baby, we’re going mattress shopping right after this.”

“To replace this one?”

“No, baby, to buy us one just like it.”


Chapter 13


Jennifer

Over the next few weeks, I learned that planning a wedding was a lot like producing a movie. It was a huge ordeal with much to commission, coordinate, and approve. Except unlike the erotic romance telenovelas I was overseeing, I was not the executive in charge of production. I would sum up the credits as follows:

Slate: Jen’s Wannabe Wedding

Executive In Charge of Production: Enid Moore

Co-Producer: Helen Bernstein

Associate Producer: Katrina Moore

Gopher: Yours Truly

I was the bride. I was supposed to be the star and executive producer. The one in charge. Making the decisions. Selecting and approving invitations, flower arrangements, the menu, and lots more. Even being catered to. But this was hardly the case. I was more like a dispensable extra from central casting.

Because of the tight time frame, much of our correspondence and decision-making was done online. And it wasn’t like I had a say. Whenever I got an e-mail from Enid regarding the wedding, it started off with two words “We have” As in…

We have created a Pininterest board to keep you abreast of our creative decisions. Please check it regularly. Today, I posted the most positively divine floral arrangement for the tables. A seascape of exotic flowers and seashells. Don’t you just love the coral pedestal?

I must say, however, she worked at breakneck speed and was super organized. She’d created a To Do List and a timeline. Within one week, the following had been accomplished:

*    A Save the Date had been sent to all twelve hundred potential guests via a Paperless Post custom design. Rather than a virtual envelope, a virtual scallop shell opened when you clicked on “You’re Invited.”

*    A caterer was in place. Claim to fame: the coveted Vanity Fair Oscar party.

*    A florist had been selected: “The Florist to the Stars.”

*    Extras had been hired to be part of my bridesmaid troupe. Per Enid, having only three—Blake’s sister Marcy, Vera Nichols, and Gloria Zander—would look “positively pathetic” in publicity photos. I only hoped none of Blake’s blond bimbos were among them.

*    Photographers were in place. A dozen of them. Many would be shooting photos for various magazines, including In Style.

*    A videographer was in place. Actually, it was the production team from one of Conquest Broadcasting’s reality series.

*    A twenty-piece band had been hired. But Enid was still hoping the Disney orchestra would come perform.

*    Security was in place. There couldn’t be enough. Paparazzi and wedding crashers were likely to abound at the Hollywood wedding of the century.

And that was just a partial listing. There was so much more to do—or should I say sign off on—including the final wedding invitation (to Enid’s chagrin, the “right” pearls from her “preferred” supplier hadn’t yet arrived), setting up a wedding registry, locking the menu, and putting together a play list. I wouldn’t be surprised if Enid picked out all the gift items and decided what songs I should dance to with Blake and my father.

Last but not least, there was still the issue of my wedding dress. My dream dress. Or so I hoped it would be. Monique was out of town. I should have been thrilled at the prospect of meeting with her, but instead, the more time that passed by, the more I dreaded it.

My mom called me everyday to find out how things were going. So much of me wanted to unload on her. I missed her so much. I so wish she lived close by and could be here for me. I’m sure, if I asked, the Bernsteins with their billions would put her up (and my dad too) in a nano second, but that was so not my humble parents’ style. Nor mine. Moreover, Enid, the shark, would likely eat my poor my mother alive. I assured her everything was going well. The truth: I felt overwhelmed and disconnected from my own wedding. The most important day of my life. To make matters worse, Blake had to embark on his yearly round of meetings with SIN-TV affiliates, which meant he was going to be out of town, traveling across the country for two weeks.

“Tiger, I’m going to miss you,” he said on the morning of his whirlwind trip. Earlier, we’d fucked our brains out as if there were no tomorrow. “Are you going to be okay?”

I nodded. “The telenovelas are moving along great.”

Standing at the doorway, his roll-away bag by his feet, he tilted up my chin with a thumb. “I mean about the wedding and everything.”

I met his gaze. “Yes, baby, I’ll be fine, but I’m going to miss you terribly.”

“Same. I’ll text you whenever I can and let’s try to Skype every day. And you let me know if Enid or Kat cause you any problems.”

The thought of sexting him every day and Skyping him—and having virtual sex—cheered me up a little, but I knew the brunt of Enid and Kat was mine alone to bear while he was gone. Thank goodness, I hadn’t had to deal with Kat since that horrific lunch, but who knew how long that would last. Standing on my tippy-toes, I kissed Blake for a long time, not wanting to let go of his kissable lips, and not wanting to say good-bye.

That morning I got into my office, feeling overwhelmed and downtrodden. I already missed Blake. I booted up my computer. My inbox was besieged with a barrage of e-mails from Enid, all Subject: Wedding Detail. One, in particular, marked URGENT, captured my attention and I opened it immediately. It was straight and to the point.

We have our first dress fitting today. Details below. It’s imperative you be there. Be sure to bring a nude strapless bra and heels.

Where: L’Atelier de Monique Hervé

Address: 8420 Melrose Place, 2nd floor

Time: Noon

My stomach bunched up. With nerves, not excitement. What was wrong with me? I should have been excited about picking out my dream gown but strangely wasn’t looking forward to it. Not one bit. And didn’t Enid have any idea I had a high-powered job? She just assumed I could drop everything I was doing and race to meet her. Two words resounded in my head. No buts. I checked my Outlook Calendar, and luckily, my schedule was open at lunchtime, though I had no time to fetch the heels and bra. I immediately speed-dialed an important number. I wasn’t going there alone.
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I arrived at Monique’s atelier early. Having boned up on my French in preparation for the Pearl telenovela, I know that atelier meant studio. It was located just above her eponymous boutique on chic Melrose Place—a short drive from Enid’s office.

My eyes took in my surroundings. I felt like I was in some kind of fairy tale. Everything was white, gilt, and velvet with accents of girly hot pink. A regal crystal chandelier bathed everything in a warm glow, including breathtaking arrangements of fragrant white flowers on scattered pedestals. Above a glass console sat a huge, almost ceiling-high gold-leaf mirror, and in the corner, there was another massive tri-fold mirror. Bolts of tulle, lace, silk, and other fine fabrics were stored on built-in glass shelves, and elegant mannequins were clad in the most extravagant bridal dresses ever. There were also several racks of gowns gracing the marble floor.

A familiar breathy voice caught my attention. “Hello, dear.” Theatrically stepping out from a pair of pink velvet curtains was Helen, wearing a stunning one-shoulder coral gown and flanked by Enid and Kat, dressed almost identically in designer black V-necked body-hugging silk dresses. My jaw dropped.

“Oh, Helen,” I gushed with sincerity. “You look beautiful.” She truly did, the magnificent silk-satin gown accentuating her svelte figure and the color complementing her platinum hair, cerulean blue eyes, and alabaster skin.

“Thank you, my dear,” she beamed. “Monique is absolutely brilliant. She came up with the idea of the scalloped edges—so in tune with the theme of your wedding. By the way, Monique needs your mother’s measurements. She has an equally wonderful idea for an oyster-white suit for the mother of the bride.”

“Sure,” I murmured, wondering how my mother would take this and wanting her to look as fabulous as Helen. I suddenly missed her. Terribly. Wishing she was here with me on the day of my first fitting.

An attractive petite brunette woman emerged from a back room. She was clad in a stunning chartreuse sleeveless sheath with matching heels. A tape measure was draped around her neck.

“Helen, darling, you must take a look-see in the mirror.” I assumed she was Monique Hervé. I expected her to have some kind of foreign accent, but she didn’t. She instead sounded very Valley.

Helen slinked over to the three-way mirror to admire herself. “Oh, Monique! It’s positively divine.”

Enid echoed the sentiment while Kat’s poisonous eyes stayed focused on me. Monique turned her gaze to me and gave me the once-over. “So you must be the bride-to-be.”

“Yes, I’m Jennifer.”

She plastered a big fake smile on her face. “Wonderful. I have another very important client coming in shortly so let’s get started.”

“If you don’t mind, I’m waiting for someone.” Where was he?

Enid sneered at me. “Dear, we can’t be wasting Monique’s precious time. She squeezed you in today as a favor to me.”

“Well, I guess I can start looking through the dresses on the racks.” Having perused bridal magazines, I had in mind what I wanted—something with a vintage feel, either flapper-like from the twenties or Grace Kelly-like from the fifties.

Monique rolled her eyes. “Please, darling, there’s no need. Enid and I have already chosen your dress.”

I felt my blood bubbling. Didn’t I—hello, the bride!—get a say?

My stormy eyes stayed fixed on Monique as she waltzed over to one of the racks and pulled out a gown. Folding it over her arm and not giving me the slightest chance to view it, she headed back my way and ushered me into the fitting room.

Fifteen minutes later, I shuffled out of the fitting room wearing “my” wedding dress and a pair of heels that were three sizes too big for me. Monique trailed behind me. Kat shot me a smirk.

“Take a look-see,” trilled Monique.

I wobbled over to the tri-fold mirror. I glimpsed all three angles of my bridal self and not one put a smile on my face. My heart sunk.

“It’s magnifique!” I heard Monique say.

Yes, maybe the dress was magnificent, but it was just not right for me. It was an extravagant shimmering white satin sheath that flared out in a cascade of ruffles below the knee. A mermaid-style dress, apropos to the wedding’s under-the-sea theme. I could barely fill out the strapless top which was encrusted with crystal starfish, and what was supposed to be a body-hugging column hung loosely on my petite, boyishly narrow body. It was so baggy you couldn’t even see my panty lines. The dress was definitely made for someone much taller and curvaceous. Someone like—

“Katrina, what do you think?” asked Enid, cutting my thoughts short.

She smirked again and snickered. “Personally, Mommy, I think it would look much better on me.”

Her words stung me like a stingray but ran true. That’s who this dress was made for. Blake’s wannabe bride.

Enid absorbed her daughter’s words and then turned to Monique. “Monique, darling, it is a little big.”

A little big? I was swimming in it. No pun intended.

Grabbing a heart-shaped pincushion from a nearby table, Monique asked me to step up onto a pedestal and began sizing the dress. “Don’t move,” she murmured, pinning the edges. My eyes stayed on my reflection in the three-way mirror. Even with all the nips and tucks (there were almost as many pins as there were crystals), the dress did nothing for me.

Monique admired her handiwork. “Much better. And we’ll pad the top, maybe add a couple of spaghetti straps to hold it up, and sew in a butt pad to give you some curves.”

“A butt pad?”

“Of course, darling. Everyone’s wearing them ever since Pippa wore one to the royal wedding.”

So I was going to be sitting on some kind of whoopee cushion at my wedding. My heart sank deeper as if an anchor was pulling it down. This was supposed to be one of the best days of my life, but it was so far from it. I felt like the Titanic.

Blake’s mother glanced down at her gold and diamond beveled-faced watch. “Oh, dear, I’m going to have to say ta-ta. I have a board meeting downtown for the Philharmonic at one thirty.” She scurried back into the dressing room and five minutes later, reappeared in her gazillion dollar designer pink silk suit.

She kissed me good-bye. “Darling, it’s going to be perfection. Sorry to have to go, but I’m leaving you in good hands.” Hugging Enid and then Monique effusively, she asked them to send her a photo when all was said and done. In a breath, she was gone. I was shocked she wasn’t staying for the entire fitting and more than ever wanted my mom to be here. Along with the other person I’d invited. Coming from downtown, maybe he was stuck in traffic. Hurry!

Monique made a few final nips and tucks. “You know, Jennifer, given how close your wedding is, you are so lucky this dress was available. I custom-designed it for a very famous rock star—whose name I can’t divulge—but TMZ caught her equally famous fiancé in bed with an even more famous supermodel so she called the wedding off.”

Great. So, I was going to be wearing someone’s doomed hand-me-down.

“It would have taken months for the silk fabric to get here from Italy and forget about the genuine Swarovski crystals.”

I gazed down at the glittery crystal starfish cupping my tits and hugging my hips, thanks to the pin-job. They did little to cheer me up. A welcomed familiar voice, however, did.

“Oh my frickin’ God! That is so wrong!”

Chaz! Finally! Tearing my eyes away from the sad image in the mirror, I watched him storm into the atelier. His eyes clashed with Kat’s. Poison daggers were going back and forth. Kat’s lips snarled.

“What the hell is he doing here?” she snapped at me.

“I invited him. I wanted him here to give his opinion.”

Chaz jumped back in. “Jenny-Poo, you look like Bridezilla! Take that hideous thing off immediately.”

Monique’s face darkened. “Excuse me? Did you just insult my one hundred thousand dollar creation?”

Gah! One hundred thousand dollars? Maybe some of the crystals were real diamonds.

Chaz held his own. “I don’t care if it cost one dollar. A Las Vegas showgirl wouldn’t be caught dead in that rag!”

God, I loved Chaz. He just told it like it is. He was so brutally…no, beautifully honest. He was right. Who was I kidding? The dress was vomiticious.

Flustered and obviously having a hot flash, Enid began to fan herself. “Jennifer, who is this intruder?” she panted.

Kat retorted before I could say a word. Her scrunched up expression was one of pure disgust. “Mommy, he’s that man I told you about who called me rude at that Beverly Hills Hotel event back in January. The one Blake was at.”

“Shut up, bitch!” Chaz barked. “Or I’m going to have to slap you.”

All at once, Kat, Enid, and Monique gasped. I stifled a laugh.

Monique was the first to respond. “Whoever you are, I’d like you to please leave.”

“My name is Chaz Clearfield, and I happen to be LA’s hottest new designer and one of Jennifer’s best friends. And she’s going to wear my dress.”

“Excuse me?” breathed Enid.

Kat turned to her mother. “Mommy, do you want me to call 911?”

My heart was in a flurry and my stomach twisted. A sharp pain stabbed me in the gut. Clutching my belly, I winced.

Chaz’s eyes grew wide with alarm. “Are you okay, Jenny-Poo?”

I nodded, still in pain; I was sure, just stress. “Chaz, why don’t I meet you at El Coyote. I’ll be done here soon.”

“Sure, honey.” After a bear hug, he proudly sashayed out of the atelier, leaving me alone with the three barracudas.

Fifteen minutes later, the fitting was done and I was back in my work clothes. I grabbed my bag and headed to the stairs.

“Don’t forget, Jennifer. Geary’s at three o’clock sharp,” Enid called out.

I stopped dead in my tracks and flipped around. “What do you mean?”

Enid scowled, making the tiniest crease in her Botoxed forehead, while Kat smirked. “Darling, don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Didn’t you read Katrina’s e-mail? I’ve set up an appointment at Geary’s to create your bridal registry.”

“I never got it.”

“Well, I sent it,” snapped Kat in a snide singsong voice. “Maybe you need a new pair of eyeglasses.”

Inside, I was fuming. She was lying. She never sent it. And probably deliberately.

“Where’s it located?” I asked, trying hard to mask my anger.

Enid rolled her eyes in disgust. “Seriously, darling? It’s on Rodeo Drive. I’m sure you’ll find it. Helen is meeting us there, so please don’t be late.”

My eyes clashed with Kat’s before I powered out the door.
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“Oh God, Chaz. You’re so lucky you missed the headpiece. It’s some super-weird sequin headband concoction with this ugly rhinestone starfish that sits in the middle of my forehead.” Another leftover from the rock star, who was obviously in love with being a star.

Seated in a booth at the popular Mexican restaurant El Coyote, I was on my second margarita and my thoughts were flowing freely. I dug into my tostada.

“Thank you, honey, for sparing me,” replied Chaz, helping himself to another shot from the pitcher we’d ordered. He took a long sip and set his margarita glass on the table.

“Jenny-Poo. Listen to me. Go along with those bitches. I’ve moved forward on your dream dress and I’m not stopping.”

My heart fluttered with happiness. “Oh, Chaz! Really?”

“Trust me, they’re not going to stop you from wearing it on the day of your wedding.”

Where there’s a will, there’s a way. Blake had ingrained these words in me. Chaz and I would make things work. Somehow. Someway.

A delicious lightness swept over me. I was going to be a beautiful bride after all. Wearing my dream dress. I couldn’t wait to marry my Blake.

“When can I see it?”

“In a few weeks.” As Chaz reached for the check, he looked at me sheepishly. “I have a big favor to ask.”

“Anything.”

“Would you find out if Jeffrey, Monique’s receptionist, is single? He’s so cute.”

“Sure.” A big smile lit my face while Chaz blushed. My father always said something good always comes out of the bad.
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Geary’s in Beverly Hills was glittering spectacle of china, crystal, and silver. It smelled of money. I was sent to the second floor where Enid, Katrina, and Helen were already gathered with a spindly silver-haired sales woman, who was holding an iPad. I recognized her. She was the woman who’d helped me at Bloomie’s earlier in the year with picking out a gift for Gloria. And the woman who’d assisted my ex, Bradley, and his new fiancée, Candace, with their registry. She must have switched jobs.

“You’re late,” snapped Enid.

I glanced down at my watch. It was 3:05.

“We don’t have all day so let’s get started.” She introduced me to the woman who would be working with us. Her name was Bea.

“Lovely to see you again,” she said in her husky smoker’s voice.

Enid looked puzzled. “Do you two know each other?”

“Yes, we met last year when I was still at Bloomingdale’s”

“Such a despicable store,” huffed Enid.

“Can I offer you ladies some champagne?” asked Bea, ignoring the putdown.

Everyone except me agreed to a glass. I still had a buzz from the margaritas. Bea sauntered off, telling us to start earmarking items while she got the champagne.

“Shouldn’t we wait to do this until Blake gets back in town?” I thought engaged couples were supposed to pick out their registry together.

Helen laughed lightly. “Puh-lease, darling. Men have no clue whatsoever when it comes to these kinds of things. You’re so much better off he isn’t here.”

“And Blake obviously doesn’t have a handle on the finer things in life,” added Kat with a smirk. It was clearly an insult directed at me. It took all my effort to let it go.

“Jennifer, chop chop. Stop wasting precious time and get moving,” urged Enid with a clap-clap of her bony hands. “I’m going to use the restroom and then I’ll be right back.” Helen and Kat joined her.

Truthfully, I didn’t know where to begin. All around me were hundreds of dazzling china patterns, crystal glasses, and silver settings. Fit for royalty. Truthfully, I didn’t want or need any of this stuff. Blake and I needed basics. Things like everyday china, dishwasher-safe silverware, pots and pans, and the like. Being a player and dining out most of his adult life, Blake had very few of these things, and we’d purchased just a few essentials when I’d moved in with him. I should be at Crate & Barrel. Not here.

I forced myself to meander through the store. My eyes bugged out. Everything was so super expensive. Can you imagine—three hundred dollars for a teeny weenie eggcup? I mean, who in their right mind would gift such a thing? None of my friends or my parents’ could afford even one. If they asked what to get us, I was just going to tell them whatever. Or to make a small donation to a charity in our names.

Examining a silver-rimmed dinner plate that at least reminded me of my mother’s lovely Lenox china, I was distracted by a familiar voice.

“I should be registering, not you.”

I spun around. Kat with a flute of champagne in her hand.

“What are you talking about?” My tone was sharp.

“Blake should be marrying me. I’m the one he really loves. You whored your way into his heart.”

At her untrue words, a deluge of anger swept through me. “You’re delusional. Blake even told me himself.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “Oh, and did he tell you about—”

“Darling.” Kat’s mother cut her off. “That’s wonderful you’re working with Jennifer. She can learn a lot from you.”

She smirked again. “Yes, Mommy, she can.”

Enid sauntered off to join Helen and Bea.

Kat glowered at me. “Good luck, delusional one.”

To my utter shock, she flung her glass of champagne at me and strutted off. My mouth hung open.

One soaked hour later, Blake and I had a registry that came close to $500,000. It included three sets of hand painted Limoges china (breakfast, lunch, and dinner), the finest Christophe cutlery, matching Baccarat wine and water goblets plus a set of flutes, a dozen Buccelati silver picture frames along with a complete tea service, and twenty-four of those little egg cups. Guilt rippled through me. Maybe after we were married, Blake and I could return all this shit. A half a million dollars would feed a lot of hungry children. And they sure didn’t need eggs in eggcups.


Chapter 14


Blake

By the time I checked into my hotel, The Walden, where I always stayed in New York, it was going on eight o’clock. The rush hour traffic on the expressway from Kennedy into Manhattan had been nightmare. And made worse by some badass accident that every Tom, Dick, and Harry stopped to gawk at.

I plopped down on the king-sized bed, and propping myself against a mountain of fluffy pillows, I speed-dialed the top number on my contact list. That of my tiger. I hadn’t even been away from her for twenty-four hours and I fucking missed her. She picked up on the first ring.

“Hi, baby. You landed okay?” She sounded tired.

“Yeah. I’m here. Are you okay?”

She launched into her afternoon. Shit. Fucking Kat was antagonizing her again. Every muscle in my body tensed. Sooner or later, the psycho bitch was going to let the cat out of the bag. While Jen went on about her disastrous dress fitting and the ridiculous wedding registry, I half-listened, debating whether I should tell her what had happened. Nah. It had to be done face to face, plus, I didn’t want to ruin my little surprise. My cock jumped at the thought.

“Baby, I need you to do me a favor. Go to my office. And when you get there, lock the door.”

A minute later, she was just where I wanted her. “Blake, what’s this all about?”

“Open my top desk drawer. Inside you’ll find a DVD. Insert it into my computer and watch it.”

“Hold on.” I heard the beginnings of a familiar theme song. I knew she was watching the DVD—various sexy poses of yours truly (including some photos from my modeling days) that I’d strung together with my own narration. Damn, I was good. Tom Cruise would be fooled.

“Good evening, Ms. McCoy. That man you’re looking at is Blake Burns, one of this country’s most dangerous sex addicts. Your mission, Jen, should you chose to accept it, is to capture Mr. Burns and make him come in his pants. As always, should you be caught in the act, my secretary will disavow any knowledge of your actions. This tape will self-destruct in five seconds. Good luck, Jen.”

Jen’s laughter mixed with the sound of a loud explosion. The DVD had faded to black, but Jen was still laughing.

“Are you kidding me, Blake?” she managed.

“Mission accepted?” I asked matter-of-factly.

“Accepted.” Her voice was an octave lower and as sexy as sin.

“Excellent, Agent McCoy. You will need a special weapon to take him down.” After getting him up. “Open the bottom drawer.”

My cock already flexing, I waited impatiently as she did as I asked.

“Blake, a dildo?”

It was the biggest one I could find in the Gloria’s Secret catalogue and even had one of those rabbit attachments.

“Suck on it.”

Silence.

My cock rose another few inches. It was almost at full mast and as hard as rock.

“Lick it all over. Make it really wet. And don’t forget to kiss those cute little bunny ears. For. Me.”

While the line stayed quiet, I wished I’d Skyped with her. But as my father said, some things were best left to the imagination. Let me tell you, my mind’s eye was getting a workout. A wild one.

“Now what, Blake?” Her voice was breathy.

With my boner straining against my fly, I shifted a little on the bed. “I want you to pull up that pretty little skirt of yours and bend over my desk. Click on your weapon and aim for your clit. Keep the phone on speaker nearby. I want to hear you loud and clear.”

The buzz of the dildo sounded in my ear, but it was soon washed out by her loud whimpers. I’d preset the vibration mode to extreme pulsation.

“Good job, baby. Now for phase two of your mission. Stick your weapon up your pussy.”

“Okay,” she breathed. I could hear her panting and imagine the glorious sheen on her face as well as her adorable ass up in the air.

“Oh my God” were the next words I heard. I could no longer keep my throbbing cock in my pants. With a hiss, I zipped down my fly and out popped my whopper. Holding the phone to my ear, I began to stroke it with my free hand to the beat of her desperate whimpers. I squeezed my eyes shut as my balls tightened, and the madness between my thighs intensified with each long, hard stroke. Close to the edge, I picked up my pace, stroking fast and furiously. My breathing grew ragged.

“Blake, I can’t take this anymore,” she moaned into the phone.

“Stay with me, baby. You’re almost there.” My hand galloped along my massive shaft as I imagined her soaked, throbbing pussy. My head arched back as my pulsing cock raced to climax. Oh sweet Jesus. Filling and swelling. On the next harsh breath, I exploded with an epic release that could make the Guinness Book of Records.

“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath as a sweet cry of ecstasy sounded on the other end. I slowly peeled open my eyes and caught my breath.

“Tiger, are you there?”

Silence. Shit. Maybe she’d passed out. I imagined her collapsed over my desk.

“Tiger?”

“Blake.” Her voice was just a tiny whisper. “That was amazing.”

“Yeah, fucking amazing. You okay?”

“Yes. How did I do?”

“Baby, you can be on my team any day.” I glanced down at my glistening semi-erection. Mission accomplished.

“I miss you, baby.”

“The same.” I crawled out of the bed, leaving my khakis behind though taking my phone with me. “I’ve got to wash up (oh boy, did I) and go out for dinner with my New York manager. I’ll call you later. Where are you going to be?”

“I have my rape support group after work.”

“Be careful. You know I don’t like that neighborhood at night.” I’d become as protective of her as I was possessive.

“Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. And then I’ll be home dealing with wedding stuff.”

At the word wedding, a chill skittered down my spine.

“Baby, if Kat harasses you, let me know. And don’t believe a word she says. There’s only you. Only you.”


Chapter 15


Jennifer

I missed Blake terribly. He’d been away for over a week. Yes, he sexted and Skyped me, and we’d even had outrageous phone sex, but this didn’t make up for not having him around. I missed falling asleep in his arms, and waking up on his chest, his heartbeat singing in my ears. And I missed seeing him at the office, sneaking kisses whenever we could. The touch and taste of his lips. Those kissable lips that had kissed me everywhere.

I was lonely. And a little on edge. Having Blake around made me feel safe and protected. The Springer incident had messed with my head. While we lived in a secure doorman building, an unexpected sound outside our apartment caused my heartbeat to accelerate, thinking someone might be trying to break in. And sometimes, I thought I was being followed, though when I glanced over my shoulder, no one was ever there. Other girls in my rape support group shared these insecurities. Dr. Williams, our group leader who had been a rape victim herself, said they were common.

Both Libby and Chaz were on the road—Chaz for trunk shows in major cities across the country and Libby for focus groups. Libby’s findings along with ratings and quantitative survey research would determine which Conquest Media Broadcasting shows of the new Fall season would stay on the schedule and which would be cancelled. I was thrilled my innovative block of women’s erotic romance programming—MY SIN-TV—had tested through the roof. To my utter delight, Blake had told me there was talk of expanding the block and even creating a spin-off 24/7 women’s erotica channel.

The only good thing about having Blake away was that I could focus on the wedding, especially at night. Every day after work, I came home to a boatload of gifts—so many that one of the building attendants had to pile them up on a dolly and cart them up to our apartment. Thank goodness, Blake had a spare bedroom. There was no place else to store all the boxes. It was almost filled to the hilt. The gifts came from all over the world, including a complete set of the eggcups from a Duchess in England who unfortunately couldn’t attend the wedding. I’d become a master of writing thank you notes to people I didn’t know.

E-mails from Enid besieged my inbox, and quite truthfully, I didn’t have the time to open and respond to all of them during my busy work day. Everyday, she updated me on the RSVP list. The pearl encrusted invitations had finally gone out—yes, packed inside giant iridescent seashells, twelve hundred in all. The betrothal of Blake Adam Burns to Jennifer Leigh McCoy was now official.

We were already at six hundred twenty guests. The list was growing exponentially and that meant yet more gifts. More thank you notes. I seriously couldn’t believe how many people the Bernsteins knew. Well-known television producers, directors, and stars were coming to the black tie affair from all over the world. And many politicians too. I perused the latest list. Oh my God. Even George Clooney and his new wife were coming. And so were Brangelina and the Clintons. I only hoped my mother could take a photo with Hilary.

Surveying the “C’s” on the latest RSVP list, I spotted Libby Clearfield’s name and wrinkled my brows. I’d invited both her and a guest—her longtime boyfriend Everett—but the response was not for “plus-one.” Libby, my maid of honor, was intending to attend my wedding solo. I immediately speed-dialed her cell phone, having no idea where or what time zone she was in. She picked up on the second ring.

“Hi, Jen. I just got home. A quick break until I do my Midwest groups. What’s up?” Her voice, so unlike her, sounded weary.

I got straight to the point. “Why aren’t you coming to my wedding with Everett?”

Silence. A long, tense silence. Finally, my bestie broke it. Her voice was small and shaky.

“Jen, I think I need to break up with him.”

I reflected on her word choice…need.

“What do you mean?” Jen and Ev had been together forever, and despite the more than five thousand miles that separated them—she in LA and he in London on a Fulbright—neither had strayed from the other to the best of my knowledge. A moment of doubt hit me like a lightning bolt.

“Oh my God. Did Everett cheat on you?”

“Hardly,” she said, her voice now tearful. In a heartbeat, she began to cry, sobs beating into my ear. Something so, so out of character for my sassy best friend. My heart was melting.

“Lib, do you want to come over and talk?”

“I don’t want to intrude on you and Blake.” As close as we were, she was uncomfortable spending time in our condo. And because of the Springer shit that’d happened back in our little rented cottage, I was unable to go back there. Too many bad memories that ended in nightmares.

“Listen, Lib. Blake is out of town. Get your red curls over here, NOW.”

She was on her way.
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Libby looked tired. Her eyes were bloodshot—either from crying or the lack of sleep or both. The glut of focus groups, incessant travel, and whatever she was going through emotionally had taken a toll on her. Dressed casually in jeans and a USC sweatshirt, my curvy full-figured friend plopped down on one of Blake’s oversized Italian leather armchairs while I went to the kitchen to fetch a bottle of white wine and a pair of goblets.

I curled up on the matching leather couch catty-corner to her and filled the glasses.

She took a couple of slugs and her freckled face brightened. “Wow, this is good stuff.”

“Blake belongs to a wine club.” I took a sip. “But to be honest, I kind of miss our Two Buck Chuck.”

Libby smiled. “I’m still drinking it, but it’s not the same without you.”

I smiled back and then turned serious, ready for some answers. “Lib, what’s going on with you and Everett? Why isn’t he coming to the wedding?”

She exhaled. “It’s complicated. I still love him, but it’s not going to work out.”

I knitted my brows. “What do you mean?”

“He wants to stay in Europe. He’s been offered some associate professor position at a university in France. He’s been pressuring me to quit my job and join him.” She paused and took another sip of the wine. “Jen, I can’t. My life is here.”

“How long has this been going on?”

She ran her free hand through her flaming red mane. “A while.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“With all that’s going on with your job and the wedding, I just didn’t want to bog you down with my mess of a life. We’ve been fighting a lot. In fact, we just had one tonight.”

That explained the tears. Suddenly, I felt bad. Libby had always been there for me, but somehow I hadn’t reciprocated. At least, recently. I mentally kicked myself.

“You should have told me. But I’m glad you’re telling me now.”

Setting her depleted glass on the coffee table, she reached for the bottle and took a glog straight from it. So Libby. So us. I grabbed the bottle from her and did the same.

“Maybe it would be good if Everett came to the wedding and you could talk things through.” Poor Libby hadn’t seen him for almost a year. Her joke that her vagina was going to shrivel if she didn’t get laid was no joking matter.

Snatching the bottle from me, she shook her head. “I don’t think so. The wedding will give him the wrong idea. And it would be very hard on me. I’m going to break up with him. I just don’t know when, where, or how. I need to do it face to face. I owe him that.”

Her hazel eyes grew watery. An unsettling thought entered my mind. “Lib, are you okay with me getting married?” I wondered if maybe she was jealous or threatened. Or just plain sad.

She set the bottle down. “Oh, Jen, of course I am. I’m so thrilled for you and Blake.”

A bright smile lit my face. Despite initially not caring for my fiancé boss because she thought he was an arrogant, self-centered, egotistical jerk, which he sometimes still could be, my best friend had warmed up to him. Especially after he’d saved me from the monstrous Don Springer. A man who would slay for his woman scored big points in Libby’s book.

“I’m so happy you’re going to be my maid of honor,” I said, the warmth of her words spreading through me.

Libby’s lips flexed with a genuine smile. “Me too. I just wish I could be there for you more. This time of year is so busy for me. The focus groups won’t let up until right before your wedding.” She twirled a long, springy curl. “How’s it going with Enid and the bitch?”

I caught her up on the dress situation and the latest developments. Her freckles practically jumped off her face.

“Oh my God! It sounds hideous. There’s no way I’m letting her turn me into some sleazy sea siren. Chaz is going to design my dress too.”

“With your red hair, you’d make the perfect Ariel.”

“No fucking way.” She playfully threw a pillow at me.

“And listen to this, at each place setting, there’s going to be a snow globe with a live tropical fish inside. The take-home party favor.”

Libby made fish lips and held up the bottle. “To my best friend’s wedding!”

It was time to uncork another.

Maybe Enid could dictate almost everything about my wedding from the invitations to the décor. But there were two things she wasn’t going to have any control over: the dress I was going to wear and the person I was tossing my bouquet to.

In my heart, I wanted Libby to have her happily ever after just like me.
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The next evening when I came home from work, I received the first wedding gift I wanted to keep. A splendid silver-plated, engraved wine cooler from Crate & Barrel and two cases of Two-Buck Chuck from Trader Joe’s. A big smile warmed my lips as I read the enclosed note.

To My Bestest Friend in the World~

I can’t wait to stand with you.

Cry with you.

Laugh with you.

And hold up Chaz’s dress while you pee.

I love you so much~ xo Libby


Chapter 16


Blake

I used to love these two weeks of visiting affiliates. It was a glorified road trip—I flew first class, stayed in five-star hotels, and ate in the finest restaurants. I visited my stations, wined and dined my managers, and usually found some babe to fuck and forget. Just last year at this time, I was having the time of my life.

But all that was before Jen. I couldn’t wait for this trip to be over. I got in and out of every city as fast as I could. Acting like an old fart. I visited each station, went out to dinner with the general manager, and then feigned fatigue so I could go back to my hotel room and catch up with my tiger. We sexted and Skyped, but nothing compared to having her in the flesh in my bed. Wanking off wasn’t cutting it.

After a quick visit with my Sacramento affiliate, I’d flown to the East Coast and then worked my way back to LA. My last stop was Las Vegas. I was actually looking forward to being there. Not only because I was one stop away from seeing my tiger, but because I got to spend time with my favorite affiliate manager, Vera Nichols.

Vegas was our top market, thanks to Vera. She ran her station with both an iron fist and a big heart. Her staff adored and revered her. And rightfully so. Her inspirational style of management was one for the books.

“You should have had Jennifer fly in,” she told me over lunch at an Italian restaurant close to the station. “And by the way, Blake, her erotic romance block is killing it here. So many viewers have told us they want more.”

I grinned. My tiger was brilliant. A star. And not just in bed. All across the country, I’d gotten the same reaction. A 24/7 erotica channel targeted at women was inevitable.

“I wish she could have, but she’s so tied up with production. She’s trying to get everything wrapped before our wedding.”

“How’s the wedding shaping up?”

I told her how my mother’s event planner was putting it together at lightning speed and that it was going to be very over the top. I also told her about Kat’s involvement.

“Geez, Blake. That must be awful for Jennifer to have to deal with her.”

“It sucks for both of us.” I wanted to tell Vera more. I knew I could trust her with my heart, but my father’s words of wisdom resounded in my ears: “When in doubt, leave it out.” I should have heeded them in the first place when it came to Kat.

Vera took a last sip of coffee. “I’m so honored Jennifer chose me to be one of her bridesmaids. I just need to figure out when I can fly into LA to be fitted for my dress.”

“She’s so honored you accepted. She thinks the world of you, Vera. Like I do.” Vera was like a sister to me. And even more so than the one I actually had. I fought the urge to confide in her.

“Steve wants to take you out for drinks tonight,” she said as I took care of the check. “He’s going to call you later.”

“Awesome.” I looked forward to spending my final night in Vegas with Vera’s husband. Tomorrow, I would be back in my office. First thing, I was going to have a closed door meeting with my Director of MY SIN-TV. I was going to fuck her over my desk.
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I was staying at the Bellagio, one of the swankiest hotels in Vegas. While the Hard Rock was Conquest Broadcasting’s preferred hotel, I made a point of not staying there because of the special memories it held for me. One day, Jen and I would go back there and fuck our brains out.

At nine p.m., Steve called me to let me know he was here. When I got downstairs to the sprawling casino, not only was Steve waiting for me. Surprise. So was Jaime Zander. And an even bigger surprise—so was Jake, my roommate from college. The one who’d made me enter that crazy America’s top model contest. Now that he was living in Silicon Valley, I hadn’t seen him for over a year. He’d been through some bad shit but came out smelling like a rose. Something good had come out of the bad. Success agreed with him.

“You look fucking good, man,” I said, giving him a man-hug. Along with Steve and some guys from the office, he was going to be one of my groomsmen.

“Where are we going?” I asked as the three of us, all casually dressed in jeans, headed toward the entrance to the bustling hotel.

I quickly learned we were going to have a guys’ night out—a bachelor party so to speak.

“C’mon, man,” said Steve as we filed into the Lip Service limo, courtesy of Jake, so we didn’t have to think about drinking and driving. “You’re going to sow your wild oats tonight.”

“Don’t lose me, dudes.” Scenes from The Hangover flashed into my head. “I don’t want to be hanging with any tigers.” (Well, except the adorable one I was craving back home.)

The strip joint the guys took me to was off the beaten track. Despite being high-end, it was in a word—raunchy. All dark and smoky. Jaime had gotten us a reservation in the upstairs VIP room. The two of us nestled on the gaudy red velvet U-shaped couch while Steve and Jake plunked down on overstuffed club chairs. We shared two cylinder-shaped tables. A big tit cocktail waitress in a skimpy leather mini dress that barely covered her ass brought us a thousand dollar bottle of Cognac to go with our Cubans and filled our crystal snifters.

“To that man!” Jaime toasted, aiming his balloon glass at me. We clinked and chugged the shots.

As the velvety orange liquid warmed my blood, swirls of colorful disco lights bathed the scarlet walls and music piped through the speakers. Wouldn’t you know it? “Bang Bang”—the very song Jen had stripped to a few weeks ago.

“Here comes your girl,” sang Steve, refilling our glasses.

“Whoof!” mumbled Jake, blowing a ring of smoke.

Strutting my way was five feet ten inches of pure plastic. Bikini clad, tatted, and wearing tacky as shit platforms. I gulped my drink. Fuck. I recognized her. She was one of the blond bimbos who’d assaulted me at the Hard Rock pool and put a rift of misunderstanding between Jennifer and me. Jennifer’s stinging words whirled around in my head. “No girl means anything to you.” What a difference a year could make. And what a difference one special girl could make.

“Hiya, handsome,” she cooed, hurling me into the moment with a seductive come-on. “Nice seeing you again.”

“You know each other?” laughed Jaime, sucking on his cigar.

“Oh yeah,” said Kelly or Keely or whatever the fuck her name was. “But now we’re going to get to know each other better.”

Downing their cognacs, the boys roared as she straddled her long legs over my lap. She was in my face. Her musky scent nauseated me. She smelled nothing of cherries and vanilla.

She began to do her thing. Pouting. Licking her lips. Gyrating her hips. Grinding my thighs. Swinging her melon-sized tits. Brushing them against me. Flinging her brassy mane. Touching herself all over. Smashed, my buddies were getting off on her, howling, “Whoo hoo! Fuck! Go, baby!” If only Gloria and Vera could see them.

You’d think my cock would be in overdrive. Bang bang. Don’t let my genitals fool you. Forget it. Not even a testicular tingle. Not one urge to get my dick wet. Not wanting to be a killjoy, I plastered a fake smile on my face. I fucking wasn’t into it. In fact, I felt sick and wished I could take her by the haunches and shove her aside. Even pass her over to one of my stag mates. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw cameras on either side of the room. Damn. She could touch, but I couldn’t. Physical contact wasn’t allowed. I put my clammy palms under my ass so I wouldn’t be tempted.

Seamlessly, a new song started up. Enrique Inglesias’s “Baliando.”

“I wanna be contigo,” purred my private dancer, in her cheap, nasal voice. To my utter horror, while she circled her soaked center around my cock, her Miley Cyrus length tongue trailed up my neck to my lips. While my pals howled like animals, I squirmed, forcing myself not to turn my head to avoid looking like a pussy. She might want to be with me, but I didn’t want to be with her. Not one repulsive bit.

And then, I heard the hiss of a zipper. The sound of metal scraping against my dick. Shit. She was pulling down my fly. That did it. With a powerful thrust of my knees, and without touching her, I bounced her off my lap. Stunned, she fell onto one of the cylinder tables.

“What the fuck?” she hissed, collecting herself.

Not aware of what was really going on, shit-faced Jaime, Steve, and Jake applauded and blew wolf whistles.

“Give our boy a table dance,” shouted Jaime, tucking a hundred dollar bill into her skimpy wet bottoms. He must have blown several thousand dollars at this pop stand.

I bolted to my feet.

“Where you going, dude?” asked Steve. “Need to wank off in the little boys room?”

I tried to keep my cool but was sweating like a pig. I felt dirty and claustrophobic. Feigning fatigue once again and citing an early morning flight (which was at least true), I thanked my buds for my stag night.

“She’s all yours, dudes.” I didn’t want to come across as a jackass.

“Man,” said Jaime, his voice hoarse. “Are you wussing out on us?”

I missed my tiger. It was as simple as that.
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I got back to the Bellagio at midnight. While I couldn’t get the Presidential Suite reserved for high rollers, I had an almost as luxurious penthouse unit on the same floor. Wearily, I inserted my key card into the door, debating whether to call my tiger after taking a quick shower to rid myself of the stench of stale booze, smoke, and bad pussy. At this late hour, she could be sound asleep.

Except for the dazzling Vegas skyline shining through the floor to ceiling windows, the suite was pitch-black. I swear I’d left the lights on. Maybe the turndown service maid had turned them off. Whatever. I headed straight to my bedroom, ready to collapse into bed.

As I stepped into the dark room, a familiar voice sounded in my ears.

“Hi, Blake. Did you have fun?”

My nerves shorted out. I flipped on the light. “What the hell are you doing here?”

It was fucking Kat. Wearing nothing but a black lace push up bra and matching thong along with black patent stilettos. Perched on my bed with her knees bent and endless legs spread. She licked her lips.

“You could be a little happier to see me and say hello.” She slid a hand beneath the lace bottoms.

My blood was sizzling. “How did you know I was here?”

“From your friend Jaime Zander. When I called him to discuss a bachelor party, he told me all about the one he had planned for you tonight.”

“How did you get his number?” My voice was rising with anger.

She smiled smugly. “Daddy. Jaime handles all his advertising.”

Mooreland Realty was one of the biggest realtors in the country. I had no idea Clayton Moore was one of Jaime’s clients. That explained why Kat was at his art gallery opening last December.

“How did you get into my room?”

She batted her eyes. “It’s amazing what a hundred dollar bill given to the right person can get you.”

I’d give as many hundreds at it took to get her out of my room. And out of my life for good. It was time to cut to the chase.

“Kat, what the fuck do you want?”

“I want what we once had.” She was fingering herself.

“We had nothing.”

“We had Capri.”

“It was just a summer fling. I ended it, but you have some kind of weird-ass obsession with me. You should be in therapy.”

She let out a mocking laugh. “I’ve been in therapy my whole life. It’s a joke.”

Obviously, it was. She was still one sick chick.

She narrowed her eyes at me “You ruined it for me with all other men. No one fucks the way you do.”

“I’m sure you can find someone,” I said, wondering why the hell I was even having this conversation with her.

“We could have had it all, Blake. But you fucked it up.”

“You fucked yourself.” I spit out the words.

Anger washed over her face. Her eyes flared with fury. I was beginning to think she was bi-polar. I’d had enough.

“Please get the fuck out of here before I call security.” I had to control myself from physically throwing her out the door.

Slowly and wordlessly, she made her way out of my bed. My eyes stayed fixed on her as she donned her pencil skirt and tight V-neck sweater. She grabbed her monstrous purse and marched to the door to my suite. At the doorway, she turned and glared at me. A sinister smile curled on her lips.

“I’m going to prove how much I love you, Blake. I’m going to let you tell that classless, mousy fiancée of yours all about us.”

I clenched my jaw and my fists. I’d never been this close to punching a woman. My blood pressure soaring, I held my breath and then let it go through my nose.

“Get the hell out of here, Kat. NOW!”

“Bye, Blakey,” she retorted, her voice saccharine sweet. She turned on her heel and disappeared.

I sunk down on the couch and rubbed my temples. Tomorrow, when I got back to LA, I was going to have a heart-to-heart talk with my tiger. It was time she knew.


Chapter 17


Jennifer

Thank God, Blake was coming back tomorrow morning. The two weeks he’d been away felt like an eternity. And this last week had been pure misery.

I was bloated. Achy. Irritable. And tired. A total emotional wreck.

I cried at the littlest things. For no reason.

I yelled at sweet Mrs. Cho when she couldn’t reach Blake.

I scribbled red-ink notes all over one of the scripts I was reading and couldn’t focus on another.

I broke down and bawled in my support group when a new member shared her horrific story of being beaten and raped.

The pressures of work and the wedding were getting to me. And so was something else. I was over a week late for my period. Stress? Tossing the script I was reviewing, I googled my symptoms.

Oh shit!

If things couldn’t get more complicated, an unexpected e-mail popped up in my inbox. The hair on the back of my neck bristled. It was from my ex-fiancé, Bradley Wick. I hadn’t seen or heard from him since the time I ran into him and his fiancée Candace, registering at Bloomingdale’s, and that was almost a year ago. I stared at my computer screen, my fingertips lightly drumming the keyboard. The only thing keeping me from deleting it was the subject line said URGENT in big shouty caps. With reservation, I opened it. The long and short of it—Bradley wanted to see me. He had something important he wanted to share. Despite my angst-out state, I agreed to meet him at lunch—at a nearby vegan restaurant. Some things never changed.

Mr. Punctuality was already seated at a table in the small, uncrowded restaurant. He’d already ordered one of those green soymilk concoctions he favored. Taking a seat across from him (yes, still the same ungentlemanly Bradley), I rested one hand on the table and the other, with Blake’s ring, on my lap. I studied his face as he flashed that big toothy smile. The smile hadn’t changed but his face had—he looked like he’d put on a fair amount of weight. He’d gotten jowly, and his receding hairline had receded further.

“Hi, Jennifer,” he said, handing me a menu. “Thanks for coming.”

“Sure, Bradley. No problem.” Interestingly, I no longer felt anything toward him—neither rage nor contempt for having cheated on me with his hygienist. “You said it was urgent. Is something the matter?”

“I made a mistake.”

I cocked my head. “What do you mean?”

“I should have married you.”

“Bradley, what are you talking about?”

“It didn’t work out with Candace. She was a money grubbing wench. We just finalized our divorce. The bitch got the condo.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Okay. I had to admit it. My heart was doing a little jig. He’d gotten his comeuppance.

“I want us to get back together. Give it another chance.” To my shock, he reached across the table and palmed my hand. I yanked it away.

“Bradley, I’m afraid that’s not possible.” My other hand flew up from under the table. I held it up, the glimmering snowflake diamond facing him. “I’m engaged.”

Bradley’s beady eyes darkened. “To who?”

“To my boss. Blake Burns.”

Bradley’s lips snarled. “To that fucking psychopath who practically bit off my fingers?”

I nodded. Bradley’s face reddened with rage. He slammed his juice on the table.

“You’re making the biggest mistake of your life.”

“No, Bradley, the biggest mistake of my life would have been marrying you. Thank goodness, Blake sent me that video of you and Candace all over each other.”

Bradley’s eye grew wide with shock. “What! That bastard shot that footage?”

Enough of this lunch; it was beginning to nauseate me. “Excuse me, Bradley. I’m going to use the restroom, and then I’m splitting.”

Grabbing my shoulder bag, I stood up and then hurried to the restroom located in the back of the restaurant. Frequent urination. Another symptom. Fortunately, the small one-person unisex bathroom was vacant. I emptied my bladder, washed my hands, and unlocked the door. As I opened it, Bradley came charging in and pushed me backward until I was pinned against the wall. His newly flaccid body pressed against me and his small hands fondled my swollen breasts.

“Bradley, please let me go,”  I pleaded, trying to stay calm.

Madness flickered in his eyes. “No, not until you get another taste of me.” He leaned into me with his mouth parted. His antiseptic breath skimmed my cheeks. To my horror, his repulsive lips were about to touch down on mine. No fucking way. Without over thinking, my knee came up and jabbed his groin. I heard him groan. Bingo! I’d gotten him right where I wanted. Right in the balls! The self-defense class Blake had made me take had paid off.

“Fuck!” he roared as he crumpled to the tiled floor. Clutching his crotch, he writhed in pain.

A victorious smile shimmered on my face, and then it fell off like a scab, giving way to cold fury. “Don’t you ever contact me again, Dickwick. I’m so done with you.”

He glared at me. “You’re going to pay for this, Jennifer Fucking McCoy.”

Without another word, I scurried out of the restroom, my stomach cramping.
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On the way back to the office, I made a stop. At a CVS drugstore. There was something I needed to buy. There was something I needed to know.

And soon enough I did.


Chapter 18


Blake

I got on an early morning flight and was back in LA by seven a.m. I had my driver take me straight to my apartment. I couldn’t wait to see my tiger. I was going to fuck her senseless, and then I was going to tell her. The sour taste of Kat was still in my mouth. I had to cleanse myself of her. I’d buried the truth six feet under, but now I had to expose it before it blew up in my face. My stomach knotted as I inserted the key into the door lock. A cocktail of guilt and anxiety coursed through my blood. I hadn’t rehearsed any kind of confession, nor did I have any idea how she would react to what I was about to tell her. I’d made a stupid, stupid mistake.

Expecting to see my early riser in the kitchen making coffee, I was surprised when she wasn’t there. Dropping my bag, I padded to our bedroom. With the blackout curtains drawn, the room was dark. I could hear her soft breaths. Quietly, I traipsed over to the bed. She was still sound asleep, a script by her side. She looked so beautiful and peaceful. Despite my physical and emotional needs, I couldn’t wake her. I headed to the bathroom to wash up and then I shed my clothes and crawled bone naked into the bed. Before I could get under the covers, she stirred.

“Blake?” she said sleepily. Her eyes fluttered open and she twitched a small smile.

“Baby, what are you still doing in bed? I thought you’d be getting ready for work.”

She groaned. I smoothed her hair. “Are you okay?

“I got my period. It’s super heavy and I have really bad cramps.” She grimaced. “I’m almost two weeks late.”

My stomach twisted. While she was still on the pill, I hadn’t used a condom in almost a year. The chances were slim but still possible.

“Do you think you had a miscarriage?” Saying that last word pained me.

She shook her head. “No. I took a pregnancy test yesterday. It was negative.”

I felt partly relieved, but worry still gnawed at me.

She sat up slowly. The pinched expression on her face told me she was in pain. She held a hand to her belly.

“I’m going to head into the office a little later if that’s okay with you.”

“No, it’s not okay. I want you to stay home and rest.”

“But Blake, I’ve got so much to do. And with the wedding and everything—”

“Fuck it. It’ll all get done. And I want you to see my sister. She’s the best gynecologist in town.”

I held her in my arms. “I’ve missed you, baby.”

“The same,” she said softly as I planted a kiss on her scalp.

Fucking my tiger wasn’t happening. And the dreaded conversation I wanted to have with her would have to wait.


Chapter 19


Jennifer

“Hi, Marcy. Thanks for seeing me on such short notice.” I’d actually had to wait almost two weeks for my lunchtime appointment—until my much longer than usual period subsided. I’d been so looking forward to accompanying Blake at lunch to pick out a new tux for the wedding, but he was insistent on me seeing his sister at the very first opportunity. Health came first.

“Not a problem, Jennifer. Fortunately, I had a cancellation.” Her voice was professional but warm. Clad in a stylish slacks outfit under her lab coat, she looked a little trimmer since I’d last seen her, and she was wearing more makeup. She actually looked very pretty.

She continued. “What brings you here?”

Sitting with one leg folded over the other on an examining room table, I told her that I hadn’t been to a gynecologist since grad school, and that I was experiencing some cramping and heavy bleeding with my period. It had lasted ten days.

“Are you on the pill?” she asked.

“Yes.” I nodded.

“Okay, what I’d like you to do is to undress and put on the robe, leaving it open in the front. I’ll be right back.” She ambled out of the small room, closing the door behind her.

I eyed the blue paper robe sitting next to me on the table. In no time, I was undressed and wearing the flimsy contraption. Still seated on the table, I surveyed my surroundings. Unlike the campus doctor’s examination room, it was full of personality. Marcy’s numerous degrees and awards took up space on the walls along with many charming framed pieces of artwork done by her children. One, a painting of SpongeBob, brightened my spirits.

Blake’s sister returned in no time. She shot me a small smile. I think this was a first.

“Jennifer, I’d like you to lie down.”

Doing as she asked with my knees steepled, I watched as she slid out two metal stirrups from the examining table.

“Now slide your rear down to the edge and put your feet in these.”

Familiar with this routine, I did as she asked. The jolt of cold metal against the heels of my bare feet sent a shiver up my spine.

“Perfect.” Facing me, she inserted a gloved hand into my center, gently pressing and moving around it. She closed her eyes while doing the pelvic exam.

“You’re very tiny,” she commented.

“Yeah, I know,” I replied, hoping she wasn’t going to say something like: “How does my brother get his huge cock inside you?” Or: “Does it hurt when he fucks you?” The truth: Blake fit inside me beautifully, and it felt fucking great.

As Marcy probed with her gloved fingers, I suddenly imagined Blake here doing the same. Feeling me up and then fucking me wildly with my feet anchored in these stirrups. He’d once told me he’d done that to a high school teacher and had gotten caught by his sister. Such a bad boy. A sudden distraught thought made me shudder: Had he ever done that to Kat?

“Are you okay?” asked Marcy, obviously feeling me squirm.

“Yes, everything’s good.” I forced Kat to the back of my head. Whatever she had with Blake was ancient history. I shouldn’t care. Yet, I did.

Marcy continued to probe.

“Did you find anything?” My voice was peppered with concern. She seemed to be spending an unusually long time exploring my privates.

She opened her eyes and removed her hand. “So far, everything seems normal.”

Relieved, I kept my eyes on her as she reached for the speculum on the mobile tray table beside her. I hated this part of the exam.

“Now, I’m going to insert this into your vagina and then do a pap smear. “Let me know if it hurts,” she said as she adjusted the metal clamp between my legs.

While it was definitely uncomfortable, it didn’t hurt. Marcy had a very gentle touch. My eyes stayed on her as she swabbed me twice, once with a small spatula and then again with a small bristle brush. She dipped each into separate vials that were filled with liquid and labeled with my name.

“Are we done?” I asked, eager to leave.

“I’d like to do one more thing. An ultrasound just to do a double check.”

I’d never had one before. “Isn’t that what they do for pregnant women?” I shivered. Maybe I was pregnant and that stupid store-bought test was wrong.

“Yes,” she said, first pressing down on my abdomen. “Does this hurt?”

I had to be honest. “Just a little.”

Her lips pinched, she pressed down harder. I gave a little yelp. A frisson of fear rippled through me. “Is that normal?”

“Yes. Some women are just very sensitive. If you really had a lot of pain, you would have jumped off the table.”

Inwardly, I sighed with relief as Marcy wheeled the ultra-sound machine closer to me. It consisted of a monitor and some kind of computer with lots of buttons and attachments. She then lifted up my paper gown and rubbed some gel on my tummy. The surprising warmth of it contrasted sharply with the chill of the air conditioning.

“Is this going to hurt?” I asked, fear creeping into my voice.

“Not at all.” She smiled again. “It may even tickle.”

I watched as she glided the head of a shaver-shaped probe around my belly while her other hand fiddled with the buttons and keys on the computer. She was right. It did tickle.

Her intense blue eyes alternated between my abdomen and the screen as did mine. I was intrigued by the volcano-like image on the screen, but had no clue what it was.

“Hmm,” she murmured, her eyes on the monitor.

My muscles tensed. “Is something wrong with me?”

“You have a number of fibroid tumors on your uterus.” She pointed them out to me on the monitor. They looked like shadowy dark spots. There were five in total.

“Oh my God. Are they dangerous?” Panic shot through me. Tumors? The C-word was on the tip of my tongue.

“Actually, they’re very common and benign. Many women have them although they’re a little unusual for someone as young as you. They explain your heavy, irregular period and the cramping.”

“What should I do?” I asked anxiously as she cleaned off my shiny tummy with one of those moist wipes.

“Really nothing. We’ll just have to monitor them to watch how fast they grow and see if they affect your ability to get pregnant.”

My panic button sounded. I was such an alarmist. “Does that mean I won’t be able to have a baby?”

“Not at all. Most of the time, they’re harmless and very slow growing. If they do interfere with your ability to conceive, they can be laparoscopically removed.”

“Laparoscopically?” I could barely pronounce the scary-sounding word.

“It’s a noninvasive surgical procedure. It’s rather painless and can be done as an out-patient.” She set the probe down on the ultrasound stand while I lay there motionless. Worry was etched on my face.

“Jennifer, honestly, there’s no need to worry at this point,” Marcy said with a comforting smile. “I want you to stay on the pill and eat foods rich with iron so you don’t get anemic. Just let me know if you experience any unusual discomfort.” She took off her latex gloves and washed her hands as I collected myself.

“Would you like to have lunch?” she asked. “I close the office and take an hour break every day. There’s a great little coffee shop downstairs.”

I was pleasantly surprised by her offer. I’d never spent a lot of time with Blake’s sister. And Blake rarely socialized with her. Maybe this would be a good opportunity to get to know her and learn more about their brother-sister relationship. And she was, after all, going to be one of my bridesmaids.
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The coffee shop Marcy took me to was right next door to her office. It was small and totally unpretentious and kind of reminded me of the old fashioned coffee shops in Boise. We both ordered iron-rich medium rare burgers and kale salads, along with Cokes—she, a diet one and I, a cherry one.

I anxiously bit into my delicious burger, not quite knowing what to say to her. Marcy, on the other hand, wasted no time starting a conversation.

“I thought we should get to know each other since we’re going to be sisters-in-law.”

Swallowing, I agreed. “Thanks for inviting for me for lunch.”

“My pleasure.” She took a sip of her soda through her straw. “You’re probably wondering why Blake and I don’t get along that well.”

Ten years younger than Marcy, he had mentioned once that the two of them fought all the time as children. “He doesn’t really talk about it much,” I replied. “Mostly, he refers to you as being the best gynecologist in all of LA.” The truth.

Marcy’s eyes widened with surprise. “He said something nice about me?”

“Yes. He’s very proud of you.”

With that, Marcy began to tell me what it was like growing up with Blake. She had enjoyed being an only child, and though never the beauty her mother was, her parents lavished her with attention. She was quite the bookworm and pleaser, always studying and scoring high grades. She sounded a lot like me.

When Blake came along, everything changed. The beautiful blue-eyed baby was the apple of everyone’s eyes. The center of attention. No matter how mischievous he was, he got away with everything. Marcy grew jealous of Blake, who knew how to wrap both his father and mother around his little finger. And his grandma too. While sixteen-year-old Marcy was going through an awkward stage with raging hormones and pimples, six-year-old Blake was getting more adorable each day.

“I felt threatened by him,” Marcy sighed. “I was the smart one, but I really wanted to be the beautiful one.” She paused to sip her Coke. “Thank goodness, I have identical twins. And even if they weren’t, I’d never pit one against the other that way. Or lavish more attention on one over the other.”

I processed what she’d said. Being an only child, I had no clue about sibling rivalry. I stored her information in my mind for the future.

“How are Jonathan and Jackson doing?” I interjected.

“Thanks for asking. They’re actually doing surprisingly well. In fact, better now that Matt and I are separated. I think all our fighting really affected them. Kids model themselves after their parents’ behaviors.”

More words of wisdom. And so true. I was so much like my pleasing mother, so non-confrontational. And I dissected things like my father. I told Marcy I was sorry about her marriage.

“Don’t be. We weren’t good for each other. It was a marriage of rebellion and convenience—he was a good-looking poor guy and I came from a lot of money. But we didn’t make the other half better.”

I thought hard about what Marcy had just said. Blake was still cocky, stuck-up, and arrogant. Maybe we weren’t meant…

Before I could finish my thought, Marcy jumped in. “Jennifer, I just want to tell you that you are so good for Blake. You make him better. I see the way he acts around you. He’s sweet, considerate, and loving. He’s more patient and so much less into himself.”

“But he’s still so cocky and self-assured.”

Marcy rolled her eyes. “You have no idea. And those bimbos he used to hang with…”

“Do you know Kat Moore?” The question slipped out of my mouth.

Marcy’s blue eyes darkened. “That girl is pure trouble. Stay away from her.”

“She’s helping plan our wedding.”

“Be careful. Don’t let her manipulate you.” She pressed her lips thin as if she wanted to tell me more and was holding back words. Before I could ask her what she meant, she changed the subject.

“The boys are so excited about being the ring bearers. But they’ve been fighting over who’s carrying which ring.”

Still mulling her previous words, I feigned a chuckle. The check came and Marcy reached for it. Her treat. She smiled warmly at me and then did something unexpected—she affectionately clasped my hands in hers.

“Jennifer, I’m so glad you’re marrying Blake. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to him. I’m thrilled you’re going to be my sister-in-law.”

We ended lunch with a hug. A new mission impossible awaited me. I was determined to get Blake to like his sister as much as I did.


Chapter 20


Blake

I owned half a dozen tuxes, but Jennifer was insistent I get a brand new one for our wedding. One that had never been photographed at the many galas I’d attended or touched by one of my former hook-ups.

Driving my Porsche with the top down, I headed to Beverly Hills where I was going to meet with my personal shopper, Daniel, at the Saks Fifth Avenue Men’s Store. I was actually looking forward to it. Unlike a lot of men who hated shopping for clothes, I actually loved it. And I especially loved buying beautiful Italian designer suits. I must have owned over two hundred of them. Jennifer’s analytical friend Libby called me a metrosexual, and one night when we went out for dinner, she made me take a Cosmopolitan magazine quiz.

1.   You just can’t walk past a beauty supply store without making a purchase. True.

2.   You own fifty pairs of shoes, a dozen pairs of sunglasses, just as many watches and you only wear Calvin Klein briefs. True.

3.   Mani-pedi is part of your vocabulary. True.

4.   You shave more than just your face. You also exfoliate and moisturize. True.

5.   You can’t imagine a day without hair styling products. True.

6.   You spend more time in the bathroom showering and grooming than your girlfriend. True.

7.   You carry a man bag. False.

Okay, so, I blew one question (guess which one), but I was a high maintenance kind of guy. Trust me, any rich, good-looking guy who tells you he isn’t is full of shit. Jennifer couldn’t believe I had to annex my closet to make extra room for all my suits—and all my grooming products. She’d threatened to buy me a man bag for Christmas. But that’s where I drew the line. No fucking way. Our silly squabble flashed into my mind as I valeted my car at the back entrance of the venerable department store. As competent as I was when it came to suiting myself up, I wished she were here with me. But I didn’t want her to miss her hard-to-get appointment with my sister, and she didn’t want me to postpone the fitting with the wedding so close. It was less than a month away.

The valet attendant welcomed me warmly as I stepped out of the car. I was a familiar face. While a lot of guys I knew, including Jaime Zander, preferred to shop at hip Barney’s down the street, I liked Saks. Because all three floors of the store catered only to men, it was kind of a refuge. The last place I’d get assaulted by a blond bimbo. Besides, this is where my father shopped and his father before him. Legacy.

Upon entering the store, I headed to the elevator and took it straight to the third floor. Daniel met me quickly. To my astonishment, I was the sole customer. Well, at least I’d get done quickly. In fact, I knew what tux I liked already—it was draped on a mannequin. Simple. Elegant. A one-buttoned tapered jacket and a thin satin stripe along the pants leg. The kind Brad Pitt might wear.

“An excellent choice,” commented the perfectly groomed, androgynous Daniel. “An Armani. It just came in. I’ll retrieve one in your size and send Luigi to the dressing room to tailor it.”

Five minutes later, I was looking, if I have say to so myself, damn good in my new tux, complete with a slick new tux shirt and bow tie as well as a snappy pocket square in my signature blue. The spacious dressing room was the size of a guest room, done up in soothing shades of gray. Standing before the tri-fold mirror, I watched as Luigi, my tailor, expertly made some alterations. A stocky Italian craftsman in his late seventies with a shock of never-graying jet black hair, he’d been with the store forever and had tailored both my father’s and grandfather’s suits. He was practically family.

“Howsa your grandma?” he asked in his still thick Italian accent as he squatted down and let out the hem of the pants to accommodate my long legs.

“She’s great.” I’d long suspected that Luigi had a crush on Grandma.

“You tell her Luigi give her his love.” I made a mental note: Invite Luigi to the wedding. Grandma needed a date. And sex.

Luigi stuck a few pins along the legs of the pants, taking them in. I always took one size bigger because I needed the extra crotch room. While the crotch could be let out, having pins anywhere near my dick gave me testicular tingles—not the good kind.

“So who’sa the lucky girl?”

“Her name is Jennifer. You’ll meet her, Luigi, at the next fitting.”

“Luigi cannot wait.” He finished up. “All-a done.” The jovial Italian reassembled his tailoring kit. He carefully helped me off with the jacket and then left me alone in the dressing room, closing the door behind him.

About to unbutton the pinned-up trousers, I heard a knock on the door. I recognized the voice. Daniel.

“Mr. Burns, your fiancée is here. May I send her back?”

“Of course.” That was just like my tiger to surprise me. A rush of tingles spread from my head to my toes. The thought of having a little quicky with her right here in this dressing room sent my dick into a dither. I could feel it rise and harden against the fine wool fabric of my trousers. Maybe I’d wall-bang her or fuck her over the velvet bench or have a roll on the carpet. We could even watch ourselves come in the tri-fold mirror. My pulse quickened as the unlocked door swung open.

“Hi, Blake.”

My jaw dropped to the floor and so did my cock.

I watched in the mirror as one of her long, toned bare arms wrapped around my shoulder while the other one grabbed my crotch. Hot kisses singed the back of my neck. Every muscle in my body clenched.

“Kat, what the fuck are you doing here?” Rage fueled every word, but I didn’t move, afraid her claws would dig into my balls.

“You know you want me.” Smirking, she squeezed my equipment harder. I yelped. And then, in one swift move, she unbuttoned the tuxedo pants and unzipped the fly. The pants slid down to my feet. She worked her hand under my briefs.

“Fucking let go of me.” Impulsively, I jerked myself free, almost smashing into the mirror.

I turned to face her. “Get the hell out of here.”

Her fierce green eyes pierced me like poisonous darts. “You should be marrying me, Blake, not that pathetic excuse for a woman. You need a Rolls Royce, not a pickup truck.”

“Don’t you ever fucking talk about my future wife like that.” Seething mad, I clutched the tails of my tux shirt so I wouldn’t raise a hand and slap the shit out of her.

Another smirk flashed on her face and then she huffed. “Are you threatening me, Blake?”

I didn’t respond. “Just. Go.”

“Does Jennifer know yet what really happened?”

My blood curdled. I still hadn’t told her. I sucked in a gulp of the thickening air. “We don’t sit around talking about you. We’re too busy fucking like bunnies.”

“Ha! Aren’t you the funny one? Well, you’re fucking with the wrong person.”

Her double entendre wasn’t lost on me. “You mind your own damn business, Kat, and keep your fucking mouth shut. And if you come near me one more time, I’m going to get a restraining order.”

Collecting herself, she smirked yet again. “Oh, is that another threat? Don’t worry, Blake.”

With a fling of her mane of hair, she slithered out the door.


Chapter 21


Jennifer

I wove down trafficky Santa Monica Boulevard en-route to my office. Adele’s “Rumor Has It” was playing on the radio.

My mind occupied, I forced myself to pay attention to the congested road. The findings of Marcy’s examination were unsettling. While she seemed nonplussed, I was concerned. A new F-bomb. Fibroids. As I sat at what felt like forever at a red light, I debated whether or not I should tell Blake about them. With the wedding getting closer, we just didn’t need more stress.

And while our lunch had drawn us closer, one of his sister’s remarks had made my blood bubble. Yes, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out Kat was trouble…but what did she mean about not letting her manipulate me? The way she immediately switched the subject made me think there was something more. Something she wasn’t telling me.

My mind drifted to Blake, and I glanced at my dashboard clock. It was almost one thirty. I wondered—was he still at his tux fitting? Maybe there was still time to show up and surprise him. Saks was only one turn away. Using my Bluetooth, I speed-dialed him. It went straight to his answering machine. I bypassed leaving a message. When the light turned green, I decided to take a chance. I made a sharp right onto Beverly Drive and headed south toward Wilshire.

My cell phone rang. A familiar number. I hit answer. My heart leapt into my throat.

Horns blared at me as I ran a red light.

Oh. My. God. No!
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Chapter 1


Blake

Speeding back to my office, my pulse was in overdrive. My unexpected encounter with Kat at Saks had unhinged me. The fucking bitch!

My nerves were buzzing. I couldn’t trust her. Not one bit. I hadn’t yet told Jennifer a thing. The timing sucked. Fatigued and frazzled by her heavy period, the pressures of work, and all the wedding craziness, she just didn’t need to hear something that might send her over the edge. In retrospect, I should have told her a long time ago. What had happened wasn’t really my fault, but it was something I wasn’t proud of. I wanted to forget. Keep the memory buried.

Should I tell her now? Fuck. I had to. Before she heard it from that sick bitch, who I knew would twist the story and make me look like a total shit.

At the first red light on Wilshire Boulevard, I reached into my pants pocket for my cell phone. Balls. It wasn’t there. It must have fallen out in the dressing room at Saks. I made a sharp U-turn and headed straight back to the store. My heart was racing. I’d given Kat plenty of lead time.

Foregoing the slow elevator, I bounded up the emergency stairs to the third floor, taking two steps at a time. Working out weekly at the steep Santa Monica Stairs had its benefits.

“Looking for this?” my personal dresser Daniel asked as I exited the stairwell. My phone was in his hand.

I was breathing hard, not because I was winded, but because I was stressing.

I huffed a loud breath of relief as he handed me the phone. “Thanks, man,” I said and then hurried to the elevator. Before I could speed-dial Jen’s number, the phone rang. I glanced down at the caller ID screen and hit answer. It was Mrs. Cho.

“Mr. Burns, Jennifer call me. She say to tell you she going home.”

“What do you mean?” My heart was hammering.

“She cry on phone. She say something bad happen.”

God fucking damn it. I was too late. Kat had gotten to her.

I repeatedly pounded the down button but with no results. Fucking worthless piece of shit. Impatient, I flew back down the emergency stairs.

Fifteen minutes later, I pulled up to my condo building, relieved I hadn’t gotten a speeding ticket. Leaving my car with the valet, I raced up to my apartment.

Silence.

“Jen! Jen? Are you here?” Frantically, I dashed from room to room, calling out her name. Fuck. Where was she?

I phoned her again. Her cell went straight to voicemail. I left her an urgent message, telling her to call me back right away. A chill skittered down my spine. Maybe, she’d never want to talk to or see me again. Once again, I’d deceived her.

Impulsively, I called my sister at her office. Perhaps, she knew something.

“Hi, Blake. What’s up?” Her voice sounded unusually warm and friendly.

“Marcy, while she was there, did Jennifer get a call or text that upset her?”

“No. We had a lovely lunch, and then I believe she was heading back to her office. What’s going on?”

Rushing my words, I told her what I believed had happened. My sister was one of the few people who knew what had gone down between Kat and me. Kat’s file was sealed in her office.

“Jeez, Blake. Why didn’t you tell Jen?”

“I don’t know. I should have. But I didn’t.” Stupid me.

“Blake, it wasn’t all your fault.” Marcy’s voice was softer and compassionate.

“I know. But I’m sure crazy Kat twisted things. With all her trust issues, Jen probably believed her. She didn’t go back to the office.”

“Shit. Blake, you’ve got to find her and explain what happened before everything blows up again.”

Pacing my bedroom, I blew out a heavy breath of air. “My secretary said she was going home, but she’s not here.” My heart beat into a frenzy. Maybe the news had upset her so much she got into a car accident. She was after all Calamity Jen. But then I calmed down. For sure, I’d know that by now. “Marcy, what should I do?”

“Try calling her again, and then try one of her friends. Maybe they know something.”

Marcy was always the smart one. Made sense. After trying Jen one more time, I’d try Libby.

I thanked my sister and told her not to say anything to our parents… at least not yet.

She assured me she wouldn’t. “Good luck, Blake. And call me the minute you hear from her.” She paused. “Love you, lil’ bro.”

Her unexpected affectionate words touched me, and I thanked her again. I quickly ended the call and speed-dialed Jen one more time. Shit. Nada. Wasting no time, I scrolled through my contacts and hit Libby’s name. Fortunately, Jennifer had given me her number in case of an emergency. This was an emergency. Jen was leaving me.

Libby’s phone, like Jen’s, went straight to voicemail. Damn it. She was probably in a focus group or traveling. In a state of panic, I redialed Mrs. Cho. Perhaps she knew more. And had heard from Jen.

“Mrs. Cho, you said Jennifer went home, but she’s not at my condo.”

“No, no, Mr. Burns. She go home to her mother. She say big emergency.”

Jesus. It was worse than I thought. Yup. A big emergency. I’d broken her heart.

“Cancel all my meetings and get Travel to book me on the next available flight to Boise.”

Quickly, I changed from my suit into a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and my leather bomber jacket. I retrieved my overnight bag from my closet and hastily threw in a hodgepodge of cool-weather clothes and bare necessities.

One hour later, I was on Delta Flight 4820, heading non-stop to Boise. I was comfortably seated in first class. But my heart was painfully seated in my throat.


Chapter 2


Jennifer

I immediately spotted my mother sitting in the waiting room of St. Luke’s and sprinted up to her. The minute I’d heard the news, I’d headed straight to LAX, running a red light and narrowly missing a head-on collision. I didn’t even go home to pack a bag. I needed to get to Boise as fast as possible and could always borrow some of my mom’s clothes. My heart hadn’t stopped galloping.

“Mom!”

My mother sprung from her chair at the sound of my voice. Her eyes were swollen red, and tears were swimming down her face. We exchanged a hug.

“Oh, honey, I’m so glad you’re here,” she sniffed.

“How’s Dad?”

She dabbed at her tears with the dainty lace-trimmed hankie she was holding. Her lips quivered. “I don’t know yet. He’s still in surgery.”

A horrific, freak thing had happened. While he was taking an afternoon stroll through our neighborhood, a car had hit him. The driver’s brakes had given out, and he’d lost control. The car had swerved off the road, pinning my father against a telephone pole.

“The driver feels so bad. He wanted to stay until Dad got out of surgery, but I told him to go home to his family.”

I squeezed my mom’s free hand. That was so like her. To be forgiving, no matter what the circumstances. Deep inside, I hoped this virtue had been passed on to me. I encouraged her to sit down and took the vacant seat next to hers.

“Honey, does Blake know what’s going on?”

“I tried to call him, but haven’t been able to reach him.” As much as he depended on it, Blake was forever forgetting, misplacing, or losing his cell phone. Retrieving my phone from my shoulder bag, I tried him one more time. No answer. Straight to voicemail. Instead of leaving a message, I hung up and texted him.

In Boise. Desperately need to talk to u.

In my anxious state, I inadvertently hit send before adding my customary “xo.” And then my cell phone died. Without my charger, I now wouldn’t know if he received my text or was trying to reach me.

I held my mom’s hand as we waited patiently for news. My stomach was in knots. The minutes crawled by like hours, and from time to time, I could hear her soft sobs.

“Oh, honey, I’m so scared. What if—”

I cut her off. “Mom, he’s going to be okay. I know it.” I squeezed her icy hand, trying hard to believe my own words.

At close to six, a doctor met us in the waiting room. He introduced himself—Dr. Kumar. His accented voice was soft and melodic and suggested he was likely from India. He was wearing scrubs and a surgical mask atop his head. With his boyish good looks, the handsome physician looked too young to be an accomplished surgeon, but I reminded myself that St. Luke’s was the best hospital in Boise and was, in fact, one of the top surgical hospitals in the country. I’d been here once when I’d gotten my tonsils out as a child.

My mom jumped to her feet and met his gaze. “Is my husband all right?” Her voice was small and shaky, and her eyes were still watering.

The brown-skinned doctor pressed his lips thin and swiped sweat off his forehead. “He’s in critical condition.”

“What does that mean, doctor?” I asked before my trembling mother could say a word.

“He sustained a head injury. We did an MRI and there’s brain swelling. We won’t know until tomorrow if he has sustained permanent damage.”

His words were like a knife to my heart. The thought of my dad the professor not having his faculties was unbearable. Like my mother, I was an alarmist, but I had to be brave for her.

“Oh dear Lord,” she muttered. Her hand flew to her mouth, and a new torrent of tears poured down her cheeks. All air left my lungs as tears rushed to my eyes too. Afraid my mother might faint, I wrapped my arm around her frail shoulders as the doctor continued.

“He also sustained multiple fractures to his right leg. We did a bone graft and set it with pins.”

Words were trapped in my weeping mom’s throat. Holding it together as I best as I could, I asked the doctor if we could see him. The only good news, if you could call it that, was we could.
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They had transported my dad from recovery to a small room in the intensive care unit. Still unconscious, he was hooked up to a myriad of bleeping monitors and IV bags, and an oxygen mask covered his face. His breathing was labored. A wide bandage swathed his head, and beneath the fabric of his blanket, I could see the outline of a thick toe-to-thigh cast.

“Oh, Daddy!” I cried silently. Tears stung the back of my eyes, and a painful lump filled my throat. I wasn’t prepared for seeing him like this. So lifeless and vulnerable. All my life, my handsome, brilliant dad had always been strong and there for me. He almost never got sick. And now this. There were no Scrabble words in the world to describe the tangle of emotions that ate away at my heart. Sobs clogged my throat, but I held them back to be a pillar of strength for my mom.

“Oh Harold, darling,” she choked, gently running her fingertips along his slack jaw. “Can you hear me? I love you so much. So very much.”

My father stirred just a bit as if he’d heard her. At that moment, I was overwhelmed by the love my parents shared. A love so pure, so deep, so everlasting. A love for richer and poorer. In sickness and in health. I thought about Blake. And wondered—would this be us?

A sweet voice intercepted my thoughts. A nurse. She told us visiting hours were over.

My mother dabbed her tears with her soaked hanky and searched the nurse’s kind, dark eyes. “Please can I stay? I want to be here for him when he wakes up.”

If he wakes up.

A warm smile flickered on the nurse’s face. “I don’t see why not. I’ll order a cot.”

“Mom, I want to stay too.”

The nurse responded. “I’m afraid, dear, we can allow only one person to stay in the room. Hospital regulations.”

Disappointed, I cupped my mother’s shoulders. “Are you going to be okay, Mom?”

She nodded. “I’ll call you, honey, if there’s any change.”

For the better, I prayed silently. I hugged her good night. Then, lightly, I kissed my father on his cheek.

“I love you, Dad.” My voice was a soft whisper, but I knew he heard me.


Chapter 3


Blake

Where the fuck was she? I’d landed in Boise over two hours ago and taken a cab straight to Jen’s house. The lights were on, but the house was vacant.

Sitting on the front step next to a large carved pumpkin left over from Halloween, I tried her cell for the umpteenth time. No answer. And then I texted. Again no response. It was going on eight o’clock. The temperature had dropped significantly, and the damp Midwest autumn air sent a chill to my bones. My stomach rumbled with hunger as I hugged myself to keep warm.

Finally, a car pulled into the driveway. The headlights glared in my eyes; it was for sure Jen’s dad’s station wagon. Squinting, I jumped up as a familiar slim figure slid out of the driver’s side door.

“Jen!” I sprinted up to her.

“Blake! Oh my God. What are you doing here?”

I searched her face. I could tell she’d been crying. Her green eyes were glazed and her thick layers of lashes were soaked. I took her in my arms and drew her close.

“I’m so, so sorry.” Stroking her hair, I could only imagine what garbage Kat had told her.

Shivering, she leaned into me, resting her head against my leather jacket, her arms wrapped around me. “Oh, my love. Thank you for being here. It means so much to me.” She began to sob softly.

I fluttered my eyes in confusion as I held and caressed her. “Tiger, why are you crying?”

“My Dad. He was hit by a car.”

Holy. Fuck. Shit. I mentally hit the reset button. I had it all wrong. This was no time for me to tell her about Kat. And I wasn’t even sure if Kat had contacted her.

“Jeez, Jen. I didn’t know. Why didn’t you call me or respond to my texts?”

“My cell phone died. And I don’t have my charger. I’m sorry, baby.”

Her snivels were gutting me. “No apologies necessary. How’s your father?”

“Oh, Blake. It’s not good. He may have sustained brain damage, and his leg is in bad shape. My mom’s spending the night at the hospital.”

“Fuck,” I mumbled, bowing my head until my lips skimmed her scalp. Mr. McCoy had championed me when I was courting Jen, and I plain and simple adored him like a second father. I held her tighter.

A clap of thunder sounded. And a sudden downpour fell upon us. The pitter of the heavy rain striking my leather jacket reverberated in my ear. I lifted up Jen’s chin with my thumb. And crushed my lips against hers. Her hot tears mixed with the cold raindrops. Another burst of thunder exploded while my heart thundered too.

Believe it or not, I’d never kissed a girl in the rain before. Yet another first with my tiger. As the angry sky showered us with nature’s tears, our lips melded together, our tongues entwined in a slow, sad dance.


Chapter 4


Jennifer

Blake filled me in how he’d found out from Mrs. Cho that I’d flown to Boise. He’d been waiting on the front steps for me for more than two hours. After a long passionate kiss, I unlocked the front door and headed to the kitchen to whip up a quick dinner. We both hadn’t eaten for hours and were famished. A beef casserole was in the refrigerator—probably the dinner my mother had prepared for my father. His last supper? While Blake washed up and changed into some dry clothes, I heated up the dish in the oven and choked back tears.

Blake met me in the dining room. “What’s all this?” he asked as I padded in with some plates and silverware.

I eyed the dining room table where Blake and I had shared our first memorable Christmas Eve dinner almost a year ago. That magical snowy night he’d shown up at my doorstep to tell me he loved me. My heart was bursting with emotion. Lined up on the polished tabletop were hundreds of three inch square hand-painted frames encrusted with seashells and dusted with glitter. I set the china and silver on the credenza and made my way to the table. I picked up one of the charming frames. Inside it was an ivory place card with Ms. Libby Clearfield’s name elegantly scrolled in gold ink and printed below it: Table 1.

The rush of emotion surged through me. My crafty mother, the ultimate DIY’er, had secretly taken it upon herself to make keepsake place card holders for all our wedding guests. Oh, Mom! My heart pitter-pattered, but then my moment of joy succumbed to an unbearable sadness. The dam holding back my tears broke loose, and I began to sob uncontrollably.

“They’re place card holders my mom made for our wedding,” I spluttered, my heart in my stomach. Now, everything was so up in the air.

Blake immediately took me in his arms and let me heave tears.

“Oh, Blake, I can’t go through with this wedding if my dad’s not there.”

“Baby, we’ll call it off. My mother will get over it. I’ll do whatever you want to do. We’re going to get through this together.”

He tenderly kissed the top of my head, leaving his warm lips there as I continued to weep against his soft tee. His muscled arms held me tight. It felt so good to be blanketed in his warmth. His manliness. And his love.
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After dinner, which we ate in the kitchen, we unwound in the living room. The beautiful plaid cashmere blanket Blake had given my father last Christmas was draped over Dad’s favorite reading chair. The sight of it sent another ripple of sadness through me. In my mind’s eye, I could see Dad reclining there with his reading glasses parked on his nose and a book in his hand. I had to blink my eyes several times to banish the illusion. And to blink back more tears.

While Blake plopped down on the comfy floral couch with his laptop to catch up on work-related e-mails, I meandered over to the easy chair. A thick, leather-bound volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets was sitting on the cushion. The edges were frayed, indicating to me it had been read many times. Lifting it into my hand, I curled into the chair and wrapped myself in Blake’s buttery blanket. There was something so comforting about being shrouded in this luxurious fringed cover, imbued with his love and my father’s familiar pipe-smoker scent. I opened the book; it was a gift from my mother. The inscription was dated: November 16, 1974. My lips transitioned into a melancholic smile. The day my parents got married. Their fortieth anniversary was coming up soon. My eyes traveled down the page, and I drank in the words she’d written by hand:

To My Darling Husband~

My bounty is as boundless as the sea,

My love as deep; the more I give to thee,

The more I have, for both are infinite.

With eternal love~Meg

My eyes watered. I recognized the passage. It was from Romeo and Juliet. My dad, the English professor, and I shared a passion for Shakespeare, and I knew many of his brilliant lines by heart. These, in particular, resonated with me. I’d been struggling with writing an original marriage vow… and now I’d found it. The mention of the sea fit in well with the underwater theme of my wedding, and the fact that my mom had shared these beautiful words with my dad on their wedding day made them even more special. I began to leaf through the delicate yellowed pages of the book. As I read one exquisite sonnet after another, the words of another English poet whirled in my head. Chaucer.

If love is not, Oh God, what feel I so?

And if love is, what thing is it?

Shakespeare, however, did know what love is. My mother’s chosen words softly formed on my lips.

Blake looked up from his computer. “Jen, are you okay?”

“Yes, baby.” God, how I loved him. Hear my soul speak. The very instant that I saw you did my heart fly to your service. That first kiss. The first time ever I saw his face.

My eyes grew heavy. The next thing I knew I was in Blake’s strong arms. He was carrying me upstairs. I must have dozed off. My sleepy gaze met his. Neither of us said a word.

Sometimes, words unspoken are the loudest. I knew Blake could intuit everything my weary mind was thinking. My love. My fear. My grief. He intermittently kissed my hair as we wound up the stairs.

When we crossed into my small bedroom, he set me down on my bed and tenderly undressed me, holding me in his gaze while he did. Our eyes never lost contact as he slid off my garments until I was fully unclothed. I sat motionless as Blake reverently cupped my breasts in his palms. And then he peeled off his clothes.

The first and last time Blake slept in my twin-sized bed, barely big enough for someone as petite as me, he’d fucked my brains out. Tonight was different. Bared to each other, he cocooned me in his arms, spooning me next to him. The warmth of his body blanketed my cold numbness.

On my side, I pressed my hands together. Closing my eyes, I silently prayed. Oh, please God, make my dad okay. Please! For my mom. For me. For us.

“Be brave, my tiger. It’s going to be okay,” Blake whispered in my ear, holding me tight. His big warm hands folded over mine. A final round of tears made their way down my cheeks. Oh, Daddy! Oh, Mom! Oh, Blake!

The music of Blake’s heartbeat and soft breaths lulled me to much needed sleep.
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When Blake and I arrived at my dad’s hospital room at seven the next morning, my mother was still sound asleep in an armchair, a small Bible folded over her lap. But Dad’s hospital bed was gone. I gasped and clung to Blake, my worst fear rolling through me like a tidal wave. I began to breathe heavily and was close to hyperventilating.

In a state of panic, I woke my mom up, gently shaking her. “Mom, where’s Dad?”

Startled, her eyes fluttered open. “Oh, Honey. Blake?”

Blake bent over and hugged my mom. “I’m so sorry to hear about your husband.”

My heart was in my throat. “Mom, is he okay?”

“They took him for another MRI.”

Relieved, my breathing calmed down. Blake and I took a seat on the cot that had been brought to the room. It looked as if my mother hadn’t slept in it at all.

Blake drew me close to him and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. I was wearing one of his heavy cashmere sweaters over the skirt I’d worn yesterday.

“Has there been any change in his condition?” I asked my mom as my husband-to-be soothingly brushed his long fingers along my upper arm.

She shook her head. Her usually wide blue-gray eyes were bloodshot slivers and her pale cheeks hollow. Purple shadows lined her lower lids. She looked like she’d gotten very little sleep. On a deep breath, she added, “But the good news is his vitals are stable.”

I sighed another shaky breath of relief, but the worst wasn’t over. We spent the next fifteen minutes making small talk to pass the time. After Blake told my mom how he’d found out I was in Boise, he offered to go the cafeteria and bring back some coffee. Exhausted and drained, we were grateful.

“Mom, Blake called his sister last night, and she did some research. According to her colleagues at Cedars, Dr. Kumar is top notch. Dad’s in good hands.”

“I’m so glad to hear that. Blake is such a good man,” my mother murmured. “And he adores you, my sweet girl.”

A small smile flickered on my lips. “Yeah, Mom. I’m so lucky to have him. In many ways, he reminds me of Dad.”

She smiled back. It was the first time I’d seen her smile since the accident.

Blake returned shortly with the coffee. Not the best I’d ever had, but the strong bitterish brew instantly seeped into my veins and revitalized me. After a few sips, a clamor outside the room caught my attention. My eyes flew to the door. It was my father. Still hooked up to a portable IV unit, he was being wheeled back in. Holding a clipboard, the young doctor, who I’d met last night, accompanied the attendants and a nurse. With butterflies in my stomach, I watched as they reattached him to all the beeping machines.

I stood up and treaded to his bedside. Though the oxygen mask was off and he seemed to be breathing evenly on his own, his eyes were still shut. A light layer of graying stubble lined his peaceful face. My mother joined me. Her lips quivered as the nurse hooked him up to the last of the monitors. I squeezed her hand as Blake hovered behind me.

“Mrs. McCoy,” began the doctor.

“Yes?” responded my mother, her voice trembling.

“I have good news for you and your daughter.”

My rapidly beating heart was already dancing.

“The MRI shows the swelling in his brain has gone down. There’s no permanent damage.”

“Oh, dear Lord. Thank you!” Bursting into tears, my mother hugged the doctor. Whatever prayers she said must have worked. Tears of relief flooded my eyes too. Wrapping his arms around me from behind, Blake kissed the top of my head.

“When will he wake up?” I asked the doctor, leaning into Blake’s hard body.

“It could be in a few minutes. Or in a few hours. Whenever he does, be sure to give him a little water.” From the corner of my eye, I saw the nurse refill his plastic water cup on the nightstand next to his bed.

The doctor and his team excused themselves after telling us they’d be back later to check up on my dad. We returned to our seating positions, all keeping a vigilant watch on him. I gripped Blake’s hand.

“Mom, I need to tell you something.”

Her gaze shifted to me. A small smile played on her face, and serenity now filled her tired eyes. “What, honey?”

“On our way here, Blake and I had a discussion. We’ve decided to call off the wedding.”

“Over my dead body, young lady.”

The voice was a hoarse whisper but unmistakable. Dad!

He was awake and talking!

“Oh, Dad!” I ran over to his bed and kissed him, gushing with happiness.

My speechless, teary-eyed mother leapt up from her chair and caressed his face. “Oh, darling!” With the push of a button, she raised the bed just a smidgeon and lovingly held the cup of water to his lips.

“But Dad,” I contested as he took a small sip through the straw. “You may not be well enough in time for the wedding.”

“My Jennie, I have every intention of walking you down the aisle.” He turned his bandaged head toward Blake. “And you, son, better be sure she’s there.”

“Yes, sir.” They exchanged a conspiratorial wink.

My heart swelled with love for the two men I loved most in my life.

My beloved dad. And my soon-to-be husband.


Chapter 5


Blake

Knowing Jen’s dad was going to be okay, I flew back to LA the next day. I had too much shit to take care of at work. Heading up a porn network came with its share of hard-ons and hardships. Jen, however, decided to remain in Boise until her father was released from the hospital later in the week. He was going home but would need a lot of physical therapy—especially since he so intent on walking Jen down the aisle. I fucking loved this man.

I missed my tiger and was distracted. A weight hung over my head like a ticking time bomb. I still hadn’t told Jen the truth about what had happened between Kat and me at the end of high school. I just couldn’t break the news to her in Boise with what had happened to her father. I was certain it would make her an emotional wreck and dredge up all her trust issues. And knowing how Jen often overreacted, she might even call off the wedding—and break her father’s heart and her mother’s. And, last but not least, mine.

Every ring of my phone, ping in my mailbox, or ding of a text made my nerves zing with anxiety and apprehension. At any time, I was expecting to hear from a hysterical Jen. That Kat had gotten to her. That she knew. But each time we spoke or texted, which was often, not one mention of Kat. I took one day at a time. Maybe, Kat hadn’t been lying that afternoon at Saks and had no intention of sharing our past any further with Jen. I just couldn’t be sure—she was a psycho bitch—and there was nothing I could do to stop her.

On Thursday, I had my weekly evening chat with my dad. True to fashion, we sat outside on my terrace and caught up over fine cigars and brandy. Unlike chilly Boise, the early November Los Angeles air was still balmy. Darkness, however, was descending.

“How’s Jennifer’s father doing?” asked my old man, after pouring the brandies.

I’d told my parents what had happen. Both were genuinely heartbroken and had not only called Mrs. McCoy but had also sent an array of exotic get-well flowers to his room that must have cost a small fortune. I filled my father in on the latest—that Harold had been released from the hospital and was determined to walk his little girl down the aisle.

My father chuckled and took another puff of his Cuban cigar. He blew out a curl of smoke. It faded into the night air. “I’m glad to hear that. If there’s anything your mother and I can do to help, just let us know.”

“Thanks, Dad.” I smiled. My billionaire parents were generous to a fault.

We imbibed our brandies in unison. My dad set his tumbler down on the round table between us. “So, how’s the wedding shaping up?”

My father hadn’t been involved. It was my mother’s thing and he gave her total control. Not wanting to create any kind of friction between my parents, I hadn’t told him about the issues we had with Enid and Katrina. Fucking Kat. The velvety brandy seeped through my veins and warmed me. It had been a stressful week, but now I was loosened up. The urge to tell my Dad about Kat’s antics burnt my tongue and the words tumbled out. My father listened intently, his lips pressed into a thin grim line. He plunked his tumbler down on the table again—this time with a loud, angry bang.

“You should have had security arrest her,” he grumbled when I finished relaying the Saks incident. “She’s pure trouble, that girl.” Dad had never liked or trusted Kat despite the friendship between her mother and mine.

“Yeah, I should have.” I took another sip of my brandy. “Dad, could you talk to Mom and try to get Kat out of our lives?”

My father flicked a thick layer of ashes into the Baccarat ashtray on the table. “Son, I don’t think that’s a good idea. It’ll blow up in our faces. That crazy girl might go to the tabloids, and that’s the last thing we all need.”

My wise old man hated negative publicity. It wasn’t good for our family or the company. Fortunately, the incident was handled in a way that had kept it out of the press all these years. I sucked in a deep breath. There was more than just negative publicity at stake.

“Dad, what if she tells Jennifer?”

My father’s steel-gray eyes narrowed as he furrowed his bushy brows. “She doesn’t know?”

I told him how I’d flown to Boise to tell her, but with Jen’s dad’s accident, it just wasn’t the right time. And though Harold was now on the way to recovery, I didn’t want to shake things up by phone or e-mail.

My understanding father nodded his head of silver hair. “When is she coming back?”

“Tomorrow.” Friday.

“Skip Shabbat and take her out for a nice dinner. She’s got to hear it from you. Don’t waste any time.”

My stomach twisted. Just as fast as my tiger had walked into my heart, just as fast she could walk out. “What if she—”

My father cut me short. “Blake, no amount of guilt can solve the past, and no amount of anxiety can change the future.”

My old man’s words of wisdom. I hoped he was right.
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Friday couldn’t get here soon enough or late enough. As much I coveted Jen in my arms—and in my bed—my stomach was in knots. Tonight, I was going to tell her the truth about my past with Kat. I wasn’t sure how she was going to take it. Yes, the past was the past, and with Jen, I’d turned over a new leaf, but I’d kept it from her. My father had once said, there are two different types of sins: sins of commission and sins of omission. I’d committed both.

We touched base in the morning before she left for the airport. Upon landing, she was going straight to the set of Bound to You, the latest erotic romance we were shooting. She’d managed to score Jessica Chastain and Alexander Skarsgård to play the lead roles. I told her I wanted to meet her for dinner and picked a small romantic French restaurant not far from the set. I couldn’t wait to hold her in my arms and fuck her brains out, but I had to get the truth out first. I owed it to her; she had to hear it from me. It was fucking killing me.

Shortly after I made an eight o’clock restaurant reservation, an unexpected e-mail showed up in my inbox. My chest tightened. Balls. It was from Kat and marked URGENT in shouty caps in the subject line. Fuck. Had she contacted Jen and told her the story? With apprehension, I opened it.

Dear Blake~

I’m really, really sorry about what happened at Saks last week as well as in Vegas. My behavior was totally out of line, and I would like to make it up to you. I hope you’ll agree to meet me for a quick drink so I can apologize in person. There is also some important wedding detail I’d like to share with you. I’m planning a big surprise for Jennifer and I’d like to get your input. Please don’t let me down. I hope you don’t mind meeting at Greystone at 6:00 as I have dinner plans there immediately following with another client.

Yours~ Kat

My fingers drummed the keyboard while I stared at the e-mail. Should I agree to see her? Hear her out? Had she finally turned over a new leaf? Or was this just another ruse? Torn, I finally hit reply, driven by my curiosity to find out what surprise she had in mind for Jennifer. I typed three words: See you there. I could spend an hour or so with her and have time enough to meet Jen for dinner. While the bistro I’d chosen was not far from Greystone, traffic in LA on a Friday night was usually brutal, and I didn’t want to be late. In the blink of an eye, Kat replied with a smiley face emoticon.
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“Good to see you, Mr. Burns,” said the flirty mini-skirted blond hostess, who stood by the entrance to Greystone Manor. “I haven’t seen you for a while.”

The truth, though I still had a membership, I hadn’t been back to the trendy club since the Conquest Broadcasting Christmas Ball last December. That night I’d fucked my tiger for the first time. Following that unforgettable night, I had no need for my fuck pad. I made a mental note to give it up permanently.

I told the attractive hostess I was here to meet Kat Moore. Smiling, she told me she was already here and led me through the uncrowded club (which wouldn’t start filling up until much later). She deliberately swayed her hips. While her sexy walk got my attention, it didn’t turn me on. I might still be a looker, but only one woman aroused me.

A big toothy smile flashed on Kat’s face when she caught sight of me. She was seated at my regular table in the corner. There were plenty of empty tables in the vast club at this hour, but she’d chosen this one. An uneasy feeling settled in me. I was having second thoughts. Maybe agreeing to meet her here was a bad idea.

My skin prickling, I sat down facing her and crossed my legs under the table. Call it cock protection. My eyes took her in. Dressed in a strapless black dress, she looked, as usual, like a sophisticated goddess. Her wavy blond hair fanned over her broad shoulders, and she was perfectly made up. A bottle of champagne was anchored in an ice bucket beside the table. Kat was already sipping a fluteful of bubbly and had poured one for me.

“Blake, thank you for meeting me here on such short notice. I hope you don’t mind I ordered a bottle of champagne.”

She took a small sip. “Your favorite. Cristal.”

“Actually, I appreciate it. I don’t have much time. I’ve got to be somewhere at eight.” I raised my crystal flute to my lips.

“Wait, Blake. Don’t drink it until we toast to your wedding.”

Hesitantly, I clinked my glass against hers, and as the crystal tinged, another smile slithered across her face. I guzzled my champagne as if it were soda water while she took another dainty sip. She then set her glass down and licked her upper lip.

“So what are you planning for Jennifer?” I asked, wanting to get straight to business. Her body language was unnerving.

She ran a hand through her thick mane of golden hair. “Oh, Blake. First things first. I’m terribly sorry for what happened in Vegas and at Saks. I spoke to my shrink about the incidents, and he insisted I apologize face to face. I hope you can forgive me.”

“Apology accepted. Now what do you have in mind?” My words were rushed. Despite what sounded like sincerity, I wanted to get out of here as fast I as I could.

Smiling, she circled the rim of her champagne with her long manicured finger. “Well, this is what I was thinking. Why don’t we put together a video montage of you growing up to show at the wedding? I bet Jennifer would get a kick out of that.”

I thought about the idea. Not a good one. I was sure even if I scrutinized it, Kat would find a way to slip in footage of the two of us. Especially Capri. I still didn’t trust her one fucking bit.

“I don’t think so. I’d prefer if you did one starring her.”

“Blake, a wonderful idea.” Still smiling, she paused. “And Blake—”

“Yes?”

“You have my word I won’t ever tell Jennifer about our little secret. My lips are sealed.” She slid her finger across her glossed lips.

I twitched a small grateful smile. “I really appreciate that, Kat.”

Relieved, I reached into the ice bucket to refill my champagne glass. I fucking loved Cristal. A few more sips and I was out of here. Was I still going to tell Jen about the past? My thinking had grown cloudy.

As I poured the champagne into my flute, my hand shook. A sudden rush of nausea like I’d never known rose to my chest. The room began to spin. The bottle slipped out of my hand. I heard it shatter, and then everything faded to black.


Chapter 6


Jennifer

I got to Le Petit Café, the small intimate French restaurant where Blake had made a reservation, just a little before eight. I was the first to arrive, and the hostess showed me to our corner table. Blake knew how much I loved this restaurant with its candlelit, red-checkered-clothed tables and bistro menu; it reminded me so much of Paris where we’d filmed part of Shades of Pearl. Though we’d spoken and Skyped several times a day while I was in Boise, I was so eager to see Blake. I missed him terribly. My blood was streaming through me like champagne—happy little bubbles zapping me with giddiness.

Over a glass of Bordeaux, I perused the menu and thought about my day. It felt good to get back to work and be on a set. The filming of the first episode of the delightful Vanessa Booke’s Bound to You had gone off without a hitch. I was so excited about this telenovela which we would be airing in the Fall. Today we had filmed the opening scenes that took place in Los Angeles. Rebecca, the spunky curvy heroine played by redhead Jessica Chastain, had said good-bye to her actor boyfriend Miles, played by Matt Bomer, after discovering he was cheating on her with his sexy co-star Scarlett—supermodel Kate Upton. The way Jessica had powerfully delivered the closing line—“I gave you everything, Miles, but you ripped it away. You chose her instead of me.”—had me close to tears. My viewers were going to swoon over this adaptation of this popular erotic romance. Next week, pre-production started up in New York City where the rest of the filming would take place after the holidays. After I got back from my honeymoon.

The handsome, sandy-haired waiter, who looked to be an aspiring actor, came by and asked if I wanted an appetizer. Though ravenous, I passed and told him I was waiting for someone. I glanced down at my cell phone. It was 8:15. Blake should be here soon. He must be tied up in Friday night traffic. I called him. No answer.

Taking a small sip of the velvety red wine, I decided to catch up on e-mails. Intermittently, I called and texted Blake. Still no answer. I was growing edgy, and the wine did little to take the edge away. My eyes kept darting to the front of the restaurant, in hope of seeing Blake fly in.

It was now going on nine p.m. I was worried. Worried sick. Where was Blake? I called his cell phone every five minutes, but each time it went to his voicemail. I texted him. No response. I called his office and our home phone. No answer. I called Mrs. Cho and then his best friend Jaime, but they hadn’t heard from him either and had no clue where he was. Mrs. Cho, however, did mention he’d left the office early for a meeting. What meeting? He hadn’t mentioned one to me, and unfortunately, Mrs. Cho didn’t know the details. Strange.

The server came by again to take my order. “I’m still waiting for someone,” I told him glumly. With an irritated shrug, he marched off, leaving me alone. I tried all of Blake’s numbers one more time, but still no Blake. A sudden chill ran through me. My heart hammered. Maybe something had happened to him. Like he’d gotten into a bad car accident. Or mugged. Maybe, I should call the police and all the local hospitals. Oh, God, please, please, please no! And then another equally horrible thought hit me with the force of an avalanche. His secret meeting. Blake always kept Mrs. Cho abreast of his whereabouts. My blood ran cold. Was he seeing someone else? Someone new he met while I was in Boise? All my insecurities and trust issues flooded my brain, and nausea rushed to my chest.

My cell phone pinged. An e-mail. From Blake? I glanced down at the screen. It was from the last person I wanted to hear from. Kat. She was probably just e-mailing me to confirm my fitting appointment tomorrow. With reluctance, I opened it. The body of the message was all of two words: Please review.

There were several attachments. All jpegs. Bridesmaid dresses? Seating arrangements? The latest tropical fish that would be swimming in the Bernsteins’ salt-water pool?

While I was in no mood for wedding detail, I opened the attachments, one at a time. My heart fell to my stomach. And all air left my lungs. The phone shook in my trembling hands.

“Oh my God,” I heard myself say as I viewed one photo after another of Blake and Kat bared to each other and entwined in a familiar bed. The satin-sheeted one in his fuck pad at Greystone Manor—where he’d fucked me for the first time the night of the Conquest Broadcasting Christmas party. The photos ranged from heated embraces to Kat sucking his cock. And so much more. By the fifth photo, I’d had enough. Scorching tears poured down my face. Oh my God. How could I be so blind? In so much denial? Reality hit me like a crashing meteor. Blake was still into her.

The server came by again. “Have you decided what you want to order? The kitchen will be closing down soon.”

I looked up at him with my tear-flooded eyes. “I-I’m sorry. I won’t be staying for dinner.” My voice was a mere rasp. Barely a whisper.

The server regarded me with compassion. I guess he’d seen a lot of girls stood up in his time. But none as crestfallen as me.

“No problem, madame.”

Madame. The French word for “Mrs.” Mrs. Blake Burns was not in my stars.

“Thank you for understanding.” I dug through my bag and found my wallet. I pulled out a hundred-dollar bill. The hundred-dollar bill Blake had given me when I’d stripped for him in that seedy motel; I’d kept it as emergency money. This was an emergency of the worst kind. I plunked it down on the table.

“I’ll be right back with your change,” the sweet waiter said.

“No need,” I stammered. While my glass of wine came to only twelve dollars, the hardworking server deserved the money for his time, patience, and compassion.

“Are you sure?” His eyes lit up with surprise.

“Yes, please.” I rose from my seat, my knees so weak I thought I’d fall down. The kindly waiter pulled out my chair and helped me up.

“Merci, madame. I hope you have a lovely evening.”

That wasn’t happening.
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I don’t know how I made it back to Blake’s condo. Tears blurred my vision, and twice I almost got into a major auto accident. The ache in my heart was so great I thought I might have a coronary. First, Bradley. Now, Blake. But the pain this time was exponentially worse. Unbearable. I needed windshield wipers to wipe my tears away.

Fortunately, Blake’s condo was not far from the restaurant, and traffic along Wilshire Boulevard was light. I got there in no time. I valeted my car, skirted past the doorman, and hurried upstairs. I made a couple of calls, and then collapsed onto the couch. I could no longer share Blake’s bed. It was already ancient history. Tomorrow, I would be gone.

You chose her instead of me.


Chapter 7


Blake

“Fuck,” I heard myself murmur. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

My head was spinning; my mouth felt like the Mohave Desert, and nausea consumed me. Slowly, I peeled my eyes open—well to be honest, only one. It took me several long, nauseating moments to realize where I was. I was in my Greystone fuck pad, sprawled naked on my bed. I had no fucking idea how I’d gotten here, and the shitfaced way I felt didn’t make remembering any easier. I glanced at my watch. Squinting with the one opened eye, I made out the time. It was six o’clock. Except in my windowless suite, I had no idea if it was six in the morning or the evening.

The bed was a rumpled mess with the covers half off, and I noticed my clothes were strewn on the floor. How did they get there? How did I get here? I hadn’t been back to my fuck pad since the time I’d fucked Jennifer at the office Christmas party. And that was almost a year ago.

I crawled out of bed. In my sorry state, I could barely stand up. My legs felt like Jell-O and another tidal wave of nausea descended on me. Close to passing out, I collapsed onto the floor and crawled on my hands and knees to the adjacent bathroom. Frankly, I wasn’t sure I’d make it to the toilet in time, but thank fucking God I did. Perched on my knees, I puked my guts out until my throat burned and my insides were torn. Believe it or not, I actually felt a little better. And despite my headache the size of Texas, a little more clear-headed. But I still couldn’t piece together how I’d gotten here or what had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

I managed to get to my feet and noticed my cock was flaccid. I’d never woken up without a big boner. Poor Mr. Burns was as wasted and confused as I was. This was bad. Really bad. I quickly brushed my teeth and then staggered out of the bathroom after passing on a hot shower. I didn’t think I was steady enough. One glance in the bathroom mirror confirmed that. I looked like death warmed over. Like someone had painted me with chalk and left me in Death Valley to die. Roadkill.

Back in my fuck pad, I gathered up my suit in slo-mo. I slipped on my dress shirt first, unable to button it with my shaky hands. Then the slacks and jacket. At last minute, I threw my tie around my neck. In a moment of panic, I slipped my hand into my slacks pocket where I kept my wallet and cell phone. To my relief, both were there. I pulled out my cell phone, and immediately checked my texts, e-mails, and phone messages. There were dozens. All from one person. My Jen—wondering where I was and asking me to call her. I immediately speed-dialed her number, but there was no response. I texted her and e-mailed her. Zilch again. Maybe it was six o’clock in the morning and she was still sleeping. And then an unnerving thought punched me in the gut—I hadn’t gone home to her. What could she be thinking?

Without warning, my cell phone died on me. I stared at it blankly. What did it matter?

I didn’t have an explanation.


Chapter 8


Jennifer

My sleep was tearful and restless. I don’t know why I bothered. I fumbled for my cell phone, which was tucked under my pillow, and glanced at the screen. It was going on five a.m. If it weren’t such an ungodly hour, I would have called Libby or Chaz or even my parents. I had the burning urge to talk to someone. Anyone. Blake had never called or texted me. Shutting my eyes, I tried to fall back to sleep on the couch, but it was futile. My throat was raw from crying, and the ache in my heart was palpable.

Light shortly filtered through the floor-to-ceiling windows. My burning eyes took in the dawn of another day in LA. Beautiful as usual, but not beautiful for me. In a few hours, I would be on a plane. Away from LA and the man I thought I loved with my body and soul. Except he’d betrayed me. I pulled the blanket over my head, and then forcing myself off the couch, I stumbled to the bedroom Blake and I shared. Or should I say once shared. My eyes stinging, I gazed at the king-sized bed where we had made beautiful, endless love countless times. There was no more “we.” Painfully, I retrieved a small suitcase from the walk-in closet and tossed it onto the duvet. I needed to pack. I was going back home. To be with my parents who needed me—but only a fraction of how much I needed them.

Halfway done packing, I heard the door to the apartment unlock. And then I heard it slam shut. A shiver skittered though me. Blake! I continued tossing a week’s worth of clothing into my suitcase. While I hadn’t informed HR of my sudden leave of absence, I was positive I could convince them I could work from Boise, given my stellar job performance. MY SIN-TV ratings were though the roof. And right now, most of our telenovelas were in post-production, not immediately demanding my attention. I just wasn’t going to tell them that most of my time would be spent looking for a new job.

I heard a shuffle of heavy footsteps approach. I ignored them. I was almost packed. And then he called out to me.

“Jen.” His voice sounded worn and hoarse.

I refused to acknowledge him and continued with my packing. Every muscle clenched. The pain was so great. Treacherous tears cascaded down my face.

“Jen,” he murmured again, this time, his voice a desperate croak.

I couldn’t help but face him as he staggered my way. I soaked him in with my watering eyes. He looked awful. His hair was a wild mess, and his complexion had a ghoulish green cast. His suit was wrinkled, his creased shirt opened, and his tie hung loosely and unevenly around his neck.

“Where are you going?” he rasped, eyeing my suitcase.

“Home.” I stabbed the word at him and impulsively tugged at my engagement ring. My finger swollen, the damn thing wouldn’t budge. I was going to have to mail it to him.

He gazed at me imploringly, his bloodshot eyes blinking for an explanation.

“I’m moving out, Blake.”

“Why, tiger? Why?”

I answered his question with another a question. A Jewish thing to do, so I’d learned. “Where were you last night?”

He shook his head. “I don’t fucking know.”

Bullshit. I tossed my cell phone at him. He caught it…barely. His reflexes were not what were they normally were. Of course. Kat had fucked his brains out.

“Just click the first e-mail. And then any attachment. I’m sure they’ll trigger your memory.”

My eyes stayed fixed on him as he did as asked. His glazed eyes grew round.

Raking his hand though his disheveled hair, he groaned, “What the fuck?”

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean is I have no recollection of being with the bitch.”

The angry way he said “bitch” struck a deep chord. His gaze met mine. I swiped at my tears.

“Honestly, tiger, I have no memory of the last twenty-four hours. Everything’s a blank.”

His sunken eyes bore into me like a puppy looking for love. I searched them, seeking the truth.

“I swear to God, Jen. You have to believe me.”

My inner conscience went into war-mode. There was the me who distrusted and the me who wanted to believe. My mind was a battlefield. But, one by one, the soldiers of distrust were being knocked down by the true believers. A mental massacre led by my courageous heart. I cupped Blake’s stubbled face in my hands and faced him squarely. His sister’s warning about Kat resounded in my head. Don’t let her manipulate you.

“Blake, I believe you.” My voice was soft but solid. This was a big step forward for me in the trust department. Dr. Williams, my support group leader, would be proud of me.

He blinked his eyes in disbelief. “You do?”

“I do. Are you okay?”

“I feel like fucking crap. Like I have a major hangover. Everything’s so hazy.”

My poor baby. I wrapped my arms around him and drew him close to me. He held me against him, my head resting on his heart. The heart that belonged to me.

“I think the bitch must have gotten me drunk, but I seriously don’t remember what drink I ordered. Or how many.”

“Did you blackout?

“I must have. But I’ve never done that before.”

I digested Blake’s words and his condition. He had some form of amnesia. In my rape support group, there were a couple of girls who unknowingly had been drugged at a bar and had been date raped. When they woke up naked in a strange bed or in a dark alley, their rapist was long gone, and they had no memory of what had happened.

I had a hunch. Fucking Kat had drugged him and virtually raped him. What a sick chick! I was going to prove it and have my revenge.

“Come on, baby. Let me give you a bath. And then we’re going to your doctor.”

“I don’t need to go to a doctor. I just need to rest and be with you.”

“Baby, I want to make sure you’re all right. And I have a theory I want to prove. It’s going to take a test.”

Reluctantly, Blake agreed. I helped him off with his clothes and then led him to the bathtub.


Chapter 9


Blake

I felt fucking violated by the fucking bitch. Dirty, used, and abused even though I couldn’t remember a goddamn thing. The thought of Kat having her mouth any place on my body, let alone my dick, sickened me. I only belonged to one woman. My tiger who was kneeling by the tub and washing away the vague memories of last night. How could I let myself drink my way to submission and oblivion? Hadn’t I learned my lesson? I leaned my head against the tub and squeezed my eyes closed, soaking in the guilty pleasure of the tender touch of the woman I loved. And could have lost.

“How do you feel?” asked Jennifer, helping me out of the tub. She draped a large fluffy towel around me.

“Fucked up.”

The bath had helped only a little. Waves of nausea still rolled in my chest; my head was spinning, and I was experiencing coordination problems. Even buttoning my jeans was a challenge. Jen helped me get re-dressed and insisted on driving me to our family doctor’s office in Beverly Hills. God bless her. I was seriously in no condition to drive.

I tried to think straight. How was I going to handle this mess? Pointing the finger at Kat had all kinds of repercussions—from an unwanted scandal to a rift between my mother and hers. The wedding itself could be jeopardized.

“Jen, I don’t want to go through with this,” I protested as she pulled her Kia into the parking structure of the medical building where Dr. Klein, an internist, had an office. He had been our family physician for years and had a very close relationship with my parents as well as my sister.

“You have to. For yourself. And for me,” she retorted in search of a parking spot. “We need proof that Kat drugged you.”

“Drugged me?” My voice rose an octave.

“Yes.” She shot the word at me, without giving me a chance to contest it.

“What do I have to do?” I could take a bullet for Jen, but the thought of a long needle being inserted into my flesh freaked me out. I could be such a wuss.

“Not much. Just pee in a little cup.”

I inwardly sighed with relief, but the outstanding issues weighed on my chest. “What if it comes back positive?”

“Then we’ll know.” Her voice was matter-of-fact.

“But what if Dr. Klein starts asking all kinds of questions?”

“You’re just going to tell him that you don’t remember a thing.”

“Are you going to tell Kat’s mother?” That would certainly create hell.

“Not if I don’t have to. But I’m going to need your help.”

My tiger shot me a mischievous smile as she pulled into a parking spot. Somehow, I knew her creative juices were flowing.
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Dr. Klein’s office was packed, but he was able to squeeze me in with only a short wait. Jen accompanied me to the examining room and made me take a seat on the examining table. She sat down in a close by armchair.

“Do you want to play nursie?” I asked, my sense of humor trickling back. Perhaps to mask my stress.

“You wish.”

Oh did I. The thought of her in a tight little nurse’s uniform giving me a physical—touching me everywhere that needed touching—sent a tiny jolt to my cock. At least, my manhood was intact. Or so I thought. Maybe next Halloween I’d buy her a costume and I could live out my fantasy.

My fantasy came to an abrupt halt when Dr. Klein strode into the small sterile room. A kindly looking man in his mid fifties, he was holding a clipboard and wore a stethoscope around his neck.

“Well, hello, Blake. What brings you here today?” He gave me the once-over. “You look a little under the weather. A touch of the flu?”

Jen chimed in. “No, Doctor. He just needs to give you a urine sample, and we need the results back today if possible.”

Dr. Klein lifted a brow. “And you may be?”

“Jennifer McCoy. Blake’s fiancée. Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too, Jennifer. My wife and I got your lovely wedding invitation. We’ll be there.”

Jennifer smiled. “Wonderful.”

Dr. Klein winked at her. “So did our boy have a little too much sex and get a urinary tract infection?”

“Not exactly, Doctor,” I replied. “But I need to have my pee tested for anything unusual.”

Doctor Klein’s eyes narrowed, creating a deep crease between them. “Blake, are you doing drugs? Cocaine? Ecstasy?”

“No, sir. But I think I may have been drugged.”

“That’s very serious, Blake. Can you tell me more?”

I remembered Jen’s instructions and shook my head. “I don’t remember a thing.”

With resignation, he took my blood pressure and then listened to my heart. His brows furrowed. “Your heartbeat is erratic and your blood pressure is abnormally low.”

Fuck. Maybe I was going to die.

He put the stethoscope to my back and asked me to take a few deep breaths.

“And your breathing is somewhat labored. How do you feel?”

“To be honest, I feel like crap. Sluggish, nauseous, and dizzy.”

“Anything else?”

Again, Jen chimed in. “He’s having difficulty with his motor skills.”

The doctor listened intently. “Like what?”

“Like unbuttoning his jeans.”

The doctor shot her a wry look. “I would imagine Mr. Burns is usually very good at that.”

Jennifer’s face flushed while I let out a small laugh.

“Very well.” He ambled over to the sink counter and retrieved a lidded plastic cup sealed in a sanitary wrapper. He handed it to me. “The bathroom is down the hall. I’d like you to fill up the cup at least halfway.”

I’d been through this routine for my annual physicals. I had to hold my big cock and aim. The rim of my dick was bigger than that of the cup. This time, I didn’t want to do it alone.

“Um, uh, Doctor. Jennifer’s right. I’m having a lot of trouble buttoning and unbuttoning my jeans. Can she come with me?”

“I don’t see why not. But both of you be sure to wash your hands first. When you’re done, just print your name on the label with the marker that’s on the shelf, and leave it there. We’ll try to get the results back to you in a few hours. There’s a urologist I know who owes me a favor.”

I jumped off the examining table. “It’s pee time.”

Jen looked at me sheepishly. “Do I really have to come?”

“Yes. You have to come.” I gestured toward the door, my very naughty mind already back in business.

A short minute later, we were huddled in the small, functional bathroom. After we washed our hands, I tore off the cellophane wrapping of the cup and removed the lid.

“Jen, this is going to be a team effort. Unbutton my jeans.”

Silently, she did as bid. I’d gone commando. The little rise I’d gotten from my nursie fantasy was long gone. My heavy cock hung low.

“Now baby, grip my dick and aim it into the cup.” Her warm hand clamped the lower third. There was a lot more I wanted her to do with it than play fire hydrant, but truthfully, I wasn’t sure I could get it up. A terrifying thought sent a shudder through me. Fuck. Did I have permanent damage?

“Am I doing it okay?” Jen asked hesitantly, breaking into my disconcerting thoughts.

“You’re doing just great, baby. Here goes.”

On the next breath, I shot a stream of pee into the cup. It wasn’t quite the same as shooting my load with Jennifer’s hand wrapped around my cock, but it felt good. I’d never peed with a girl before. It was strangely sexy. I wanted to reward Jen for believing me. After labeling the cup and sealing it with the lid, I placed it on a shelf with a row of other used cups. Jen commended me.

“Good job, Blake. We should wash up.”

I squirted some of the liquid soap onto my palms. Jen followed suit, but while she did, I folded my arms around her tiny waist.

In a rapid heartbeat, I unbuttoned her jeans and slid them down her legs. My small motor skills were improving. I slipped a soaped-up hand under the band of her lacy panties and then lubricated her folds. I watched her lips part and her head arch back in the mirror above the sink.

“Blake! What are you doing?” she breathed out.

“Thanking you properly for believing me. And for coming here with me.”

“Oh!”

I began to caress her slick pussy and soon felt her heat. I had to make this quick. Before Dr. Klein sent someone to check on me. Hastily, I moved my fingers to her clit and circled it vigorously. She bit down on her bottom lip to suppress her sounds though sexy little whimpers lodged in her throat. Her breathing was uneven. Enjoying every minute, I nuzzled the back of her neck.

“Oh, God. You’re making me come!”

“That’s the plan,” I breathed into her ear, rubbing my cock against her backside with the hope I’d get an erection. Fuck. Nothing. Not even a little twitch. I refocused my energy on Jen, rubbing her nub harder.

“Oh, Blake,” she moaned as she bucked against me, her pussy trembling and spilling with her juices.

I planted a chaste kiss on her head and just held her. “Thanks again for coming, tiger. I needed you here with me.”

“Blake, I’m always going to be there for you.”

“The same, baby. The same.”

Her dreamy smile met mine in the mirror, and then we headed back to the examination room where we took our former positions. Dr. Klein returned shortly.

“Did you have difficulty urinating, Blake?” he asked. “You were in the bathroom for quite a while.”

“No, Doc. Not at all. A little rough at the beginning. I’m not used to peeing in a cup. But once I got it going, no problem.” But the truth, there was a problem. A big one. Or should I say a not so big one, depending on how you looked at it and put it into perspective. I couldn’t get an erection. I desperately wanted to tell him about it, but I held my tongue.

With a smile, he nodded. “Good. And I must say you’re looking a little better than when you first came in. I suggest you go home and rest and keep your jeans buttoned until we have the results of your test. I’ll call you as soon as I get them.”

I stood up from the examining table and joined Jennifer. Dr. Klein turned to face us.

“And Jennifer, a pleasure to meet you. Congratulations on your engagement. I look forward to the wedding.”

Jennifer beamed. “We look forward to seeing you there.”

“Ditto.” I shook the good doctor’s hand and thanked him for seeing me.

Silently, I thanked Jennifer for believing me and not calling the whole thing off. I still didn’t know how I was going to handle Kat who was out to sabotage us. Or the new, potentially life-changing problem I faced, thanks to her.

I fucking loved my tiger.

And fucking hated that bitch.


Chapter 10


Jennifer

I wanted Blake to rest. Doctor’s orders. It was Saturday, hence no need for either of us to go into the office. So I made him put on his pajamas and tucked him into bed. Then, I heated up the leftover matzo ball soup I’d made and frozen a few weeks ago. He said he wasn’t hungry, but I forced him to eat it. In fact, I fed it to him, lovingly blowing on each tablespoon before putting it to his lips. Blake, it seemed, was always taking care of me. The role reversal felt so good. I loved taking care of my man. That man who loved me so. He told me he felt a little better after finishing the bowl of the nourishing broth. I smiled. Blake’s grandma was right: matzo ball soup was Jewish penicillin as much as it was an aphrodisiac. Blake, however, was in no condition for a romp.

I joined him in bed, snuggling close to him. I flipped on the TV to get our minds off the results of the urine test. In the middle of a SpongeBob episode, Blake’s cell phone rang. It was Dr. Klein. I asked Blake to put the phone on speaker mode. My heartbeat sped up with anticipation.

“Blake, we got back the results of the urine sample,” began Dr. Klein.

“And…” Blake sounded anxious. I clasped his hand.

“Everything is normal except…” The doctor paused. “The lab found a high level of Rohypnol.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s the brand name for flunitrazepam, a drug that is commonly used in drug-facilitated sexual assaults. Otherwise known as the date-rape drug.”

There was silence on Blake’s end. His lips tightened into a grim, angry line. I knew what he was feeling. I was feeling it too. A maelstrom of rage and abuse.

The doctor continued. “Blake, this is very serious. It’s considered a crime. Do you have any recollection of who did this to you?”

Blake drew in a sharp breath. “Doctor, like I told you before, I don’t. I went to a club, the one I belong to, and had a cocktail at the bar. Someone must have slipped it into my drink.”

I gave his hand a little squeeze, letting him know he’d handled the inquiry perfectly. The doctor responded.

“Well, Blake, I still think you should report it. And let me tell you, you’re very lucky. The high dose of Rohypnol mixed with alcohol could have killed you.”

A shiver ran through me from my head to my toes. The thought of Kat taking Blake away from me forever was unfathomable. I squeezed his hand tighter, never wanting to let go of him.

Maintaining his composure, Blake told Dr. Klein he would think about it and then took another deep breath. “One thing, Doctor. I hope you’ll share none of this with my parents or sister.”

“Of course not, Blake. Doctor-patient privilege.”

“Thanks.”

“Of course. One last question, how do you feel?”

“Better but still queasy.”

“That’s normal. I want you to rest and drink plenty of fluids. By tonight, the drug should be out of your system.”

“I will.” Blake paused, placing his free hand on the duvet close to his cock. It had been very still today. A look of uncertainty washed over his face. “Doc, will this flu-nit-shit-whatever drug have any long term effects on my uh…um…equipment?”

I heard the good doctor chuckle. “No, Blake. You should be absolutely fine.”

Blake blew out a breath of relief. Inwardly, I did the same.

With that, the two exchanged good-byes and Blake ended the call. He hastily tossed his phone onto the bed and then turned to look at me. His look of relief had turned to rage.

“The fucking bitch!”

I gently cradled his embittered face in my hands, turning it toward me. “Baby, the good news is you’re going to be okay.”

Taking me in his arms, Blake thanked me again for trusting him and for making him take the test. But he was still mad as hell. What was most infuriating him was that he didn’t know what do next. He explained all the ramifications of taking Kat down. Exposing her. Moreover, Kat most likely still had all the photos on her phone and could use them to spin more evil.

He slammed his fist against the bed. “Fucking, fucking bitch.”

Thank God, for the cushy memory foam mattress (we’d never bought a springy one) because on any other surface, Blake would have likely broken some bones with the force of his fist. I lifted the hand to my lips and tenderly kissed the back of it.

“Fucking, fucking bitch,” he muttered again.

“No, baby, fuck the bitch.” My father had always preached, “Don’t get mad. Get even.”

I told Blake my idea without giving away too many details. And that I needed his help. “I trusted you, baby. Now, you must trust me.”

“I do, tiger.”

After a sweet kiss, he did as I asked and made two calls. Yes! Things were working out.

Sucking in air through his nose, he set the phone down on the bed and asked me to face him. His large hands took hold of my shoulders. He looked anxious.

“Jen, there’s something I’ve got to tell you about Kat. About our past that I should have told you before.”

My pulse sped up and my eyes fluttered. He hadn’t been honest with me?

He took in a shaky breath and on the exhale he simply said, “I got Kat pregnant.”

My heart skipped a beat. “You have a child?”

“No, tiger.” And then a long tense pause. “She had a miscarriage.”

“When did this happen?” Though shocked, I kept my tone even keeled.

“The summer after high school. We were at some graduation party, and I got drunk. As always, she was all over me. Stupid me succumbed. The fucking condom must have torn from her nails, and I guess she was off birth control.”

“Jeez.”

“Jen, she wanted to keep the baby so I would marry her. My parents were up in arms. Rightfully, neither of them thought we should do that. We were too young. I wanted nothing to do with her, and believe me, the last fucking thing I wanted was to be a father at the age of eighteen. Her parents, however, wanted us to marry. The recession had hurt them, and they were going through lean times. If Kat married me, they would no longer have to support her extravagant lifestyle, and they could smooch off my parents, who had protected their investments. So, they supported Kat’s decision. I was fucked. Afraid of a scandal that would embarrass my family, I lied and told her I’d marry her if she kept my identity under wraps until the baby was born. She went along with it, taunting me each day she would break her promise if she caught me with another girl.”

Blake had stunned me in into silence. Wordlessly, I listened on. His voice faltered.

“Six months in and barely showing—her friends thought she’d just gained weight—the bitch went horseback riding.” Blake paused, taking a breath. “She went into labor. My sister was discreetly there for her, but the baby was stillborn.”

“Oh, Blake!” So, that was what Marcy was hiding. I cupped my petite hand over his large one, still splayed on my shoulder. Raw emotion poured through my veins as he went on.

“It was a boy. We had a proper Jewish burial for him and had to name him. Gabriel… after an angel.”

The angel of revelation.

“Just our families attended.” Blake’s voice softened, and he closed his eyes for a long moment as if he were going back in time.

“Jen, I’ll never forget that day and that tiny shoebox-sized coffin being lowered into the earth. My little mistake. As our rabbi recited the Kaddish, the prayer for the dead, it began to drizzle, and the anger I had toward Kat turned inward. I hated myself and grieved for the little boy I didn’t want or would never know. With each shovel of the earth, I grew numb. Kat didn’t shed a tear. At the end of the service, she spat in my face and called me an asshole.”

He bowed his head. “She was right. I was an asshole. A stupid fucking asshole.”

“Blake, look at me.” Slowly, he lifted his eyes. “You’re not an asshole.”

My heart was cracking. This story explained so much of Blake. His fear of relationships. And his baby-phobia. My mind flashed back to the lunch we had last year with Jaime and how uncomfortable he initially was with his twins. And then to his uncomfortable reaction to my pregnancy test. The story wasn’t over.

“After the burial, Kat had a breakdown. Maybe from a hormone imbalance, depression, or guilt. Or a combination of all three. She tried to commit suicide and her parents institutionalized her. A year later, she was released, and the first thing she did was show up at my UCLA dorm and tell me how much she loved me. One night, she even managed to break in, and I found her naked in my bed. I had to get a restraining order. Fortunately, she went to live abroad but returned to LA last fall. Jen, to make a long story short, she hasn’t stopped stalking me. The girl is sick. Poison. I just wished I’d told all of this to you sooner.”

“Why didn’t you?” My voice was tender, my eyes compassionate.

“I wanted to. She stalked me in Vegas and threatened to tell you herself.”

My blood simmered. Did she hit on him?

“I wanted to tell you the minute I came back, but I couldn’t with the way you were feeling. Then, the day you went to see Marcy, she fucking assaulted me again at Saks. I thought she’d gotten to you when I couldn’t reach you. That’s why I flew to Boise. But when I found out about your dad, I just couldn’t bring myself to tell you. I didn’t need to lay this heavy shit on you and upset you more.”

I held his face in my hands and gazed lovingly into his remorseful eyes. He had made the right decisions.

“And then I was going to tell you last night at dinner. And the psycho bitch fucked me over again.” His eyes burnt into mine. “Can you forgive me, tiger?”

“There’s nothing to forgive, my love. It wasn’t your fault. It was a nightmare you had no control over. We just can’t hide things from each other.”

Silently, he nodded in my palms, and I acknowledged him with a smile on my lips and in my eyes.

“Blake, baby, I love you so much. Do you believe me?”

He drew me tight against him, and the hot, passionate kiss he planted on my lips was all I needed.
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Fraught with emotion, I lay in bed with Blake until he dozed off. Quietly, I slipped away and booted up my computer. It was time to take the sick bitch down. For all the pain she’d caused me. And for all she’d caused my Blake. I typed away.

To: Katrina Moore

From: Jennifer McCoy

Subject: Meeting/URGENT

Dear Kat~

I am writing you with tears in my eyes. I am completely devastated by the photos you sent me of you and Blake.

You were absolutely right. Blake is still into you. How could I have been so blind? And so foolish for trusting him with my heart and my life?

I have no choice but to end our engagement and call off the wedding. I’ve already given him back his ring. With all due respect for his family, I would very much like to meet with you discreetly tomorrow to discuss how we can best break the news to all involved. I am temporarily staying at a bungalow at The Beverly Hills Hotel, which, at least, Blake had the decency to put me up in. I would appreciate if you could meet me there.

I never thought I would thank you, but I owe you my deepest gratitude. Though sadness fills every crevice of my being, it is better to know now where I stand with Blake than to have had my heart broken by him after our union. I can only hope he does not do the same to you.

With my sincerest appreciation~ Jennifer

I reread my e-mail. I loved writing every single word. With a wicked smile, I hit send. Just like I thought…I instantly got a response.

To: Jennifer McCoy

From Katrina Moore

Subject: Meeting/URGENT

Dear Jennifer—

My heart bleeds for you. What Blake did is appalling and I am partly accountable. In all fairness, I tried to warn you. His feelings for me are strong and real. In fact, he just called me and informed me about your breakup. He can’t wait to get back together with me. He ended the call by saying that I was his first and only true love.

Yes, I agree we should meet tomorrow. Let’s make it 3 p.m. I’ll come directly to your bungalow and we’ll strategize an exit plan. Thank you for trusting me.

Yours truly—Katrina

Perfection! I confirmed the meeting. A fiendish grin whipped across my face. My newest production, Fuck the Bitch, was underway. It was now time to recruit my co-producer and my co-stars. Grabbing my cell phone, I made two calls, one right after the other.

Lights! Camera! Action! Everything was in place. Tomorrow could not come fast enough.
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Blake had made arrangements for the bungalow—the same one my parents had stayed at during their visit. It was permanently leased by Conquest Broadcasting and used for visiting dignitaries, investors, and out-of-town producers, directors, and stars. Luck was on our side—it was vacant.

I headed over to The Beverly Hills hotel at lunchtime, leaving my car with the valet. The pink stucco bungalow, located in a very secluded area of the property, couldn’t have been more perfect—consisting of an elegantly appointed living room, bedroom, and kitchenette. Soon afterward, my partner in crime, Libby, showed up. She was beaming with excitement.

“You’re a fucking genius, girl,” she exclaimed, tossing her canvas bag onto the plush Hollywood Regency-styled couch.

“Hope it works,” I replied. “Pussy and her girlfriend should be here any minute.”

Pussy was Pussy Amour, the co-star of SIN-TV’s highly rated prime time show, Private Dick. She had recently created a stir in the porn world after revealing she was gay. To the industry’s surprise, the fact she was a lesbian only helped the show’s ratings. Pussy had some very special talents as did her girlfriend whose name was Swell.

Libby and I were drinking some Diet Cokes when the doorbell rang. I leapt up from the couch to open the door. Sure enough, it was my expected guests.

Pussy, who I’d gotten to know from various conventions, gave me a big hug. I introduced her to Libby and she introduced us to Swell.

Both women were wearing tight-ass jeans, mile-high platforms, and tanks that clung to their planet-sized boobs. Each was a carrying a small overnight bag though they were returning to Vegas in the evening. Bearing a striking resemblance to Pink with their short spiked platinum hair, they could practically be sisters except Swell had piercings all over as well as sleeves of colorful tattoos along her arms.

“Thanks for coming,” I said, ushering them into the main room.

“Anything for you and Blake,” responded Pussy. “Are you ready to take the bitch down?”

I drew in a gulp of air. “Yes, but I’m nervous.”

“There’s nothing to be worried about, honey.” She shot her companion a flirtatious wink. “Come on, Swell, baby. Let’s get ready and set things up.”

Taking their bags with them, they ambled arm in arm to the bedroom. Five minutes later they re-appeared.

“Holy shit!” exclaimed Libby, her jaw as wide opened as mine.

Both women were clad in matching black leather bustiers, fishnets, and stilettos. Tattoos were everywhere on Swell’s body. Pussy had one, too, of a sex kitten by her shoulder.

“I’m so ready for the Pussy-Kat show,” purred the porn star. She let out a ferocious meow and mock-swiped her claws.

I went over the plan with them. Everyone knew what to do. At close to three o’clock, Pussy and Libby flattened themselves against the wall on either side of the bungalow entrance. Swell was in the bedroom. At exactly three, the doorbell rang. My heartbeat sped up. Showtime!

Wasting no time, I swung open the door halfway. Standing before me was Kat, dressed to kill in a tight-fitting designer silk dress that accentuated her D-cup boobs.

“Hi, Kat,” I said in my most despondent voice, even adding in a sniffle. “Let me take your bag.”

With a smug smile, she handed me her monstrous purse and stepped inside the bungalow.

“Where would you like—”

Before she could finish her question, Pussy and Libby ambushed her. Pussy seized her arms while Libby grabbed her stiletto-clad feet by the ankles.

“What the fuck?” she shrieked. “What are you doing to me?” Writhing and kicking, she continued to rant as Pussy and Libby hauled her into the bedroom.

“Thanks for coming, Kat,” I said brightly, trailing behind them, her handbag slung over my arm.

In no time, we were in the bedroom, and Kat was flat on her back on the bed. Libby and I pinned her down while Pussy and Swell worked together to fasten the pink leather restraints on her wrists and ankles.

“You can’t do this to me!” she growled, the restraints quickly in place. “I’ll have you arrested.”

“I don’t think so,” I said nonchalantly as I fished through her roomy bag in search of her cell phone. I found it shortly in the zipper compartment.

“Smile!” I aimed the phone at her and snapped a photo.

She made of face of utter disgust.

I tsk-tsked and shook my head with mock-disdain. “No selfies for you today.”

“Shut up and undo me!” she spat back at me.

“What do you think, girls? Does she look pretty in pink?” asked Pussy.

“Very!” Libby, Swell, and I responded in unison.

“Who are you?” Kat hissed, her green eyes flaring at Pussy.

“Someone you’re never going to forget. And this is my girlfriend, Swell.”

After a succulent kiss, Swell rolled her pierced tongue around her lips and in her husky voice said, “Hi, babe.”

“Oh my fucking God,” Kat cried out, heaving on the bed and trying desperately to free herself from the restraints that were attached to the brass headboard and footboard.

Pussy snickered. “What do you say, girls? Should we find out how pink the bitch’s pussy is?”

“I’d say it’s showtime.” I handed Libby the phone.

“Lights, camera, action!” shouted Libby, adjusting the phone’s camera setting to video while Swell reached for a large pair of scissors on the night table. Starting at the hemline, she began slicing Kat’s dress apart, inch by silky inch.

“What the fuck are you doing?” shrieked Kat. “This is a two-thousand-dollar Armani!”

“Well, now, bitch, it’s two-thousand-dollar rag.” Swell grinned wickedly as she tossed the scissors aside and simply tore apart the rest of the dress with her bare hands. The hiss of the shredding fabric was like music to my ears. In a few harsh breaths, Kat was stripped down to her matching black bra and thong.

Kat’s raging eyes met mine. “What’s this all about, Jennifer? Is this just some form of revenge for Blake dumping your sorry ass for me?”

Poker-faced, I slipped my hand into my pocket, and in slow motion, I lowered Blake’s magnificent snowflake diamond ring onto my ring finger as she watched with wide-eyed confusion. A giddy smile lit my face.

“News flash, Kat. Blake and I never broke up.”

“I don’t fucking believe you,” she snorted. “He told me this morning it was over between the two of you and that he loves me.”

I rolled my eyes. “Actually his exact words were: ‘Kat, you’ve always been the one. I love you so fucking much. My cock can’t wait to ravish you.’”

Kat’s mouth fell open. She looked as if she’d been struck by lightning. She had put two and two together.

My eyes narrowed with fury. “You fucking drugged Blake and made it look like he was seducing you. I bet the evidence is still right here on your phone.”

“Give me back my phone, you cunt!”

I smirked. “Can’t. My friend Libby needs to use it.”

She fired a dirty look at my bestie. Libby aimed the phone at her and said, “Smile.”

Kat made a face, her stunning features scrunching with rage.

Click.

“Are we done now?” she grunted.

Crawling onto the bed, Pussy chimed in. “Actually, we haven’t yet begun.”

In one swift move, she tore off Kat’s scanty lace thong while Swell ripped apart her front closure bra and slid it down her arms. A look of terror washed over Kat’s face. Her implants quivered. God, they were big!

“What are you going to do to me?” asked Kat, her voice trembling.

Pussy flicked her tongue just above Kat’s hairless triangle. “Nothing. Ask me what it’s going to look like I’m doing…Everything!”

“No!” shrieked Kat, frantically trying to bolt from the bed.

It was futile. Pussy spread Kat’s long, toned legs farther apart. Holding down her thighs, she buried her head deep between them. I watched while Libby filmed everything on the bitch’s cell phone. Though Pussy wasn’t actually licking Kat or doing anything else, she pretended she was. Pussy, the porn star, was just being a great actress.

Kat continued to scream, her body jerking and arching, and her face contorting. Pussy lifted her head and smiled for the camera and then buried her head again between Kat’s thighs. Soon her partner got into the act, climbing onto the bed and pretending to be going down Kat’s enormous fake boobs. Of course, her mouth never touched down on them, but her moves were effective. Though neither woman was in any way performing any kind of sexual act, Kat was writhing and whimpering. Libby, bless her heart, was filming everything from every angle. I swear, I wouldn’t be surprised if she left her research job at Conquest and moved into production. She was clearly enjoying every moment.

A tortured expression washed over Kat’s face that could easily be interpreted as tortured pleasure. Ecstasy. I kept my eyes glued on her as Pussy whispered something in her ear.

“Yes!” shrieked Kat. The perfect response to Pussy’s inaudible scripted line: “Do you want me to stop?”

Sweat beads clustered on Kat’s face and chest as Pussy repositioned herself between her spread-eagled legs. Her ass in the air, the porn star buried her head back into Kat’s center, and as she bopped it up and down, she hummed. It looked like she was going down on Kat and bringing her to the edge. What an actress! Libby was still capturing everything, shooting the scene from all the right angles. Just like a pro!

“Please!” cried Kat. “Please, please, please.” It just couldn’t be more perfect. Kat sounded as if she was begging to come.

After one more “please,” Pussy pulled away and Kat let out a giant sigh of relief. Her body went slack.

Yes, yes, yes! With a wag of a finger, I signaled to Libby to stop shooting. We had what we needed. My production classes at USC had really paid off.

“Hope it was as good for you as it was for me,” purred Pussy as she climbed off the bed.

Fury flickered in Kat’s eyes. “Fuck you. Let me go!”

Pussy smiled smugly. “Not yet.”

“My turn,” chimed in Swell, her voice as deep as a man’s.

Terror washed over Kat’s face.

With a wink, Pussy said, “Come on, ladies. Let’s go play gin rummy. Hope you know how.”

“Gin,” I shouted ten minutes later, seated cross-legged around a coffee table in the anteroom. And at that moment, I heard Kat cry out, “stop it,” repeatedly. I hoped Swell, who I didn’t know before today, wasn’t hurting her. Or violating our agreement and sexually assaulting her. As I flipped over my cards, I asked Pussy if she thought everything was all right.

“Chill, honey. Don’t you worry. Swell is an artist.”

I wanted to believe her. We played several rounds of rummy, and I was thrilled to learn that both Pussy and Swell were coming to the wedding. Before we could re-shuffle the deck yet again, Swell strutted into the room. She greeted us with a wicked twisted grin.

“Everything went smoothly. The slut has something to remember today by. Come see.”

Leaving the deck of cards on the table, the three of us followed Swell back to the bedroom. Still bound to the bed, Kat was now blindfolded and screaming. “What the fuck did you to do me, you fucking bull dyke?”

I moved in closer and my eyes popped. At the same time, Libby and I burst into mad laughter. We were laughing so hard we were crying.

“What the fuck are you laughing about? Take off this goddamn blindfold, you bitches.”

Swell did as bid. “Oh my fucking god,” shrieked Kat upon making eye contact with her chest.

“Some of my finest work ever,” boasted Swell.

Inked across Kat’s breastbone was one word. Of course, I should have known. With all her tattoos, Pussy’s girlfriend Swell was a tattoo artist.

“I was going to ink “BITCH,” but this is so much better.”

BUTCH. I was laughing so hard I wet my pants.

Kat couldn’t stop shrieking. Libby raised Kat’s cell phone to take a photo.

“Stop it!” wailed Kat.

Too late. CLICK.

“Lib, make sure you e-mail me everything.”

My bestie gave me a thumbs up. After my laughter died down, my eyes clashed with Kat’s.

“What the fuck do you want?” she seethed.

“It’s simple. I want you to leave the country by tomorrow and not come back until Blake and I are married.”

“Is that a threat?” Venom poured from her mouth.

“No, it’s an ultimatum. If I don’t have proof, I’m going to send the footage and photos to your mother. And post it on YouTube and all over Instagram.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“I would.”

Libby chimed in. “And it would be perfect for the new show Blake’s developing—America’s Sexiest Home Videos.

Kat’s mouth dropped open, forming a perfect O.

I shot her a wry smile. Oh, and by the way, if one word of your past with Blake leaks out—Which. I. Know. All. About.—you can count on the same.”

Kitty-Kat was too shocked to say a word. Her wide-opened mouth remained frozen.

Grinning, Libby handed me Kat’s cell phone and I slipped it into a pocket. The four of us pivoted toward the door.

“You’re leaving me here?” Kat called out in a panic.

“I’ll call security shortly. Enjoy your stay at The Beverly Hills Hotel.”

With that, my production staff and I said adieu to my shrieking and cursing nemesis and headed to the Polo Lounge to celebrate a job well done. Our own little wrap party. We couldn’t stop laughing.

Two hours and two bottles of champagne later, an e-mail dinged on my phone. It was from Kat, who must have made her way home. No message. Only an attachment. A round-trip ticket to Rio in her name. The date of return was not till January. A triumphant smile lit my face as I put my cell phone away. Fingers crossed Blake and I wouldn’t be honeymooning there.

A waiter came by, and I took care of the bill.

Fuck the Bitch was a fait accompli.


Chapter 11


Jennifer

When I told Blake the story of how I took Kat down, he doubled over in laugher. Then, recovered from his drugging, he gave me an epic fucking that for sure belonged in The Guinness Book of World Records. I had so many orgasms I lost count.

We couldn’t be happier that Kat was out of the picture. But things were no less stressful. In fact, they were more stressful. With the wedding only a month away, Enid was in panic mode. In addition to losing Kat, Jeffrey, the receptionist, quit on her. Little did she know he was starting up his own event planning business and had stolen her list of “preferred” vendors. I knew this from Chaz, who now was dating Jeffrey. It was hot and heavy and I was so happy for him.

I spoke to my mom everyday. Dad was doing great. Except he’d become a little bit of a kvetch, complaining constantly about how slowly my mother drove. She begged Blake and me to go to Boise for Thanksgiving, but as much I wanted to, I couldn’t. In addition to catching up on my crazy workload (which I was frantically trying to wrap up before the wedding), there were so many last minute wedding details to attend to, including meeting with Blake’s rabbi…a wedding cake taste-testing…a meeting with the bandleader to go over our playlist… applying for a marriage license…and going for Monique Hervé’s final dress fitting as well as Chaz’s first one. Last not but least, there were also all those thank you notes to write. The wedding gifts kept pouring in. The final headcount was at 1150!

On the Saturday after Thanksgiving, which we celebrated at Blake’s parents’ house, I was going to meet Chaz downtown for my first dress fitting. I couldn’t wait to see what he’d designed. He knew the vintage look I wanted but had been very secretive, wanting to surprise me when it was close to finalized. At the crack of dawn, I got a call. With Blake still sound asleep, I reached for my cell phone on the nightstand. It was Chaz.

“Jenny-Poo, it’s gone,” he said, before I could even say hi. His voice sounded frantic.

I bolted upright to a sitting position. “Chaz, what are you talking about?”

“Your dress. There was a fire in the studio last night. Everything was destroyed.”

“Oh my God!” I said the three words so loudly I woke up Blake.

“Baby, what’s going on?” he asked groggily.

“Chaz, sweetie, hold on.” I turned to Blake and told him the news. He was almost as devastated as I was. I returned my attention to Chaz.

“Chaz, where are you?”

“I’m here at the studio. You wouldn’t believe what it looks like.”

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” Chaz, who had always been there for me, needed my moral support. Though Blake insisted on going downtown with me, I told him to stay put. In five minutes, I was dressed and out the door.
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Libby and Jeffrey were already at Chaz’s studio. Or should I say former studio. We stood in a line like four zombies taking in the damage. It was worse than I’d imagined. In addition to the smut-covered walls and charred bolts of fabric, the fire department had gutted and flooded the loft-like space to put out the fire. The studio was a shell of what it had been with puddles of water everywhere and exposed wires and beams. And it was still smoking.

“Do they know what caused the fire?” A dark thought crossed my suspicious mind. Did Enid or Monique possibly set it? I wouldn’t put it past those two wicked women to do something so evil. Or did Kat have something to do with it from wherever she was to get back at me? That psychopath was capable of anything.

Chaz twisted his lips. “The fire department determined it was definitely due to an electrical short. The wiring in this old building is not up to code.”

“That’s awful,” I murmured, relieved that none of those horrid women had anything to do with it. But it didn’t make things any better.

My stinging eyes gravitated to a blackened mannequin in the corner. On it were charred remnants of tulle and lace. The dress was burnt beyond recognition. My heart sunk. My fairy-tale gown had gone up in smoke. It belonged in a morgue.

Chaz followed my gaze. “Oh, Jenny-Poo. It was so beyond.”

“Maybe you can make another one,” chirped Libby, the optimist, before I could utter a word.

Chaz’s shoulders slumped. “I wish, but not a fat chance in hell. I have to find a temporary studio, deal with the insurance company, and then replace all the samples for my upcoming Spring line. Plus, it would take over a month to get the imported fabrics I used. Oh, my Jenny-Poo, I’m so sorry.”

Masking my disappointment, I wrapped my arm around Chaz’s deflated shoulders. “Chaz, shit happens. The most important thing is you’re okay.”

Jeffrey clasped my despondent friend’s hand. “Honey, I’m going to be there for you. Maybe, I’ll do a small fundraiser and invite your top clients and our friends to get things going.”

“Count me in.” I smiled for the first time, grateful that Chaz finally had a significant other in his life who genuinely loved him. If I ever had to spearhead an event, I knew who was going to be my coordinator.

“And wedding girl, if that bitch Enid gives you any grief, you let me know. I’ve got plenty of dirt on her and her slutty cohort Monique.”

“Oooh, like what?” cooed Chaz, instantly cheered up by juicy gossip.

“They give each other pussy.”

My eyes almost popped out of their sockets. “No way. They’re gay?”

“Way. Gayer than eight guys blowing nine guys. Enid’s husband doesn’t know she’s a lesbo.”

Over breakfast which I treated everyone to, Jeffrey shared more titillating tidbits about Enid and Monique. Enid was a screamer and used a whip. Why should that surprise me? And Monique liked it in her bony butt. We were shrieking and howling at everything Jeffrey revealed—from their feather fetish to their lesbian video fetish. Wow! If I ever had the need to send Enid the video I shot of her daughter she might actually get off on it. I couldn’t wait to tell Blake.
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December was here in no time. Things for the wedding were falling into place. The wedding rehearsals—and dinner following at The Bel Air Hotel—were all set up for the night before the monumental event. To my delight, Mrs. Cho’s adorable little daughters were going to be my flower girls and walk down the aisle with Marcy’s twin sons, the ring bearers. Mom and Dad were flying in that morning. And true to his word, Dad would be walking me down the aisle albeit with a cane.

Gloria Zander gave me a surprise bridal shower. Jeffrey, whose client list was growing rapidly, helped her plan it. Held at Shutters, a chic beachside hotel in Santa Monica, Libby was there along with some of my friends from USC and my rape support group. And guess who else was there—Grandma!—though Blake’s mother couldn’t make it as she was being honored at some long-standing luncheon for her philanthropic accomplishments. To my delight, Vera Nichols, Blake’s sassy Vegas manager, also attended as well as Pussy and Swell. And so did Mrs. Cho. The only person whose presence I sorely missed was my mom; she was afraid to leave Dad alone though he’d insisted she fly out. Libby, God bless her, Skyped her in, so she virtually attended. By the end of the lovely afternoon champagne tea, we were all buzzed, and as Grandma rightly said, “Bubala, you have enough sexy shmexy undies for Blakela to tear off to last a lifetime.” I was going to start that night.

Later that week, I had my final fitting for Monique’s wedding dress. I’d resigned myself to being the mermaid bride, not the princess bride. Knowing Monique and Enid were secretly having an affair, I could barely keep a straight face as the former made more alterations to my dress. The dress wasn’t perfect, but I hoped my wedding would be. Soon, I’d be floating down the aisle. With all the ups and downs I’d been through, my special day couldn’t get here soon enough.

The dress had to be taken in. I’d lost some weight from stress. I’d read on some bridal blog this was common, but Blake was worried about me. He felt between the wedding and my work, I was taking on more than I could chew. He was right, but that’s just the way I was. I couldn’t wait for our honeymoon—which Blake had planned all on his own. He was mum on the destination. I couldn’t suck—or fuck—it out of him. All I knew was it some place neither of us had ever been.

There was one other problem—Bradley. Ever since that restaurant incident, he’d e-mailed me constantly. I refused to open his e-mails and simply put them in my trash file and then deleted them permanently. I wanted nothing to do with him, and I never wanted to see him again. I didn’t tell Blake about the e-mails. For all intents and purposes, Bradley Wick, DDS, was dead to me.

On the Tuesday of the week before my wedding, I had my last support group meeting of the year. I wasn’t feeling well. All day long, I’d been experiencing cramping. For sure, stress. Blake didn’t want me to go. Not only because of my rundown state, but because there had been a recent chain of gang-driven crimes in the Venice Beach neighborhood where we met. But I insisted. We were going to have a small Christmas party with a gift exchange. Plus, I wanted to thank Dr. Williams for her kindness as well as hug my friends who’d shared and learned to face their fears like me. Blake wasn’t thrilled, to put things mildly. He still had to learn I was a big girl and could take care of myself. And he couldn’t always control me.

The meeting lasted about an hour. Instead of our normal routine of taking turns to talk about our rape-related issues, we feasted on eggnog and snacks we’d each brought along and shared what we were doing over the holidays. Dr. Williams and my sweet fellow rape victims had been invited to the wedding and were all looking forward to attending. Before leaving, Dr. Williams and I exchanged a hug. She’d helped me so much—especially with my trust issues. I was grateful Blake had urged me to join the group after the Springer attack.

The mid December air was chilly, especially for LA. Wearing only a lightweight wool sweater, I hugged myself as I walked quickly to my car which was parked a few blocks away. The poorly lit streets were dark and desolate. Nearby sirens sounded in my ears. And then I heard footsteps. So I thought. I anxiously looked over my shoulder. No one. My weary, distrustful mind was playing tricks on me. Paranoia was a recurring feeling among rape victims. We feared being followed and thought it could happen again. Holding my car keys, I picked up my pace until I reached my vehicle. Before I could unlock the door, a harsh voice called out my name.

Startled, I flipped around and accidentally dropped my keys. I bent down to retrieve them, but another hand got to them first.


Chapter 12


Blake

As much as I loved my tiger, she still knew how to piss me off. She could be as stubborn as a mule. I didn’t want her to go to her rape support group. She was overworked and rundown. Plus, knowing there had been a bunch of gang-related incidents in the seedy Venice Beach neighborhood where they met bugged the shit out of me. If something happened to my tiger, I’d just about die. I’d almost lost her once; I couldn’t lose her again. It wouldn’t have killed her not to go, but it would kill me if something bad happened to her. I was as protective of her as I was possessive.

Despite my protestations, she insisted on going and told me to take a chill pill. There was nothing I could do to stop her—except tie her up and hold her down—which, in retrospect, I should have done. My cock twitched at the image of her all tied up in ropes. It made me horny as hell. Later when she got home, I was going to live out this fantasy and give her a fucking she wouldn’t forget.

She’d left the office early to head over to her group, which met weekly at seven p.m. At 7:30, I packed up my briefcase and headed to my car. Once settled inside, I flipped on the radio. Breaking news. The body of a badly beaten young woman had been discovered in Venice, close to Jennifer’s support group center. Her wallet had been stolen and her identity was still unknown. Police and paramedics had rushed to the scene of the crime and were still there. My heart leapt into my throat. I yanked my stick shift into first gear and peeled out of the parking lot.

Fuck. Fuck. FUCK.


Chapter 13


Jennifer

Crouching, my unexpected companion and I were face to face. His nostrils flared. My pulse sounded in my ears.

“Bradley, what are you doing here? And what do you want?”

One word: “You.” His fetid breath assaulted me. Shit. He was uncharacteristically drunk.

I tensed but tried to remain calm and thought I could reason with him. But before I could get my lips to move, he shoved me against the car. My head banged against the frame, and in a painful breath, his slimy lips were all over mine and his hands were groping my breasts. The words “Stop it” stayed lodged in my throat as I tried to fight him off. Tearing at his thinning hair. Pushing him away. He bit my lip with his monstrous teeth and I could taste blood in my mouth. His balls! Go for his balls! But before I could reach for them, he grabbed my wrists tightly.

“Fuck you, Jennifer,” he hissed.

“No. Fuck you, you bastard.” Another voice. A voice I recognized.

In a split second, Bradley was off me. Dangling by his collar in the hands of the man I loved. Blake! My hero!

Burning with rage, Blake set Bradley on his feet, spun him around, and—POW!—punched him hard in the face. Wincing, Bradley staggered against the car. Blood poured from his nose. Wiping my own bloody lip, I crawled away and stood up. My heart pounded as I watched Blake punch him again. Bradley moaned loudly and put his small hand to his bloody face.

Blake lifted his hand once more, his fingers balled into a tight fist. Bradley turned his head away and cowered.

“Man, don’t hit me again!” My despicable ex was practically sobbing.

A sudden rush of fear surged inside me. Blake was capable of murder. He had killed for me once and he could do it again. As much as I despised Bradley, I couldn’t let that happen.

“Please, Blake,” I pleaded. “Leave him alone! He’s had enough.”

Without acknowledging me, Blake held Bradley fastened in his fiery gaze. My heart galloped and my throat clenched. To my relief, he lowered his fist and then slapped both hands on Bradley’s shoulders, shoving him against my car door. Bradley’s blood-stained lips quivered.

“Let me go,” he whimpered.

Blake’s lips snarled. “Don’t you ever mess with my girl. She’s mine now. You fuck with her, you fuck with me.”

Bradley trembled.

“Trust me. You’ll be asking Santa for your two front teeth.”

Bradley parted his lips as if wanted to say something. Blake stopped him.

“And if I ever see you touch her, I’ll cut off your little dick. You’ll be sucking thumbkin.”

I watched as Blake kicked him square in the balls. Groping his groin, Bradley groaned and crumpled to the ground. Blake spat at him.

“Now get the hell out of here, Dickwick. I never want to see you again.”

I watched as Bradley crawled away.

Blake’s rage didn’t die down. With pounding steps, he moved my way. I gazed up at him. His razor-sharp eyes pierced me as he held me fierce in his gaze.

“What the fuck was he doing here?”

“Oh, Blake! He must have followed me. He’s been stalking me online.”

“Screw ‘Oh Blake.’” A rage that frightened me swept over Blake’s face. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

I shriveled against the hood of the car. “You’ve been away. Busy. Preoccupied.” I stuttered every word.

“Fuck you, Jennifer.”

I shuddered at his angry words.

“You didn’t listen to me. I had a bad feeling about tonight. I told you I didn’t want to come here, but you did.”

“But—”

He cut me off. “Fuck ‘but.’ You need to be punished.”

He’d punished me once before. But it was playful. I’d screwed up pancakes and he’d fucked me on the kitchen floor, dousing me with maple syrup. But this was different. There was intensity to him now I’d never known before. It both frightened and excited me.

He flipped me around so I was bent over the hood. My hands splayed on the cold metal. The headlights pressed against my middle. My head was bowed down, but I could still see his enraged reflection in the windshield. “Blake, what are you going to do to me?”

“I’m going to fuck some sense into you.”

A retribution fuck. I was strangely aroused. “Fuck you, Blake.”

“Fuck you, tiger,” he growled, shoving down my skirt along with my panties in one swift swoop and then spreading my legs apart.

His giant cock needed no warm-up. And apparently, my pussy wasn’t going to get one either. With a loud carnal grunt, he thrust his thick length into me. And began to ram me. This was fucking with no mercy. I winced. He slapped my ass. I winced again. Hot, salty tears sprinkled my cheeks. He pounded harder, digging his nails into my hips. I rocked into him, oddly enjoying every erotic minute.

“Blake, why are you doing this to me?”

“Because. Thrust. I. Thrust. Love. Thrust. You.”

“Don’t you have a better way of expressing yourself?” I blissfully wept the words.

In response to my question, an arm wrapped around my waist and I could feel his fingertips trail down to my soaking wet center. He began to rub my clit fervently while he continued to pummel me. Shrieks escaped from my lungs as an orgasm spiraled inside me, taking every cell with it. But before I could climax, he pulled his hand away, leaving my hot bundle of nerves bereft.

“Blake, please,” I pleaded. “I need to come.”

“I need an apology.”

“Anything.” I was desperate.

“Say you’re sorry.”

“Sorry.”

“And that you’ll never disobey me.”

“Never.” Nonsense.

“Good.” To my relief, his hand returned to my clit, and he circled away. My orgasm resumed as if there had never been an intermission. It was coming at me at full force. Crashing through me. “Oh, Blake,” I screamed out as his own powerful climax met mine. A head-on collision. No pun intended.

“Tiger,” he groaned, pulling me back against him as his hot release coated my thighs.

I felt him pull out and then he flipped me around. A mixture of madness and passion flickered in half-mast blue eyes. They held me prisoner as he cradled my face in his large hands. Tenderness replaced the fury.

“Are you okay?” His voice was soft.

I nodded. His unblinking eyes bore into me.

“Tiger, I almost lost you once. I can’t lose you again. If you die, I die. You own my heart.”

My lips quivered at his powerful words. Lifting one of my hands, he slipped it under his suit jacket and held it against his heart. I could feel it beating against my palm. I gazed up at his beautiful face. “Blake, one more promise. I’m never going to leave you.”

“Thank you baby. I needed to hear that.” He held me close to him, as if never wanting to let me go.


Chapter 14


Blake

We headed home in one car. Mine. I told Jen to leave hers in Venice. She protested, but I told her I’d have someone from the office pick it up in the morning. And if one of the local gangs vandalized or jacked it, I didn’t give a shit. I’d buy her a new car. And it wasn’t going to be another Kia.

We drove in silence. Her hand stayed clutched on my hand gripping the shift. Sam Smith’s “Stay with Me” played on the radio. The words of this soulful singer’s song resonated deep inside me. How close I had come to losing my tiger. One time after another. I didn’t want to think about it. I just knew I couldn’t live without her.

When we got to our condo, I valeted the car and led her through the lobby, my arm wrapped around her shoulders. We were almost one.

Once inside the apartment, I drew a hot bath. The rope fantasy I’d had earlier in the day had gone down the drain. It just didn’t make sense now. Right now, I just needed to hold my tiger. Let her know she was mine. Make up for punishing her. And rid myself of guilt. I felt bad about my angry fuck, yet she’d seemed turned on, not offended.

After peeling off her clothes, which I intended to burn since Dickwick had touched them, I helped her into the tub. My tub was luxurious. Big enough to let six foot three me stretch out, and it had a Jacuzzi. Truthfully, due to our hectic work schedules, Jen and I hadn’t enjoyed it much. Mostly, we took showers together.

I watched as she sunk into the breast-deep water. Her sigh was like a symphony to my ears. Turning on the Jacuzzi, I shrugged off my clothes and joined her, settling behind her. She was in my arms, her slender body and head resting against my chest and shoulders. The water gurgled around us, the bubbling jets caressing and massaging. We were in a zone.

I grabbed a large sponge, squirted some liquid soap on it, and then began to wash her everywhere. Dickwick needed to be erased.

“I’m sorry about tonight,” I breathed against her delicate neck as I washed the back of it and her shoulders. “Did I hurt you?”

She arched against me, splaying her hands on my thighs under the water.

“No, Blake. You can never hurt me.”

I pondered her soft words. They were true. I wasn’t capable of hurting my tiger. My burning desire to protect her and fear of losing her ruled me. I’d never thought about the consequences of my actions with any woman. She made me feel things—emotions—I’d never experienced. And sometimes go to extremes. Kill for her if I had to. I wanted to be her superhero forever.

Silently, I continued to sponge her. She hummed into the percussion of the bubbles. As I soaped her tender tits, her chest rose and fell against me. My cock rose beneath her. Her half-wet ponytail tickled me. Impulsively, I pulled it loose from its elastic band and it free fell, cascading over her shoulders like a velvet cape. The silkiness grazed my chest.

Keeping one hand cupped on her pert rosebud-tipped tit, I reached for the tube of shampoo. The only one she used. Gloria’s Secret Very Cherry Vanilla. I squeezed a few dollops onto her hair and, with both hands, began massaging it into her scalp until there was a rich lather. The erotic squishy sound and intoxicating scent aroused me, my cock and heart swelling with love and lust, one physically, the other emotionally. I had to have her. Not fuck her. But make love to her. She was thinking the same thing.

“Oh, Blake,” she said dreamily. “Take me. Make love to me.”

Gently, I lifted her hips onto my erection. She lowered herself onto my thick, aching length, taking me all the way. God, she felt good. So fucking good. I squeezed my eyes shut and let her know with a moan. On the next heated breath, I was gliding in and out of her, my mouth showering her with kisses everywhere it could, my hands working her slick clit, the water bubbling with love. We came passionately together.

Oh baby, stay with me. You’re all I need.


Chapter 15


Jennifer

Time flew by. The weekend of our wedding was here before I knew it.

On Friday, December nineteenth, the day of the rehearsal, the familiar ring of my cell phone jolted me out of my sleep. I hadn’t slept well at all. The last minute wedding details had vexed me, and both my mind and my stomach were aflutter. I was wound up as tight as a ball of yarn but could unravel at any minute. Moreover, I was sure I was getting my damn period. I’d been cramping on and off all week and the littlest thing made me cry.

The smell of fresh coffee wafted in the air. Blake was already up and out of bed, for sure in the kitchen. I glanced at the clock on my nightstand. It was seven a.m. The phone rang again and I stretched my arm to reach for it. With half-closed eyes, I registered who was calling. It was my mom. Of course, I had told her to call me when they were about to take off. My parents would be here in two hours. In plenty of time for the rehearsal and dinner tonight. I’d wanted them to come out earlier in the week, but unfortunately, Dad couldn’t forego his final, much-needed therapy sessions—especially since he was bent on walking me down the aisle.

My mother’s teary-eyed voice sounded before I could even say hi. “Jennifer, honey, I have terrible news.”

My heart leapt into my throat and I bolted upright. An inner panic button went off. Had something happened to my father? “Is Dad okay?” I choked out.

“Honey, he’s fine. But our flight has been canceled.”

“Mom, what do you mean?” My words were rushed and pitchy.

“It’s blizzarding.”

“Oh my God. What about a later flight?”

“I’m not sure.” My mother’s voice wavered. “According to airport officials, the storm is expected to get worse.”

Tears pricked my eyes, and I could feel a knot in the pit of my stomach. How could this be happening? As a tear escaped, Blake, in just his pajama bottoms, strode into the room, holding two steaming mugs of coffee. He caught a glimpse of me and rushed to my side.

“Jen, what’s the matter?” He sat down on the edge of the bed, handing me one of the mugs. It shook in my hand.

“Mom, hold on.” Setting the mug on the nightstand, I told Blake what was going on.

Tilting his head back, he huffed a breath. “Jeez. Just what we don’t need.” My eyes stayed riveted on him as he scooted across the mattress to retrieve his cell phone on the other night table.

“Blake, what are you doing?” I snapped, my nerves getting to me.

“I’m going to see if we can send my father’s private plane or the company jet to get them.”

Oh, my Blake! I relayed this news to my mom as I listened intently with my other ear to the conversation Blake was having with someone who must be from the Conquest travel department. His eyebrows were knitted as he went back and forth with them.

“Fuck.” He flung the phone on the bed. My heart sunk deeper. I knew it was not good. His eyes met mine.

“Jen, they’re closing the airport. No planes are allowed to depart or land.”

Shit. It was even worse than I thought. With a lump in my throat, I shared the bad news with my mom. Tearfully, she told me she was going to ask Father Murphy, who was with them, to pray. As I was about to say good-bye, my dad got on the phone. Tears of my own were now streaming down my cheeks.

“Hi, Dad,” I sniffled as Blake massaged my shoulders.

“Jennifer Leigh McCoy, you stop crying right now. Your mother and I may not be there tonight for the rehearsal, but we will be there tomorrow for your wedding. I said I was going to walk my little girl down the aisle, and I never break my promises.”

No, he never had broken a promise in all my life. I wiped my eyes. With a final sniffle and an ounce of optimism, I told my darling dad I believed him and how much I loved him. My love for him, like for Blake, was immeasurable.
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Blake went into the office for a few hours while I took the day off. I still had a million details to attend to, plus Enid had insisted I get my hair, nails, and makeup done for tonight’s events. And a facial. Soon after Blake departed, I canceled all my appointments. The day was gloomy—for the first time in a long time, gray and overcast. Mirroring exactly how I felt. Mom and Dad had gone back home, and all my googling made me feel worse. The blizzard could last up to twenty-four hours. And it was spreading across the Midwest. Despite my father’s promise, the reality that my parents might miss my wedding was eating away at me. And on top of all my worries, I felt like pure crap. More than just tension. Shooting pains stabbed my gut. I was beginning to worry if it was something beyond nerves and the onset of my period. Was I getting sick?

Blake returned mid afternoon. His sultry voice awoke me; I’d dozed off.

“Jen, it’s almost four o’clock. You should start getting ready.”

As I fluttered my eyes open and sat up, another one of those sharp pangs dug into me. Clutching my stomach and grimacing, I let out a soft moan, but not soft enough to be unnoticed by Blake. He dashed to my side.

“Are you okay, baby?” His voice was thick with concern.

“Blake, I think I might be coming down with something.” It was that time of year the flu was rampant. Many co-workers had come down with it, along with Blake’s college roommate, Jake, who was not going to make it to the rehearsal or wedding. Even though I’d had a flu shot, it didn’t make me immune.

“Are you sure?” My soon-to-be husband tenderly kissed my forehead. “You don’t seem to have a fever.”

Well, that was good news. Maybe it was just nerves.

“C’mon. Let’s take a shower together and get ready.”

Maybe a shower was just what I needed.

Wrong. We fucked. I felt worse.
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The rehearsal at Blake’s parents’ house started at six. I was wearing the stunning ivory dress Blake surprised me with in Paris along with my mother’s lovely cashmere birthday sweater while Blake was dressed in one of his sexy tapered dark suits. He looked dashing. I, to be honest, still looked—and felt—like crap. Even the makeup I’d applied, including the little extra blush and eye shadow, couldn’t camouflage my pallor or glazed eyes.

We got there a little early. Mayhem. Pure mayhem. That’s the only way to describe the scene. It was like a movie production. Except crazier and more chaotic. Workers were everywhere, and amidst them was a frazzled Enid, dressed to the nines, heels and all, shouting orders through a megaphone. Hundreds of white folding chairs were being set up in the Bernsteins’ vast backyard for tomorrow’s ceremony, and a giant tent was in the process of being erected for the reception.

“Goddammit. How hard is it to fill a bowl of water and stick a stupid fish in it?” Enid screamed into a walkie talkie. And then into her ringing cell phone, “What do you mean, you idiot? I asked for Beluga caviar, not Sevruga. Just deliver it, but after tomorrow, you’re fired.”

“Oh, hello Jennifer,” she said in a most condescending tone upon taking note of me. She snubbed Blake, who had his arm wrapped around me. I told her my parents wouldn’t be coming to the rehearsal because of a snowstorm.

She rolled her eyes and let out a haughty huff of air. And then she narrowed her eyes at Blake. “Seriously, Blake, this would have never happened if you’d married Katrina.”

Though she was a continent away, the mention of her name made my skin prickle. Blake held his own.

“Seriously, Enid, you need to get your head examined. You’re one sick bitch.”

Like mother like daughter. Enid’s jaw dropped to the floor and stayed there while Blake ushered me away to mingle with our guests.

Seeing friends and family was a welcomed comfort.

Overlooking the backyard, the elegant, spacious veranda began to fill with all the wedding party participants—from the eight hired blond bimbo bridesmaids from Central Casting to those near and dear to us.

Blake’s sister Marcy, upon arriving, gave me a hug and then observed me in true doctorly fashion.

“Jennifer, are you all right? You look very pale.”

“Yes. Just a case of pre-wedding nerves,” I said as another gut-wrenching pang stabbed me. The good actress I was, I smiled through the pain. Perceptive Libby shot me a concerned look. Her sharp, analytical mind could cut through bullshit like a knife.

Enid’s thundering voice intercepted my thoughts. She held her megaphone to her face. “Attention, everyone. The rehearsal is about to begin.”

One by one, Enid gave the wedding party their marching orders as if she were General Patton. With Rabbi Silverstein already at the altar, Grandma led off the procession. She was followed by the groomsmen, who proceeded in pairs and included Chaz and Jeffrey, and then by Blake’s best man, Jaime. With a squeeze of my hand, Blake was the next to go. His parents flanked him. As he stepped onto the verdant lawn, Blake looked over his shoulder and blew me a kiss. For a fleeting moment, my gloom lifted. I blew one back at him.

As he disappeared into the ominous night, the bevy of bridesmaids, which included Gloria and Marcy, trailed behind him.

Libby and I were the only ones left. Along with Marcy’s twin boys, the ring bearers, and Mrs. Cho’s daughters, the flower girls. They had managed to score a snow globe and, huddled on the floor in the corner, were watching the little fish inside it swim around in circles. Squeals and laughter filled the air.

“Children,” barked Enid. “Your turn. Chop chop!”

The children ignored her. They were too busy playing.

Scowling, Enid marched over to them. She snatched the snow globe and, to my wide-eyed horror, tossed it across the room. The glass shattered and the fish went flying.

Mrs. Cho’s sweet little girls burst into tears.

“Meanie!” cried out one of the twins.

My eyes traveled to the fish flapping madly on the floor by my feet. In my overcharged emotional state, tears seared my eyes. The poor little thing. He was gasping for air. I could feel his pain. At this very moment, I, too, felt like a fish out of water. Helpless. Suffocating. Desperate. I fell to my knees and scooped the tiny orange creature into my palms. In a heartbeat, Libby, wearing one of Chaz’s little black dresses, was by my side with a bowl of water. My Libby! Always there for me!

“Get up, you ridiculous girls,” seethed Enid as I struggled to get the fish into the bowl. He was squirming and jumping in my cupped hands. The captivated children had gathered around us.

Libby’s freckles jumped off her face as they did when she was enraged. She cranked her neck and gazed up at Enid.

“Shut up, you bitch!” she barked as I finally managed to get the fish safely into the water. It happily swam about.

The cheering children burst out in laughter. “She said the b-word,” singsonged one of the twins.

Enid was livid, but for the first time all day, I was on the brink of laughter. Libby didn’t hold back and high-fived one of the twins.

“Move it, you imps,” growled Enid, snapping her bony fingers at the children, “or I’m going to replace you with some professional children who know how to behave.”

One of Mrs. Cho’s daughters stuck her tongue out at the bitch while the other flung a handful of seashells at her from the basket she was holding.

“You little brats!” Enid screeched as she broke into a hot flash and began fanning herself. As the flustered wedding planner physically ushered the rambunctious children outside, a clap of thunder resounded.

Shit. Was it going to rain?

Still squatting, Libby gave me a hug. “I love you, Jen. Are you okay?”

I nodded, biting back the urge to tell her the truth.

“Next!” shouted Enid.

“That’s me.” With an affectionate squeeze of my hand, my maid of honor stood up and filed out the door. Don’t leave me, Lib!

I was all alone. I should have been happy. Excited. But unbearable sadness devoured me along with agonizing pain.

Mendelssohn’s “Bridal March” drifted into my ear. My cue.

“Go!” screamed Enid with a sweeping wave of her free hand.

Slowly rising to my feet, I slumped toward the door, so missing my father and my mom. As I stepped outside, a bolt of lightning flashed and then midway down my lonely, painful walk down the aisle, the sky opened up. A sudden torrent of rain began to pour. In the near distance, the shrieking members of my wedding procession scurried about, dashing into the reception tent for shelter. I heard Enid scream through her megaphone, “Goddamnit. Will someone get me an umbrella?”

I stood there motionless. Tears mingled with the pounding raindrops. They stung my eyes, my skin, and soaked me soul-deep. Ahead of me, one person stood as still as me, drenched under a canopy of drowning flowers. That man who was waiting for me. That man who would always be there for me, whatever storm we weathered. Somehow, some way, through the tears, the pain, and all the rain, I made my way into his arms.


Chapter 16


Jennifer

“Baby, how do you feel?”

Upon a kiss on my forehead, I peeled my eyes open. One at a time… slowly. Blake came into focus. Consciousness crept through my veins.

This was my day. My special day. But nothing spoke to the moment.

“Like shit,” I croaked. I was definitely coming down with a bad flu. I ached all over and last night I’d had the chills. Even Blake’s warm body blanketed around me hadn’t stopped my teeth from chattering. The rain had only made things worse. Thank goodness, the rehearsal dinner was canceled on account of everyone getting so drenched.

“Fuck,” mumbled Blake, grabbing his cell phone. “I’m calling Dr. Klein to find out if there’s anything you can take.”

I listened as Blake spoke to his family doctor. Pacing, he wanted to know if there was a prescription that would alleviate the symptoms. His mouth twisted as he said in a glum tone, “Okay doctor, I understand. I will.”

My heavy-lidded eyes searched his. He shook his head with dismay. “Tiger, there’s nothing you can do except take Advil. The doctor said it’s likely the new strain of the flu that’s becoming epidemic.”

“Blake, I don’t want you to kiss me after we say our ‘I do’s.’”

“Baby, I’d kiss you if you had the fucking plague. And I’ll carry you down the aisle if I have too.”

To prove it, he crushed his lips on my mine. My cell phone rang. I broke the kiss. My heart jumped. It was my mother. I perked up and sighed with relief. Great news! The blizzard had stopped and the airport had re-opened. They were on a flight. She and Dad along with Father Murphy would be here by early afternoon. I suddenly felt much better.
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The day was overcast, but at least it had stopped raining. That my parents would be here for my wedding was my ray of sunshine. In slo mo, I threw on some jeans and headed over with Blake to his parents’ house at noon. I was carrying a small bag containing white satin heels I’d found at Target and a few bare necessities while Blake had his tux in a garment bag folded over his arm. Despite how crappy I felt, I couldn’t wait to see him in it.

Blake’s mother, Helen, met us at the front door. Wearing designer workout clothes, she gave us each a double cheek kiss, careful not to muss her still wet manicured nails. Her coral nail polish perfectly matched the gown she would be wearing.

“Children, you must see what Enid has done,” she said excitedly, looping her arm through Blake’s and leading us to the sprawling backyard. Holding Blake’s other hand, I shared the good news that my parents would be in LA shortly.

“Darling, I’m so thrilled they’ll be here,” responded Helen as we made our way past the pool. “What do you think?”

Speechless, I couldn’t believe my eyes. In the free-form pool with its grotto waterfall, synchronized swimmers from the U.S. Olympic team were practicing their routine while caterers were setting up pre-wedding cocktail stations all around it.

“It’s going to be so divine,” gushed Helen as she ushered us to the grassy ceremony area.

My eyes popped. The humongous yard had been totally transformed, and not for a minute would one think it had been subject to a downpour. All the white folding chairs were set up, and giant conch shells filled with abundant white roses and blue orchids lined the aisle. Ahead of me, workers were frantically replacing flowers and seashells on the canopy under which Blake and I had kissed in the rain last night. They were also setting up the altar.

“Everything looks beautiful, Mom,” Blake muttered, squeezing my clammy hand.

“Oh, darling, the best is yet to come. Wait until you see inside the tent!”

Five minutes later, we were in throes of the most dazzling spectacle I’d ever seen.

“Wow,” I murmured as Helen walked us through it. The vast tent was draped with swags of coral silk and pearl-white tulle. Grandiose chandeliers dripping with strings of pearls and crystal starfish dangled from the soaring ceiling. There must have been close to one hundred tables, still be setting up by frantic workers. Tall crystal vases on coral pedestals filled with most amazing white flowers, seashells, pearls, and more of those sparkling starfish adorned each one. And at each seat was a snow globe filled with water, sparkles, and a colorful live fish. The décor was simply breathtaking.

“Come take a look-see at the dance floor, children.” With unbounded enthusiasm, Helen led the way and beamed. “Honestly, have you ever seen anything like it?”

I couldn’t help but gasp. As if Enid hadn’t taken the under-the-sea theme to the extreme, the see-through dance floor was an aquarium filled with colorful tropical fish. I actually felt seasick stepping on it. Or maybe it was more of the flu. Swaying on my feet, I gripped Blake’s hand tighter as nausea rose to my chest and another shooting pain ripped through me.

“Are you all right, darling?” asked Helen, lifting a brow as far as she could.

Blake responded before I could. “Jen’s feeling a little under the weather. She may have the flu.”

“Oh, dear.”

“Helen, I just need to rest for a bit. I’m sure I’ll be okay.” I was lying through my teeth. Despite the Advil, I was feeling worse and worse. The stomach pains had intensified and my energy was depleting.

Blake’s mother affectionately clasped my hands in hers. “Of course, darling. You can lie down in one of our guestrooms.”

“You will do nothing of the sort!” came a shrill voice. Enid. Dressed in a shrimp-pink silk suit, she stampeded our way. She glanced down at her diamond watch. “You’re late. You were supposed to be here at 11:30. Hair and makeup have been waiting patiently for you. And the In-Style photographer who’s going to document your bridal journey as well as the portrait photographer have been driving me crazy wanting to know where you are. And you’ve also kept Monique waiting.”

Before I could get my mouth to move, an accented voice came through the walkie talkie she was clutching. “Señora, tenemos un problema. Los peces se están muriendo. I could actually see steam coming out of Enid’s flaring nostrils. “What do you mean the fish are dying? Feed them, you moron, and get someone to go to the fish supply store to buy new ones!”

The image of dead, bloated goldfish floating upside down sickened me further. Suddenly, I just wanted my mom to be with me. And then it hit me. Something was missing. I glared at Enid.

“Enid, where are the place cards my mother shipped?” They weren’t on the tables.

She gritted her teeth. “You mean those quaint little picture frames with the glued on shells?”

My blood boiled. “Yes.”

She snorted. “They’ll be on tables at the entrance so our guests will know where they’re sitting.

Helen chimed in. “With all due respect for your mother, I insisted we use them. They’re really quite charming.”

I breathed a sigh of relief and was thankful for Helen’s support. I was sure our guests would love them. They were a perfect keepsake. And they would sure last a lot longer than these holed-up, oxygen-deprived goldfish. Maybe a lifetime.

My cell phone rang. I hastily retrieved it from my purse and my spirits brightened. It was my mother. That meant they had landed!

“Mom, you’re here?” I said with bated breath.

As her voice filtered into my ears, my heart sunk like the Titanic. “Oh, no!” This just couldn’t be happening. Shell-shocked and shaken, I listlessly slipped the phone back into my bag.

“Baby, what’s the matter?” Blake was alarmed.

“It’s my parents. Their plane was diverted. They’re in Dallas along with Father Murphy. They’re on a connecting flight, but it won’t be here until nine tonight.” I fought hard to hold back tears as the conversation ping-ponged back and forth.

Enid: “Darling, let’s worry about that problem later.”

Helen: “Enid, Jennifer doesn’t feel well and this is serious.”

Enid: “Puh-lease.”

Blake: “Mom, I’m going back to the house to see if we can send Dad’s plane to get them.”

Helen: “Sweetheart, that’s just what I was thinking. If I recall, Dallas by air is three hours away. That means, potentially we can get The McCoys here by five o’clock with the two hour time difference if there aren’t any delays. Blake, I’ll head back to the house with you.”

Helen turned to me and then did something I so needed. She gave me a warm motherly hug. “Darling, keep your chin up. We’ll get your parents and Father Murphy here.”

I quirked a small, grateful smile. For the first time since I’d known her, I felt a connection to Blake’s mother. She had my back.

“Come, now,” hissed Enid, wrenching me away. “Let’s get down to business.”

A violent spasm rocked my abdomen as she hauled me away.
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“Finally!” snapped Monique as I staggered into an opulent guest suite on the main floor of the Bernsteins’ palatial mansion. Like the rest of their house, it was filled with expensive antiques and artwork. My dress, on a padded hanger, hung from an ornate tri-fold corner mirror while the starfish headpiece was perched on a nearby velvet chaise. Both were wrapped in protective plastic.

Monique was not alone. Two clone-like assistants flanked her and scuttling about was a hip-looking couple who I assumed was doing my hair and makeup.

“Should I change into the dress?” I asked Enid. My voice was weary when it should have been bubbling with excitement. Besides feeling terribly fluish, I was so stressed over my parents.

Enid rolled her eyes at me again. “Of course not. You need to do hair and makeup first. Go to the guest bathroom where you’ll find a robe. Get undressed, but be sure to put on your bridal undergarments. And one more thing…please take off that hideous jewelry you’re wearing. It doesn’t go with your dress.”

She was referring to the pink tourmaline pendant necklace and matching earrings Blake had given me. Anger surged inside me. No way. They were staying.

“I’m not taking them off,” I said defiantly.

Enid pursed her lips in disgust. “Fine. We’ll just photoshop them out for the publicity pictures. Maybe replace them with pearls.”

Seething, I bit my tongue as she pointed to the door of the ensuite bathroom. Five minutes later, I emerged wearing a fluffy terrycloth robe and matching slippers. Beneath the robe, I had on the beautiful lace lingerie and silk stockings Gloria had given me at my bridal shower. Clutching my cell phone, I placed the bag with my shoes by one of the couches. Just as hair and makeup were about to begin, my phone rang. Blake! My heart galloping, I hit answer. YES! Great news! His father’s private jet would be leaving soon to pick up my parents and Father Murphy. Enid shot me a dirty look as I let Blake know how much I loved him.

“Monique and I will be back shortly. I’m leaving you in very good hands. Philippe and Irma have done hair and makeup for countless celebrities.”

My eyes stayed fixed on Enid and my dress designer as they strolled out of the room. I wondered—were they going to get in a little pussy time somewhere? If only Helen knew. Feeling so much more relaxed now knowing my parents would be here in time for my wedding, I inwardly chuckled at the thought.

Seated in a richly upholstered armchair, I told Philippe I wanted my makeup to be as natural as possible (the way Blake preferred it) while Irma worked on my hair. “Ow,” I yelped as she yanked it up into a high ponytail.

“What are you putting on my eyes?” I asked Philippe.

“False eyelashes. Your eyes will photograph so much better.”

What? I didn’t need false lashes. My lashes were long and thick, one of my best features. I fluttered my heavy lids, getting used to the sensation.

One agonizing hour later, he handed me a large hand-mirror. “You look divine,” he cooed.

“So divine,” echoed Irma, now done with my updo.

Anxiously, I raised the mirror to my face. Gasp! I didn’t recognize myself. My lips were painted lobster red; glittery aqua marine eye shadow coated my lids; my lashes looked like fish fins, and my hairstyle resembled an octopus. This was so not me. I looked like a sea monster!

Before I could utter a word, Enid and Monique came breezing back. Enid’s suit jacket was unbuttoned and stray hairs fell onto her face. For sure, they’d had a little romp.

“Marvelous,” breathed Enid in her throaty voice as she circled me.

“But—”

Her face tightened. “Remember, Jennifer, there are no buts.” She turned to Monique. “Darling, what do you think?

“Positively sublime. She’s so going to be the siren bride. Time to get her into her dress.”

I watched as Monique gathered the gown and carefully lifted off the plastic. Ten minutes later, with the helping hands of her assistants, I was in it and wearing my white satin heels along with the glittery starfish headpiece.

I glared at my reflection in the three-way mirror. The bride was supposed to look radiant, but I was anything but. My glazed, heavily made-up eyes blinked back tears. Despite the alterations, the ruffly mermaid-style dress still fit all wrong and the butt pad made me look distorted.

I was swimming in my dress.

I was drowning in a sea of sorrow.

I was floundering for words.

Monique screwed up her face. “How dare you lose more weight! My assistants are going to have to make some last minute alterations.”

Enid growled. “I’m going to charge Helen extra for all the unnecessary work and stress you’ve caused us.”

And what about all the stress she’d caused me? I held back treacherous tears as Monique’s clones began to pin the vomiticious creation down the sides. I so wanted my mom.

Back in my robe, I stumbled to a couch and sat down hunched over. One hand cupped my head, the other my tummy. While Enid excused herself to check on what was going on outside, Monique watched over her assistants as they worked together to stitch down the gown with the portable sewing machine they’d brought along. My cell phone rang. My heart pounding, I slipped it out of the robe pocket. Blake again. More great news! His dad’s private plane had landed in Dallas and my parents were on their way. He promised to keep me posted.

“How are you feeling?” he asked. after sharing the good news.

The truth: Like crap. Though my case of nerves had subsided, the shooting pains in my abdomen were coming at me more frequently and sharply. Clutching my stomach, I lied through my teeth and told Blake I was feeling a little better. He didn’t need more stress.

“Baby, hang in there. I can’t wait to say ‘I do’,” he breathed into the phone.

“The same. I love you.” He returned the words and ended the call as another bolt of pain shot through me. While most brides probably wanted their wedding day to last forever, I couldn’t wait for mine to be over. Anxiously, I fiddled with my glittering snowflake diamond ring. The memory of Blake surprising me with it—hidden in a snow globe no less—danced in my head and temporarily took my mind off all my troubles.

A familiar voice cut into the fond memory and widened the small smile on my face. Grandma!

“Bubala, I heard you’re coming down vith something. Flu shmu! I brought you a bissel of my chicken soup. Jewish penicillin.”

“Enid’s going to get mad you’re here.”

“Enid shmenid.” Handing me a steaming bowl of her aromatic soup, she plopped down next to me on the velvet couch. “Eat!” she commanded.

“Thanks, Grandma,” I murmured, forcing myself to put a tablespoon of the hot broth to my lips. I blew on it and then sipped the flavorful liquid. You know what? The soup was magical. As it coursed through me, I felt a little better. I helped myself to several tablespoons more.

“Mmmm. So good. I’ll never make it as good as you.”

Grandma flicked her wrist dismissively. “Bubala, you’ll learn.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Enid. She was back. At the sound of her shrill voice, I almost choked on a mouthful of soup.

“Vhat does it look like?” barked Grandma as I coughed.

“Give that to me,” hissed Enid, stomping my way. “You’re going to totally ruin your lipstick.”

“Here you go, you klafte.” Before I could blink, Grandma snatched my spoon and scooped up a matzo ball from the half-full bowl. My face lit up as she flung the giant ball at Enid. Whoot! It smacked the bitch in the face. Enid shrieked.

“How dare you!” she cried, wiping the crumbly fragments off her cheeks. Her eyes were flaring. I couldn’t help laughing.

“What are you laughing at?” Enid seethed, gritting her teeth.

Rather than responding, I gave Grandma a hug. I loved this woman. She had chutzpah! Balls. Big ones.

Monique sprinted over to Enid. “Darling, are you okay?” she asked, flicking off bits of the dumpling from her lover’s chin as if they were deadly insects. The fashion designer shot Grandma a scathing look. “What the hell did you do?”

Grinning wickedly, Grandma scooped up another perfectly formed matzo ball. “Vould you like to try one too?”

With a gasp, Monique defensively shielded her face with her hand and turned to Enid. “Come on, darling. Let’s get out of here before this dangerous woman does something to me.” Wrapping her other arm around Enid, she ushered her out of the room.

“Vhat is it vith those two?” Grandma asked after Enid and Monique were gone.

“There’s more than meets the eye.”

“Oy! They shtup vun another?”

“So I hear.”

“Vait till I tell Helen!”

Tell Grandma; tell the world. I had a hunch everyone in town would soon know about Enid’s dirty little secret. And it could be the talk of the wedding. With mild amusement, I took another sip of soup.

Grandma stood up. “Bubala, feel better. Time for me to get ready for the vedding. I’ve got a hot date.” She winked.

Luigi, Blake’s seventy-eight-year-old tailor, had recently become Grandma’s new friend with benefits. They were adorable together, and Grandma couldn’t stop talking about his Italian “salami.”

I thanked Grandma for coming to my rescue and gave her another big hug before she marched out of the room. I finished the rest of the soup while Monique’s assistants continued working on my gown. Grandma’s comic relief and the effects of her magical soup were short-lived. A stately grandfather’s clock chimed five times. It was five o’clock. My parents would be landing any minute. I silently prayed they’d be here soon. Unsettling nerves again mixed with painful spasms. I could barely stand up when one of Monique’s assistant asked me to take off my robe so she could help me into the altered gown. With effort, I managed. And with even greater effort, I stumbled back over to the tri-fold mirror. Yes, the taken-in dress definitely fit me more snugly, but the area where the skirt fanned out in a cascade of ruffles—it was like having a rope tied around my knees. Oh my God. I could barely take a step in the mermaid gown, which would make dancing at my wedding near impossible, let alone walking down the aisle. As I stared at my frightening bridal self, I felt like crying.

“Is there anything you can do to make it looser around here?” I asked the seamstress, tugging at the impossibly tight area.

She shook her head. “There’s not enough fabric or time.”

I grimaced. Not because of my disappointment but because of the relentless abdominal pain. It was getting worse. Like a hundred knives jabbing me.

In the mirror, I saw Monique’s other assistant coming toward me. She was holding a jeweled creation in her hand.

“This is your bouquet. Ms. Hervé wants you to get used to holding it.”

I eyed the so-called bouquet. It was a sparkling concoction of crystal starfish, pearls, and seashells. Not a fresh, fragrant bloom among them. The assistant handed me the arrangement. Grabbing it with one hand, I wasn’t prepared for the weight of it. Seriously, the clunker must have weighed ten pounds. Libby had better catch it because if I missed and hit her in the head, it was going to knock her out. I fucking hated it.

My cell phone rang again. “Could you please hand me my phone,” I asked the seamstress. Given how long it would take me to walk back to the couch in the constricting gown, I might miss the call. Fingers crossed, it was Blake letting me know my parents were en route. He’d arranged for a limousine to pick them up at nearby Van Nuys Airport.

“Are they on their way?” I asked Blake while Monique’s two assistants took a break.

“Baby, there’s a problem.”

A problem? My heart hammered madly. “What’s going on?”

“There’s a Sig-alert.”

“What do you mean?”

“A big rig toppled over. The traffic on the 101 is at a total standstill.”

Oh my God! How could this be happening? “Blake, when are they going to clear it?”

I could hear Blake inhale and exhale on the other end. “I don’t know. To make matters worse, it was a tanker, so there’s an oil spillage too.”

No, no, no, no. “Blake, is there anything you can do?” My raspy voice was thick with desperation and despair.

Silence.

“Blake, are you there?” My desperation was close to panic.

“Sorry, tiger. I got distracted. How do you feel?”

It was time to tell him the truth. Two words: “Like crap.” My voice was watery. I was on the edge.

Blake: “Shit. Gotta go. Guests are showing up by the droves, and I’ve got to mingle with them. Hang in there, baby. I’ll call you if I hear anything. Or come up with something.”

“Love you,” I mumbled, holding the phone limply in my hand as we ended the call. I immediately speed-dialed my father, eager to talk to him, but my phone went dead. Shit! I’d not kept it charged. And worse, I didn’t have my charger with me. In my feverish stupor, I’d left it at Blake’s condo. Shit. Shit. Shit. I now couldn’t receive any updates—from either Blake or my parents.

At an all time low, I did the only thing any bride in this situation would do. Before the tri-fold mirror, I sunk to my knees, not caring if I split open my hideous gown. I couldn’t help myself. I started to cry. Scratch that. I started to bawl. Big snotty, tears fell onto the jeweled bouquet as my shoulders heaved. This was my wedding day. I was sick as a dog. My dress was a mess. My parents were inaccessible. For God’s sake. Couldn’t one little thing go right?

I didn’t know how long I’d been sobbing when I felt two warm hands on my shoulders, massaging them gently. Slowly, I lifted my head and gazed into the mirror. Squatting behind me was Blake’s mother Helen, dressed to kill in her magnificent one-shoulder coral gown and a dazzling array of diamonds.

“Sweetheart, it’s going to be okay. We’re not starting the wedding until your parents arrive.”

I met her compassionate eyes in the mirror. I looked scarier than ever. My pale skin, now blotchy, was stained with a sea of tears, and squid-like streaks of inky mascara trickled down my cheeks.

I twitched the smallest of smiles. No words. I had no words. And then in the mirror, another figure appeared. Enid.

“It’s after six o’clock. Guests are grumbling. Getting drunk on oyster shooters, which, by the way, we’re running out of.”

Helen cranked her long neck to face her. “Then let them drink water.” The sharp tone of her of her voice was new to me.

Enid’s face hardened. Her voice was ice-cold. “Helen, darling, I cannot disappoint our guests. I’ve never delayed an event. The show must go on.”

Helen stood up and squarely faced Enid. “Blake and my husband are perfectly capable of entertaining our guests.”

That was true. Both were natural-born showmen. Like father like son.

Enid’s eyes narrowed. “Helen, I run the show, and I say the show must go on.” She snapped her fingers. “It’s as simple as that.”

Helen’s eyes shot back daggers. “Darling, I’m flitting the bill, and I say there’s no ‘show’ until the McCoys get here. My future daughter-in-law is not walking down the aisle without her parents.” She snapped her fingers. “It’s as simple as that.”

Wow! I’d never seen Helen like this. She was in total battle-mode. A ninja warrior.

Smoke was shooting out of Enid’s nostrils. I could practically smell it. “Helen, you don’t seem to understand. I have a reputation to uphold. My events always go off perfectly. Without delays.”

Not wasting a second, she put the walkie talkie she was holding to her mouth. “Attention. Please have the guests take their seats. The wedding is about to begin.

Helen, to my astonishment, snatched the device and put it to her mouth.

“Attention. This is Helen Bernstein. Please have the guests take their seats and make an announcement that the wedding is a little delayed.” And then with force, she hurled the walkie talkie against one of the painting-lined walls. Slam! The little black box fell apart as it hit the floor.

“How dare you?” shrieked Enid.

Helen smiled smugly. “I’ve always had a good throw. You should know, I’m the designated pitcher at my annual ‘Big Sister’ charity softball game.”

Enid was seething. “This would have never happened if Blake had married Katrina.”

“Blake never wanted to marry your skanky daughter. What she did to him was abominable.”

“What your son did to her was unforgivable. And to our family. We almost went under. Why do you think I became an event planner? Because I wanted a career? Hardly. I needed the fucking money. We were broke. Clayton almost had to sell the house. And we had to fine-dine at Sizzler. Do you honestly think I like working for you? Hardly. You’re a fucking rich bitch. Your money keeps me afloat.”

“Well, Enid. You’d better think of a new fucking career. Because…You’re… fired!” My future mother-in-law aimed her thumb and index finger at her like a gun.

Enid gasped, her mouth dropping wide open with shock. And then the unbelievable happened. On the next breath, she lunged at Helen, almost knocking her to the floor. “I hate you, you fucking bitch!” she shrieked.

Catching her balance, Helen yanked at Enid’s hair. “It takes one to know one.” She yanked again. Enid yelped, “Fuck you!” and retaliated. A giant clump of Enid’s ebony hair—holy shit, a ten-inch hair extension!—fell to the floor, followed by a wad of Helen’s platinum locks.

Before I could blink, the two women were at each other like two Siamese fighting fish. Hissing. Shrieking. Clawing. Gnawing. My eyes stayed wide as Enid ferociously tore apart the shoulder fabric of Helen’s stunning dress. This hiss of the splitting silk sent goose bumps to my skin. Helen retaliated with a kick to her adversary’s shin.

“I’m going to deduct the cost of this dress from your bill,” hissed Helen, now tearing at Enid’s blouse while she bent down to nurse her leg. The pearl buttons popped off and—ping, ping, ping—landed close to my feet. The dueling divas continued with Enid getting the better of poor Helen after punching her hard in the gut. I’d had enough. Adrenaline pumping through my blood despite my horrible pain, I aimed my weighty jeweled bouquet at Enid and flung it like a grenade. It flew through the air and BINGO! It got her smack in the head. With a moan, she spiraled downward onto the floor. With a triumphant smile, Helen gave me a thumbs up. Her expression then contorted into one of utter disgust as she glowered at defeated Enid.

“Get up and get out of here.” My soon-to-be mother-in-law’s gruff voice was fueled by rage. “And don’t you ever step foot on my property again. Security will escort you to the front gate.”

Dazed, Enid staggered to her feet. Another voice at the doorway caught my attention. Monique. “Oh my God. My dress!” Her startled eyes darted from Helen to Enid. Panic-driven, she flitted to her disheveled, unsteady partner. “Enid, darling, what’s going on here? Are you okay?”

Rubbing the back of her head, recovering Enid pinched her Botoxed face so hard a crease curled between her brows. But before she could say a word, Helen lashed again at her.

“And you can take your girlfriend with you.” Holy cow! Helen already knew.

Enid turned crimson. Pursing her lips, she breathed loudly in and out from her nose. Her fists clenched so tightly her knuckles turned white. Finally, her mouth parted.

“Monique, darling, we’re no longer needed here. Let’s go.” She hooked her arm into the crook of her lover’s elbow. Questions begging answers danced in Monique’s eyes, but she held them back. The two women stalked to the door. At the doorway, Enid turned her head and smiled wickedly. She gave Helen the evil eye.

“You and that wannabe daughter-in-law of yours will be sorry.” Her icy gaze shifted to me. “Blake will never be yours, you peasant.”

Her hurtful words sent a shiver up my spine. At the same time, a sharp pang stabbed my gut. I clenched my stomach and suppressed a wince as Enid and Monique slipped away. Helen took me in her arms. “Don’t let her get to you, my dear. You are perfect for Blake. I’m so thrilled you’re going to be my daughter-in-law. And you must absolutely promise to be on my softball team. I need a backup pitcher.”

“Sure, Helen,” I murmured, grateful that this incredible woman had come to my rescue. Her warm embrace was interrupted by a familiar welcomed voice.

“Honey!”

Mom! I spun around. There they were. My beloved parents. My mother, dressed in a lovely oyster white suit, and my dad in a dapper English-style morning suit. A massive brace encased his right leg, and he was holding a spiffy cane that complemented his suit beautifully. My heart swelled with happiness. Tears of joy flooded my eyes. My mother broke away from my dad and sprinted to me. He limped behind her.

“Oh, Mom, I’m so glad you’re here,” I said tearfully as she gave me a maternal hug—something I’d been craving for so long. My dad was next. It felt so good to be in his arms. He smiled broadly. “I told you I was going to walk my little girl down the aisle.” And here he was. He looked so handsome to me, leg brace and all.

“You look beautiful, Jennie,” he said with a proud smile.

No, I don’t. But his heartfelt words made me feel beautiful. And that was all that mattered.

My mother, with her discerning eyes, studied me. “Honey, are you all right? You look faint.” My perceptive mother knew me well.

“I have a little bit of a bug.” My alarmist mother immediately put her hand to my forehead. “I’m taking Advil. I’ll be okay.” Truthfully, now that my parents were here, everything was okay. Nothing could keep me from my wedding day.

“Where’s Father Murphy?”

“He’s in the backyard conferring with the Bernsteins’ rabbi.”

I quirked a smile. All was good.

Relaxing, my mother beamed. “Everything looks so beautiful. And guess what! I saw George Clooney and Hillary Clinton!”

My star-struck mom. I loved her so much. As for me, the only stars that mattered at my star-studded wedding were Blake…and my parents. They were here. Here at last!

Helen interjected. “I’m going to leave the three of you alone while I freshen up and change into another gown.” She hugged my parents. “I’m so thrilled you made it. I’ll meet you shortly along with the others in the wedding party on the veranda. The wedding of the century is about to begin.”


Chapter 17


Blake

Thank fucking God, Jennifer’s parents arrived safely and just in time. Standing under the shell-encrusted chuppah beside my best man, Jaime, and surrounded by members of the wedding party, I faced our thousand-plus guests. So many famous faces. And so many I didn’t recognize. My parents’ social connections could not be rivaled. Photographers were scattered everywhere, taking photos with their flash cameras. Overhead, helicopters circled the dark gray sky. News crews were trying to get the scoop on the Hollywood wedding of the century. For sure, it would be a featured story on tonight’s newscasts, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to tune in. Dressed in my tux, I waited anxiously for my bride. I hadn’t seen her since early afternoon.

“The Wedding March” began to play. Enid had managed to install an elaborate organ—the kind you saw at Radio City Music Hall—in our backyard along with a state-of-the-art sound system. The music reverberated in my ear. To be honest, that’s not the music my tiger had wanted to walk down the aisle. She had hoped to walk down to our song: “The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face.” But Enid insisted that be our first dance song. The bitch, we’d decided, was just not worth fighting. So we compromised.

My eyes stayed glued on the veranda. Where was she? My heart hammered. Finally, a vision in white appeared on the arm of her dapper father. My tiger. My bride. My wife-to-be. She met my gaze, and a small smile curled on her lips.

The walk to the chuppah was a long one. And Jen walked very slowly down the winding path with her still disabled father. One baby step at a time. While Harold was beaming, her smile looked forced, her face pinched. My poor baby! I knew she felt like shit and hoped she’d taken another Advil. And I knew she wasn’t thrilled about her wedding gown, but to me it was beautiful. And she was beautiful. Every eye was on her as she made her way down the aisle. Cameras and cell phones flashed.

The minutes felt like hours. As she took hesitant steps, she occasionally turned her head to acknowledge our guests. My eyes never strayed from her, and when she met my gaze, they silently told her everything was going to be all right. And that I loved her. Mind, body, and soul.

Overwhelmed with tingly emotion I’d never felt before, I just wanted her beside me. And actually thought about sweeping her off her feet and carrying her to the altar. I wanted to say our vows like it was yesterday and exchange those two magical words, “I do.” We just had to get through tonight. Tomorrow, we would be on our way to the secret honeymoon destination I’d painstakingly arranged. I couldn’t wait to be lying on a beach and making glorious love to my new wife on the day I turned thirty.


Chapter 18


Jennifer

Walking down the aisle, I clung to my father’s arm as if it were my lifeline. Because at this very moment, it was.

Intense pain chipped away at me. Like an ax to my abdomen. I seriously felt like I was going to die.

Only one other person kept me going—Blake. That man who would soon be my husband. My beautiful hero, looking so handsome in his tux under a canopy of seashells and flowers. His smile and his eyes pointed at me.

Dad and I walked slowly down the aisle, each step a small victory. With my constricting gown and his leg brace, we were a perfect match. In my other hand, I held my heavy bouquet, now missing some seashells and beads. And in his, his cane.

As I took tiny steps down the aisle, I tried to acknowledge our guests. I looked left and right and then back at Blake, whose loving gaze gave me the courage to continue.

I was an emotional and physical mess. A mixture of nerves, chills, and pain. My strapless mermaid gown was not suited for the chilly December air. Goose bumps popped along my bare arms and my teeth chattered.

Just walk and breathe. And try to smile, I told myself. You can do it. I forced a small smile on my face and took in the sea of people in front of whom we were going to say our vows. But truthfully, I was treading water. Barely staying afloat. I was truly not sure I was going to make it to the altar. My father, God bless him, held me steady. I met Blake’s loving gaze once more, and a sudden rush of wet heat puddled between my legs. A rush like I’ve never felt before.

The walk down the aisle felt like an eternity. But I made it. Dad proudly took his place beside my radiant mom, and Blake took me in his arms. I heard him whisper, “I love you.”

“I love you too,” I whispered back. We turned to face Rabbi Silverstein and Father Murphy.

The ceremony began. Blake clasped my free hand. His so warm, mine so icy cold. It was difficult to hear what our officiants were saying. Helicopters were hovering overhead, and the chattering of my teeth filled my ears. And then halfway through it, Blake did something so unexpected. He took off his tux jacket and gently placed it over my shoulders. I heard our guests go “ooh.” Oh my Blake! My gallant Blake. But neither his hand nor his jacket could warm me up. Or make the excruciating pain go away.

The alternating words of Rabbi Silverstein and Father Murphy drifted into one ear and out the other. Whatever viral infection I’d contracted was consuming me. Another sharp spasm ripped through my body. Of all days to fall ill! I squeezed Blake’s hand and bit down on my bottom lip to suppress a wince. And then another spasm and another. They grew relentless. Managing to hold on to the bouquet, I clutched my belly. A concerned Blake looked my way while our officiates continued the service.

I should have been savoring every word, but they couldn’t come fast enough. We finally said our vows. With the loud chop-chop-chop of the helicopters above and my voice a mere whisper, I could barely hear myself. And Blake’s sacred words were likewise washed out.

Lastly…finally… the exchange of our “I do’s” and wedding bands. The latter were tied to aqua velvet pillows Marcy’s eager twins were holding.

“Do you, Blake Adam Burns, take Jennifer Leigh McCoy to be your lawful wedded wife?” were the words I was longing to hear. But to my surprise, old-fashioned Father Murphy turned to the attendants and thundered, “If anyone here has any objections to this couple getting married, let them speak now or forever hold your peace.”

“Yes! I do,” a familiar sharp voice shouted out.

Shocked, I pivoted around. Oh my God! It was Kat! Standing up in the back of the crowd in a high-necked white goddess gown. What was she doing here? Her venomous eyes met mine and then another sharp, unbearable pain stabbed me. I clasped my lower abdomen and warm wetness met my hand. I glanced down and gasped. A rapidly expanding crimson pool was seeping through my gown.

I can’t really tell you what happened next. Just this.

I heard my mother’s panicked voice. “Oh, dear Lord!”

Then Grandma’s. “Oy vey iz mir!”

And then, as I felt my knees buckle, I heard Blake shout out, “Someone call 911!”

He caught me in his arms and then everything went black.


Chapter 19


Blake

My father always said: “The only thing you can ever expect in life is the unexpected.” I just didn’t expect this.

I was sitting in the back of a racing ambulance, the siren blaring in my ears. Thank God, my sister Marcy was with me or I think I would have totally lost it. My heart was in my throat and my breathing was shallow. My sister squeezed my hand while my eyes stayed locked on my beautiful unconscious bride. The paramedics had told us she’d lost a lot of blood and was likely still bleeding internally. Hooked up to a portable IV and an oxygen tank, she was wrapped in a heavy blanket, which at least spared me the agony of seeing her blood-soaked wedding gown.

Foreboding thoughts bombarded me. At the top: Was I going to lose my tiger? If Kat had anything to with this, I was going to have her committed. The image of her smirking at me as I ran past her with my fallen bride in my arms flickered in my head. What the hell was she doing there? I could only surmise she flew back from Rio, and her equally mental, devious mother put her on the guest list. Without a doubt, she was still determined to stop me from marrying Jen. The sick bitch was out for blood, and I wouldn’t put it past her to go as far as murder. I shuddered.

“Are you okay, Blake?” My sister’s soft words cut into my dark thoughts.

I shook my head. “Marcy, I’m scared shitless.” I searched her eyes for a sign that everything would be all right.

“Blake, I’m going to stay with her. We’re going to do a CAT scan and go from there. Stay calm.”

A KAT scan was more like it. To make sure the psycho hadn’t laced my baby’s veins with poison. Or stabbed her.

Fifteen agonizing minutes later, we pulled up to a private entrance to Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. We were given special treatment partly because my sister was a respected doctor there, heading up the OB/GYN department, but mostly because my family had donated enough money to have a wing named for them. My breath hitched painfully in my throat as I watched the paramedics transfer my beauty to a gurney in record speed. To my absolute horror, she began to convulse. Her tiny body was bucking up and down.

“What’s happening?” I asked, my voice pure panic.

“Shit. She’s going into hypovolemic shock,” cried out my sister. “Someone lift up her legs. Move it! Move it!”

Nausea rose to my chest. I was so close to vomiting I was afraid to open my mouth to ask what this meant. Whatever the hell it meant, it wasn’t good.

Pushing the gurney, the team of paramedics and nurses raced through the automatic doors of the hospital, with Marcy and me holding on to the railings and keeping up pace. Everything was happening so fast it was a blur.

We headed down a long corridor toward a set of double doors. The sign above them read: “MEDICAL PERSONNEL ONLY”

“Blake, you’re going to have to stay here,” breathed my sister as the hospital team wheeled her through. “There’s a waiting room down the hall.”

“No fucking way,” I blurted.

“Blake, please. It’s hospital regulations.” Marcy looked at me imploringly.

I felt like bashing a wall, but I fought my urge and gave in.

Marcy squeezed one of my balled-up hands. “Blake, I’ll let you know what’s going on as soon as I can.”

Five minutes later, I was slumped in an armchair in the nearby waiting room. I sunk my head between my hands and rubbed my throbbing temples. My heart was in my stomach, my breathing labored. Shit. What was taking so long? What was wrong with my tiger? Was she going to be okay? The sound of rapid footsteps cut into my mental ramblings. I looked up. Jen’s parents and mine. Like me, they were all still dressed in their wedding finery. Jen’s mother’s eyes were all red and puffy from crying, and her father looked like he’d aged a hundred years. Worry was etched deep in my parents’ faces.

“Any word?” asked my father, the most composed among us.

I could hear my jackrabbit pulse hammer in my ears. My lips pinched, I silently shook my head.

“My little girl’s going to be okay,” murmured Jen’s father, but his words were not convincing. Tapping his cane, his arms tightened around Mrs. McCoy’s trembling shoulders. She held a hand to her mouth to muffle her sobs.

I loosened my bow tie, and then squeezed my eyes shut, hoping I could make this nightmare disappear. My sister’s voice brought my moment of reprieve to an abrupt end. She was now out of her bridesmaid gown and clad in green scrubs.

“We’re taking Jen to surgery,” she said solemnly.

I leapt to my feet. “Surgery?”

“Marcy, can you please be more specific?” asked Jen’s dad, his voice shaky.

“We found a mass behind her uterus.”

Still cupping her mouth, Mrs. McCoy could no longer contain herself. “Oh, dear Lord!” she sobbed. Her husband was quick to put a comforting arm around her while my mother, standing next to her, clasped her other hand.

That ruled out Kat, but confusion mixed with fear. My voice faltered. “But she told me everything was okay after her visit with you.”

Marcy pressed her lips thin. “Blake, she was. The ultrasound didn’t detect this.”

“Fuck.” Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Marcy continued. “I’m heading up to surgery now.”

“Can we see her before she goes?” spluttered Jen’s mom through her tears.

“I’m afraid not. She’s already in transit. The operation will likely last three hours. I suggest you all get some rest.”

Three hours? I wasn’t sure if I was going to last that long.

Her eyes soaked, Jennifer’s mom asked if there was a chapel in the hospital. She and her husband wanted to go there to pray.

Pray. That’s all we could do. I was going there too.


Chapter 20


Blake

“No, no, stop! Please don’t hurt me!”

My eyes snapped open. Jen was screaming in her sleep. All hooked up to tubes and monitors, she writhed in her hospital bed, her voice a hoarse whimper.

Alarmed, I bolted from the bedside chair where I’d fallen asleep. I was still in my tux shirt, though I’d unbuttoned it and chucked the bow tie. In a frightened heartbeat, I was by her side. She must be having one of her Springer nightmares. I smoothed her damp hair, my fingertips grazing her forehead. Her skin burnt beneath my touch. She was hot. I hoped she didn’t have a fever. A sign of infection. Sweat beads laced her pale skin. She looked as if all her blood had been drained from her. My poor tiger. She’d been through so much.

Sunlight filtered into the room. It was morning, so I thought. I was dazed myself. Last night’s events whirled around in my head, but clarity quickly filled my mind. My baby had had surgery. The lengthy operation had gone well, my sister said. With no complications. Both my parents and Jen’s had anxiously hung out at the hospital until they could see her in recovery. It was going on midnight. Once they saw her resting peacefully, despite all the tubes and monitors she was hooked up to, my sister insisted everyone go home. There was nothing we could do at this point. Jen’s tearful mom didn’t want to leave, but Harold convinced her it was in everyone’s best interest. My parents drove the McCoys to our house where they were staying. Only I stayed behind. I needed to be here for my Jen when she came to. She was transferred to her own private room—a slick suite that looked more like it belonged in a five-star hotel than a hospital. My baby deserved the best. The hospital staff was kind enough to provide me a cot, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Despite being hooked up to all sorts of gizmos, she looked so peaceful. Like an angel with her long satin curls fanned out across the fluffy pillow. I was mesmerized by her beauty, the rise and fall of her chest, and every soft breath. Leaning over her, I gently traced a finger over her warm silky lips—those lips that had set my heart and soul on fire. I relived that first kiss—a kiss from a spunky, blindfolded girl that had forever changed my life. A kiss that had made me love and need someone more than the air I breathed. Memories of all our good times together danced in my head. Our wedding was not among them.

As I watched her breathe into the wee hours of the morning, the fragility of life hit me like a plane going down. How fast and suddenly it could be taken away. Though she’d pulled through the operation, there was one big unanswered question. I tried to force it to the back of mind, but it weighed on my heart until sleep finally took hold of me.

Her hallucinatory screams catapulted me back to the moment. I was expecting to awaken to my sleeping beauty. Not this. She continued to twist and turn. I caressed her tortured face as she feverishly shook it side to side.

“Jen, Jen, it’s me. It’s okay. I’m here. Do you hear me?” I tried to sound calm but inside panic gripped me. With my free hand, I pushed the call button for a nurse or doctor.

I continued to say her name, my voice desperate, and stroke her hair. Finally, her eyes fluttered opened and met mine. Oh, those beautiful green orbs! I was so happy to see them. She calmed, but a mixture of terror and confusion was still etched deep on her face.

“Blake,” she whispered, her voice a mere rasp. “Where am I? What happened?”

It was so good to hear her voice as faint as it was. It took all I had not to shed a tear. I tenderly kissed her warm forehead, my lips on fire from the mere touch of her flesh. I gazed at her lovingly and reverently. Her bewildered eyes stayed fixed on mine.

“Tiger, you’re at Cedars. You were hemorrhaging. You had to have an operation.”

“Surgery?” Fear flickered in her eyes.

I nodded.

“What did they do?” Her voice was so small.

My heart was splintering. Should I tell her? My father always said the truth is the best medicine. I swallowed hard.

“Jen, baby, you had a partial hysterectomy.”

Her eyes blinked several times. “Meaning what?”

I chewed my lip. I fucking didn’t want to tell her. “Meaning they found a mass on your uterus and had to remove part of it along with one of your ovaries.”

Silence. I was expecting tears, but none materialized.

“Does that mean I can’t have babies?”

My lips pressed together in a thin dismal line. “I don’t know.” While I knew how much my tiger wanted to give me a den full of little cubs, I’d always love her whether we had children or not. And that wasn’t what was eating at my heart. She read my anxious face.

“Do I have cancer?” Her tiny voice was stoic. Oh, my brave tiger.

My heart was shredding. I was so close to shedding tears. “I don’t know. They’re doing a biopsy. The results should be back in the afternoon.”

“Okay,” she murmured.

No, it was so not fucking okay. What had I done wrong to deserve this fate? It shouldn’t have been her. My angel. No way.

Sparing me from saying another word, a nurse walked into the room. Petite, she looked Filipino and was wearing a cheery pink smock.

“Ah!” she said brightly. “You’re awake, Ms. McCoy.”

Ms. McCoy. My heart stuttered. Damn it. She was supposed to be Mrs. Burns this morning. And I was supposed to be fucking her brains out on our honeymoon, though right now that didn’t matter. My tiger was alive. And that’s all that counted.

Without wasting a second, the nurse, whose name was Wanda, plunged one of those high-tech thermometers into her ear, took her pulse, and checked her charts. I held my breath.

“She has a slight fever; nothing to be alarmed about. All her other vitals seem normal.”

I blew out a sharp breath of relief. Now, if only her biopsy came back normal. I silently prayed to God.

“I’d like to sponge her down,” said the sweet nurse, cranking up her bed so my tiger was in a semi-sitting position. Her locks of hair curled like ribbons along the pillow.

“May I do that? I implored while she ambled to the bathroom.

“I don’t see why not,” she replied, a slight chuckle in her accented voice.

She returned from the lavatory with a wet washcloth in her hand. She handed it to me. “Here you go,” she said with a smile. “Just be careful around her incision. I’ll be back soon with something for Ms. McCoy to eat.”

I thanked the sweet nurse and began to wash my tiger, beginning with her face. Gently, I traced the warm wet cloth around it. She closed her eyes.

“Are you okay, baby?”

She replied with a weak nod.

“Do you hurt?”

“Just a little. But I feel so weak and nauseous.”

The pain meds were doing their job, but I was concerned about her queasiness.

“You lost a lot of blood. Marcy had to give you a transfusion.”

As I made my way down her slender arms, she blinked open her eyes. “Marcy?”

“Yeah. My sister was the surgeon. She’s the best there is. She saved your life.”

A small smile curled on her lips. The first since she’d regained consciousness. “Blake, I need to thank her.”

I smiled back at her. “I’m sure she’ll be here shortly.”

I lowered her thin blanket down to her ankles. She looked so thin. So frail. Gingerly, I lifted her hospital gown, and for the first time, I saw where the incision was. A large thick bandage covered the area—just below her abdomen. My tiger’s beautiful breasts quivered. She managed to take a peek.

“Guess I won’t be wearing a bikini again.”

I laughed. Only my tiger could make me do that when I wanted to fucking cry.

“I hear one-pieces are ‘in’ this year. And truthfully, tiger, I’d rather see you wearing nothing.”

She squeezed my free hand. “Oh, Blake. I love you so much.” And then the floodgates broke loose. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

“Baby, what’s the matter?” Panic gripped me by my balls.

“Oh, Blake, what if I have cancer? I don’t want to leave you.”

I dabbed her tears away with the cloth. “Stop it, baby. You’re a tiger. You’re going to get through this.” I paused. “We’re going to get through this, do you understand?”

Thank fucking God, I had some acting skills. On the outside, I stayed calm, but inside I was cracking. I felt so fucking powerless. I was that man who was supposed to protect her and save her from the evils of the world, but this time her superhero couldn’t save her from the uncontrollable and unknown.

She nodded, the tears still falling. And then she smiled again, this time a real smile, and held my gaze in hers. With her hand, she traced the outline of my jaw.

“Happy Birthday, Blake.”

Balls. I’d totally forgotten it was my thirtieth birthday. And then I remembered what I’d wanted. It was plain and simple. I’d wanted to wake up to my wife. Start the next decade of my life with the girl I loved with my heart, my body, and my soul.

Damn it, I was going to make that happen. So, my bride was wearing a hospital gown instead of a wedding gown, but right now that was the most beautiful dress in the world. I lowered my lips to hers and let her know how much I loved her. Weak as she was, she didn’t resist. She cradled my head between her hands, her hot tears warming my face. Warming every part of me. Today, Jennifer McCoy was going to become Jennifer Burns.


Chapter 21


Jennifer

Calamity Jen.

That’s what Libby often called me. Aptly.

My wedding had been the biggest calamity of my life. A disaster. I’d totally fucked it up. Let down my future husband. His parents. My parents. And over a thousand guests.

“I’m sorry I screwed everything up,” I sniffled as I forced myself to break away from Blake’s passionate kiss.

Blake gently brushed away my tears. “Stop it, tiger. It’s not your fault.”

“But all those people…all that money your parents spent…”

“Fuck the money, baby. My parents won’t miss it. And except for our families and close friends, those people mean nothing to me. Or to us.”

The bubbly nurse, who’d returned, made me drink some water. Blake held the cup as I sipped it through a straw. The cool liquid felt good against my parched palate and raw throat. Then another cheerful hospital attendant pranced into the room with a breakfast tray. A light meal of scrambled eggs, toast, and juice.

“Eat,” Blake ordered, sitting on the edge of my bed.

With my fatigue, nausea, and the results of the biopsy weighing on my heart, I had no appetite, but I took a few bites to make Blake happy. I’d much rather be holding his hand than a fork.

My eyes grew heavy. Blake ruffled my hair and gave me a light kiss on my forehead. “Baby, rest. I’m not going anywhere.” A faint smile spread on my lips as I closed my eyes.

I don’t know how long I’d been out when my eyes blinked open. Blake was still there seated beside me. But standing beside him was a tall, lanky long-haired young man with warm twinkly eyes who bore a striking resemblance to Jesus. He was clad in a long white robe with a notched high collar and holding a pamphlet in one hand. A priest? Nurse Wanda was in the room too. My blood ran cold and my heart beat as fast as a hummingbird’s wings. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. Cancer. Was he here to read me my last rites?

“Blake, are we saying goodbye?” I stammered.

That dazzling mischievous smile I loved so much lit up his face. “No, baby, we’re saying our vows.”

My heart continued to beat in a frenzy while he introduced us. Reverend Dooby was a newly ordained Universal Life Church minister. We were all God’s children. A shocking but beautiful reality swept over me like a warm summer shower. We were getting married.

In my drugged-out haze, the reverend’s laid-back voice drifted in my ears like a magic carpet. It was some New Age ceremony with words like love, peace, and harmony abounding. Blake held my hand, his eyes never leaving me.

The reverend came to the end of his pamphlet. “Do you Blake Burns take this beautiful babe to be your wife?”

“I do.” Blake smiled.

“And do you Jennifer McCoy take this handsome dude to be your husband?

“I do,” I whispered, my eyes watering. So much for Shakespeare.

Reverend Dooby closed his pamphlet. “Yo, bro, it’s ring time.”

My eyes stayed glued on Blake as he dipped a hand into a side pocket of his tuxedo pants. To my utter surprise, two SpongeBob Band-Aids appeared. He looked at me sheepishly.

“Sorry, Baby. Borrowed these from the children’s ward. Marcy’s twins still have our rings so they’ll have to do for now.”

Oh my Blake! My smiling lips quivered as he handed me one. Then, he gently lifted my left hand, which fortunately wasn’t hooked up to IVs. A tear rolled down my cheek as he wrapped the Band-Aid around my ring finger just above my magnificent engagement ring. The brilliant snowflake diamond sparkled in the ray of sunshine that beamed through the curtains.

It was my turn. My hands trembling, I copied his actions and wrapped the other Band-Aid around his left fourth finger. With a cheek to cheek grin, he admired my handiwork.

Reverend Dooby’s voice echoed in my ears. “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

We were married! Blake gently drew me close to him. His mouth pressed on mine in a passionate embrace I wanted never to end. Our tongues danced and our bodies melted into one. We had just vowed to spend the rest of our lives together…to cherish each other until death do us part. I felt no pain as my fear succumbed to everlasting love.

The sobs of Nurse Wanda brought me back to the moment. “I’m sorry. I always cry at weddings. But this one is so special.” Her tears were contagious. I was crying too.

Breaking the eternal kiss, I held my new husband’s breathtaking face in my hands.

His eyes bore into mine “Mrs. Burns, thank you for the best birthday present ever.”

“Oh, Blake, how can I ever top it?”

“By asking me the same question next year.”


Chapter 22


Blake

The McCoys showed up a couple of hours after our nuptials. Nurse Wanda was back in the room, taking Jen’s temperature.

“Good news, Mrs. Burns, your temperature is back to normal.”

Mrs. Burns. Man, I loved those two words. And hoped I’d be hearing them for the rest of my life. Jen’s prognosis was still gnawing away at me. My stomach was twisted in a knot.

Jen smiled sheepishly at her parents. “Mom, Dad…Blake and I have something to tell you.” She shot me a look asking for a go-ahead. I nodded. Mrs. McCoy bit her lip, expecting bad news.

“Um…uh…we got married this morning.” She proudly held up her hand to show off her marriage “band”-Aid. I proudly did the same.

A warm smile spread across Harold’s face while his wife exploded into tears.

Jen furrowed her brows. “Oh, Mom. Are you mad at me?”

Jen’s mother reached into her small handbag for a lacy hankie. Dabbing at her tears, she rushed to Jen’s bed and hugged her. “Oh, honey, your dad and I are so happy for the both of you. We love you so much.”

A dazzling smile flashed on Jen’s face. “I love you both so much too.”

Mr. McCoy shook my hand. “Welcome to the family, son.”

About an hour later, Libby and Chaz showed up while her parents were grabbing a bite to eat at the hospital cafeteria. Thrilled to hear about our marriage, they brightened Jen’s spirits and kept her distracted. Especially Chaz, who made Jen laugh so hard it hurt. While waiting at the head of the long valet line for his car after the wedding fiasco, Kat had cut in front of him. He did what he’d always wanted to do. He slapped the rude psycho bitch. Way to go, my man!

Feeling a little stronger, Jen told us about the catfight between my mother and Kat’s. Man, I would have given my left foot to see my mother kick Enid’s ass. And score one for my tiger for almost knocking the bitch out. Despite my gloom, I laughed my ass off with Jen’s best friends. I had newfound respect for my mother, the warrior.

Libby and Chaz spent a half hour with us. Shortly after they left, the McCoys returned to the room, and my parents and Grandma showed up. Jen and I shared the news about our marriage with my family. They were thrilled, especially Grandma who exclaimed,“Zei gezunt. So vhen are you going to make me some beautiful grandchildren?”

My heart skittered. From her lips to God’s ears.

My mother pecked my cheek. “Congratulations, darling. And happy birthday. I brought along the perfect cake to celebrate.”

Only my mother would think about my birthday at a time like this. Before I could say another word, in walked two burly hospital attendants, wheeling in our twenty-layer ocean-themed wedding cake—complete with multi-colored macaroon shellfish dotting the pearl-white frosting. For sure, thirty candles were lit among the many layers. I mentally rolled my eyes. But I had to love her.

“Following Meg’s excellent suggestion, we took the rest of the reception food to a homeless shelter. But we decided to keep the cake. Whatever’s not eaten, we’ll give to the hospital staff.”

My mother and Jen’s exchanged warm smiles. My mother meant well. She cared about people. She cared about me.

“Now, darling boy, make a wish and blow out the candles.”

“Candles shmandles. Such a vaste of time,” growled Grandma as I prepared to do the honors.

There was only one wish to make. You know it. Drawing in a deep breath, I blew out the candles. All thirty with my pursed mouth and puffed out cheeks.

Together, Jen and I sliced the first piece of cake, my strong hand cupping her limp one. My birthday cake was our wedding cake and vice versa. In wedding tradition, we fed each other a mouthful and moaned.

I thought about my wish. Oh baby, stay with me.
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The minutes crawled by. Every hour felt like an eternity. Jen dozed on and off while we anxiously awaited the biopsy report. I was on pins and needles. Every fifteen minutes, I texted my sister who texted back with the same two words: No news. Let me tell you, patience was not one of my virtues.

Finally at five p.m., a little after Jen awoke from a nap, Marcy ambled into the room. It now resembled a florist’s shop with all the beautiful fragrant flowers sent over by friends of my parents. Clad in a white lab coat, she was holding a clipboard with some papers attached to it. I couldn’t read her expression—it was a total poker face. My stomach clenched. She glanced down at the charts.

“I’m afraid…”

Oh fuck. God, no! My racing heart was about to beat out of my chest.

“…Jennifer is going to be stuck with my brother for a very long time.”

It took me a second to deconstruct her words. And when I heard her utter the magic word “benign,” I swear my cock did a happy dance.

In my haze of over-the-top happiness, I could hear Jen’s mother weeping, “Thank you, good Lord. Thank you.”

I rushed to my tiger’s side. I took her into my arms. “Did you hear that, baby? You’re going to be okay.”

Her glistening eyes searched mine. “Blake, why are you crying?”

Balls. Blake A-for-Alpha Burns was an emotional car wreck. I’d held back tears of sorrow, but I couldn’t hold back tears of joy.

She kissed away my tears. Whoever said real men don’t cry needed to have their fucking head examined.


Chapter 23


Blake

My tiger was released from the hospital on Christmas Day. It was the best Christmas present I could have gotten. While she was frail, she was home and on the road to recovery. And we were husband and wife. We were now wearing our matching platinum wedding bands. Marcy had brought them to the hospital. They were both inscribed with one word: “Forever.”

“Merry Christmas, Mr. and Mrs. Burns,” said the cheerful doorman as I helped my slow-moving but radiant wife into our building. “Surprised to see you back from your honeymoon so soon.”

“A little change in plans,” I replied. Jen giggled.

When I got to my apartment, I unlocked the door and then swept my tiger into my arms.

Jen gazed up at me. “What are you doing, Blake? You know, I can walk.”

I rolled my eyes at her and kicked the door open. “Jeez, tiger. Tradition. I’m carrying you across the threshold.”

A big smile flashed on her wan face, and she smacked a kiss on my lips. “Oh, Blake, you’re such a romantic. But please don’t make me laugh because it hurts!”

Jen’s eyes lit up when I carried her into the living room. I’d managed to score a Christmas tree at the last minute at a lot not far from Cedars. A last minute deal that nobody wanted, it was smallish and kind of scruffy like an undernourished rescue dog. When I spotted it, I knew it was mine. Just like my Jen, it was a survivor and needed TLC. Jen’s mom, God bless her, rushed to Rite-Aid and scored some bulbs and decorations at fifty percent off. The tree, I must say, was shining brightly just like my tiger.

“Oh, Blake!” she exclaimed as I set her down on the couch. “You got me a Christmas tree?”

“No. I got us one. Merry Christmas, Mrs. Burns.”

“The same, Mr. Burns.”

I lowered myself onto the couch next to her. She snuggled against me, folding her legs over mine and resting her head on my shoulder. Her knees grazed my cock. I inhaled the intoxicating cherry-vanilla scent of her hair and then kissed her scalp lightly. It felt so good to cuddle her.

“Baby, I’m sorry I don’t have a Christmas present for you.” The truth: we were supposed to be on our honeymoon and I was going to surprise her with something special. I still hadn’t shared that destination with her, nor was I planning to.

Lifting her head, she cradled my face in her hands. “Wrong. I have you, baby. The best Christmas present a girl could ever hope for.”

Impulsively, I pulled her face to mine. I crushed my lips against hers and wasted no time making the kiss hotter and deeper. Maybe she couldn’t fuck, but she sure could kiss.
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Jen’s parents came over for dinner as did mine. So did Grandma and Marcy, minus her twins. My nephews stayed at home with their nanny, preferring to play with the box load of 3D Nintendo games I’d bought them for Chanukah.

Jen’s mom made her traditional Irish stew, and Grandma brought over a pot of her matzo ball soup. My tiger ate voraciously, and it pleased me. Her healthy appetite signaled she was getting better.

Respecting Jennifer’s fragile state of health, our guests didn’t linger. After I cleaned up with everyone’s help, Jen and I curled up on the couch and watched a Netflix movie. Frozen. The very flick we’d seen last Christmas day when I’d showed up her house in Boise and surprised her. She loved this movie. And just like before, she cried her eyes out. It so fucking turned me on. And it gave me an idea. I had to admit. Sometimes, I was a fucking genius. No pun intended.
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We welcomed the New Year in together with what we decided would be an annual tradition—we boiled two lobsters. Jen named hers Kat, and I named mine Enid. Over champagne, we toasted to our new life together.

Jen recovered slowly but steadily. As much as she wanted to get back to work, I made her stay home an extra week just to play it safe. And when she finally did go into the office, we drove there together as Jen was not permitted to drive for the rest of the month.

The hardest part was that we couldn’t fuck—specifically, I couldn’t sink my cock into her pussy or her ass. We had to get the okay from Marcy that she was fully healed internally and that might take up to two months. That’s not to say that my cock didn’t get any action. We got creative and I fucked her every other way I knew how. And lucky for Jen, her clit was not off bounds. Nor were sex toys if they were used externally. By the time what we hoped would be Jen’s final visit to my sister, she was jokingly complaining that her jaw was strained, her fingers calloused, and that her cleavage and her armpits, my substitute pockets of paradise, were chafed. She’d also had to replace the batteries of all our sex toys. And she was positive her healthy weight gain could be attributed to all the high caloric cum she’d swallowed. I actually believed her.

On Friday, February the thirteenth, the day before Valentine’s Day, I insisted on accompanying Jen to her morning appointment with Marcy. Hopefully, it would be her last. Jen caved in, but made me sit in the waiting room. I was the sole male in a sea of women, several very attractive, and felt a little conspicuous when I caught their eyes on me. I gave them a little wave and told them I was here with my wife. God, I loved saying that word. They responded in unison with a disappointed chorus of “Ohs” and went back to their cell phones and magazines. I took out my iPhone, but while I answered some e-mails, my mind wandered.

It was strange to think of my sister examining my wife. Exploring parts that were meant only for me. In my mind’s eye, I pictured Jen in those stirrups, legs spread wide, her perfectly preened pinky pussy in full view. My cock flexed. I had the burning urge to bust through the door and fuck her on the examining room table. But the thought of my sister watching quickly put that fantasy to rest though I was still horny as hell. Fingers crossed Jen would be cleared to have real sex. It had been way too long—in fact, the longest my cock had gone without pussy in my entire adult life. Twenty long minutes later, the receptionist broke into my wet dreams and told me my sister wanted to see me in her office. My heart accelerating, I leapt up from my chair.

Jennifer was already seated in Marcy’s office when I came flying in. A smile sparkled on her face. Marcy, seated behind her desk, lifted her recently acquired reading glasses onto her head.

“Hi, babe. How’d it go?” I asked, taking the chair right next to Jen’s and sounding on edge.

“Great news.”

Marcy took over. “Yes, Jennifer has healed beautifully. The two of you can resume sexual intercourse immediately.”

Immediately? Like could I fuck Jennifer over Marcy’s desk right here and now? “Seriously?” I asked incredulously.

Jen squeezed my hand. “Really, baby.”

My cock jumped with joy, but at the same time, a cocktail of apprehension and anxiety seeped through my veins. While I’d counted down the days to sink my cock into my tiger, unsettling questions hammered my brain. Could I hurt her? Tear her apart? Make her bleed? “Will there be any complications?” I asked Marcy, thinking maybe we should do it in one of her examining rooms for the first time just in case. Again, that image of fucking my wife in those stirrups flashed in my mind.

Jen answered my question. “Marcy says you can do it as hard as you want.”

Nodding, my sister smiled at me sheepishly. My cock was doing a happy dance.

“Yes!” I said with a victorious air punch. The two of us were taking the day off from work. Boss’s orders.

And then if I couldn’t be flying higher, Marcy shared one other bit of good news.

Let me rephrase. It was the best fucking news I’d heard all year.

Holy crap! I was ready to pass out the cigars.

And then I did something I should have done a long time ago. Before Jen’s smiling eyes, I hugged my sister.
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I drove home like a mad man. Skimming red lights and exceeding the speed limit.

“Blake, what the hell are you doing?” shouted Jen, her ponytail whipping across her face. “You’re going to get us killed.”

“Getting us home.”

Ten short minutes later, I zipped into my condo driveway and brought my Porsche to a screeching halt. I literally jumped over my passenger door and yanked Jennifer out. Grasping her hand, I raced past the wide-eyed doorman to the elevator. A press of a button and a ping. The elevator doors parted, and in one swift move, I hauled her into the car and shoved her against a wall. My body pressed against hers in a heated fit of desire and need.

“Blake, I can’t breathe,” Jen panted out as the elevator doors closed.

“In a few minutes, you won’t be walking either,” I panted back, gnawing her everywhere and rubbing my already stiff cock against her belly. I slid my hand into the waistband of her jeans and glided my fingers between her legs.

“Jeez, Jen. You’re so fucking hot and wet,” I breathed against her neck as I maneuvered my middle finger into her entrance. Fuck, she felt good. She fisted my hair and moaned.

“You okay, babe?” I asked, still anxious.

“Yes,” she breathed out. “Blake, I don’t think we’re moving.”

She was right. I slammed the palm of my free hand against my floor button and the elevator ascended. I pumped my finger up and down Jen’s tunnel. It was dripping wet. Intact.

“Blake, are you going to fuck me in the elevator?”

“I may have to.” Dry humping her while I finger fucked her was setting my cock on fire.

Fortunately, the elevator reached our floor with no stops.

Two desperate minutes later, we were stripped to the bone and I was on top of her. My throbbing cock was rock-hard and so fucking ready, but I wanted to taste-test her first—warm her up for me. I spread her legs and then raised myself so I was kneeling between them. Not wasting a second, I went down on her, inhaling the sweet smell of her sex. After flicking and licking her slick folds, I powered my tongue deep inside her. A loud moan escaped her throat.

“Oh God, Blake. So good,” she cried out, arching up against my hungry mouth.

So good. Just the words I wanted to hear. I began to fuck her with my tongue, driving in and out of her without abandon. She bucked wildly against my face, her moans turning into melodic whimpers. The fact that she was so sexually responsive was sending me over the moon and making my swelling cock ache with desire. I moved one hand to her clit and rubbed it vigorously. Jen’s whimpering morphed into screams as she headed toward orgasm. Her fingernails clawed my skin. The pain mixed with the pleasure I was giving her and was driving me crazy with lust.

A heartbeat later, she succumbed and juddered around my tongue while my taste buds melted in her delicious juices.

Letting her ride out her orgasm, I withdrew my tongue and lifted my head to get a look at her. Still breathing heavily, she looked good and fucked. Now, it was my turn. My cock was ready for its grand entrance, but I had to admit I was suffering from stage fright. The questions I’d pondered in my sister’s office whirled around again in my head. I was still afraid of hurting her with my monstrous cock. And new insecurities surfaced. Could I still fill her to the hilt? Would she feel me? Would she come for me around my cock like the tiger she was?

I repositioned us so that I was hovering over her on the balls of my feet, my hands anchored by her head and holding me up. Her legs were now bent and raised like a happy baby, her ankles hooked around my neck. Somehow, that stirrup fantasy lurked in my head. My anxious cock was lined up with her pussy.

“Baby, I want you to insert my cock into your pussy.” I wasn’t taking any chances. Despite my sister’s assurances, I feared I would rip my tiger apart with a forceful thrust and my size.

My eyes stayed on her beautiful, impassioned face as she fisted my big cock, her fingers barely able to meet. It twitched with anticipation upon feeling the crown at her entrance. The build-up of being back inside her had my blood racing.

“Baby, take your sweet time,” I moaned as she slid my cock, inch by thick inch, into her warm wet chasm. Oh, God yes! She was doing it—taking me to the hilt. I let out a hiss when my cock hit her womb.

“Blake, do I feel okay?” Worry was etched on her face.

“Oh, fuck, yes, baby. Better than ever.”

A smile of relief curled on her lips as she clenched her muscles around my pulsing shaft. My brave tiger hadn’t told me she was as anxious as me. Up until now, neither of us knew if the surgery had any physical impact on her.

“Am I hurting you?” I asked nervously as I slowly withdrew.

“Oh, Blake you feel amazing. I’ve missed you so much.”

“The same, baby.” Relief crashed through me. It felt so fucking good to be home. I thrust my cock back into her, ready to ravish her. But I controlled my strokes, starting off slowly, and then gradually picked up my pace. A look of rapture washed over her face.

“Faster, harder, Blake! I’m not going to break.”

In no time, I was pounding into her, ruthlessly and relentlessly. You’d think my cock would have no stamina after two months with no pussy, but let me tell you, Mr. Burns was blessed with muscle memory. There are fucks. And there are epic fucks. We were heading toward the latter. My cock was in overdrive, and every magic spot was within striking distance.

She clutched my biceps to give her more leverage and rocked her hips into mine with each powerful thrust. I’d almost forgotten how fucking fantastic it felt to fuck her. She was so tight, so wet, so hot. And so mine.

“Don’t stop,” she panted out.

“Don’t worry baby. Not a chance in hell.” I wasn’t going to stop hammering her until the elderly, hard-of-hearing couple next door was calling security.

Our eyes never lost contact. Her face flushed with lust as my cock continued to plunder her sweet pussy. I grunted and growled. She howled. There was something so urgent and savage about this position that brought out our inner animals. My insatiable tiger was back, and my cock was back where it belonged with feral ferocity.

I had newfound respect for the men who served our country. Especially those stationed on ships in the middle of nowhere or twenty thousand leagues under the sea in submarines. I mean, how the fuck did they do it? Months away from loved ones and no pussy. They all deserved medals of honor for their courage and bravery. I was about to get a medal of my own. I’d never lasted this long. Deep inside me, I never wanted her to let me go.

She began to sob, “Oh God, oh God,” and my fears bounced back into my head.

“Tell me you’re okay, baby.” Borderline panic.

She nodded feverishly. “Yes, yes, yes! Oh Blake, I’m about to come!”

My balls retracted as she began to convulse around my pulsating cock. On the roar of my name, I slammed into her one more time and my own massive orgasm assaulted me. I’m talking nuclear. My whole body jerked as my hot release showered her magnificent pussy. Our half-mast eyes stayed locked in a haze of passion.

While my cum spilled into her, my heart filled with a deep love for the woman who was my wife. For the woman who would one day be the mother of our children. I crushed my mouth on her parted lips.

After a few luscious minutes, I withdrew from her. I rolled onto my back and shifted her so her head was resting on my chest. She was still sobbing.

“Why are you crying, baby?” I asked, brushing away her hot tears.

“Oh, Blake. That was so amazing, but I was so afraid. Afraid we wouldn’t have what we had.”

I caressed the top of her head. “Baby, I was a little freaked out too.” Am I fucking kidding? I was scared shitless. “But what we have now is greater than what we had before. That was the best fuck I’ve ever had.”

My words didn’t stop the tears, but they did put a bright smile on her face. I drew her tight against me. We stayed in that position for several long, blissful minutes, neither of us saying another word. Jen finally broke the soulful silence. Her tears had subsided.

“Blake, we should shower and head into the office,” whispered my diligent and so talented wife.

“No, Mrs. Burns, we’re going to work from home today.”

And trust me, we had our work cut out for us.

And a lot of catching up to do.

We fucked all day. All night. And all through the next.

The. Best. Valentine’s. Day. Ever.


Chapter 24


Jennifer

I sobbed out my orgasm. Loud, heaving, sobs that to the unknowing ear might have been construed as the sounds of someone grieving a lost loved one.

They were just the opposite. The sobs of ecstasy. Of someone who was spilling with love and pleasure so intense it couldn’t be measured.

Oh, my Blake. He had made glorious love to me. Fucked me with such care and reverence. Letting me put his cock inside me with my trembling fingers. Waiting until he knew I could take him to the limit before he started to thrust. And those first strokes were so tender and slow. Like he was caressing my pussy. And then he took me as if he owned me because he did. As my orgasm took over, like the waves of a tsunami taking everything in its wake, every worry I’d had washed out to sea. My eyes had stayed locked on his impassioned, glistening face as he’d watch me come and simultaneously grunted out his own climax of cataclysmic proportions.

And then we’d talked. Shared our insecurities and fears. Blake’s honesty and vulnerability struck a deep chord in my heart. Yes, we both didn’t really know what to expect and we’d avoided the touchy topic, but I had an idea. Unbeknownst to him, I’d done a lot of research online about what sex was like after a hysterectomy. Some said it was better, but most women complained about pain and the loss of sensation. Since I’d had only a partial hysterectomy, I was hoping I’d be in the former group, but there was no guarantee or way of finding out beforehand. When Marcy gave me the clearance that it was okay to have sex, I should have done a happy dance. Instead, I was a nervous wreck. I just didn’t let Blake know that.

Blake held me close to him, his heart beating like a love song in my ear. The silence that followed transported me to another place. I felt not only a physical and emotional connection to him, but also a spiritual one that couldn’t be put into words. We’d at last consummated our marriage. He belonged to me and I belonged to him. We’d put the needs of the other before our own. He didn’t just make me a better person. He made me the best I could be. Tears of pure bliss streamed down my face. We were husband and wife.
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The days and months that followed flew by and were the happiest of my life. Blake and I settled into a routine of work hard, play hard, and fuck hard.

We saw his family a lot. Every Shabbat, we went to his parents’ house and one Friday night, his grandma came over and helped me do it at our place. I was taking a course at the local synagogue on Jewish holidays and customs and was even contemplating studying Hebrew. Whether I’d convert or not was still up in the air, but these endeavors made me closer to Blake and his family.

We socialized a lot too, though we were trying to cut back on the number of galas and premiers Blake got invited to. Yes, we ran into his former hook-ups more times than we wished, but I was quickly gaining self-confidence as Mrs. Blake Burns. We even ran into Kitty-Kat, who gave me predatory stares but stayed faraway from us, knowing what I damn well could and would do to her. I kept her phone with the Fuck the Bitch footage in a safety deposit box. And had a spare copy.

We went out often with Gloria and Jaime. And sometimes along with their adorable twins who were now walking and talking. It was so cute the way they called us Jen-Jen and Bwake. Blake and I talked a lot about having kids of our own though we both knew that journey was not going to be a typical or easy one.

We also socialized quite frequently with Blake’s sister Marcy and her twins. She’d saved my life and I was forever beholden to her. The little monsters were not monsters at all—just two rambunctious little boys who enjoyed watching cartoons and playing board games as much as I did; they loved SpongeBob, but still couldn’t beat me at Junior Scrabble. To my utter delight, Blake had grown much closer to his sister and his nephews, and we were both there for her when she had to contend with her ex. The wedding present she had promised us was beyond our belief. No price tag could be put on it.

I was still attending my weekly support group for rape victims. Blake’s wonderful mom was organizing a benefit in the Fall that would raise a ton of money and help us expand our reach out program as well as move to safer headquarters. Jeffrey, her new event planner, was overseeing it. That was one gala Blake and I wouldn’t miss.

And once a week, I got together with my best friend Libby for a girls’ night out. She’d flown to France and broken up with her longtime boyfriend Everett. Though saddened, she was handling it pretty well. Blake had a friend he wanted to fix her up with, but right now, she just wanted to be single and concentrate on her career.

The only people I missed seeing regularly were my parents. They’d come to visit me one more time while I was recuperating from my surgery, but once I’d fully recovered, we Skyped and then they embarked on their dream trip—sailing to Europe on the Queen Mary. They e-mailed me daily and sent me many postcards from their month-long travels abroad. Dad’s leg had completely healed, and they were having the time of their lives. I couldn’t be happier for them. I told Blake that if our schedules allowed, I wanted us to visit them in Boise sometime in the summer.

Work was amazing; I loved my job. My block of telenovelas based on bestselling erotic romances was a huge success; the ratings had gone through the roof—skyrocketed—and had even exceeded analysts’ expectations. At the May Upfront in New York, Blake and I announced that MY-SIN TV was being spun off into a 24/7 cable channel. The audience of advertisers and affiliates exploded with excitement. In addition to airing more telenovelas, we were expanding the block with reality programming and talk shows targeted at women. Leading it off in the morning was one of the programs I’d proudly developed. Rather than telling the audience about it, Blake and I had decided to give them a sneak peek. The curtain rose behind us, and there was Grandma and her erotic book club heatedly arguing about who was the sexiest book boyfriend—among them, Christian Grey, Jesse Ward, and Lucien Knight. “Oy! That Lucien!” quipped Grandma. “Trust me, any Viking shmiking who can get his shmekel up in the vinter in Norvay is every vomen’s vet dream.” The audience burst into laughter. And so did Blake and I. He squeezed my hand, and then when the lights went dark, he kissed me. There was no doubt in my mind that Grandma’s new show, The Sexy Shmexy Book Club, was going to be a big hit. And at the young age of eighty-six, she was going to be a huge star.
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One Saturday morning in July after a delicious wake-up fuck, Blake told me to start packing my bags.

“Are we going away for the weekend?” I asked him, seated cross-legged on our bed and still bared to him. He was always still full of surprises.

“No.” A wicked smile curled on his kissable lips.

I shot him a puzzled look. I could tell from the expression on his face he was up to something. “Can you at least give me a hint?”

He affectionately tugged my ponytail. “Does the word ‘honeymoon’ mean anything to you?”

Oh my God! My heart skipped a beat. We’d never taken one. The secret destination he’d teased me with had never materialized after my surgery. Work had gotten in the way. Excitement mixed with panic.

“But, Blake, I haven’t cleared my schedule. I’ve got so much going on.”

“Don’t worry. Mrs. Cho and I took care of it. We canceled most of your meetings, and whatever there’s left to do, Myles and Mrs. Cho can handle.

My heart began to race with excitement. “Blake, where are we going?”

He winked. “Not telling. It’s still a surprise.”

All I knew it was somewhere neither of us had ever been. My mind spun with possibilities.

“What should I bring along?”

He smirked. “Except for your passport, as little as possible. You won’t be needing much.”

A rush of hot tingles clustered between my legs. My eyes widened. Now, he really had me curious and excited.

“When are we leaving?”

“At noon. On my dad’s private plane.”

“Oh my God!” Teetering between elation and panic (the former winning), I flung my arms around him and kissed him fiercely. Our tongues danced passionately together.

He playfully tweaked my nipples and then slid a hand across my still heated wet cleft.

“Now, baby, I’m going to show you some of the activities our destination has to offer.”

In a short hot breath, he was again fucking me senseless. I was so looking forward to our trip.


Chapter 25


Blake

We’d been two hours in the air, and it was time for my first surprise. To keep the surprise a surprise, I’d forced Jen to wear a blindfold. She’d reluctantly gone along with my demand.

“Blake, it feels like we’re descending. Are we landing?”

I wished she could see my fiendish grin. “We have to make a little stop.” Just wait.

“Why can’t I take this blindfold off? I want to see where we are. Mexico?”

Impulsively, the little sneak reached for her face. I grabbed both her petite hands by their wrists in my large one.

“Uh, uh, uh, tiger. You’re forcing me to do something I wasn’t sure I wanted to do, but now I have to.”

She turned her head toward me, her little scrunched up nose peeking out from the blindfold. Fuck, she was cute.

“Like what, Blake?”

Without saying a word, I dug my free hand into the seat pocket where I’d stored my backup accessory. Then, in one smooth move, I pinned her hands behind her and snapped the metal devices around her slender wrists. The clink was like music to my ears.

“Blake! You’ve handcuffed me.” She futilely tried to tear her hands apart, stretching the chain to its maximum pull. I stifled laughter.

“Baby, if you don’t behave, I’ve got some ropes close by to bind those defiant little hands.”

She grunted in frustration. I was enjoying every minute, and she was turning me on. While the plane descended, something ascended. It was time for Jen to make a little visit to my cockpit.

Writhing, she continued to tug at the cuffs to no avail. She let out a loud sigh. “Okay, Blake, if you promise to take these off me, I’ll do anything you want.”

Jeez. She was making it so easy peasy. With swiftness, I zipped down my fly. Out sprung big ole Mr. Burns, who was thoroughly enjoying the ride. I think by the expression on her face she knew what I wanted.

“Deal. Go down on me, tiger.” Before she could utter a word, I shoved her head to my cock. In a heartbeat, her warm mouth was covering my wide crown.

“Suck on me, tiger. Suck on me hard. I want to come hard and fast.” She nodded as I urged her mouth to descend, pressing on her scalp with the palm of my hand. She didn’t need any more flight instruction from me; my tiger knew exactly what to do. Exactly how I liked it. I hissed and arched my spine as she slid her mouth down my rigid shaft, her tongue blazing a trail. My head pressed hard again the headrest. Holy shit. She was taking me to the hilt.

“Jesus, baby. That feels so fucking good.” I could feel my mega-sized dick fill the hollows of her cheeks and the tip touch the base of her throat. Without prompting, she quickly returned to the crown, and then began bopping her head up and down my enormous erection with the ferocity and velocity of the tiger she was. My greedy cocky couldn’t be happier. My balls were tightening and heat coiled through my groin. Just as the plane touched down, I came with a massive explosion of hot cum in her mouth. I yanked up her head by her ponytail and crashed my lips onto hers, rewarding her with a fierce, savage kiss. She moaned into my mouth as I tasted myself on her tongue.

“Baby, we’ve landed,” I breathed, breaking the kiss. Holy fuck. What a landing! My cock was still flying high.

She ran the tip of her talented tongue around her lush lips, licking off the remains of my release.

“Blake. Ahem. The handcuffs…”

“Right.” I lived by my father’s words: a deal is a deal. Except there was one little problem. I couldn’t find the fucking key.

Shitballs. This wasn’t part of the plan. It was time for our next activity and this was so not going to look good.


Chapter 26


Jennifer

Blake was not a happy camper nor was I. He was driving like a maniac. A Chevy pickup no less. He’d asked Mrs. Cho to have someone pick us up when we landed, but somehow that had gotten lost in translation and instead she’d rented him a pickup truck. As mad as I was at him, I’d do anything to see my metrosexual hubby behind the wheel of this vehicle. That man in a pickup was like Batman in an RV.

“We need to find a Walmart,” he grumbled.

“Why?” I gritted. I was still blindfolded and handcuffed, and I had no clue where we were except I knew it wasn’t some romantic island. I waited impatiently for his response.

“So, I can buy a chainsaw and saw off your handcuffs.”

Gah! The thought of Blake with a chainsaw sent a shiver down my spine. My life could be over. Mr. Born with a Silver Spoon in his Mouth was not exactly what I’d call handy. The only power tools he had any experience with were his tongue, his hands, and his cock.

“What about a locksmith?” My voice was urgent. “I’m sure one could make a key to unlock these damn things.”

“That’s a good idea, tiger.”

“Why don’t you take off my blindfold so I can keep my eyes peeled for one? And where the hell are we anyway?”

“That’s not happening. And I’m not telling.”

Two minutes later, Blake swerved off the road with a screech. My neck jerked painfully. I think I had whiplash. Horns were blasting at us from all directions.

“What the fuck are you doing, Blake? You’re going to get us killed!”

“There’s a Walmart straight ahead of us,” he replied brightly.

Ten minutes later, Blake was leading me through the bustling mega-store. He had his fingers curled around my neck since holding one of my pinned back, cuffed hands was not an option. I could barely move my fingers. The fucking handcuffs were cutting off my circulation. Oh, was he going to pay for this. Big time!

I could only imagine what people thought as I stumbled through the store, trying to keep up with Blake’s pace. Maybe they thought he was a bounty hunter who’d captured his prey. Or an undercover cop who was carting away a shoplifter. Well, at least with the blindfold, I couldn’t see their bewildered expressions.

“Slow down,” I yelled.

Without slowing down, Blake asked, “Where do you think we can find a locksmith? I’ve never been to a Walmart before.”

Of course not. Mr. Beverly Hills had lived a life of privilege. The only department store he’d ever stepped foot in besides Saks was Neiman Marcus. Needless Markup as Libby and I often called it.

“The hardware department,” I seethed.

“This store is so fucking big. That could be a mile away.”

“Ask. Some. One.”

Twenty long minutes later, because everyone Blake asked gave us different directions, we were back outside in the parking lot where a locksmith was stationed.

“Can you make us a key that will unlock these cuffs?” Blake asked him.

Standing with my back to the locksmith, I felt him take my hands in his and examine the cuffs.

“Sure, but it’s going to take two hours.”

Blake’s voice grew louder by an octave and desperate. “What! We have to be somewhere important in a half hour.”

Where the heck were we going? I was more curious than ever.

Blake continued. “Do you have a Plan B? I don’t care what it fucking costs.”

The locksmith stretched my hands apart as far as they would go. He then splayed them on the counter. “Keep your fingers spread and don’t move an inch.”

BANG! My heart hammered. BANG again! Suddenly, my hands were free from one another. I massaged my wrists, not happy the cuffs were still circling them.

“Blake, how are we going to get these off?”

“We’ll figure it out later. For now, think of them as jewelry.”

Jewelry, my ass.

“How much do I owe you?” Blake asked my liberator.

“Forget it. It’s on the house. Just tell me, was the sex good?”

“Yeah. It was fucking amazing.”

Grimacing, I let Blake whisk me away. “How could you say that?”

“Lighten up, baby. You know you loved it.”

Damn it, he was right.
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We were back in the Chevy. I wasn’t talking to Blake. Fuming, I kept my cuffed hands folded tightly across my chest. I’d had enough of this ruse. Blake’s shenanigans. A short fifteen minutes later, we turned off the freeway and began winding down some city streets. At what must be a red light, I finally broke my silence.

“Now, where are we going?”

“You’ll see in five minute.”

Sure enough, five minutes later Blake parked the truck and helped me out of it.

“Watch your step.” His arm around my shoulders, he ushered me up the curb.

“Can’t I take this damn blindfold off?” I asked, inhaling the intoxicating scent of roses and honeysuckle evocative of my childhood. Maybe he was taking me to some romantic garden. Several unsteady steps later, I found myself crossing a threshold. A mélange of delectable aromas instantly wafted up my nose.

“Blake, where are we?” In a quick heartbeat, the blindfold slipped off, and in a stunned blink, I knew. I was home!

“SURPRISE!” shouted out the people nearest and dearest to me, all dressed in Sunday finery. My parents, Blake’s parents, Gloria and Jaime Zander with their twins, Libby, Marcy and her twins, Vera and Steve Nichols and their son Joshua, Mrs. Cho and her family, my therapist, Dr. Williams, and, last but not least, Grandma with Luigi the tailor. Also gathered in the hallway were Father Murphy and some of my parents’ closest friends. The people I’d grown up with. My jaw dropped to the floor. I was simply aghast.

“Blake, is this some kind of surprise party? My birthday’s not till October.”

He smacked a kiss on my cheek “No, baby. It’s a surprise wedding.”

A wedding? “But—”

My mother, looking positively stunning in a damask silk suit that matched the color of her gray-blue eyes, broke out of the crowd and gave me hug before I could say another word.

“Come on, darling. Let’s get you ready.”

“But, Mom, I have nothing appropriate to wear.”

Beaming, she took my hand. “Excuse us, everyone. But the mother of the bride has to get her little girl ready.” I shot a glance at my handsome, smiling father who winked at me. Then, I let Mom lead me to the stairwell with my head turned, my eyes never losing contact with Blake’s. A cocky, triumphant smile lit his face. Oh, my Blake! That man who never stopped surprising me. His love filled the room.

A few breathless moments later, I stepped foot into my bedroom. And yet another shocking surprise.

Chaz! “Darling, just say yes to the dress.”

He was holding up the most beautiful gown I’d ever seen. I gasped, clapping a hand to my wide-open mouth.

“Do you like it, Jenny-Poo?”

“Oh my God, Chaz. It’s gorgeous.” Tears were brimming in my eyes as I beheld his breathtaking creation. It was the dress I’d always dreamed of. A sleeveless, ivory confection with layers of tulle and lace, tiny scattered pearls, and a sweetheart neckline. I knew in my heart every stitch was made with love. Oh my sweet Chaz!

I broke away from my mom and ran up to hug him. Tears were now free-falling down my face.

“Darling, you’re going to crush the dress. Come on, let’s get you dressed.”

To my utter delight, my best friend Libby joined us, and a half hour later, the magnificent dress cinched my narrow waist and grazed the carpeted floor. It fit me to a tee. Beneath the gown, I was wearing delicate lace lingerie and thigh-high silk stockings from Paris. All courtesy of Gloria. And a pair of ivory satin heels with sparkly snowflake shoe clips, courtesy of Libby.

“Mom, was this your idea?” I asked as she and Libby fluffed the dress.

“No, my darling. It was all Blake’s.”

My heart melted.

“I just helped him orchestrate it. And I must tell you, dear, his mother was a saint and helped so much. She’s an amazing woman.”

I smiled. I was so happy Helen and Mom were bonding. That was important to me. And since the Hollywood wedding debacle, she’d grown closer to me and relinquished control over Blake’s social life. I had a lot to learn from her.

Chaz broke into my thoughts. “Jenny-Poo, we’re not done yet. My eyes followed him as he pranced over to my closet and opened it. Hanging from the hook was an exquisite long lace veil. I recognized it immediately. It was the one Blake’s grandma had worn in that photo I’d once admired.

“Grandma insisted you wear it,” my mother said brightly as Chaz adjusted it over my head. It trailed along the carpet.

“Oh, Jen, you look like a princess,” gushed Libby, who once again was going to be my maid of honor. “Take a look at yourself.”

Grabbing my hand, she led me to a full-length standing mirror in the corner of my small room.

I let out a little gasp as I stared at my reflection. My mother stood behind me and I could see her eyes watering in the glass.

“Oh, my little girl.”

I spun around and gave her another hug. “Oh, Mom. I love you so much.”

And then, I hugged Libby and Chaz again.

“No tears!” chastised Chaz. “They’ll ruin your complexion.”

“One last thing, darling,” said my mother, dipping her hand into the pocket of her suit jacket.

“What’s that?” I asked, eyeing a scrap of blue lace that looked very old.

“Something borrowed. Something blue. It’s the garter I wore when I married your father. It belonged to your late grandmother.”

My Irish grandmother, Maeve. A woman I’d heard much about but had sadly never met. I was close to losing it as I lifted my gown. My mother held it up as I slid the treasured heirloom up my silk-clad leg. Her eyes wandered to my wrists.

“Honey, I meant to ask you, what are those unusual bracelets you’re wearing?”

I glanced at the shiny cuffs as I continued to inch the garter up my leg.

On one, the words “My tiger” were engraved; on the other, “You. Are. Mine.”

I replied to my mom. “Oh, just some jewelry Blake wanted me wear for our nuptials.”

My Blake! At this moment, there was no happier or luckier girl in the world than me.


Chapter 27


Blake

I’ll never forget the expression on my tiger’s face as she stepped into her backyard on the arm of her proud, beaming father. She stopped dead in her tracks and her jaw dropped to the snow-covered ground.

That’s right…snow in July. With the help of my mother and her new party planner, Jeffrey, I had magically transformed the McCoys’ backyard into a winter wonderland. A snow machine was making snow and a fine layer dusted the lawn. While Jen was getting ready, I’d helped my nephews and Vera’s son, Josh, finish building the snowman. He looked just like the snowman Jen and I had built that first Christmas together. We were getting married under a chuppah covered with snow white flowers on the very spot where we’d created our snow angel. Mr. Snowman, wearing a black bowtie and tall hat, was sharing the best man spotlight with my bud, Jaime, who stood next to Libby, Jen’s maid of honor. Seats had been arranged for our guests, who I’d flown in on the Conquest Broadcasting jet, and there was also a white baby grand piano. Sitting at it was Roberta Flack herself—yes, I’d flown her in—playing and singing our song.

As the songstress tenderly sang “The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face,” my cock flexed and my heart melted as I beheld my beautiful bride, her eyes glistening with joyous tears. The earth moved beneath my feet as she slowly approached me, her gaze never leaving mine. I was giving her the wedding she always wanted. The wedding she deserved. The wedding we would remember forever.

Mr. Peace, Love, and Happiness was officiating. Yup, Reverend Dooby. Under a slightly overcast sky, I took my tiger in my arms, and we exchanged our vows. To put each other’s needs before the others and to never stop loving each other in good times or bad times. She recited a sonnet while I recited a poem I’d composed. With snowflakes dancing all around us, I lifted her veil and tugged her head back by her ponytail. I held that pretty face in my gaze for a long hot beat and then kissed her the way I had the first time. That very first time I’d seen her face and my life had changed forever. As my mouth consumed hers in a passionate, all-consuming kiss, the sun broke through the clouds. Our snow angel was watching.


Chapter 28


Jennifer

That man.

As I stood on the balcony of the private villa Blake had rented and watched the sun set into the cerulean Tahitian sea, I couldn’t stop reliving my wedding. They say the third time’s a charm, but I would marry that man again and again. The beautiful memories whirled around in my head as the soft sound of the surf resounded in my ears.

Blake had given me the wedding every girl dreamed of. A celebration of love shared by the special people in our lives. I recited the Shakespearean sonnet and he composed a poem. Just for me. Okay, so he stole the first line from another Blake—“Tiger, tiger, burning bright”—but the rest of it was totally original. And so, so moving. The words were still dancing in my head. He compared me to a star and told me he loved me close up and from afar. And then he said I gave him direction and guiding light. “Until death do us part. My heart is yours; yours mine whatever our plight.” He would totally always love me.

And then we said our “I do’s” and he kissed me deeply, passionately. Just like that very first kiss that had started it all. When I danced in his arms to Roberta Flack’s soulful rendition of “For the First Time in Forever” from my favorite movie, Frozen, my heart swelled with happiness, and then I danced in the arms of my dad to the singer’s moving rendition of “The Wind Beneath My Wings.” Yes, my other forever hero. I melted in his arms too.

Both my dad and Blake’s gave awesome speeches that brought laughter as well as tears. And heartfelt, often hilarious toasts abounded. Every one had an outrageous story to tell about Blake. My man was a very naughty boy. And I loved him all the more for it. One, in particular, tickled my heart. Jaime’s. He ended it by toasting me: “To the woman who taught Blake Burns that his cock is connected to his heart.” Everyone roared with laughter while a blushing Blake kissed me again.

I got a little drunk and sang “Roar” to Blake while Roberta belted the piano. Soon after, Libby caught my bouquet of fresh flowers picked right from our backyard, and Chaz caught my garter. But there was going to be another wedding before theirs. Over champagne and my mom’s homemade delicious butter cream wedding cake, Grandma made a toast to her Blakela and Bubala shtupping in good health forever and then an announcement. She and Luigi were stopping off in Vegas on their way back to LA and getting married shmarried. Cheers erupted! YAY for Grandma!

After Grandma’s announcement, Blake stole me away from the festivities, and we fucked our brains out in my childhood bedroom; the dress stayed put, and under the layers of tulle and lace, I came a multitude of glorious times.

Soon afterward, we reboarded the private plane. Though no longer blindfolded, I still had no idea where we were going. Blake still refused to tell me. And it was dark. Yet had it been daylight, I still wouldn’t know because I didn’t spend much time gazing out the window. My face was either buried between Blake’s thighs or hovering over a chair cushion while he rammed into me from behind. And in between fucking our brains out, I slept dreamily in his arms in an in-flight bed made for royalty.

I returned to the moment. As the South Seas sun disappeared into ocean like a ball of fire, a warm breath tickled my neck and a sultry voice swept me out of my delicious memories. Blake. My husband.

“Merry Christmas, baby.”

I felt something hard and cold drape around my neck. I looked down and gasped. Circling my throat was a strand of lustrous beads that hung down past my breasts. They were iridescent green—almost the color of my eyes—and had a pavé diamond clasp. I spun around. Leaning against the balcony, I soaked in my breathtaking man. Shirtless, he was wearing a pair of white sweats that hung sexily low on his hips and skimmed his perfect pelvic V. The tropical breeze ruffled his tousled hair and that dazzling smile lit his gorgeous sun-kissed face. I cupped my palms over his broad sculpted shoulders and searched his ocean-blue eyes.

“Blake, Christmas is not for another five months. What is this?” Whatever this exquisite necklace was, it was mega-expensive.

He adjusted the strand. “They’re Tahitian peacock green pearls—the rarest of all. I was going to give them to you last Christmas but—”

His voice trailed off, but before he could say another word, I crushed my lips against his. “Oh Blake, they’re so beautiful. I love you so much,” I gushed after breaking away.

With a yank of a string, he pulled off my bikini top. My breasts quivered under his lustful gaze. Grasping the rope of pearls, he began to slowly circle them around my nipples. At the erotic, cold touch of them, my buds hardened, and a hot rush of tingles blossomed in my core. Goose bumps spread across my flesh while wetness pooled between my legs.

“I want a proper thank you, Mrs. Burns,” he purred, now squeezing together my breasts with the strand. My eyes shot down. A big bulge dominated his sweats. Obviously, the pearls were multi-functional. My new piece of jewelry was his new toy.

As his mouth melted into mine, I slid down his sweats and then my bikini bottom. Fisting his wondrous cock, I glided it inside me.

“That’s better.” He winked as he began to pound me.

By the following morning, his cock had been many places. And so had my pearls.

Mrs. Burns had a lot to look forward to. Our honeymoon had just begun.


Epilogue


Blake

Christmas, Five Years Later

“Merry Christmas, tiger,” I said brightly after planting a loud wake-up kiss on my wife’s warm lips. My gaze stayed on her as she fluttered opened her eyelids. She looked like an angel, her mouth parted slightly, her porcelain skin flawless, her lustrous hair fanned out like wings, and her eyes dreamy.

She smiled. “Merry Christmas, baby.”

After five years of marriage, Jen had not converted to Judaism. But she had taken some courses at our family synagogue and was even studying Hebrew so she could read the prayers with me. And she’d become, thanks to Grandma’s mentoring, a wonderful Jewish cook—even able to make a Chanukah brisket as good as hers. The arrangement we had worked for both of us, and best of all, we celebrated all the holidays we’d each grown up with. I had to admit Christmas was my favorite.

Jen sat up slowly. Her still sleepy eyes glanced down at my hand. “What’s that you’re holding?”

A fiendish grin spread across my face. “It’s one of your Christmas presents,” I replied, handing her the small gift-wrapped box. A sparkling green bow topped the shiny red paper.

Carefully, she plucked off the bow and then tore off the wrapping. Excitement danced in her eyes as she beheld the black velvet box beneath.

“Come on, open it,” I urged. I couldn’t wait to see the expression on her face. This was a good one. God’s former gift to women was a genius when it came to giving gifts. Call me the gift that keeps on giving.

“Okay,” she murmured, snapping open the lid. Her eyes grew wide as she stared at the iridescent pink ring.

“Is this a piece of jewelry?” she asked, her tone perplexed. She lifted the ring out of the box and put it on her middle finger. I must say it went very nicely with the pink tourmaline heart-pendant necklace I’d given her our very first Christmas together. Except it was a little big. Okay very big. That’s because it was made for something super big. My cock.

I slipped the ring off her finger. “Baby, it’s a toy for you. A piece of jewelry for me. A cock ring.”

Her brows shot up. “A cock ring?”

Despite my giving her a battery-operated sex toy every Christmas (my little tradition), she was still so naïve it was adorable. I couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, it’s going to make me bigger and more powerful.”

“But, Blake, you don’t need to be any bigger or more powerful.”

“Trust me, baby, every man can use a little extra something. And you’re just going to love the attached vibrating heart bullet.”

I’d done a lot of research looking for the perfect battery-operated accessory. Trust me, I was not the one-size-fits-all type of guy. The cock ring I’d finally found was made of a soft, stretchy material. It could expand as I expanded. Nice—totally worth the exorbitant price unless it was false advertising. I shoved the duvet down and there he was—Mr. Burns—commando and at attention, ready for playtime in our favorite playground. I’d woken up, as usual, with a mighty boner.

“Put the ring on me, tiger.”

Wordlessly, she took the ring from me and slipped it over my enormous erection. Her innocent green eyes met mine, begging for further instruction.

“Now slide it down to the base.”

Responsively, she edged it down with her deft fingers until it was right where I wanted it. It felt good—not too loose, not too tight. I flicked on the vibrator. The soft buzz sounded in my ear as I sat back on my elbows and flexed my knees.

“Sit on me, baby, facing the mirror.” In my extensive research, I’d learned that reverse cowgirl was the ideal position for maximizing the benefits of this little toy. It happened to be one of our favorite positions. And this magical toy was only going to make it better.

Guiding my cock into her, she did as bid. I had a bird’s eye view of her sweet ass and the beautiful curve of her back. Man, that delicious pair of dimples where the two met was so damn sexy. They fucking turned me on.

I began to thrust in and out of her, picking up speed with each long, hard stroke. I could feel my cock getting bigger, as if that was possible, swelling to epic proportions. A super-erection! My breathing grew shallow and I was working up a sweat. My buzzing cock was making me buzz everywhere. Jen reached her hands back and placed them firmly on my hipbones to hold on. This was one hell of a ride.

“Oh Blake,” she cried out, arching back her head. “This is amazing.”

Watching the two of us fuck in the mirror, I couldn’t agree more. Besides being so hot and wet, she was taking my cock to the hilt. I felt the tip pounding her womb with each powerful thrust—for sure hitting her magic spot—while the vibrating bullet attachment stimulated her clit. I always went many rounds, but my, I meant her, new toy was sustaining my erection beyond belief. Holy shit! This toy was the bomb. Seriously, I’d give it ten stars on Amazon if I could. As my tiger began to whimper on the brink of an epic orgasm, a loud knock-knock-knock sounded at the door. Shit.

“Mommy, Daddy! Wakey up! I wanna see if Santa came and left me pwesents.”

The other love of my life. Our adorable three-and-a-half-year-old…Leo. My heart melted at the sound of his sweet little raspy voice.

“Coming, sweetie pie,” shouted Jennifer. “And so is Daddy.” Oh, fuck were we. On the next hard thrust, she convulsed all around me while I exploded like a stick of dynamite. Playtime was over. Time to unbig myself. Next activity. I couldn’t wait to open presents under our Christmas tree. To see my little man’s expression as he unwrapped his, and that of my tiger when she saw what I had in store for her. Ho! Ho! Ho!
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Our majestic Christmas tree sat in the bay window of our large living room. Almost ceiling high, it was decorated with many of the ornaments Jennifer had collected as a child. We’d picked out the tree together with Leo and had decorated it over cookies and hot chocolate. Leo loved helping hang the ornaments as much as he loved helping light our Chanukah candles.

Right after Leo—named after my grandpa, Leonard—was born, I sold my Wilshire Corridor condo and found our dream house right on the beautiful, coveted street across from the Santa Monica Stairs where Jen and I worked out every weekend. While it was hardly the size of my parents’ palatial estate (something neither Jen nor I wanted), it was stately and spacious and reminded Jennifer of some of the large houses in Boise she she’d grown up around. There was a big grassy backyard, a gated pool, and a guest house where Jen’s parents stayed whenever they visited. Which was often. In fact, they were occupying it right now. Barely dawn, I was sure they’d be here later in the morning to share our Christmas festivities. Most Christmases, we traveled to Boise and Sun Valley, but this time, we needed to stay close to home. Just in case… So, Jen’s parents, never wanting to miss a Christmas with their beloved grandson, came to LA.

“Oh boy, Daddy! Looky at what Santa got me!” Leo squealed as he tore apart a huge box wrapped with whimsical snowman paper and a big bow. He could barely hold the package in his little hands. “Combat Wombats!”

“Wow!” I winked. “You must have been a really good boy.” Yours truly, Santa, had cleaned out the entire section of these bestselling toys. I’d bought him everything from action figures to the motorized Wombatmobile, which he could actually sit in and drive down the street.

Leo smiled broadly, his two cute dimples bracketing his mouth just like mine. “Will you play with me, Daddy?”

God, I loved that last word. And the way he said it. DAD-dee. And I loved being that man. I told him for sure after breakfast. Leo gleefully opened the rest of his presents—okay, I was spoiling the kid, but what the hell—and then Jennifer and I exchanged ours. She handed me mine first. It was monstrous and quite heavy. I carefully tore apart the exquisite metallic wrapping. At the sight of what was beneath, my eyes grew wide and my heart smiled. It was a framed oil portrait of Leo and me. I fucking loved it.

“Tiger, I love it,” I said, forcing myself not to say the f-word in front of Leo. I smacked my lips against hers. Leo was too busy playing with his new toys to notice.

Jen smiled warmly and brushed her hand through my hair. “I want you to hang it in your new office.”

That was a great idea. At the age of thirty-five, I was now the head of Conquest Broadcasting. I’d inherited my retired father’s expansive top floor office suite and had more wall space than I knew what do with. I knew exactly where I was going to hang it. Right by the entrance so I could look at it all day. I gently set the painting down on the antique rug. Now, it was my turn to give Jen her present. I handed her a small Christmassy shopping bag to which I’d attached a large SpongeBob “Merry Christmas” balloon.

“I know it doesn’t look like much.” My voice trailed off as she took the bag from me and removed a bright red eight by ten envelope. My eyes stayed fixed on her as she unfastened it and slipped out a single sheet of paper. Her green eyes widened and her jaw dropped to the floor as she read the announcement. The paper shook in her trembling hands.

“Oh my God, Blake. You bought back Peanuts?”

Peanuts was the children’s network she’d hoped to work at when she was first hired by my father, but he’d sold it just before she came on board. Jen had always dreamed of working in children’s programming but was forced to work for the porn channel I headed up. SIN-TV. What a fine job she had done. With passion and perseverance, she’d created a mega-successful women’s erotica channel, MY SIN-TV. But now, it was time for her to move on. And to have a family-friendly career. I’d closed the top secret deal only yesterday. Peanuts was officially now once again part of the Conquest Broadcasting media family. And it was going to be part of our little family too.

I held Jen’s stunned face in my gaze. “And, tiger, you’re going to run it. Get used to your new title: President, Peanuts TV.”

She gasped. A hand flew to her gaping mouth. Finally, she found her voice. A stammer. “B-but, who’s going to run MY SIN-TV?”

“Don’t worry about it, baby. I’m promoting Myles.” Myles Harding was my gay head of programming for SIN-TV, but I’d learned he’d been dying to work for our women’s counterpart. It was all going to work out perfectly. My tiger was finally going to have the chance to live out her dream and create her very own SpongeBob. And a lineup of programs that would make me proud—and our children elated. She was going to be our superhero. With my thumb, I tilted up her chin.

“Do you like your present, tiger?”

A huge smile adorned her face. “Oh, Blake, it’s the best Christmas gift ever.” She flung her arms around me and crushed her lips against mine. Our tongues danced joyously, and I became lost in our passionate embrace. A little voice broke us apart.

“Mommy, I’m hungwee.”

Jen flushed with embarrassment and excused herself to make breakfast.

While she toiled in the kitchen, Leo and I retreated to the adjacent family room where we cuddled together on the comfy over-stuffed couch. With Leo snug on my lap, I picked up the remote and clicked on the big screen TV facing us. Wouldn’t you know it…the SpongeBob Christmas episode was on—the very one I’d watched with Jen at her parents’ house—our fateful first Christmas together. Leo loved SpongeBob as much as Jen and I did. As was our ritual, the two of us sang the silly opening credits song together at the top of our lungs, shouting out SpongeBob SquarePants each time it was mentioned.

The episode began, and Leo instantly broke out into a cluster of giggles at one of SpongeBob’s hilariously endearing antics. His sweet laughter was contagious. Ruffling my little man’s unruly dark hair, I joined him.

My little cub. He was the spitting image of me. Except he had Jen’s incredible long-lashed green eyes. Every time I looked into them, I recalled the first time I set my eyes on Jen’s—the day I interviewed her for a job at SIN-TV. And how they’d mesmerized me and reduced me to a spluttering mess.

Grandma had said, “Blakela, you’re gonna get vun just like you.” She was right, and she vus wrong.

I was a holy terror as a child. But not, my Leo. I knew every parent boasted their kid’s the best kid in the world. But let me tell you, mine was. He’d been the perfect baby. Slept the night and was all smiles. And now he was the sweetest, smartest toddler in the world. Already potty trained. Number one in his pre-school. And definitely, the most popular kid too. Little girls fawned all over him. This kid was born a player. On the playground, he was already breaking lots of shovels and hearts. I was going to have to teach him a thing or two about love when he got older.

Leo was the perfect name for him. Born in July, he was definitely a lion. He ruled the playground; he ruled our lives. He roared when he cried; he roared when he laughed. His middle name was Ness, which meant miracle in Hebrew and indeed he was. A gift from God. Following Jen’s hysterectomy, Marcy had told us since Jen had been spared an ovary, she could still produce quality eggs. The problem was she couldn’t carry a child. Marcy turned us on to one of her colleagues—a top fertility doctor. And simultaneously introduced us to a very special surrogate who wanted to carry our child. On the very first attempt, one of my little swimmers fertilized one of Jen’s eggs via IVF—in vitro fertilization. The embryo was transferred to our surrogate and nine months later, we were a family.

Halfway through the cartoon, the tantalizing aroma of pancakes and sausage drifted in the air. I was famished.

Just as the episode wrapped up, Jen called out, “Guys, breakfast is ready.”

I set my little man on the floor. “C’mon, I’ll race you to the kitchen.”

Leo’s eyes lit up. It was another one of our rituals. I always let him win. I was raising him—or should I say, we were raising him to be a winner just the way my parents raised me. And instilling in him the value of going after what you want in life. So far, that was a lot of toys, cookies, and goodnight stories.

“Mommy, I beat Daddy again,” boasted Leo as he energetically ran into the large kitchen on his little pajama-clad legs.

A big smile beamed on Jen’s animated face as I feigned exhaustion with pants. What an actor I was! The one thing I never had to act out was climaxing with my tiger. Fortunately, Leo’s room was far away enough from ours so my tiger could still roar my name. And man, did she.

With breakfast already on the table, Jen swept Leo into her arms and smothered him with kisses. “That’s awesome, my sweetness.”

I eyed them proudly. Happiness filled every crevice of my body. I always knew my Jen would make a great mother and she was. And soon, there would be another cub to add to our den.

Joining them at the kitchen table, I couldn’t wait to dig into breakfast. I was ravenous. I reached for the bottle of maple syrup on the lazy Susan, and as I doused my sausage with it, my eyes met Jen’s. Ever since that breakfast over five years ago at Jaime and Gloria’s beach house, maple syrup made me horny as hell. It had the same effect on Jen. We read each other’s eyes. Yup, she was thinking what I was thinking. Right after breakfast, we’d have our live-in nanny take Leo for a ride in his new Wombatmobile down the street while we fucked our brains out and sent each other orbiting.

As Jen poured coffee from the French press into my mug, her cell phone, charging on the counter, rang. Her signature ringtone—the melody of Roberta Flack’s “The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face”—played. Setting the glass vestibule down, she leapt up from her seat and sprinted to the phone. My gaze stayed riveted on her great ass and taut legs that had become shapelier and more muscular from doing the Santa Monica Stairs with me regularly. Her ponytail bounced with her sprite gait.

Putting the phone to her ear, her eyes grew as wide as saucers. “Oh my God,” I overheard her say. “I’ll be right there.” She ended the call.

“Baby, what’s going on?”

“Marcy’s at Cedars.”

“Holy shit!” Fuck. I didn’t mean to curse in front of my son. I just couldn’t help it.

“I’m heading over. Get there as soon as you can.”

Not bothering to change out of her sweats, Jen grabbed her car keys. She brushed by the table, giving Leo and me each a big kiss, and dashed out the door.

It was time to break out another expensive box of Cuban cigars.
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Jennifer

Libby wasn’t supposed to give birth for another two weeks. Her water had broken early, and when I arrived at Cedars, she was already in the delivery room. Marcy was hovering over her, in green scrubs and a facemask, similar to the ones I was forced to put on. A team of nurses surrounded them.

Libby was plopped up against a mountain of pillows, clad in a pink hospital gown, her knees bent and splayed.

“Lib!” I shouted out, running up to her side.

My bestie smiled faintly and managed to wave to me.

“Breathe,” Marcy commanded.

“How’s she doing?” I asked Blake’s sister, my voice laden with worry.

“Great.”

Libby blew out short, sharp breaths. Pants.

I squeezed her hand. Her fiery red curls were matted to her sweat-laced face.

“Push,” ordered Marcy.

“Fuck,” grunted Libby as she did as asked. Her freckled face turned as red as her hair.

“Are you in pain?” My voice was shaky.

Breathing as instructed, she shook her head. Her extended belly rose up and down.

Libby was giving birth to our second child.

Yes, my best friend in the world, now happily married to a great guy and the mother of twins (another story!), had offered to be our surrogate after I told her Marcy, our first surrogate, felt our chances for a successful pregnancy would be better with a younger woman.

Choosing not to remarry though she was contently involved with an older, respected doctor, Marcy was now close to forty-five. She was the best sister-in-law in the world. That day in her office two months after my surgery, she gave Blake and me a priceless wedding present. The gift of life. A family. As I watched Libby labor, I flashed back to that moment and then to the epic birth of Leo. After a long struggle, he came out roaring like a lion.

A shriek from Libby pierced the air and cut into my thoughts. My already frenetic heartbeat sped up.

“One more push!” urged Marcy.

My unblinking eyes stayed glued on my best friend as she grunted a loud breath, tears streaming down her scrunched up face, and then they widened as a tiny dark-haired head emerged between her bent legs. I bit down hard on my bottom lip as she continued to grunt and push out the tiny life form with Marcy’s gloved hands gently guiding it into the world.

The next thing I knew, the unmistakable wails of a newborn were filling my ears.

With a heavy sigh of relief, Libby fell back against the pillows. I hugged her.

“Lib, you did it!”

“We did it!” Libby beamed, her voice strong for a woman who’d just given birth.

Oh, my Lib! Always there for me! My eyes shifted to Marcy.

Smiling beneath her mask, she cradled the tiny baby in her arms while two of the nurses cleaned her up and then swaddled her in a soft pink blanket.

“Congratulations!” they said in unison as they transferred her into my arms.

Breathless and wordless, I gazed down at our little girl. Our miracle. Our beautiful miracle. I couldn’t wait for Blake to meet her.
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Blake

It took all I had not to drive like a madman. Thank fucking God, the streets were empty. A rarity for LA but typical for Christmas Day. Jen’s father was seated beside me in the Range Rover (our family car), and in the backseat, Leo was strapped into his car seat with Mrs. McCoy planted on the adjacent cream leather seat. My heart was in my throat and beating a mile a minute. “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” was blasting on the radio, and Leo was singing along in his adorable pitch-perfect voice. Oh, yeah, Santa had come. That’s for sure. But I just didn’t expect this present today of all days. The plans we had for later were scrapped—to see an animated movie and then go to Chinatown with my parents, Grandma, and Luigi. I tried calling Jen. No answer. Clenching the steering wheel and my teeth, I could hear my palpitating heart in my ear and feel it beat in my throat. Libby was way early and I was fucking freaking.

Arriving at Cedars, I left the car with the VIP valet, and with Leo riding me piggyback, I dashed into the hospital. The McCoys trailed close behind us, fit enough to keep up with me.

“Daddy, why we go to the hospital?” Leo breathed into my ear. “I no fall down.”

Besides being born here, he’d been to Cedars once before—the emergency room—when he’d fallen off our backyard jungle gym and cut open his chin. My poor little man needed three stitches. While he was as brave as the lion he was, yours truly, Mr. Cowardly, almost needed smelling salts to get through the ordeal.

“Why, Daddy?” my son asked again.

“It’s a surprise,” I said breathlessly. And it better be a good one.

“Tell me, Daddy, what it is,” Leo begged.

Before I could respond, my cell phone rang. My breath hitched as I picked it up on the first ring. Jen!

Thank you, Jesus. Now, I just had to find Room 3020.
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Jennifer

“Oh honey, she looks just like you!” said my teary-eyed mother, who was gathered around me along with my elated father, Blake, and Leo. I was seated in a comfortable armchair, our newborn in my arms. Libby, believe it or not, had already rebounded from the record-fast delivery and was taking a stroll through the maternity ward to give us some alone time with the new addition to our family.

“An Irish beauty!” chimed in my proud dad.

I glanced down at her. Indeed, she was with her milky skin, tuft of ebony hair, and long-lashed blue-green eyes. Just fed, her rosebud lips pursed with contentment. I gently kissed the top of her silky scalp and inhaled her intoxicating newborn scent. Lifting my head, my eyes met Blake’s glistening blue orbs. Standing motionless, he was a cross between a zombie and a god.

“Here, Blake. Hold her.” I stood up and carefully transferred our little bundle of love into his strong manly arms.

“Hi, princess,” he said softly, the awed expression on his face melting my heart.

Never taking his eyes off her, he slowly lowered himself to the armchair. Leo was eye-level with the baby.

“Say hi to your sister, Maeve, my little man.”

Maeve. Blake and I had chosen that name together. An homage to my late grandmother, it meant “the cause of great joy” and indeed she was. The best Christmas present ever.

Staring at his sister, Leo asked, “Where did she come from, Daddy? Don’t babies come from mommies’ tummies?”

A smile lit Blake’s lips. “She’s magic. Just like you.”

Puzzled, adorable Leo cocked his head. “Me abracadabra?”

Blake chuckled. “One day when you’re a big boy, I’ll teach you the trick.”

Leo reciprocated with a big dimpled smile and then unexpectedly, he kissed our newborn on her forehead. My beaming parents hovered over them.

I quickly snapped a photo with my iPhone. And then I blinked my eyes like the shutter of a camera lens and took a mental snapshot of this magnificent moment that would stay in my mind forever. The album of life.

Overwhelmed with emotion, I continued to gaze at Blake—that man with whom I’d shared this incredible journey. Life, I’d learned, is not a fait accompli. A simple dare can change the course of everything…take you down a miraculous road you thought you’d never travel. A road to happiness and true love.

As Blake lovingly held our little girl with our precious little boy beside him, my heart exploded. My body tingled from my head to my toes. And tears welled up in my eyes. Blake had given me more than happiness. He’d given me joy. An emotion so powerful it couldn’t be put into words.

I looked forward to the next leg of our journey. To raising our children and growing old together. In my heart, I knew Leo would one day grow up to be that special man to a wonderful woman and our little princess would find her own that man to love and protect her. Like I had with Blake Burns.

My husband. My lover. The father of our children. My hero.

Oh, how I love that man.

THE END

…well, almost…


A LETTER FROM BLAKE


Hey there all you beautiful and sexy readers~

Come on. You know me by now. There’s no way I was going to let my tiger get the last word in as much as I love her. I am, after all, that good-looking guy on the cover, the one who inspired this story.

I just want to thank you for sharing our adventure. It was some rollercoaster ride, huh? A couple of times we almost fell off. And no way could I have saved her. But there’s something mightier than a superhero. Another four-letter F-word. Fate. They say fate’s a bitch, but I’m glad she is because Jen and I ended up together.

My sister told me Jen’s made me a better person. She’s right. My tiger has. Remember that guy at the beginning who thought with his cock? Well, I’ve got to admit I still do, but like my pal, Jaime Zander, said at our wedding, I learned my cock is connected to my heart. My cock has an appetite but my heart hungers too. I fuck hard. I love harder.

It’s sometimes hard to believe the player you once knew is now the family guy. Man, if I’d only known what it’s like to hold a newborn in my arms, I would have had kids a lot sooner, but I had to wait for the right woman. Jen will tell you I went to heaven and back. And the first time my little cubs smiled at me, my heart melted like an M&M in my mouth.

Just like my father, I’m damn good at my new job though I’ll confess Mr. Gift Who Keeps Giving spoils those two beautiful kids. I’m also a little over protective. Okay, so I’m over the top in that department. Being a parent brings out the superhero in me. Trust me, God fucking help the man who lays hands on my princess—even worse, who lays her. He’d better have a safe place to hide.

Yup, Jen turned me into a man I can be proud of. A loving, loyal husband, father, friend, and lover. And she turned me into a poet too. I’ve come a long way since copying Hallmark cards and writing those dumbass limericks. Okay, so my poetry isn’t going to win a Pulitzer, but I’ve got to say it’s pretty darn good.

They say the third time’s a charm. And it is. After our third wedding, we got our happily every after. We still have our little ups and downs—what marriage doesn’t?—but it’s perfectly imperfect. I will love Jen for richer, for poorer (fat chance), in sickness and in health until death do us part. My tiger’s stuck with me forever. I will always be that man.

Thank you for rooting for us. Putting up with us. (Yeah, I know you wanted to slap us more than a couple of times.) And sharing our story.

I.T.A.L.Y.~ xo Blake
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GRANDMA’S FAMOUS MATZO BALL SOUP


(Serves 6)

Bubalas, trust me, the vay to a man’s heart—and his shmekel—is through his stomach. Make him my delicious matzo ball soup and you’ll be shtupping for hours. Zei gezunt! Enjoy!
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INGREDIENTS

CHICKEN STOCK

-    1 4-5-lb chicken (preferably Kosher), cut into 8 pieces

-    1 pound chicken wings, necks, and/or backs

-    2 large yellow onions, unpeeled, quartered

-    6 celery stalks, cut into 1” pieces

-    4 large carrots, peeled, cut into 1” pieces

-    1 large parsnip, peeled, cut into 1” pieces

-    1 large shallot, quartered

-    1 head of garlic, halved crosswise

-    6 sprigs flat-leaf parsley

-    1 tablespoon black peppercorns

MATZO BALLS

-    3 large eggs, beaten

-    3/4 cup matzo meal

-    1/4 cup schmaltz (chicken fat), melted

-    3 tablespoons club soda (my secret ingredient for fluffy, melt-in-you mouth balls)

-    1 1/4 teaspoon kosher salt

GARNISH

-    2 small carrots, peeled

-    Pinch of kosher salt

-    2 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh dill

-    Coarsely ground fresh black pepper

PREPARATION

CHICKEN STOCK

-    Bring all ingredients and 12 cups cold water to a boil in a very large (at least 12-qt.) stockpot. Reduce heat to medium-low and simmer until chicken breasts are cooked through and tender, about 20 minutes.

-    Transfer breasts to a plate (remaining chicken parts are strictly for stock). Let breasts cool slightly, then remove meat and return bones to stock. Shred meat. Let cool, tightly wrap, and chill.

-    Continue to simmer stock, skimming surface occasionally, until reduced by one-third, about 2 hours. Strain chicken stock through a fine-mesh sieve into a large saucepan (or airtight container, if not using right away); discard solids. You should have about 8 cups.

-    DON’T VAIT! DO AHEAD: Stock can be made 2 days ahead. Let cool; cover and chill. Keep reserved chicken meat chilled.

MATZO BALL MIXTURE

-    Mix beaten eggs, matzo meal, schmaltz, club soda, and salt in a medium bowl (mixture vill resemble vet sand; it vill firm up as it rests). Cover and chill at least 2 hours.

-    DO AHEAD: Mixture can be made 1 day ahead. Keep chilled.

ASSEMBLY

-    Bring chicken stock to a boil in a large saucepan. Add carrots; season vith salt.—Reduce heat and simmer until carrots are tender, 5–7 minutes. Remove from heat, add reserved breast meat, and cover. Set soup aside.

-    Meanvhile, bring a large pot of vell-salted water to a boil. Scoop out 2-tablespoon-size portions matzo ball mixture and, using vet hands, gently roll into balls. (I LOVE ROLLING THE BALLS!)

-    Add matzo balls to vater and reduce heat so vater is at a gentle simmer (too much bouncing around vill break them up). Cover pot and cook matzo balls until cooked through and starting to sink, 20–25 minutes. (DON’T LET THEM SINK ALL THE VAY. SINKERS ARE STINKERS!)

-    DO AHEAD: Using a slotted spoon, transfer matzo balls to bowls. Ladle soup over, top vith dill, and season vith pepper. And enjoy!

ES GEZUNTERHEYT!
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